
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Jeffery Deaver

			“Deaver is a master of ticking-bomb suspense.”

			—People

			“Deaver is a mastermind of manipulation.”

			—Library Journal

			“Deaver is a genius.”

			—Associated Press

			South of Nowhere

			“This suspenseful thriller will keep readers off-balance and unsure whom to trust…. Perfect for a one-sitting read.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“An exhilarating action-infused mystery…Jeffrey Deaver does a brilliant job of incorporating suspense along with the harrowing drama of a natural disaster.”

			—BookTrib

			“Deaver is a first-class storyteller…. He takes an interesting, complex character (Colter comes from a survivalist family) and builds an intricate, unpredictable story around them. Readers familiar with Mr. Shaw will thoroughly enjoy this novel. For those who haven’t met him yet, this is a good time to rectify that.”

			—Booklist

			“Riveting…Deaver’s pacing is characteristically top-notch, and he ratchets up the suspense…. This series has plenty of gas in the tank.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			The Watchmaker’s Hand

			“One would be hard-pressed to name a better writer of beat-the-clock thrillers than Jeffery Deaver…. The Watchmaker’s Hand, his latest novel featuring the quadriplegic New York City criminalist Lincoln Rhyme, turns urban strife into a tense tick-tock narrative…. Mr. Deaver’s book is an ingenious mechanism, designed to make the risks seem ever more real even as it increases the velocity of the pages being turned.”

			—The Wall Street Journal

			“The Rhyme novels are remarkably consistent: The writing is superb, the characters intriguing, the stories spellbinding, and the plot twists shocking. Fans of Deaver’s long-running series will want to read this one as soon as they can. Expect high demand.”

			—Booklist

			“Deaver masterfully delivers another pulse-pounding Lincoln Rhyme thriller that takes you on a frenzied ride through a New York City teetering on the edge of chaos. Deaver’s exquisite plotting and meticulous research shine, constructing a web of political intrigue that ensnares Rhyme in a deadly race against time. The shadowy Watchmaker adds a layer of psychological dread…. This is a high-octane, nail-biter of a read that solidifies Deaver’s standing as the virtuoso of the modern crime thriller.”

			—Mark Dawson, author of The Cleaner

			“Jeffery Deaver is a master storyteller. His characters and plotting are second to none. One of the true giants of the genre.”

			—Steve Cavanagh, author of Thirteen

			“The Watchmaker’s Hand is engineered with typical Deaver precision. The plot barrels along with numerous unexpected twists and turns. I loved it!”

			—Kathy Reichs, author of the Temperance Brennan series

			The Midnight Lock

			“The wait has been worth it. This is prime Rhyme: a fiendishly smart villain, bewildering crimes, plenty of plot twists, and Lincoln, the quadriplegic criminalist, is at his cranky, belligerent, brilliantly clever best.”

			—Booklist

			“The dialogue and plotting are as sharp as ever in The Midnight Lock.…If the burglar’s break-in feats often resemble magic, so do some of Deaver’s tricks.”

			—The Sunday Times

			“Some readers will be aghast in admiration at the nonstop revelations, others impatient for every last T to be crossed so that they can turn the last page and get to sleep before dawn. In the end, everyone will agree that there’s no other detective under the midnight moon like Lincoln Rhyme.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			The Final Twist

			“Jeffery Deaver’s action-packed The Final Twist is a nail-biter…. [It] begs for another visit with Colter.”

			—South Florida Sun-Sentinel

			“Jeffery Deaver’s The Final Twist lives up to its name admirably, even delivering said twist on the very last page of the book.”

			—BookPage (starred review)

			“[The Final Twist] is clearly the best of the series so far.”

			—Booklist

			The Goodbye Man

			One of BookPage’s “Most Anticipated Mysteries and Thrillers” of 2020

			“Jeffery Deaver has more ideas for getting people in and out of tight spots than Carter has liver pills.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“[An] outstanding sequel to 2019’s The Never Game…Deaver balances suspense and plausibility perfectly…. This is a perfect jumping-on point for readers new to one of today’s top contemporary thrillers writers.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“The second Colter Shaw novel is even better than the first…. It’s no surprise that the story has a lot of moving parts and just the right amount of twists and turns (Deaver’s reputation as a master of the corkscrewing plot is well earned), and fans of the author’s Lincoln Rhyme and Kathryn Dance novels will note the same attention to character construction and natural-sounding dialogue here. Colter Shaw seems certain to become an enduring series lead.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“The Goodbye Man features Deaver at his level best, wielding his computer keyboard like a magic wand to dazzle us. This is superb thriller writing, as compulsively readable as it is masterfully structured.”

			—Milford Daily News

			“[A] gripping and ingenious tale of greed and deception in the American wilderness.”

			—The Times (UK)

			The Never Game

			“Jeffery Deaver creates insanely devious plots calculated to make your head explode…. [The Never Game] dazzles with its crafty twists and turns.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Deaver introduces a fascinating new character in the methodical Colter Shaw. Nothing is predictable in the case, and like a curvy mountain road, the twists are intense. Hopefully more stories with Shaw are in the future.”

			—Associated Press

			“[A] superb series launch from Thriller Award winner Deaver…Fans of twisty suspense that pushes the envelope of plausibility without inviting disbelief will be enthralled.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Award-winning author Deaver introduces an engaging new protagonist with staying power. Colter’s backstory is fascinating and his persona as much a part of the tale as the crime itself. This is a sure bet for fans of suspense and will find a home with those who like their protagonists to be a central part of the mystery.”

			—Library Journal

			The Cutting Edge

			“Deaver is at his graciously cruel best in The Cutting Edge. [His] singular flair for ghastly irony is on full display…. Deaver seduces us.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Deaver’s approach excels in The Cutting Edge, the fourteenth novel to feature Lincoln and his assistant, Amelia Sachs…. Deaver keeps the level of suspense high as he also examines the gem trade and takes readers on an insider’s tour of New York City. Deaver’s intelligent characters show their mettle as the twists mount.”

			—South Florida Sun-Sentinel

			“Stellar…The tension rises [and] Deaver keeps the twists and surprises coming in this roller-coaster ride of a thriller.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Incredible…Deaver delivers another explosive book in the series…. Deaver is a master…. It will be no surprise to see The Cutting Edge appear on many lists for being the best book of the year.”

			—Suspense Magazine

			The Burial Hour

			“Deaver is a master of plot twists, and they are abundant in this story that keeps the reader guessing…. Putting Rhyme and Sachs in unknown territory showcases a different side of their characters. Making them jump through hoops to keep international peace gives the story an extra edge.”

			—Associated Press

			“Deaver’s forte is the diabolical puzzle mystery, and The Burial Hour is so devilishly tricky you can practically smell the sulfur fumes…. In a bold plot twist, Deaver folds Rhyme’s inquiries into a broader investigation of a humanitarian challenge shared by the whole world. Takes guts, that does.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“The Burial Hour proves once again Jeffery Deaver is a brilliantly intricate novelist.”

			—HuffPost

			The Steel Kiss

			“Darkly witty…Unsettling.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Deaver at his best, and when you are Jeffery Deaver this means best of the best.”

			—HuffPost

			“Fans will marvel at the creative manner in which Deaver incorporates current technological and societal trends into the plots of his thrillers.”

			—Library Journal

			“A master class in how to perfectly balance plot and character.”

			—Connecticut News

			“Deaver doesn’t disappoint. With an unmatched ability to create the perfect characters…Deaver takes fans to the edge in this one and dangles them over the cliff…. One of the best books of 2016.”

			—Suspense Magazine

			Solitude Creek

			“What do we truly fear, and how would we react in a crisis? Would we fall apart or claw our way to safety? Or would we help someone else? Deaver forces the reader to tackle these questions, then adds his own brand of twists to play with expectations, delivering another outstanding and unpredictable thriller.”

			—Associated Press

			“Numerous surprises are in store for Kathryn Dance (and the reader) in bestseller Deaver’s stellar fourth novel featuring the California Bureau of Investigations kinesics expert…. Deaver’s meaty thrillers are as good as they come.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“One of Deaver’s most diabolical villains.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			The Skin Collector

			“Outstanding…The endgame remains in doubt to the end. Deaver proves himself a grandmaster of the genre as each surprise leads to an even bigger surprise, like a series of reverse Russian nesting dolls.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Deaver’s ability to tell the reader everything and still manipulate the story with diabolical twists is the sign of a master at work. Readers unfamiliar with Lincoln Rhyme will find a detective that rivals Sherlock Holmes, and fans will enjoy the familial and reflective aspects of previous cases.”

			—Associated Press

			“Deaver has brought a unique voice to the thriller genre, mixing high-energy action into novels about a brilliant criminologist…. Lincoln Rhyme has become one of the genre’s most iconic characters.”

			—South Florida Sun-Sentinel

			“Like all of his books, the storytelling is intricately plotted, with plenty of feints, misdirections, and endgame twists to keep the reader guessing.”

			—Raleigh News & Observer

			The October List

			“Don’t skip ahead to the beginning and spoil the fun that’s guaranteed for anyone interested in a thriller that forces the reader to use their brains in a creative way…. Deaver is a master of manipulation and The October List is [a] powerful book.”

			—Associated Press

			“Brilliant…Might well be Deaver’s most fiendish thriller ever…as the pace quickens and the story continues to backtrack, solid evidence, established plot points, and sturdily built characters all begin to come undone, until what started out as an interactive game becomes a truly unnerving exercise in deception.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“[Deaver] delivers a clever, demanding stand-alone…. As the ingenious plot folds back on itself, the reader has to reevaluate and reinterpret the constantly shifting ‘facts’ in the case. The finished picture finally emerges with a shock of recognition. This is brilliant craftsmanship in a vastly entertaining package.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Elegantly clever…The novel takes a mischievous delight in misleading the reader, without ever outright cheating. It offers a delightful game of wits…. Deaver wraps the novel up with breathtaking success.”

			—The Columbus Dispatch

			The Kill Room

			“Fast and furious…An ace thriller [by] a master magician with words.”

			—Associated Press

			“This is Deaver at his very best and not to be missed by any thriller fan.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Chillingly effective…Equal parts Marathon Man and top-notch political thriller, this is Deaver at the top of his game. Rhyme remains the most original hero in thriller fiction today…. Not to be missed.”

			—The Providence Sunday Journal

			XO

			“Deaver’s infernal puzzle mysteries invariably inspire words like devious, diabolical, and devilish, all of which apply to XO. It’s Dance’s toughest case, and one of Deaver’s best books.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Deaver is a master of manipulation. XO delivers more twists than a bag of pretzels, and just when readers believe they have everything figured out, another surprise awaits them.”

			—Associated Press

			“Just in time for poolside season, Jeffery Deaver gives us XO…. Deaver’s talent will keep you plugging away.”

			—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

			The Burning Wire

			“Not even the brilliant Rhyme can foresee the shocking twists the case will take in this electrically charged thriller.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Another winner from the dependable Deaver.”

			—Booklist

			The Broken Window

			“One of the most unnerving of Deaver’s Lincoln Rhyme novels…[with a] mad genius who is smarter and scarier than the genre’s garden-variety nut jobs.”

			—The New York Times

			“One of Deaver’s best…Riveting…This is one scary novel.”

			—The Globe and Mail (Toronto)

			“Deaver’s scarily believable depiction of identity theft in a total-surveillance society stokes our paranoia.”

			—Entertainment Weekly

			The Sleeping Doll

			“[An] intricately plotted thriller…A dazzling mental contest.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“The chase is on, and so are the surprises.”

			—The Sacramento Bee

			“[A] pulse-pounder…The procedural scenes are fascinating.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			The Bone Collector

			“Never lets up…There are dramatic switcheroos up to the very last page, and a climactic battle to the death.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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				The Bookkeeper

				A Colter Shaw Story

			
			
				God made the integers; all else is the work of man.

				—Leopold Kronecker, German mathematician

			

			Too late.

			The killer that Colter Shaw had been trying to intercept had gotten here first.

			Or the flashing police lights and dozen officers outside the library were merely a coincidence and something else was amiss.

			But Shaw did not believe in coincidences.

			A man of percentages, even without the benefit of all the facts, he assessed it ninety percent likely that his prey was behind the disturbance.

			The building he was looking at was the library of the New School for Social Thought, in Greenwich Village. The institution was hardly neo-Gothic. It was essentially a bland office building.

			But the good news, at least, was that the killer had not killed. It seemed, instead, the break-in was a fact-finding mission. A real-life Wikipedia search to track down the details that would help him in the murder he had planned.

			Shaw deduced this from the low-key police response—two blue and white cars and an unmarked. No ambulances, no SWAT.

			To make sure, though, he asked a woman officer, standing beside one of the patrol cars, “No one hurt, right?”

			“Move along sir now” was the reply. A punctuation-free utterance.

			Shaw was a civilian. But his work often brought him into contact with LEO, law enforcement officers. They could make his life miserable, or they could help considerably, and so he made sure to minimize the antagonism—and make their lives as easy as possible. Which could only help his.

			“I might have some knowledge of what happened.” She eyed him up and down. Shaw, thirties-ish, wore black jeans and a black sport jacket, a gray shirt, collared. He was six feet tall with short blond hair and an agreeable smile, which, at the moment, he deployed mostly for effect. His go-to expression was low-affect observant. Inscrutable was a word often used.

			“You see something?”

			“No. I had an appointment with the librarian about a matter.”

			“A matter.”

			“That’s right,” he told S. Lopez.

			From the name badge.

			“Can I see some ID?”

			He took out his driver’s license.

			She looked it over and, without saying a word to him, photographed it and sent it to wherever in the police heavens images of driver’s licenses went.

			Usually at a moment like this, he also handed over his concealed-carry license. New York was now a shall-issue state, meaning anyone who met the requirements for carrying a hidden pistol was issued a permit. But those requirements included NY residency and did not allow reciprocity; the carry tickets from other states meant nothing here. Shaw, who used his pistol infrequently but was always happy to have it handy, was a Florida resident.

			So though his assignment was the sort for which a gun might prove helpful, he did not have his Glock with him.

			Never break the law.

			This was one of his father’s famous and occasionally infamous Never Rules that he’d drilled into the psyches of Shaw, his older brother, Russell, and their younger sister, Dorion.

			Officer Lopez continued to look at her phone.

			He came back warrant free (such had not always been the case), and she said, “Wait here.”

			She trooped off and returned a few minutes later with a detective. Young to be a gold shield, Shaw thought. In fact, he looked a bit like Shaw himself: lean, athletic and blond. Wearing an inexpensive but pristine go-to-church suit, somewhere between powder and navy blue.

			“Mr. Shaw.” Wasn’t a question. No point for it to be. “You know something about this?”

			“I’m a—”

			“Reward seeker,” the detective said. “I just looked you up. You go after rewards for missing people and escaped convicts. And bad guys we cops can’t find.”

			“That, rarely.” Another smile was offered. He really needed to get into that building. And quickly.

			“There some reward here?”

			“That’s right. The offeror’s a nonprofit, the Institute for the Freedom of Journalism. It’s an outfit that protects journalists and funds the legal defense of reporters and writers around the world. They got word that a professional hitman has come to New York from Brussels to kill somebody.”

			The detective blinked and frowned. In his short time on the job, this would be a unique crime. Shaw guessed, though, that in a law enforcement career of any length, international professional hits were uncommon. “Well, now, sir, that’s police business. If this institute thought there was a threat, they should have contacted the police directly, not sent you.”

			“They did, Detective. The FBI too. Nobody followed up.”

			A frown. “Hm. I’m sorry about that. We’ve got thirty thousand officers in New York City. But it’s not enough.”

			“In fairness, the report doesn’t have a lot to go on. That’s what I’m doing here. Trying to find the victim.”

			“This organization doesn’t know?”

			“No. The contact who sent them the information about the hit? It was a reporter in France. He disappeared.”

			A broader frown appeared on the cop’s face. “You think they were killed?”

			“Or threatened into going silent, I don’t know. But I’m trying to find the victim. When I do, I’ll get them into protection and then look for the killer.”

			The detective nodded at the library. “Why here? You must’ve had a lead.”

			“That’s right. Apparently, the victim is looking into an authoritarian regime in Eastern Europe. That’s what the library specializes in. I was coming here to talk to the director, see if he might know anybody doing work recently in that area.”

			“So maybe your killer had the same idea,” the detective offered. He wasn’t as young-looking up close.

			“Maybe. What happened?”

			“Smash and grab. The doer kicked the back door in, found the office and stole the library director’s laptop.”

			A grimace crossed Shaw’s face. Not good. Imagine the wealth of information on it.

			Jotting notes in a real honest-to-God cop notebook, Lopez asked, “You have anything on this…person, the killer?”

			“I’ll admit, it sounds funny, but he works for a chocolate company.”

			“Does sound funny. Keep going.”

			Shaw said, “But that’s a cover. It’s really a dirty-tricks outfit. Misinformation. Hacking into elections.”

			“Assassination too, I guess.”

			Shaw nodded.

			“For Russia?”

			“Any Eastern Bloc country that wants to quash democracy. It’s a for-hire outfit.”

			“So mercenaries with computers. And the occasional gunman.”

			“Exactly.” He was pleased the cop hadn’t just laughed at his preposterous idea and told him to get the hell out of his sight. “Oh, and we know his nickname. The Bookkeeper.”

			“Because he plans everything out, all his hits? Every detail.”

			“No. Because he really is one.”

			“A bookkeeper?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Who’s also a hitman…And you can’t get a description or picture because the chocolate bar company’s not inclined to be cooperative.”

			“I don’t think they make bars. But that’s right.”

			“Okay, Mr. Shaw, sir, I’ll report this up.”

			Shaw’s expression offered: Why should they change their minds now?

			The detective jotted some notes and asked for details of the institute and the chocolate company.

			Shaw recited them.

			“Brass’ll decide how they want to follow up. I’m going to tell you, sir, Mr. Shaw, we can’t have you investigating a case involving a possible homicide. Against all the regs. Not like a missing kid—you’re free to search to your heart’s content. But criminal? Nope.”

			“Understood. But…I’ve got an appointment with the director.”

			Then, after a long pause, the man made an expression that was positively coy. “But if you happened…just happened to fall into the category of, maybe a witness, then I suppose it couldn’t hurt to help refresh your memory by talking to the director, see if there’s anything you could remember that could help me find the burglar. I don’t think anybody’d have a problem with that.”

			“Fair enough.” Shaw appreciated the man’s gesture. He was one of the good ones.

			“But you get a name or lead to anybody—the victim or this Bookkeeper—I’m the first person you call. That understood?”

			“Clear as crystal,” Shaw replied.

			“I hope so. I would prefer not to have to arrest you for obstruction.”

			Shaw told him that was his preference too and offered one of those dubious smiles to back up his words.

			

			—

			Was the answer here?

			As he sat in a coffeehouse, authentically Italian, as were many in lower Manhattan, he was asking himself this question.

			The stocky bearded man of dark features, forty-six years old, and wearing the typical business clothes of a typical businessman, was typing away at a laptop.

			The answer, the clue, the lead…

			Scrolling through file after file.

			No, not yet.

			As Stavros Drall searched, his mind wandered.

			To where it often went when doing repetitive work:

			The world of numbers. His first love.

			Numbers…

			A subject with a fascinating history, which he found himself reflecting on with some frequency.

			Cave people tallied with burned bone and sticks—but that didn’t really “count,” he sometimes thought and would laugh at the English pun. As for the first true numerical system, it was the brainchild of the Sumerians, 3000 BCE. They had a base-sixty scheme—imagine (we use the bush-league base-ten). Then came the Egyptians, who used hieroglyphic numerals for construction and a subject near and dear to the man, accounting. The Greeks had an alphabet-based system, akin to the folks on the southern side of the Mediterranean. The Romans had that system we all know from trying to figure out the date of movies in the credits. It worked well enough but without a zero was pretty useless for calculations.

			As for the South Asians—500 AD saw the introduction of Hindu-Arabic numbers, which we recognize today. It was in their system that the miraculous 0 appeared—a true number, not just a placeholder. The results were arithmetic and algebra. From there the evolution raced forward. The Islamic scholar al-Khwarizmi—we get algorithm from the name—and others continued to explore what numbers could do, though in a more philosophical sense. Finally, Fibonacci’s Liber Abaci, in the thirteenth century, brought 0 through 9 to Europe.

			And commerce and science exploded exponentially.

			Few other changes occurred until the 1950s, when the simplest system of them all rose to prominence: Binary.

			Which used only 0 and 1.

			And made the whole digital world possible: nearly all software, no matter how complicated, operated on those two numerical siblings alone, including the data he was currently scrolling through on the computer he had just stolen.

			He was searching for something—the faintest, the most insubstantial of clues, which could, however, like fanning an ember, burst to flame.

			And reveal the identity and the location of the person he was supposed to murder.

			Intelligence services in his home country had reported that someone—no information more specific than that—was on the trail of a document, which, when made public, would be very bad for certain important people.

			After being smuggled into the country through Canada, he had found a lead: the document he sought was likely in the archives in the library of the New School for Social Thought in Manhattan, where it was among materials donated by an activist who’d committed suicide in Bucharest. (What other explanation might there have been for a fall from his tenth-story apartment window?)

			Drall’s mission was to find and destroy the document and murder the reporter or activist who was searching for it.

			And so it was to this library that he’d hurried.

			The laptop he’d stolen, though, provided no helpful information whatsoever. The facility did not log visitors or what they searched for. Drall realized this was intentional—to prevent people like him from learning researchers’ IDs. He came to the last file and returned the computer, useful only as a paperweight—to his backpack.

			The setback was merely an inconvenience. A classic accounting question. In the balance sheet of this operation, an entry had been made on the debit side.

			But that meant there was a corresponding entry on the asset side.

			He would now cash in.

			He lifted a finger to his nose and smelled tobacco. He missed his French cigarettes. There was no smoking on a job, ever, of course (left far too many clues—and drew far too much attention). Ah, the damn Western world, so worried about health and safety.

			So he had to make do with the comforting aroma.

			He placed a call on a phone that would be, by morning, in a landfill somewhere in the tristate area.

			“Yeah?” The man’s voice was gruff.

			“Anthony. It’s me.” Drall was athletic and stern looking—hardly the stereotype for a bookkeeper—but his voice was high and smooth. It was graced with a lilt.

			“Oh.” The man, somewhere in the suburbs of New Jersey, now turned instantly respectful. And a bit afraid.

			Good. The way associates should always be.

			Anthony said, “You found what you were looking for?” In professional relationships like these, conversations were always obscure in the extreme.

			“I’m close. What we talked about. I’ll need the package.”

			“You bet, brother,” the man said quickly. “Just tell me when and where.”

			Drall had never met Anthony or his crew but knew something of them. They were big and bearded and crude…and efficient in their deadly or injurious missions. And though they were, to a person, American through and through, they had passionate sympathies for what Drall’s employer stood for and what he had sent Drall to accomplish: the end of Western governance.

			“As soon as possible. I’ll text the address.”

			He glanced out the window, thinking again of his new plan.

			Yes, it should work.

			“And there’s something else I need.”

			“Sure. What?”

			No one was close by, but in this world, caution reigned.

			“I’ll text that too.”

			He sent the missive, put the phone away.

			Drall fished money from his pocket with his knuckles, so as not to leave prints, and rose, slipping outside to get to work.

			

			—

			One day earlier, Colter Shaw had met with a woman named Yvette Merton, an assistant at the Institute for Journalistic Freedom, located in an old town house on the West Side of Midtown Manhattan.

			The organization was offering the reward to find the Bookkeeper and his victim.

			“He’s here to kill several people,” she had told him. “Our sources think the first is a journalist doing some work to expose a strongman in Central or Eastern Europe.” Merton had grimaced. “The source thought the target might be a journalist doing work at the New School for Social Thought, downtown.”

			A starting point—the only starting point—in Shaw’s search.

			Now, twenty-four hours later, the assessment had been proved correct: since the Bookkeeper had broken in, searching for the same thing Shaw was.

			Was the name and address of the targeted reporter on the laptop?

			If so, the target could very well be dead right now.

			So after Shaw had left the blond detective, he wasted no time speaking to the library director. The man, stately and academic in appearance, was in his sixties and wearing a rumpled navy blazer and rumpled tan slacks. His hair, however, was perfect, a distinguished do of immaculately trimmed gray hair. He looked at Shaw with a pained expression, truly troubled by the violation.

			Shaw’s keen, inquisitive demeanor often led to his being mistaken for law. He never lied and said he was a cop, but if no one asked, he didn’t volunteer his civilian status. He took out a notepad too and a writing implement—quite different from the blond detective’s: a fountain pen, a nice Italian model. He opened the pad and began to jot in his neat, minuscule script.

			The man opened right up. “Never happened before, anything like this. Who would break into a library? We don’t have anything valuable in our archives. Some first editions, but they’re nonfiction and relatively recent. Not worth more than a few hundred at the most. I don’t understand it.”

			Shaw explained, in general terms, about the hitman slipping into the country to murder a journalist or activist who was writing an exposé about a dictator in Eastern Europe.

			More than a cop would share.

			But, then again, he wasn’t one.

			The man’s eyes grew wide. “No…”

			“The laptop that was stolen. Could he use it to find the potential victim?”

			The director sighed. “It didn’t have anything about our patrons or staff. It was all accounting matters. Plans for expansion, proposals from vendors.”

			“Do you have any thoughts about what this journalist might have been looking for?”

			His eyes drifted off. “Our archives are huge, and Eastern Europe is one of our specialties. The files go back years, basically from the day the Berlin Wall went up, the ’60s. We don’t log visitors—precisely because we’re worried about their safety. I wouldn’t know where to tell you to start looking.”

			No? Shaw wondered.

			Never look for threats in only two dimensions.

			In survivalism, dangers could be above and below you.

			The same rule might apply when you were searching for clues.

			Shaw cast his eyes to the ceiling—a security camera.

			Please, he thought.

			“That work?”

			He followed his gaze. “Yes.”

			Ah, good.

			“You record everybody who comes in?”

			The director nodded. “But that’s the only one we have, the entrance. There isn’t a camera where he broke in. I told the other detective that.”

			Other detective.

			Shaw let it go.

			“No. I’m not interested in that. I want videos of everybody who came in. How long is storage?”

			“Three months, maybe six. Storage space is pretty cheap nowadays. Didn’t used to be, of course.”

			Shaw was no computer geek, but the survival business was not all about protecting yourself from grizzly bears and blizzards. You had to know about hacking and online threats and stalking as well. Moore’s law stated that the amount of computer storage would double every couple of years, while, over that same period, the price of storage would decrease by the same amount.

			Whoever Moore was.

			“Cloud?”

			“Yes.”

			“Can you get me a link, going back a month?”

			“Of course.” He walked to the main clerk’s station in the lobby, empty at the moment, and typed something. A brief clattering—he was surprisingly fast at the keyboard—and a screen popped up, a menu for the security service the library subscribed to. It was bare budget; there were windows for six cameras. Five were dark. He copied the link and sent it to the email Shaw gave him.

			The director said, “The passcode’s 12345.”

			Seriously?

			Shaw said, “Change it.”

			“Oh. You think we should?”

			“Yes.”

			“Maybe I could add an ‘a’ at the end.”

			“Write this down.”

			He picked up a pen.

			“On the computer.”

			“Oh.” He called up Notepad.

			Shaw recited, “$%jjKK%98&.”

			“You’re not kidding?”

			“And copy and paste it a half dozen times. In case you erase the first one accidentally.”

			When he got the email, he forwarded it, along with the password and a message.

			He received an almost immediate reply from the recipient.

			
				Oh, my, Colter. Of course. Thank you!

			

			After slipping his phone away, he turned to the library director once more. “Another question.”

			A nod.

			“What time was the break-in? Exactly.”

			“I’m not sure, but I suppose I can ask some of the staff. Is it important?”

			“Vital.”

			

			—

			Wildernesses.

			Colter Shaw had been to some formidable locales in his life. The hundred square miles south of Banff, Canada, where he was heli-dropped to find a young woman and her child, whose car left town just before a blizzard and did not arrive where and when it should have—a successful reward job.

			Cochamó Valley, Andes Mountains, Chile, specifically the Bienvenidos a Mi Insomnia rock-climbing route.

			And Castle Hill on the South Island of New Zealand, where he’d done some heavy-duty bouldering (and the sprain was not as bad as it could have been).

			But nothing was quite like this.

			Manhattan. New York. U.S.A.

			A place to which he had never been and, accordingly, had formed no opinion about.

			Never judge a place until you put your boots on the ground.

			In the interest of time—the Bookkeeper might already have come to the U.S.—Shaw had flown to a private airport in New Jersey from California and rented a small camper; he knew parking would be a challenge, but it was better to avoid the electronic trail of hotels and motels when up against a state-sponsored killer like this.

			He had then made his way through suburban streets until he hit the expressway that took him to the George Washington Bridge, and his first view of Manhattan.

			Astonishing, he had thought.

			A man who lived his life by probability, he reflected that most other locales in which he plied his trade were probably ninety-nine percent wilderness, with humans and their enclaves minimized to the point of near invisibility; Manhattan was the opposite. There was a bit of green along the water and the expanse of Central Park—but they seemed like afterthoughts. Nature not taken seriously. Or accessories like a vacation bracelet or birthday-present suspenders.

			Yet a tracker tracks, and Shaw adapted quickly.

			Now he was stalking through this wild of people and vehicles and stone and glass just like he might in the Adirondacks or Red Rocks or the Everglades.

			Having left the library, he considered the possibility that the killer had driven to the place for the break-in.

			Shaw put that at ten percent, tops.

			Cars were all too traceable. Make, model, tag…windshield and windows that gave witnesses and cameras a clear view of drivers and passengers. Forgotten bumper stickers were nearly as identifiable as a fingerprint. Ride-sharing meant a credit card on file. Even those issued to anonymous companies were both incriminating and traceable with some time and effort. And cash taxis? They all had video cameras nowadays.

			Shaw looked up and down the streets.

			Four routes: north, south, east, west.

			The compass points were an approximation, since this part of the city—call it an eighth of the way up from the southern tip of the island—had been plotted out before the grid system came into its own, according to the maps he had perused, north of Fourteenth Street.

			He decided it was seventy-five percent likely he’d arrived and left from the east.

			Other directions bristled with commercial retail operations: stores, bustling chain and independent restaurants and a health club. Which, because of their pedigrees, would have fancy security camera arrays.

			No, the Bookkeeper would have come and gone in the direction Shaw was walking now—a residential street. Some of the buildings were old, some were like the library itself, drab ’60s style. It would be tree-lined, though not for twenty years; the roadworks and accompanying sidewalk rebuild featured the planting of anemic maples that received a quarter of the light they needed.

			His goal was first to score a picture of the killer as he approached or left the library.

			But the nature of residences here in the city was not helpful. There were no doorbell cameras on the street and the few cams he found were in lobbies and pointed at visitors, not out the door to the sidewalks.

			But then he noted something ahead.

			It seemed that the route was not entirely bereft of commercial establishments.

			Audrey’s Café, a traditional diner, sat between buildings eighty or ninety years old—the same age as the eatery. Half full of students, casually clothed neighborhood residents, and businesspeople in crisp outfits on their way to late-start offices like law firms and hedge funds—where they would have worked until midnight or later, but in compensation did not have to arrive at the crack of dawn.

			The smells were of bacon and onions and coffee. He realized he had not eaten for eighteen hours. An omelet beckoned. But the urge faded quickly as he returned to his task. No security camera here (diner robberies were probably as rare as those in libraries), but no matter.

			He had spotted something else.

			

			—

			As he set down the gym bag he had retrieved from the camper and dropped onto a stool—yes, classic diner-red vinyl—he had noted a waitress set a plate on the counter before a customer and divert to a table in the window, where a sweet girl of about six was seated, playing with a cell phone.

			The woman, early thirties, blond hair in a quick ponytail, spoke a few words and encouraged the child to keep working on some soggy pancakes. The girl ate a bit and returned to selfies.

			Shaw suspected there had been a babysitting failure and the woman, out of options, had brought the girl to work, rather than pay for day care she could hardly afford.

			She spun toward him. “What can I get you?”

			“Morning,” Shaw said.

			Not a response to her question, so she didn’t answer.

			Just stared, with an arched eyebrow.

			So her day had been bad from the start and there were still many hours left.

			“Coffee. Cream.”

			“Milk.”

			“Milk is fine.”

			She brought an empty mug that gave a loud snap as it hit the faux marble counter. In sloshed the roast and he added the milk.

			He sipped.

			Top-notch.

			He told her that.

			Ignoring him, she mopped up after a sloppy customer.

			What was coming next was going to require some jockeying.

			He set a hundred-dollar bill on the counter.

			A grimace. “You pay at the register and Annie’ll tell you she can’t change that. Not for coffee.”

			“I don’t want change.”

			Defense mode instantly.

			“Hear me out. Please.”

			The eyes were the equivalent of a boxer taking a stance.

			“I’m trying to help a friend. Somebody wants to hurt her.”

			The first part of the sentence was true. The gender might or might not be, but he had to play it this way.

			He continued sincerely. “I think he walked by here about eight-thirty. I’m hoping you’ll take a look at your phone. Your daughter’s taking selfies and sometimes the lens points out the window. I’d like to know if there’s a picture of a man walking past the restaurant at around eight thirty-four.”

			Shaw had two nieces—and opinions about children and phones. Ashton, his father, had been one of the country’s best experts at survival. Mostly the threats were avalanches, forest fires, rattlesnakes and bears—and the rare human attacker. In the broader world, though, the dangers online were perhaps more real than the elements and critters. Dorion, Shaw’s sister, would let the girls have only emergency flip phones, not internet enabled. He concurred.

			“If you just take a look and if there are any, edit out your daughter and show it to me. Please.”

			She disappeared to grab an order and slung it in front of a customer two stools down from Shaw.

			She returned. “This guy. What does he look like?”

			“I don’t know. I just know somebody’s been threatening her. And he walked past here around then.”

			“Online crap.” A nod at the daughter. “Never let her near the internet.”

			“Good.”

			“You’re not weird, are you? I don’t think you’re weird.”

			He had to smile. This one as genuine as they came. “No. Just trying to help my friend.”

			She walked to her daughter and collected the phone, pointing the girl to the limp breakfast once more. The daughter ate.

			She scrolled through the gallery intently. Shaw noted her eyes crinkle, and he knew she’d landed a fish. She fiddled—she was editing her daughter out, as Shaw had instructed—and did the same thing again.

			Two fish.

			She joined him and showed him first one photo, then another.

			One depicted a large bearded man, with a full head of dark hair, looking focused. Over his shoulder was a backpack. Not a large one, but big enough to hold a stolen laptop and a gun or two. The second picture was of an older, skinnier man. He bore nothing in which the computer could have been hidden. Shaw gave it only a twenty percent possibility that it was the latter.

			Professional murderers, even if their primary job is crunching numbers, had to be fit. The first was far more likely.

			“Perfect.” Shaw lifted his own phone and took a picture.

			A photo of a photo was never the best but with high-def cameras, it was a good enough rendition for canvassing, asking if anyone had seen this man…

			The waitress slipped her phone into her apron and from her daughter’s backpack took a book that seemed to have to do with animals on parade. Apparently, the woman’s days of assisting amateur private eyes were over.

			He rose.

			“Wait.” The woman handed the money back.

			“No,” he said.

			“That’s on the level, you’re trying to help somebody? Not shoot your wife’s lover?”

			“On the level.”

			“Good luck.”

			“I can still pay for the coffee.” He fished for a five or ten.

			“No. On me.”

			He stepped outside, looking up and down the street. Now the search moved from digital to analogue. He would look for stoop-sitters visiting outside their apartments with coffee and enjoying the fine autumn morning. Or maybe some homeless men or women, or street-corner kids he could offer a few bills to. Even a crew, gangbangers slinging meth or weed, could be observant and use walking-around money.

			He didn’t see anyone in the immediate area but he’d simply keep going in the direction the man had been moving when he was captured by the waitress’s daughter’s Samsung.

			As it turned out the girl’s photographic efforts happened to come in particularly handy just now.

			Colter Shaw easily recognized the bearded man as he stepped from the shadows behind a dumpster. The man paused for a moment, crouched and lifted a gun toward his chest.

			

			—

			She had found it.

			A miracle of miracles.

			She had found it. Then stolen it.

			In the minuscule and shabby ground-floor apartment in Greenwich Village, Sophia Petrova sat back in her creaking chair, eyes on the document she had taken from the New School for Social Thought library yesterday.

			She had spent days hunting through the labyrinthine place, the smells of paper and must taking her back forty years to the intense rabbit-hole conversations of fellow students and professors at universities in Paris and Prague and Berlin and London…and, for a wonderful term, at the City University of New York…

			She smoothed the letter, gazing at the Cyrillic characters.

			Petrova sipped her tea and reflected on how journalists come in two stripes. Reporters and opinion writers.

			But some were the rare breed of being both. Reporting hard news that was informed by one’s conscience.

			This was Sophia Ivanovna Petrova.

			Her reporting was always factual, backed up by many sources. But what she chose to write about skewed toward the crimes of strongmen, the risks to freedom, democracy, the impoverished, the marginalized…and the like.

			This was not a safe venture.

			The pond in which she fished was Eastern Europe, and every month brought a new story about a colleague who was expelled from the country of their birth.

			Or imprisoned.

			Or, sometimes, worse.

			Gravity. Novichok poison. Polonium. “Muggings” where muggings did not otherwise occur.

			She was here now—the U.S. was leagues safer—but she remained constantly vigilant. She had rented this place anonymously, and spent little time in public. She used burner phones and computer proxies. The rental had impenetrable iron gates on the windows. And if she needed to escape, she was right across from the fire door and alley.

			She knew there was a price on her head.

			And it was for good reason.

			It sat in front of her now. The letter, along with the article she was writing about it.

			Found and stolen.

			She examined it again, smoothed it with her hands. The crinkling sheet seemed to exude heat.

			Oh, yes, journalists of her level—with a hundred pieces to her name—would have been very reluctant to take the document this way, illegally. But she’d justified her actions because if she had merely copied it, the “other side,” the September Front party, would have claimed it was fake, created illegally by the Demokratsiya Sega—Democracy Now—candidate to discredit them.

			The letter had been written by the strongman leader for the September Front party, Victor Popov, currently in power, penned a few years ago and—unfortunately for him—not destroyed.

			It outlined a plan for the imprisonment and torture of certain political minorities in the country—in theory, keeping with the spirit of the racist totalitarianism of the September Front.

			Ah, but there was a problem: those minorities had now formed a significant coalition, large enough to sway the coming election and unseat Popov—once they read what he had written.

			And the left-center, pro-freedom Democracy Now candidate would accede to the presidency.

			Once that happened, Petrova would return the letter to its rightful owner, the library.

			She now pushed her wire-rimmed glasses higher and made some corrections. The piece she was writing was in English. When finished she would translate it into several other languages, including French, Bulgarian and, of course, Russian.

			Ah, democracy…

			Who could argue with such an elegant political construct?

			Well, those who wanted power and money and a racist, misogynist society, for instance.

			And wanted one with such vile passion that they were willing to kill and torture to attain it.

			These threats were everywhere. In fact, the last ten years had seen an erosion of democracy around the world, even in America.

			How often had she and her fellow journalists recounted in their writing or late-night gabfests the exchange after the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, in 1787, when a woman asked Benjamin Franklin, “Well, Doctor, what have we got? A republic or a monarchy?”

			His reply: “A republic, if you can keep it.”

			The warning was proving more visionary than anyone could have expected.

			She rose and traversed the tiny space to the “kitchen,” really just a counter and a stove. She smiled to herself about the time one month ago when she had told a fellow journalist that her place was so small it featured only a pint-size refrigerator. The man did not realize she was using a figure of speech and frowned. “But, Sophia, surely you can fit more than a pint of milk inside the icebox.”

			She made another cup of tea and, carrying the china cup (never ever cardboard—too inelegant!), walked to the window, which was covered with a thick blanket. She peered out, seeing no threat, no furtive operatives.

			No drones, Popov’s and the September Front’s surveillance tool and weapon of choice.

			She let the cloth drop back and had another ironic thought: she had bought it at an American store named Target.

			As she leaned forward to begin work on the story again, from somewhere in the labyrinth of her body came a pop.

			Ah, these old bones.

			Then she chastised herself: Don’t complain, prietena mea, my friend, about a few aches and pains.

			You still have your mind.

			You still have your wits.

			You still have your life.

			And then, bringing a grim smile to her face, she added in a whisper, “If you can keep it.”

			

			—

			Shaw dropped instinctively.

			But the Bookkeeper never had a chance to pull the trigger.

			He had stepped into the street to get closer for the shot. And hadn’t counted on a car speeding around the corner. The driver honked at the unexpected intrusion into her sacred lane and spun around him angrily.

			The killer leapt back as the car vanished.

			Seeing Shaw drop to cover, and noting others on the street, he chose not to follow up on the assault, deciding that escape was the wiser of moves.

			Which he executed at a full run—fast for a big man. Apparently, his accounting work did not preclude plenty of time at the gym.

			Shaw hiked the bag higher on his shoulder and pursued the Bookkeeper.

			A block away, the man swerved into a construction site where old apartments were being demolished to make way for a new development that, the artists’ renderings on the billboard suggested, would be glorious beyond words.

			It was deserted, the work incomplete, and the site was no more than a half dozen structures in various degrees of demolition. He saw the Bookkeeper disappear into one of the larger buildings, and Shaw followed, making his way carefully around foundations that were “protected” by yellow ribbons; the basement floors were easily twenty feet below ground level.

			Shaw made his way to this building and, just before the entrance, stepped into the shadows and quietly unzipped the gym bag.

			In confronting adversaries, you could never fail to consider what might be called inequity of armament.

			There was the old adage, never bring a knife to a gunfight. This was not necessarily true; it depended on the knife and the gun, and the knifer and the gunner. But in general the rule held.

			And now, while it was true that Shaw did not have a concealed-carry permit in New York, that was not to say he was unarmed.

			Two of his father’s most important rules:

			Never be without a means of escape.

			Never be without access to a firearm.

			New York did allow shotguns to be carried by nonresidents. They just had to be no shorter than twenty-six inches and have a barrel no shorter than eighteen.

			Which were the exact dimensions of the Savage scattergun Shaw now pulled from the bag.

			Another regulation about a shotgun in New York: he was supposed to carry it unloaded.

			This one he did not adhere to. His theory was he’d rather be judged by twelve than carried by six. And as he would only use the weapon in self-defense, he doubted a prosecutor would decide to charge the offense.

			He racked a shell into the chamber.

			And slipped into the building after his prey.

			He briefly thought about calling the blond detective he’d met at the library.

			But he decided that contacting him or other authorities would take too long to get a response, and even if it was timely, the possible chaos that would inevitably result could give the Bookkeeper a chance to escape.

			Shaw would handle the arrest himself.

			Inside he was greeted with a doorway from which both panels were missing. Beyond it was a large dim room. To enter upright would present a perfect silhouette target for the Bookkeeper, so he crouched and rolled in fast and to the right.

			Then, to his knees, swiveling the weapon right and left, he squinted as his eyes became accustomed to the darkness.

			The building was an old factory of some kind. The place stank of mold and pee and crap and it was hardly structurally sound. The floors were rotten and several of the heavier machine bases and pylons had fallen through to a dark basement. Pieces of Sheetrock and plywood had been placed over holes. Large walls of mold-covered plaster were graffiti free, to Shaw’s initial surprise. But then he reflected that taggers would likely choose to create their art in venues where they’d have a better chance of a viewing audience.

			The place had not been completely without inhabitants, however. Empty bottles of malt liquor and cheap wine and used condoms lay scattered in several of the corners.

			Crouching, he scanned the place, looking for vantage points where the killer might be waiting. There weren’t many: pillars behind which he could have hidden, some of the machine bases. But Shaw remembered the bearded man as stocky and none of the supports would have concealed him. There were some doors against the far wall but they were boarded closed.

			When he was confident the killer was not lying in wait here, he continued.

			Which way…which way?

			Ah.

			He finally observed the man’s footprints. The Bookkeeper had found an exit—a door in the back that was not nailed shut.

			Shaw moved this way now, gun muzzle up, finger off the trigger, but a tenth of a second away.

			Six rounds nestled in the weapon. The first two were rubber pellets. Then lead bird shot, and the last two were solid slugs.

			Stun, wound, kill.

			He was twenty feet from the door, then ten.

			He took another step.

			Which is when the trap got him.

			Shaw stepped exactly where the Bookkeeper had been—on a piece of Sheetrock that bore the man’s prints, and through which Shaw now fell.

			The killer had stepped on the rotten Sheetrock when it was on a firm piece of floor, to leave his shoe prints, then set it over a large hole, where it would collapse under any weight. Shaw plunged toward the basement, arresting his fall by flinging the gun aside and dropping his hands to the floor, where he ended up suspended, as if on the gymnastic parallel bars.

			Then, as he dangled, Shaw heard it: the sound of more footsteps behind him.

			Damn.

			His own fault.

			He glanced at the shotgun.

			It was four feet away.

			The man took another step closer, no more than five feet behind.

			Should he just drop, and take his chance on how far below was the basement floor?

			And what rested on it?

			Might be rotting cardboard boxes that could dampen his fall.

			Or iron rebar rods, positioned upright, ready to skewer him.

			He heard the racking of a semiauto pistol.

			Another few steps.

			He saw motion to his right, a hand reaching out to lift the shotgun away.

			It was a hand whose fingernails were tipped in blue polish, the color of a Mediterranean harbor.

			

			—

			The NYPD officer identified herself as such.

			Gruff.

			No nonsense.

			She stepped into view. A trim blonde, with hair in a severe ponytail. Her face was mottled a bit, as if she spent a lot of time outside. Her pistol was pointed his way but not directly at him. Her nametag read E. Breslin.

			“Officer, long story. But there’s a hostile here. Man with a weapon. He was heading for that door, in the back.”

			She glanced but that was it. The gun remained nearby.

			“Name? Who are you?”

			He identified himself. “I’m like a private investigator. I’m serious. Tracking a suspect. White male, forties, stocky, around six feet, dark hair and beard, dark clothing. He’s got a handgun.”

			She looked around again, not very concerned.

			“Private eye?”

			His muscles were starting to complain. Shaw was an accomplished rock climber and his upper-body strength was significant. But there comes a time when the muscles decide to go on strike.

			He explained his hunt for the Bookkeeper.

			“Pro killer?”

			“That’s right. Any chance you help me out of this hole?”

			“Just hold it for a minute.”

			She ejected the rounds from the shotgun. Two went into the basement. It was a little irritating. Ammo wasn’t as cheap as it used to be.

			Then he saw her going through the gym bag. Finally, she rose and gripped his belt and tugged. It took a minute or two, but Shaw eventually climbed out of the hole. His arms vibrated.

			She stepped back—far enough to draw and shoot him if he made a move—then lifted her phone and asked for his Social Security number. He gave it and she typed it in. For the second time in an hour, the gods of warrants vetted him clean.

			She didn’t have a radio, so she made a call on her mobile. “Officer Breslin. Inside a building on that construction site on Greenwich Way, 440. Trespasser. And a report of an armed intruder. White male, dark hair and beard, six feet tall, stocky build.”

			“I have a picture.”

			He displayed the screenshot from the waitress’s mobile.

			“Not very clear.”

			“A picture of a picture.”

			She shrugged and took a picture too.

			He said, “You’ve got to get a forensic team here. To check for prints and shoe tread marks.”

			“Got to? I’ve reported it. Now, sir, I’ve decided not to detain you, but I’m going to ask you to leave. This is private property.”

			“Could you just let me stay and look around the grounds?”

			“No, sir, I could not. You’ve been trespassed. You know what that means?”

			“If I set foot on the property again, I’m going to jail.”

			She smiled, as if she was pleased with his knowledge of the law. “After you.”

			

			—

			An hour later Colter Shaw was in a different part of Manhattan, an area called Alphabet City—the north–south streets began with Avenue A, then B, and so on, going east. Shaw didn’t know how far they extended, as he was interested in only one particular residence, which was on Avenue D.

			Seven forty-four to be exact.

			The street was largely deserted but he remained vigilant. The shotgun was in his bag. And the ammo tube had been reloaded. This time, though, the contents were different.

			Three double-aught buckshot shells were followed by three slugs.

			Nothing nonlethal about this arrangement.

			He looked around.

			This was an old part of the city.

			Well, old relatively speaking.

			For a man who spent most of his life out of doors, the surroundings he was primarily familiar with counted their ages in centuries or millennia.

			He found the building he was looking for and circled it carefully.

			The risk, he assessed, was minimal, so he stepped quickly to the front door. One look around. He was clear.

			After a fast lock pick—child’s play—he stepped into the first-floor hallway.

			One more look around him.

			Then he was on the move again, slowly through the dim hallway, listening to the sounds emanating from the apartments. From two came Latino music. From one, a polka. From another, Middle Eastern. Three had on the TV, news, game shows, sports.

			Inside another a couple was making energetic love. One of them was quite the moaner.

			Smells too. Food. Garlic most prominently. Then onion. Curry came in third.

			Reminding him once again: he really should get some food.

			In the middle of the hall, he paused. Placed his ear against the door to 1L.

			Tap tap tap…

			Keyboarding. Still he stood aside. There could be a machine gun sitting beside the computer, and even thick oak like this would not stop a bullet.

			He rapped.

			The tapping stopped. A board creaked.

			No guns cocking.

			He glanced down and saw the shadow of two footprints appear.

			“I’m a friend. Read this.” He then slipped a piece of paper under the door. It disappeared. “Call the number at the top—someone to vouch for me.”

			After a long pause he heard a muted conversation.

			A moment later the footsteps returned.

			He heard: “What is your mother’s name?”

			“Mary Dove Shaw.”

			Yet another hesitation. Then came the clattering of a chain.

			Then a second.

			A lock clicked.

			And clicked again.

			The door opened with a creak, and he stepped quickly inside.

			Looking around, he noted there was only one occupant: Sophia Petrova.

			

			—

			Sophia Petrova quickly chained and relocked the door behind him. Then gestured to one of the two chairs in the living room, upright wood, not padded armchairs. He sat and set the gym bag at his feet.

			She offered him no beverage. This was not a social visit.

			In a lightly accented voice, she said, “I’m surprised you found me.”

			She was a slight woman, in her sixties, but with commanding eyes and thin lips, which were presently pressed together tightly.

			The note he’d written explained how he had discovered her identity and whereabouts. This was thanks to the person to whom he had sent the library’s security-video cloud link, and the new and improved passcode.

			Her name was Margaret Evans—curiously a relative—and it was she who had put Shaw on this quest to find and stop the Bookkeeper. Margaret, also a crusading journalist, had recognized Sophia Petrova’s face in the library’s security video.

			Margaret had told Shaw it was most likely she who was the target. Then a mutual friend that Petrova was close to had suggested she might be at this address.

			It was Margaret’s name and number he had written at the top of the note.

			The woman now sighed. “So, I have scared them enough that they have sent a killer after me.”

			Shaw nodded. “Yes, but the people at the institute don’t know why.”

			She told him about a letter she’d found in the library that was the key to deposing a strongman in an Eastern European country and allowing a pro-democracy politician to ascend to power.

			“If I were killed and my work destroyed, the strongman—a racist and narcissist—would remain in control.” She spat out, “He is working on plans for ethnic cleansing to begin as soon as he wins the election.” Her eyes dropped to the note he had written. “Where is this killer now?”

			“I don’t know. But he didn’t follow me here. I used some of my techniques to avoid a tail.”

			“Techniques?”

			He told her about the survival skills his father had taught him. “ ‘Never assume you’re alone and not being watched by an adversary.’ ”

			“You must have had an odd upbringing.”

			Shaw smiled.

			“What are our next steps, Mr. Shaw?”

			“I’ve talked to the police and they’re aware of the situation. They’re finding a safe house for you. There’ll be a squad car here in two or three hours.”

			He was aware that she was examining him closely. Her eyes took on a sparkle, which he decided was a rare phenomenon in that stately, worn face, which had surely seen so much oppression and hardship. “Quit this reward business of yours, Mr. Shaw. Join the cause. We need people like you.”

			He heard this often. He’d been offered three positions in law enforcement and two as a private eye, one in security. Now, a human rights activist.

			Another smile. “I’ll stick to what I do best, I think, Ms. Petrova. I’ll meet you at the safe house.” He shook her hand. “A pleasure meeting you.”

			“And you, Mr. Shaw.” The grip was surprisingly firm.

			He picked up the bag containing the shotgun and made his way to the door.

			

			—

			During a job, he always changed appearance.

			In subtle ways, of course.

			Stavros Drall might begin an assignment with a beard or mustache, a shade matching his hair.

			But after a certain amount of time, he would shave, change his hair color or clipper down to the bare scalp.

			He never went the other way: wigs and stick-on mustaches or beards worked only in theatrical performances, from some distance, or in TV or a movie.

			In his base of operations, a small loft not far from the Hudson River, Drall now set aside the razor and toweled his face clean of the lotion. He had already dyed his hair to a shade of salt and pepper.

			Weight was another way to change your look and trick your pursuers.

			For this job he had worn several layers of thick clothing to give himself a stout appearance. He was athletic, and strong—one had to be in the business of death—but he was presently slimmer than he had been, wearing a close-fitting Italian suit, dark gray, and white shirt and striped green and blue tie.

			Glasses were always good. He donned a pair with tortoiseshell frames and nonprescription lenses.

			He examined himself in the chipped mirror mounted to a scabby wall.

			Yes, the Stavros Drall who had snuck across the border from Canada to kill Sophia Petrova was a very different man than the one who was now preparing to exfiltrate the country, having successfully completed his mission. This route would be somewhat different. Aircrafts in America were highly regulated. The government knew basically where every craft was at every moment. But boats? They were much better. You could hop onto a high-speed one and, barring a coincidental coast guard intervention, get a ride on a container ship headed to a friendly jurisdiction, with no one the wiser.

			He heard footsteps in the stairwell of the walk-up.

			They were headed toward his door.

			He swung it open.

			And paused, looking over the blond woman in the police uniform, the name E. Breslin on the badge, her hand on a large black Glock pistol in a holster on her belt.

			They simultaneously relaxed, and she lowered her gun hand, stepping inside.

			He closed the door and his co-conspirator in the assassination job began to strip off the uniform, saying, “Gotta get out of this effing thing. It’s giving me hives.”

			

			—

			Her name was Sandy May Wilson—three names like many people from his country, though here they were not patronymics added as a measure of respect to the father. The combination of Sandy and May, she had rambled on and on, upon their first meeting, was just because “they sounded sorta kinda cool,” according to her parents.

			American women…

			The principle of Occam’s razor—that the simplest explanation is usually the right one—Stavros Drall had a variation on that: the simplest plan of murdering someone is usually the best.

			And his original plan to murder the journalist threatening the leader of the September Front party was as simple as it could be. He would steal the computer of the most likely repository of the letter that could bring down the dictator, Popov, and learn the journalist’s identity and whereabouts.

			But that had not worked out.

			And so Drall had decided on an alternative approach.

			Debit, asset…

			The new tack was to call Anthony Garvin, the separatist leader who shared the anti-U.S. government sympathies of Drall’s employers. The final request was to provide an associate he could use, preferably a woman (they may have odd name choices but they were far better at defusing suspicion). She would pose as a police officer to meet the man whom he knew was also looking for his target. Sandy hurried from the suburban New Jersey enclave where Anthony held court and met with Drall, who explained his plan. Drall would locate the man trying to save the target and aim a gun at him. But he would balk at the shot, as if concerned a witness would see him. Drall would flee and the man would follow. Drall would lead him to a deserted building, set a trap and give Sandy—masquerading as the cop—a chance to slip a tracker onto the man, whose name was Colter Shaw. And as it turned out, she had slipped the device into the lining of his gym bag.

			From this, they had learned where Sophia was and that they had a window of two hours or so before the police arrived to take her to a safe house. As Drall got ready for the exfiltration, Sandy had planted the “package” that Drall had ordered from Anthony—a powerful bomb made by an explosives expert in Garvin’s movement.

			Sandy was able to plant it just beneath Sophia’s apartment in the cellar, near the gas line. If the initial blast didn’t kill her, the fire would.

			Sandy and Drall would then hurry to a nearby Hudson River pier, where the speedboat was waiting. It would drop her off in New Jersey and continue to a container ship in the harbor, where the captain had been paid to take on a mysterious passenger—for $50K—and get him to a safe jurisdiction.

			Now in jeans and a sweatshirt, Sandy said, “It’s done. Right underneath her apartment. And beside the gas mains.”

			“Good.” He looked at his watch and added, “Time to go. Do it.”

			Bombs are not set off with complicated machinery, like in the movies. The detonator connected to the battery via a circuit closed by a cell phone call.

			She lifted her phone and dialed a number.

			Her smile faded.

			“What?”

			“I don’t know. There was no ring.”

			Usually with bombs like this, you hear at least one ring before the circuit closes and the detonator goes off.

			“Was it armed when you left it?” he snapped.

			“Of course. We know what we’re doing.”

			This was true. Anthony and his followers had been responsible for a half dozen bombings of government facilities over the past few years. That’s why Drall had hired them.

			“But what do you think—”

			He never got to ask the question.

			Just then came the crash of boots on steps—boots of armed officers, Drall knew.

			Somehow, they had been found!

			He walked to the window, looking down squinting, and he spun back. His eyes met Sandy’s, which were wide with shock. It was clear she hadn’t intentionally betrayed him.

			He lifted his suitcase to the bed and undid the clasps. “I’ve got a machine gun in here, an Uzi. There aren’t many of them. We can take them.”

			“Are you sure?”

			He nodded. “I just saw outside—only one car. And it’s empty now. They’re on their way here. Probably just two or three. The minute they come in, shoot their way and I’ll open up from behind the door.”

			She nodded and aimed.

			Apparently believing him.

			In truth there were a dozen police cars there and a dozen more armed officers in addition to the ten or twelve now approaching the door.

			It was a full-scale tactical operation.

			Just then the door crashed open, and as Sandy began to fire, the officers in the front of the assault team fired shot after shot into her, while Drall himself quickly raised his hands into the air, calling, “No, no, I’m innocent! I’m unarmed! Please don’t hurt me!”

			As the officers charged forward and frisked and cuffed him, one dumped the contents of the suitcase to the floor.

			It contained no weapons, just two weeks’ worth of his laundry, which he’d meant to have cleaned but just had not gotten around to.

			

			—

			The medical examiner had finished processing the body of the woman, one Sandy May Wilson.

			It was the same woman who had masqueraded as the police officer when Shaw had, literally, fallen for the trap.

			Now in a green bag, her body was hauled away.

			Colter Shaw was standing beside the young, blond detective from the library, outside the Bookkeeper’s lair.

			The assassin was here too. He looked very different from the man in the waitress’s daughter’s selfie.

			Clean-shaven, wearing a new outfit, glasses—probably fake lenses.

			And considerably thinner.

			He looked more like a true bookkeeper, though the moment Shaw thought that, he realized the sentiment was unfair. After all, why could a man talented with numbers not also resemble a professional wrestler?

			His passport, Romanian, was fake, and facial recognition had revealed him to be Stavros Drall, a Russian national, employed by the Brussels company EuroConfection, LTD, in the bookkeeping department.

			He glanced at Shaw, and his expression left no doubt that he knew Shaw was behind his arrest. A tightening of the lips that were surely not accustomed to registering the emotion of defeat. And, just maybe, a hint of acknowledgment of Shaw’s ingenuity and inventiveness.

			Sandy Wilson had been devoted to working for a separatist militia in New Jersey run by a man named Anthony Garvin.

			Shaw guessed that the Bookkeeper had paid Garvin a great deal of money to help in the murder of Sophia Petrova. He knew that the anti-government sentiments of U.S. separatist movements were not dissimilar to those embraced by dictators around the world.

			Together they had come up with a plan, and Shaw had to admit it wasn’t bad.

			As to the vital question of how Shaw had caught onto their scheme, the answer was easy.

			To start, it would not have been that difficult for the Bookkeeper to kill Shaw if he’d wanted to. But he hadn’t. Which conjured the possibility that he was trying to get Shaw to lead them to Petrova. He soon decided that the trap—and the appearance of “Officer Breslin”—was a scam. He knew this when he heard the dramatic click, click of the slide of her weapon being drawn back, chambering a round.

			No cop on earth walks around on duty without a bullet in the chamber ready to fire. The two seconds it took to rack the slide could spell disaster.

			Also, she had no Motorola radio, and her phone call to “headquarters” had sounded suspiciously phony.

			Not long after that, Margaret had identified Petrova and a friend of theirs had given Shaw the journalist’s address in Alphabet City.

			The note he had slipped under Petrova’s door gave Margaret’s name and number for vetting purposes, yes, but it also contained the following paragraph:

			
				You have been compromised. The hitman knows where you are. You and I are leaving by the back door in five minutes. Now, we have to do some acting: I will tell you about the killer hunting you and you’ll react like somebody normally would. Then I will tell you to wait alone here for two or three hours until the police come to take you to a safe house.

				NYPD officers are surveilling the place now. They will wait for the killer and arrest him, or if it’s an associate, follow that person to the killer himself.

				After we leave, don’t say anything. There’s a microphone in my bag. We need to act like I’m alone and you’re really here.

				Nod, if you understand.

			

			Once Shaw had gotten to Petrova and she was safely in a squad car, he returned to her apartment and observed that the woman impersonating the detective had arrived to plant a bomb to kill the journalist.

			As soon as she left, the bomb squad moved in and rendered the device safe, while Shaw and two surveillance teams followed her back here and NYPD Emergency Service—SWAT—set up the entry and arrest.

			But the success of the takedown quickly began to fray:

			The phones the Bookkeeper had used were all burners and all the devices had been wiped.

			The chief witnesses were not going to be of any help either. And Sandra, for that matter, was dead.

			“He set her up, you know,” Shaw said to the detective. “He wanted her out of the way.”

			The officer agreed.

			As for Anthony Garvin, he claimed he knew nothing about any plots or bombs. Yes, Sandra May Wilson was in his organization, and upon learning that she had died, he snapped, “You goddamn bastards. She’s innocent. You set up her death! We’re suing you. For billions. You’re going to pay!”

			In fact, Drall went on the offensive too. “She was just somebody I hooked up with! She used me. I’m being set up. You hear a foreign accent, and I’m suddenly, what do you say? A fall guy?”

			The detective said calmly, “You’re here on a fake passport.”

			“I live in a dangerous country. Many people there do that for security purposes. That woman! We met, you know, as a man and woman will. I had no idea about her other activities!”

			Shaw glanced at the detective. “He had a gun.”

			A grim look. “We can’t find it. He was getting ready to leave the country and he thought the job was pretty much finished. He ditched it somewhere.”

			“The bomb?” Shaw asked. “Evidence linking him to it?”

			“Looks like it’s only her fingerprints. On the detonation phone too.”

			The detective looked around and sighed. “We’ll let the DA figure out the charges. Get him downtown.”

			When the two suspects were gone, Shaw asked the detective, “What’s the charge for having a fake passport?”

			“It’s federal. I don’t know. With a good defense lawyer, and he’ll get one, probably a wrist slap.”

			Then Colter Shaw was nodding slowly. “I have a thought.”

			“All right. I’m all ears.”

			“Let’s take a drive.”

			“Where to?”

			Shaw said, “First stop, a courthouse.”

			The detective gave a laugh. “Why?”

			“You need a warrant.”

			“I do?”

			A nod.

			The task took a solid two hours. After securing the document, they returned to the car and headed to Midtown for their “second stop.”

			The men climbed out and walked into the nondescript town house that had been turned into an office in Midtown West. They pushed through the entrance door, and the detective flashed his badge to the security guard, who frowned.

			Shaw said, “We’re going upstairs. Don’t tell anybody we’re here.”

			“No, sir.”

			Shaw and the detective stepped into the elevator and ascended to the second floor, where they walked quickly into a busy office in which eight or nine desks sat occupied with men and women hard at work on computers or telephones.

			They all stared.

			The men ignored everyone.

			Except a woman in the corner, who lunged for her phone when they approached.

			Shaw got to it first and hit the settings to make sure it didn’t lock, and to preserve the call list and any texts or emails it might contain.

			“You can’t do that.”

			“Yes, we can,” the detective said. And promptly arrested Yvette Merton for conspiracy in the attempted murder of Sophia Petrova.

			

			—

			The woman sat in her chair, handcuffed.

			Shaw explained, “There were just two ways the Bookkeeper could have known I was going to the library. Either his intelligence sources had told him, or the only other person who knew I’d be there did. So I put the odds at twenty percent for the first, and eighty for the latter. This tells us which it was.” He nodded to the detective, whose blue-gloved hands held an envelope containing about fifty thousand dollars. It had been zipped up in Merton’s purse.

			Flustered, she added, “I’m not saying a word.”

			The detective sighed. “More silent treatment.”

			Both men tried to get her to talk and implicate the person who had given her the money, but she remained true to her word.

			Several other officers arrived to take the sullen woman downstairs. The detective gave charging instructions, and the trio left.

			Shaw grimaced. “I gave it about seventy percent she’d cooperate. But dead end.”

			But the detective was not as pessimistic as Shaw. “Not necessarily. I have an idea.”

			The man placed a call. “Hi.”

			His tone and greeting suggested the person on the other end of the line had recognized him from caller ID.

			“Any chance you could look over something? Need to find a connection between a wad of cash and a perp…Okay, thanks…We’ll bring it over…Oh, that? It’s working out great…Oh, the ‘we’? I’m with somebody from California. He’s a reward seeker…Yeah, I haven’t either…Okay, a half hour.”

			He disconnected. “We’re going to take a drive. There’s somebody who might be able to help—maybe find a connection between them, the Bookkeeper and the money. We can make a RICO charge. Conspiracy. He could get twenty years.”

			Shaw shrugged. “I know the Bookkeeper. He’s not going to be careless about evidence.”

			The detective placed the envelope of money into a clear plastic evidence bag and jotted his name on the chain-of-custody card. “Oh, the guy we’re going to see? He’s a miracle worker.”

			“Who is he?”

			“Used to be NYPD. Now technically he’s a private forensic analysis consultant.”

			“Never heard of that,” Shaw said.

			At this, the detective chuckled. As they walked to the car, he said, “Hey, Colter, you like single malt whisky?”

			“No.”

			“Well, how about coffee?”

			“That, I like.”

			“Good. His aide makes the best in the city.”

			“He has an aide?”

			The detective said mysteriously, “You’ll see.”

			The men walked outside, climbed into the detective’s car, and soon the vehicle was speeding away from the curb.
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