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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.

		

	
		
			
				The Deadliest Sense

				A Lincoln Rhyme Story

			
			
				The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.

				—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Hound of the Baskervilles

			

			The third body was discovered at 10:44 a.m.

			Exactly two days after the second.

			Which was four days after the first.

			Given that schedule and the verified times of death, Lincoln Rhyme was concluding that their unsub was giving in to his passionate, uncontrollable desire to take lives at an ever more rapid pace. This was not uncommon among serial killers.

			He sighed.

			Rhyme was in his town house on Central Park West, a Victorian-era structure, cool and redolent of old wood and furniture polish and chemicals from the laboratory.

			The lab was a modification to the neo-Gothic structure that no one in Victoria’s world could ever have envisioned. It was filled with electronic crime-scene-analyzing equipment. Though, Rhyme corrected himself: there were optical microscopes too. The invention of the microscope was attributed to Hans and Zacharias Janssen, spectacle makers from the Netherlands, who were believed to have created the first compound microscope around 1590, and over the next three hundred years such devices made major discoveries in biology, including the first descriptions of the nucleus, cilia, cells, bacteria and protozoans.

			It was a shame that observing things like bacteria didn’t lead anyone to realize that that was what was making people sicken and die. Two-thirds of the more than six hundred thousand deaths in the Civil War were from disease.

			He now turned his attention back to Unsub 412, so named because the first killing had been on the 12th of April. This was a convention that he and Amelia Sachs, his professional partner and wife, had fallen into years ago. He preferred it to nicknames like the Zodiac Killer or Son of Sam.

			“Where are you, Sachs?”

			He spoke into his phone, set on speaker, as it sat on Rhyme’s lap in his elaborate wheelchair. A quadriplegic, this was his home for all of his non-sleeping hours.

			“On the way back with the evidence.”

			Ah, good news. She had just searched the scene of the third murder, walking the grid carefully, as he knew she would, to collect any trace evidence, hairs, fibers, shoe sole marks or, possibly, a credit card or restaurant receipt the unsub had carelessly dropped.

			Didn’t happen often, but there was always the chance…

			“What did you find?”

			“Same as the other two. Death by asphyxiation. Blunt object blow to the back of the head. Knockoff Saran wrap taped around the nose and mouth. The body was dumped in some bushes in Morningside Park.”

			“Clothed?”

			“Fully.” Like the others.

			“Nothing sexual at all?”

			“No.”

			This was also like the prior killings. Rhyme and Sachs had determined that the perp was a man—from the shoe size and weight impression in the soil. Yet they could not figure out the purpose of the killing. Nearly all serial murders committed by men were for sexual or sexual substitution purposes. (Women who committed multiple murders usually did so for less specific reasons. Usually it was simply generalized psychosis, sometimes for money: you married a retiree, killed him, and those Social Security and annuity checks just kept rolling in.)

			Rhyme didn’t care much about the reason behind the killing. This was his mantra and always had been. As perhaps the best forensic scientist in the country (modesty was as pointless as braggadocio), he preferred to not be distracted by a search for motive. All he cared about was the evidence. Oh, if you unearthed a clear purpose—say, your unknown subject had an obsession with killing women in the food service for whatever twisted backstory polluted his mind—yes, then that might come in handy in defining a potential kill zone.

			But other than a rare scenario like that, focusing on motive was a distraction.

			Through the speaker, he heard: “I’m pulling up.”

			They disconnected.

			And Rhyme was now aware of the seductive bubbling of his wife’s Ford Torino. Sachs was a self-proclaimed muscle car girl and loved tooling around the city and environs in the mean red car with…well, lots of horses under the hood. He couldn’t tell you how many. She had told Rhyme exactly how many, but if a fact was not relevant to the case he was working on, he tended to discard it. Still, he appreciated her passion: the woman loved her vehicles, always had, and the faster the better. She had a mantra too, handed down to her by her late father, also a cop. It was “When you move they can’t getcha.”

			And in her approach to the car, and her life, she definitely moved.

			He saw her in the security cam, climbing from the car and walking to the trunk, from which, after pulling on probably the tenth pair of blue latex gloves that day, she took out a single gray milk crate, containing the evidence she’d collected.

			“The hell,” he muttered, troubled that there was not another crate. The container didn’t even seem that heavy.

			He buzzed the door open for her from a control pad on the wheelchair. It was on a crime scene he himself was searching (even as head of the NYPD CSU outfit) that he had been severely injured. A break was at the fourth cervical vertebra, giving him the moniker of a C4 quad. But through surgery and flukes of human morphology he had managed to resurrect some ability to use his right arm and fingers. And, for a reason known only to the miraculous and incalculable nervous system, he had, from the day of the accident, been able to move the ring finger of his left hand.

			The one that now sported a wedding band that matched Sachs’s.

			Wearing a black jacket over gray and black jeans, Sachs strode into the room and took the carton into the lab, on the west side of the den, which was separated from the place Rhyme now sat by floor-to-ceiling Plexiglas. This was to minimize risk of contamination of the evidence by outside materials. Defense attorneys were forever hoping for any excuse to point out to the jury that the trace element that connected his or her client to the murder scene had actually come from the forensic examiner’s shoe. Even without the glass barrier, this was highly unlikely to happen, but why run the risk in the first place?

			She dressed in a Tyvek jumpsuit and donned yet another set of gloves.

			“Diligence is your god,” Rhyme would tell his forensic science students in the criminalistics course he taught at a nearby university. “Also, the word ‘meticulous,’ which you will always be, all the time, derives from the Latin word for ‘fear.’ ” He would then glare. “Keep that in mind.”

			As she emptied the pitifully small amount of evidence onto the work tables, she dictated the finds onto one of the murder boards.

			These were the visual displays of their ongoing cases and had been used since the days of Sherlock Holmes to describe the clues discovered, details on the victim and witnesses, and what they knew of the perpetrator. In the past these were newsprint pads on easels, two by three feet. Pictures, maps and other two-dimensional accoutrements of the case were affixed to the board with tape. Or the occasional whiteboard.

			Now it was different. The murder boards were high-def monitors—basically TV screens—in portrait mode, with the show-and-tell elements shot on high-def digital camera, and the images cut and pasted onto the board.

			Victim: Jean Baldwin, 45, single.

			COD: asphyxiation following blunt trauma to back of head.

			POD: Gully in Morningside Park.

			Trace evidence discovered:

			—Coffee stain, generic, can’t be sourced.

			—Tiny piece of paper, 5mm by 4mm, red, possibly confetti, can’t be sourced.

			—Grains of quinoa, cooked, can’t be sourced.

			No signs of a struggle.

			Canvass around scenes and interviews suggest that like the others she had no issues with partners or was otherwise engaged in any activities like whistleblowing or witness to crimes that might subject her to be a victim of a professional killer staging a serial incident to cover up another motive.

			Similarly, as with the other crimes, the unsub knelt in the dirt over the victim. The pose was that he bent down and supported himself with his other hand (gloved) so that he had an opportunity for a close examination of her body. This is typical of a pose of serial killers who either leave a token on, or inside, the victim, or take a souvenir from the corpse. Neither of these happened, at least that the CS examiner was able to detect.

			Prior to the attack, she had been having a coffee in the East-Side Diner and Grill, an old establishment that has no video cameras.

			On street near attack, Domain Awareness camera shows a figure in shadows, dressed in dark clothing walking behind the victim, about thirty feet back, but wearing a cap and Covid mask. Likely white male with dark hair. Medium build. But not necessarily connected to the attack. When she turned to take a short cut through the park to her apartment on East 115th, he continued straight and vanished from sight at the next intersection. He might have doubled back in the park, however. No witnesses spotted either the victim or the person following.

			Personal. She was manager of wine distribution company, Midtown.

			“Just like the others, Sachs,” Rhyme said slowly, looking at the boards. The cause of death, the sex of the victim—and the absence of any sexual activity or robbery.

			This victim joined Barbara Zeller and Cynthia Novak in their final rests.

			The first victim was Jewish, giving rise to speculation about a hate crime. But that was discarded when the second victim, who was Black, was not affiliated with any church.

			Also, the first woman was straight, the second gay.

			“Jean was Catholic. Straight, dated some. I’ve only had a brief conversation about her. With her sister. She pretty much lost it but I got some of the basics. Between boyfriends. Divorced years ago. Went to Unitarian churches sometimes.”

			Rhyme was only half listening. Once it was determined that the victims were not in some common pool that the unsub was fishing in, he had lost interest in the personal facts.

			This came across as hard-hearted, and it was. Yet this was his nature. But even if it were not, he would automatically detach himself from the victims. Brain surgeons, he was convinced, didn’t want to know the personalities and goals.

			Sachs, on the other hand, was the “people cop” between the two and never lost sight of the fact that those killed in an act of homicide deserved to be remembered as fully human and real, even by noting and recording facts of their lives totally irrelevant to the case.

			This was an occasional source of friction between them, and he was careful—at times—to respect her attitude.

			Sachs was now starting to parse the evidence and posted to the murder board an image of an electrostatic sole print of the perp’s shoe.

			Rhyme clicked his tongue.

			“I know,” she said, her voice sour. The sole had no tread, meaning it was a man’s dress shoe, most likely. Rhyme had started a database of tread marks of shoes when he was head of Crime Scene at NYPD years ago, a valuable resource and one that was still updated regularly (at his insistence). This, however, was useless for tracking down the purchaser of the shoe, though if they found a suspect wearing a dress shoe, faint impression marks on that one and on the electrostatic they were looking at could prove incriminating.

			As for the other two victims, the approach path to the victims had been solely on grass, and she was unable to recover any shoe prints whatsoever.

			Sachs was now running a sample of something through the gas chromatograph/mass spectrometer. The bulky devices, joined at the hip, were like a cooking range to a chef or a rifle to a hunter; they were the most important pieces of equipment in a crime lab. They could easily and quickly identify trace materials, sometimes even suggesting brand names.

			She was examining a screen. The item the GC/MS was analyzing was the murder weapon—the plastic wrap, wound around the victim’s face after she’d been bludgeoned to unconsciousness. “Not that there’s any doubt that Four One Two was behind it, but it’s associated with what I found at the first two murders.”

			In forensic science, only two things “matched,” that is to say they were considered identical. Friction ridge prints (fingers most commonly, though palms and toes too) and DNA. Barring that, you could only say that two things that were very similar were associated, which was enough to allow the jury to infer that the defendant was in both locations. She added that the serrated marks from the three pieces meant they were from the same cutting edge of the wrap’s box, adding to the inference that 412 was behind the killing, and it was not a copycat crime. (The press was having a heyday on this one, reporting all the lurid details. The First Amendment, wonderful, Rhyme acknowledged. But the number of sick individuals inspired to commit crimes because of news accounts was surprisingly large.)

			The bad news here for determining the source of the wrap was that the GC/MS had reported that it was generic; its chemical composition was such that it could not be traced to a particular batch of a brand name—and therefore traced to an individual store and, ideally, a credit card used by the killer.

			“And our deoxyribonucleic acid, Sachs?”

			DNA was a miracle material. Certainly, in the godly sense, it makes us who we are. But forensically, it could lead directly to the address of a killer if he or she was in fact in the CODIS database of samples. This was rare—CODIS was only criminal (the IAFIS fingerprint database included records for both criminals and civilians, like for government security jobs). But again, like scratch marks on a businessman’s shoe sole, if some DNA discovered at the scene of the homicide was found to be that of a suspect in custody, well, there you go.

			Most sources of DNA in crimes were bodily fluids. But there are more subtle ways to leave the substance at a crime scene: touch DNA, for instance—yes, every time we pick up an object, we leave some behind. Since they’d found no prints at the scene, however, the unsub would have worn gloves and the likelihood of his bare skin touching the wrap was small.

			However, there was another way DNA could be transferred—circumstances that most perps would never think of: breath. Exhaling released droplets of fluid and cells from the lungs and airways. Had 412 breathed on the wrap? They would see; Sachs was now bundling up the sample to send to their lab for urgent analysis.

			Rhyme now asked, “The blow to the head was the same?”

			She nodded. “Looks like the depth and diameter were similar. ME will confirm.”

			They had decided he had probably used an iron pipe, possibly filled with something heavy—like BBs or fishing weights—to make it heavier.

			“Soil?”

			She ran samples through the GC/MS. These bits of earth would be from around where the footprint had been found. She also had taken control samples of earth in the general area of the scene, for comparison. These control samples guaranteed that any trace not found in the vicinity might have been unique to him and tracked in on his shoes from his home or workplace.

			But, no, the samples under and beside his shoes were the same as those from thirty feet away, meaning none of the material could be connected to him personally.

			Maybe the son of a bitch actually wiped his shoes clean before he moved in for the kill.

			Meticulous…

			Sachs examined a few other samples by microscope. “Hair and fibers,” she announced.

			Then she sighed. “All from the victim.” She pulled off the overalls and gloves and mask. She was finished. No wonder only a single evidence carton was required.

			Sachs placed a call to arrange for the DNA lab to pick up the samples. Then made another to the Medical Examiner’s Office to make sure they would get the results of the head trauma and any other details regarding Jean’s homicide to Rhyme ASAP. In the autopsy, far more comprehensive than the ME tour doctor’s preliminary exam at the scene, some additional material might be discovered. A sliver of metal, a fragment of hair could speak volumes.

			She walked out of the lab, straight up to Rhyme and kissed him. “Didn’t spend time saying hello.” She smiled. He returned the expression. They had an anniversary coming up. He had an idea for a present. It involved weaponry.

			She left the evidence bag in a lockbox outside the front door for the DNA lab to pick up, then returned, dropping into the rattan chair beside Rhyme’s considerably more elaborate—and expensive—piece of furniture.

			Her eyes were distant. In a near whisper: “It was heartbreaking, Rhyme.” She nodded at the murder board, where she had uploaded a dozen of the crime scene photos. “Just like the other victims, she was in a nice outfit.”

			Jean was wearing a yellow dress with a print of what seemed to be tiny flowers.

			“Seashells,” Sachs said absently.

			“What?”

			“On her dress. Those little dots are seashells.”

			“I thought they were flowers.”

			“Maybe she got it on a vacation to the Caribbean—one of her favorite places to go. All of them, all three victims, dressed up, wearing nice shoes, nice perfume. Hadn’t done a thing wrong in the world. And then…Four One Two.”

			Her jaw was tight. A sigh. “And happening closer together now. You’re right, Rhyme. He’s in an acceleration phase. He could be looking at a victim right now.”

			

			—

			Ethan Lott could have had a much nicer apartment.

			But life was a balance.

			The thirty-one-year-old, in solid shape from a gym he went to at least three times a week, had a degree in the sciences—chemistry, to be precise. And that could have netted him a job at any number of places. The highest paying would probably be an oil company. Can you imagine? Making a living in an atmosphere of spewing smoke and leaking brew from rusting pipes, the stink overwhelming?

			He shuddered even to think of it.

			But his present job—that of a “lowly” clerk, as his mother put it—was far more in keeping with his nature, and so he wouldn’t change it for any money. He loved the eight hours on his feet (comfy shoes, always!) helping people, gossiping with the other clerks, taking what older management still called a “smoke break.” He worked till quitting time and then no longer.

			Never had to stay late.

			Never had to worry for more than twenty minutes about the condescension of Mrs. Ritzy McMee (the inside joke generic name for any Upper East Side matrons you just couldn’t please).

			Never had to engage in the corporate intrigue of big companies.

			He worked in one of the most magical places on earth: a department store.

			Lott was presently off shift, though—it was Tuesday and the first day of his “weekend”—sipping coffee and examining the trophies.

			Trophies from the victims he had murdered.

			They sat arrayed in front of him.

			He viewed them affectionately, as someone else, someone normal, might a cute baby. The possibility of a real child entering his life, as Mother fervently hoped, accompanied by a wife, of course, was not to happen. A hobby—or whatever you chose to call it—like his did not allow for a partner.

			What would she say about his collection if she found it?

			And then he’d have to break up with the woman.

			Or, if she’d made some troubling deductions, kill her.

			That was not a figurative thought.

			Lott had the heart of a Ted Bundy or a Son of Sam or an Ed Gein—which is to say, not much of a heart at all…Taking lives meant nothing to him. Well, not quite right. It meant a lot—but in a good way.

			He now had struck five times. Two outside of New York: one in his college town of Columbia, Missouri, one in some stretch of interstate on the way to New York.

			And then three here in the city.

			He gazed at his trophies.

			He felt a brief thrill, pure joy. But then the calmer side of him took over, and he considered practical matters—like the fact that he was being hunted. The police—he followed the stories, of course—did not have any leads. Or so they said—what were they going to do, report people to be on the lookout for a handsome man of thirty with dark hair and a trim mustache? But he suspected that they really hadn’t progressed very far. Why? Because he was careful as sin. Watch TV, which he did a lot, and you’ll learn how cops catch people.

			Random victims made all the difference in the world.

			Only to Ethan Lott they weren’t random at all. There was a pattern that was glaringly obvious to him, but one that the police would never catch onto. This was one thing he was sure of.

			He was concerned, however, about the frequency of the deaths. He should take a break, let things settle down. It had been a year between the first and second. Six months between the second and third. But then, shame on him, just days between the next two.

			A break, sure…

			He could do it.

			He began polishing his oxfords.

			Clerks had to look presentable. They shaved until their skin was like silk. They trimmed their mustaches perfectly. They wore contacts instead of glasses. Trim hair that a chairman of the board would sport at a shareholder meeting. They…His thoughts faded.

			A break…

			He sighed.

			All right, one more. Only one.

			And then a break.

			Another trophy would bring the toll to six.

			Was that a magic number of some kind? He supposed every number was magic in some cultures. Seven seemed to be a big deal in Western countries. Thirteen too. Many of the department stores he’d worked in did not have a thirteenth floor. But that made no sense to him. All it meant was the thirteenth floor was called the fourteenth, and fate or god or ghosts or the unluck demon didn’t give a shit about what humans called anything.

			Lott might kill somebody on one of those fourteenth floors someday.

			Just to make the point.

			He frowned. Now, look: he’d riled himself up with those thoughts. He’d done a lot of riling in his life, and he had to control it. Riling could give you away.

			Shame on me.

			Lott now rose and walked to the tiny bedroom, the floor creaking. He was careful; if you shuffled, you could get splinters. He knew that the floors in the houses and apartments of chemists who worked for oil companies didn’t creak or shed tiny spears to stab your feet. But then he had his soul’s purpose, and they did not. He dressed in a good suit (discounts in the Men’s Department helped). It was black, Italian, slim cut, but had to be let out in the shoulders (that gym thing), and he donned thick paisley socks. Then he slipped his feet into his oxfords. Also nice. Top tier, thanks to the discount again.

			A glance in the full-length mirror.

			Nice.

			Only one thing bothered him.

			His black leather shoulder bag (Luggage Department, only $120, after forty percent off). It ruined the cut of the suit jacket: because of the iron rod inside, covered meticulously in plastic wrap—to avoid transferring evidence to the head of his victim when he whacked them unconscious, before he used additional lengths of the same wrap to deprive the lungs of air.

			But he’d have to deal with it. He’d thought about disguising the rod as a walking stick, but couldn’t make that one work, not a hundred years after they went out of vogue, though he’d savored the idea for a week or two.

			Yes, they irritated him, the wrinkles in the jacket. But he could work out the anger easily.

			His blow to the next victim—just a few hours from now—would be particularly firm.

			

			—

			The DNA came back negative.

			No surprise there. Rhyme and Sachs had had only two cases, in all the hundreds they’d worked on together, in which breath DNA had proven helpful.

			The medical examiner now called and reported that, like the other two victims, Jean’s wound revealed no trace material, reinforcing Rhyme’s belief that their unsub had covered the blunt object with the same wrap he used to kill her.

			Well, solving crimes was not meant to be easy.

			Still, a break now and then…

			“But I do have one thing that’s unusual,” the woman said.

			Rhyme cut a glance at Sachs.

			“Go ahead,” he said to the doctor.

			“I think he did touch her.”

			“How do you mean?” Sachs asked. “There was nothing sexual about the attacks, was there?”

			“No,” the woman replied. “It was postmortem. He rubbed her neck. It caused a faint discoloration. Vigorous. Probably with a piece of cloth or tissue.”

			And it would have been in a gloved hand, as there were no prints on her body other than her own.

			“The other victims?” Rhyme wondered aloud.

			“Not that I could see when I did the autopsy. I looked at the photos and you can’t tell anything from those. If he did, it wasn’t as rigorous.”

			Rhyme grunted and was about to disconnect when Sachs said, “Thanks, Doctor. We may be in touch with other questions.”

			She was the keeper of all things polite in the household.

			“I’ll be here.”

			Rhyme’s eyes went to the murder boards. All three were wearing nice outfits, nice perfume, expensive footwear, with stylish hairdos.

			All questions. No answers.

			Until something occurred to him.

			He asked Sachs, “Where’s Ron?”

			Ron Pulaski, who had been their forensic protégé for years, had just experienced a promotion. He’d taken the detective exam and aced it.

			He was now a gold shield, third grade.

			Good for him and Rhyme and Sachs were proud of him, though the move up also meant that he couldn’t always be at their beck and call.

			“At some robbery or something downtown. He’s running it. Why?”

			Rhyme’s eyes were on his computer as he typed furiously, one handed. He squinted. “I need somebody to pick up something for me.” He nodded at the screen.

			Sachs stepped close and looked. She frowned but understanding dawned in her eyes and she gave a laugh. “Damn, Rhyme. That’s smart. Let’s call Lon.”

			Lon Sellitto was Rhyme’s former partner from the days when they were both working cases on the street, and before Rhyme moved on to become a captain and the head of NYPD forensics. Sellitto, a detective lieutenant, was a bit round and tended to end up in clothes that were forever wrinkled. He didn’t care. He closed cases like nobody’s business.

			“Linc. You’re on the cellophane killer?”

			Rhyme glanced at Sachs. He scoffed. “So that’s what the clever media is calling it?”

			“No, that’s what I’m calling it. And I guess that makes me clever.”

			“I was being sarcastic, Lon. Or sardonic, if you want to take the edge off it. I need something. Ron’s running a case downtown.”

			“I know. His first full jacket as a gold shield.”

			“Wonderful. Happy for him. But, as was just said, I need something.”

			“Which is?”

			“My Christmas present. I need it early this year.”

			The detective snorted, a sound that might be considered wrinkled, Rhyme decided, if that adjective could be applied to an utterance. “You know. In all the years we’ve worked together, Linc, you never got me a present.”

			“I didn’t?”

			“No,” Sellitto said, musing. “Is this where you say you meant to, but things got too complicated?”

			“No, if I didn’t get you one, I just didn’t get you one. And you never got me one either. There are present givers and non–present givers. Pretty clear what category you and I fall into.”

			“Where is this headed, Linc?”

			“A piece of laboratory equipment. I need it. And now.”

			

			—

			The coffee was good.

			Mary Lynne Talbot didn’t like the crazy frothy drinks that Starbucks whipped up, just the basic cappuccino and, ideally, from a small independent shop like this one, near her apartment in Chelsea.

			The thirty-five-year-old also liked the idea of supporting the little guy in his battle against the big chains (though also present was a bit of hypocrisy at work, because she gave oodles of Starbucks gift cards as Christmas and birthday presents).

			She had work to do tonight. Talbot was a paralegal for a large Midtown firm, and her partners had a big financing deal in a few days. She had to make sure the closing list was complete. She created one of these for each job the firm put together—a checklist of the thousands of things that had to be done before and at the settlement.

			So, woman, get to it.

			Talbot slipped the document away in her backpack and rose from the table. Restroom here or home?

			It was a twenty-minute walk—and the cup of coffee had been a grande. She’d heard the more milk you added to coffee the more you had to pee, but the source was TikTok or Insta or something and the bogus factor was pretty high.

			But at just thought of it, however questionable, she felt the urge.

			Darn it.

			She stepped into the restroom, and after leaving the stall, she looked herself over in the mirror.

			Eww. The wind had not been kind to her but if she used her brush, little flecks of dried hairspray appeared like silvery dandruff. She’d live with it. Retouching her lipstick and a spritz of perfume would make her more presentable.

			She paid. And glanced at another patron also about to leave, rising and slipping bills under his saucer. He seemed to be about her age, in good shape and wearing a very nice dark suit. Talbot was always receptive to the idea of going out with somebody. She was presently between boyfriends, and she had noticed that guy briefly when he’d walked in and sat next to her.

			He had glanced at her several times too.

			Only…he was wearing a Covid-style mask.

			Her concern wasn’t a political thing. She’d worn them when required and would do so again if the government mandated it.

			But him?

			Maybe he was cautious—New York was filled with tens of thousands of foreign visitors, who might bring in viruses from who knew where.

			But there was also the chance he was sick.

			Which edged him ever so slightly off the datable list; Talbot had just recovered from the flu and wasn’t inclined to get ill again.

			A shame because he was certainly polite.

			He had held the door for her as she’d left and gave a courteous nod.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			Talbot had long believed that manners were not dead. You sometimes just had to look a little harder to find them.

			

			—

			Oh, he wanted her bad.

			So bad.

			Ethan Lott kept his head down and walked along the sidewalk on 27th Street, following the woman in the floral dress he’d just held the door open for at the coffee shop.

			He picked a fleck of dust from his lapel. Clerks only had to maintain their appearance when on the job, but Lott would pursue perfection in any case.

			Dust be gone…

			He grimaced, his lips tightening under the mask, as he recalled the one thing dampening his look: the wrinkles from the head-cracking rod in the shoulder bag.

			He was careful to stick to the shadows beside the buildings, and he stayed at least thirty feet behind her. Any closer and she might see his reflection in one of those windows that angled from the sidewalk to the entrance of a building—and if the display was dark, the glass proved to be a perfect mirror.

			In a few blocks, she turned north. This part of Manhattan was old and was a mix of small businesses—like warehouses and car repair shops. Long stretches of the block were deserted.

			Perfect for what was coming next.

			He tapped his jacket to make sure everything was in place. Yes, the roll of plastic wrap, the blue latex gloves.

			The vial for the trophy he would collect.

			His heart beat faster.

			He moved closer now.

			Fortunately she was on her phone—which was one of the greatest inventions ever made for serial killers like him. Her attention would be largely on the conversation, and she would not hear him approach.

			Of course, timing was important. He didn’t want to strike in the middle of a conversation. The person on the other end would wonder why the call had finished. And it was likely she might bark a scream, as two of the girls had done when he hit them with the pipe.

			Finally she cooperated. She finished the call and glanced down at her phone, probably contemplating sending a text or dialing another number.

			Now!

			He pulled the rod from his bag and lunged forward.

			Which was when the police car skidded around the corner directly in front of them and hit its lights and siren. Two officers got out and pointed his way, shouting for the woman to get down. They were drawing guns.

			How had this happened?

			Get away!

			The woman glanced back and screamed.

			Lott turned and sprinted back to the cross street they’d come down.

			Good…No police there.

			Just then a civilian car was braking to a stop, maybe curious about the police lights.

			He could smash the window with the pipe, disable the driver and steal the car.

			He sped toward it.

			And, sighing, he slowed to a stop.

			The driver was not a civilian at all. She was a tall, somber policewoman—in a black suit not unlike his, with a gold badge clipped to her belt.

			She drew her gun and aimed at him with an expression that said, Please give me an excuse.

			The pipe hit the ground and his hands rose into the air, even before she’d finished ordering him to do so.

			

			—

			“I suffer from a condition.”

			“Is that right?” Lincoln Rhyme asked.

			The man, whose name was Ethan Lott, said this with a sense, Rhyme believed, of critical self-awareness.

			But no self-pity.

			He sat shackled in the parlor, not seeming the least curious about the anachronism of a twenty-first-century laboratory in a nineteenth-century structure. Two transportation officers from downtown waited in the lobby. Rhyme and Sachs wanted a chance to learn what they could about this unique perp.

			“It’s a curious one.” His dark eye squinted. “Well, I say curious, but the truth is…it’s one that I think we might share, sir.”

			Lott continued, “Desensitization. The clinical term is hypoesthesia.”

			Ah, yes. Rhyme had heard the word applied to him. Technically, it was true. He lacked sensation in much of his body. Paraplegics—those paralyzed from the waist down but with functioning arms—had sometimes sustained serious injuries by touching a red-hot skillet to their thighs. The pain didn’t warn of the danger; the smell of burning cloth and flesh did.

			Lott had been apprised of his rights, and surprising Sachs and Rhyme both, had agreed to talk. In fact, he seemed eager to. Sachs, more attuned to the criminal psychological personality than Rhyme, had once told him that serial perpetrators lived lonely lives. Once the veil was lifted and they were collared, the need for secrecy vanished and the narcissism that led them to take lives without remorse prompted them to spill.

			Often, like Lott, an element of boasting was present.

			He continued, “Taste? Diminished. I have to force myself to eat. Touch?” A shrug. “You understand this.” His eyes were on Rhyme, but then he turned to Sachs. “Imagine that feeling of your arm going to sleep. Everywhere. The muscle still moves. But you feel very little. Imagine what’s taken away from you…What’s been denied. “

			Rhyme and Sachs shared a look. Coincidentally, he was seeing a spinal cord doctor who was looking at possible procedures to help improve Rhyme’s condition, among them restoring some additional motor movement and—revolutionary in the world of spinal cord injury—sensation.

			“But not all was stolen from me. I kept my vision—that’s rarely affected in hypoesthesia. And as for smell? Ah, not a bit of hyposmia—reduced ability to smell—or anosmia, a complete loss. In fact, my olfactory sense is enhanced. Considerably.”

			Rhyme knew about this himself. After the crime scene accident that rendered him a quad, he believed that his remaining senses, scent among them, were, in compensation, all the keener. No proving this, of course, but he embraced it and stuck to the proposition.

			“Nobody could perceive scents the way I could. A dozen times more acute, a hundred!” Lott shook his head, almost in wonder at his good fortune.

			Sachs said, “You could…” She lifted her hands.

			“Oh, get a job in a manufacturer, a lab?” He sneered. “A petroleum company? A chemical manufacturer? And be exposed to the vile stink all day long? It would have driven me insane. I needed to be in just the right environment, immunized. Surrounded by flowers and spices.”

			“A department store.”

			“Is that how you caught me?”

			“Yes,” Rhyme told him. “We figured out the scent angle.”

			“How on earth?”

			“Amelia here commented on the victims. Their nice clothing and hair. And…that they all wore perfume.”

			The suspect closed his eyes and shook his head briefly.

			Rhyme said, “It struck me that that was the only thing they had in common. Not background, not race, not orientation, not religion. Nice perfume. Was that significant? Maybe not, but it was all I had to go on. Maybe they all came from a single source. I wanted to run that down before we looked for different leads. And so I talked the powers that be into getting us that.” He gestured toward the lab, where on an examination table sat a Plexiglas cube about one foot by one by one, at the bottom of which was a rectangular sensor. A wire ran from outside to a laptop.

			Lott whispered, “Is that what I think it is?”

			Rhyme nodded. “A nose on a chip.”

			“I’ve heard about them. Never seen one.” He craned his neck. He shot a glance at Rhyme as if begging for a closer look. The criminalist was not inclined to indulge.

			These devices were quite interesting. They were essentially scent detectors—for bombs and drugs, for instance. This, known in the profession as an “E-nose,” was what Rhyme had browbeat Lon Sellitto into obtaining from a nearby university—after securing an on-the-fly insurance policy for the device, which was extremely expensive. It used microcantilevers, nanomaterials and special coatings to identify scents, thanks as well to massive arrays of large language models.

			Biometric olfactory sensors—technically called BOS—could soon be used to identify individual human beings: each person on earth would have an odor unique to them, like a fingerprint.

			Rhyme and Sachs decided that since the only common element among the victims was the scent—and as he had touched Jean’s neck with a tissue or cloth, under the ear, where many people sprayed scent—this might be an interest of 412.

			Long shot, yes, but they didn’t have many other leads, and so they focused on the bizarre theory. Perhaps the killer had dated the women and given them the scents. The nose on a chip might be able to identify the manufacturer and this might, in turn, lead to the location where the killer had purchased them. From the evidence lab, they got the cellophane and duct tape and clothing from the first two victims.

			Rhyme had spoken to a chemist at what Sachs described as one of the biggest perfume makers in the country. He posed the question of what sort of substances made up perfume, so they would know what the result returned by the Nose, as they dubbed it, would look like.

			The woman in the corporate research and development department was happy to help.

			“Well, perfume has two main components. One, the aromatic compounds. They’re the active smelling ingredient. Essential oils like lavender and rose. Also, ‘absolutes’—concentrated forms of essentials. Then resins, like the famous frankincense, myrrh. Finally, animal-derived substances like musk. Now, there’s a huge market for synthetic aroma chemicals—molecules that trick us. Like vanillin and aldehydes.

			“So that’s component one—the smell. Then there’s number two. The solvents: usually alcohol, sometimes water. This is critical. It controls the degree and the timing of the release of the oils. We call it volatility, and it’s measured by the word ‘note.’ Top notes are the lightest. Think mint. They fade quickly. Below that, slightly richer and longer lasting are the heart notes. They form the core scent: flowers, spices. Finally, there are the base notes. The longest lasting. Wood and musk.

			“As the solvents evaporate the nature of the scent changes over time on your skin or in your hair. It can be quite remarkable…”

			She agreed that if they sent over to her the various ingredients and amounts from the samples, she could compare it to their database and get a brand name. She said the other manufacturers would probably be willing to assist as well.

			But they didn’t get that far.

			Because when Sachs fed the various samples into the Nose, the results came back as an avalanche of data.

			“Jesus, Rhyme,” Sachs muttered.

			He nodded. “It’s not just one perfume. Look, there are about twenty volatile oils, thirty elemental oils. Different types of alcohol.”

			And where, they asked, would one come into contact with so many scents?

			A department store, for one. The perfume counter.

			Rhyme now told this to Lott and added, “We found one other bit of evidence at the scene. A piece of confetti.”

			His shoulders slumped. “The store is across the street from a church. They have weddings there and guests toss confetti. They can’t use rice anymore.” He frowned. “Supposed to be bad for the birds.”

			“We called the store and asked about an employee in the perfume department, wears a dark suit, has dark hair and often wears a Covid mask. We got your name. We used city street cameras—it’s called the Domain Awareness System—to follow you when you left your apartment today, on your way to a fourth victim, as it turned out.”

			His face was wan. “It’s hardly my fault.”

			“How’s that?” Sachs snapped.

			“When so much is taken away, you compensate. The desensitization spread into my soul.”

			So it was someone else’s fault. Typical of serial killing, lacking all affect. And taking no blame.

			Lott nodded. “Are the cuffs too tight? I can’t tell.”

			More of the poor-me attitude.

			“No, they’re fine.” Sachs looked at the murder board. “Why did you rub her neck, the third victim?”

			“Not hers. All of them. For my trophies.”

			“Ah, samples of their perfume.”

			He nodded. “I rubbed them with a cotton swab and saved it in a vial.”

			“Like other serial murders taking a lock of hair or an appendage.”

			“Whenever I want I can open the lid and relive the experience. Ah, the Proustian memory effect?”

			Proust. An author, he believed. Lincoln Rhyme was largely—and intentionally—oblivious to culture. If a book, movie, piece of art didn’t help him get closer to closing a case he wasn’t interested.

			The killer continued, “Remembrance of Things Past. The character dips a cookie into his tea, and the resulting scent and flavor start him on the way into a five-volume novel…”

			“How many others?”

			A shrug. “Two more. In the Midwest. You’ll find all the details in my apartment. You think my condition will get me any sympathy from the prosecutor?”

			Amelia Sachs actually laughed. “Not a chance.”

			“I didn’t think so. But maybe you might want to come and study me. I am unique among your villains, am I not? Put in a good word for me”—he looked at Sachs—“Ms. Violet with a Hit of Fading Sandalwood.” Then to Rhyme: “And you, Mr. Generic Bodywash. I have a lot to teach you.”

			She called to the transportation officers. “Okay, you can get him down to booking.”

			They stepped forward and gripped him by the upper arms as he stood, then led him out. When they got to the doorway he turned back. “Nose on a chip…A shame they can’t make a machine that cures everything.”

			And the glance he gave to Rhyme actually seemed to contain a hint of comradeship.

			Sachs joined the escorts. She would accompany them to oversee the booking.

			Just after they left the phone hummed. It was Ron Pulaski, who, Rhyme recalled, was running his first case, a robbery of some sort, downtown. He hit Answer and said, “Hey…”

			The young man said, “Hi. Any chance you could look over something? Need to find a connection between a wad of cash and a perp.”

			Rhyme said, “We just closed a case. I’ve got to write up the report, but sure, Amelia and I have time.”

			“Okay, thanks…We’ll bring it over.”

			Rhyme was frowning. “Who’s coming with you?”

			“Oh, the ‘we’? I’m with somebody from California. He’s a reward seeker.”

			Rhyme chuckled. “Never heard of that.”

			Pulaski said, “Yeah, I haven’t either…Okay, a half hour.”

			They disconnected and Rhyme turned to the murder board to start dictating the report to be sent to the DA’s office.

			Reflecting: A reward seeker?

			He wondered what on earth that was about.

			He supposed he’d find out soon enough. And turned back to his computer to start on the report.

		

	
		
			Hard to Get

			“So, Lessing…Dr. Albert Lessing, right?”

			“Well, technically, I guess. PhD in poli-sci. I sometimes say ‘Doctor’ when I try to book a table at Le Grand Toque but it never works.”

			The lean, balding man from whom Lessing was sitting across just stared blankly. Lessing reminded himself: No jokes. Not with him.

			“So. There’s a situation. You’ve been attached to CEE for two years now.”

			It wasn’t really a question. Spies like him—especially someone at the director level—knew all the answers. The man’s remark was simply a way to ease into a discussion of the “situation,” Lessing assumed.

			“Yessir. And before the Central and Eastern Europe desk—”

			“You were in Russia.”

			“Yes.”

			“And before that you were a professor.”

			Dr. Lessing.

			The director looked down at an open folder. The papers were marked with the words Top Secret. You’d think somebody would have come up with an esoteric classification system like X-1 or ClassCon A. But why get fancy?

			Albert Lessing looked out the window and at his own reflection, overlaid on the view of autumn trees in northern Virginia. The thirty-eight-year-old, pale in complexion, was narrow-shouldered, a bit under six feet tall and a bit under his ideal weight, his mother the first to point out the latter. He’d been told he was handsome in a Minor League Baseball–shortstop sort of way. Whatever that meant.

			The view from here was impressive. Lessing’s office, shared by four other analysts, was several floors below, and in a different wing. You opened the door via an old-fashioned combination dial, like a safe. Again, nothing esoteric.

			The director had absorbed what he needed to and looked up from the folder. “Now, Tony Kauffman’s been injured. You know him?”

			“No.” The Central Intelligence Agency employed over twenty thousand people, which was larger than the population of the Illinois town where Albert Lessing grew up.

			“Heard the name CS?”

			Clandestine Service. Undercover spies. Lessing was an intelligence analyst—it was his division that retrieved intel from people like Kauffman for later dissection at the headquarters.

			“He’ll live but he’ll be out of commission for a while,” the director said. “Ran off the road on the autobahn near Munich.”

			“Was it…?”

			“No, a real accident. Deer.”

			So, the SVR, the successor to the infamous Russian KGB, or another spy agency or stateless terrorist cell hadn’t tried to kill him.

			The director continued, “For the past eight months Kauffman’s been putting together an op to take down the Cincinnati Network. Or at least put a dent in it. You familiar?”

			“Not too much,” Lessing said. “Just that the U.S. is the target. Some bigwig in Moscow put it together a year ago.”

			“Rostikov,” the director muttered, with a twitch of his lip. His expression suggested he and this Rostikov were longtime adversaries…and that the Russian was winning the game.

			The director explained that the Cincinnati Network was an agent-in-place operation. The Russians scoured websites and blogs for disaffected U.S. citizens and foreign nationals and recruited them. The people they targeted weren’t traditional assets—agents who’d send the Russians classified information. The operation, named after the city because the original controller was based in Ohio, before he slipped out of the country, represented a subtler approach to the post–Cold War Cold War. The traitors’ assignments were to do whatever they could to destabilize the country through legal or quasi-legal means. “Basically, lobbying, writing papers or articles for social media and the traditional press to undermine democratic values: like getting bigoted, incompetent or corrupt politicians into office.”

			Agents with the Cincinnati Network were said to have been responsible for getting Ku Klux Klan members into several state senates, he told Lessing, thumping the folder angrily onto the table. They inflamed tempers at Black Lives Matter rallies. They encouraged anti-immigrant riots and supported university officials who turned a blind eye to student rape and sexual assault. When a sheriff in New Mexico was arrested because he had used his office to blatantly harass immigrants, Cincinnati Network provocateurs mounted a fierce campaign to discredit the judge hearing the sheriff’s trial.

			“Now, Tony Kauffman was injured on his way to southwestern Poland. He’d found out from a deep source that one of Rostikov’s men and his brother will be in town there in two days. A hunting trip. Deer season.” The director gave a laugh. “Ironic, no? Deer…He’d found out where the men’ll be staying. Kauffman was going to stay in a hotel nearby and hang out in their bar and, somehow, make contact.”

			“He’d be a dangle.”

			“Exactly. His cover was just the sort of guy they’d want for the Cincinnati Network.”

			Lessing nodded, impressed. “So Rostikov would fly in from Russia, and, bang, rendition—we’d grab his ass.”

			“No. For one thing, Rostikov never gets into the field. Too risky. But it wouldn’t matter anyway; we can’t kidnap anybody on Polish soil. Warsaw’s very clear on that. Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Slovakia, we would work a snatch. But not in Poland. No, we would’ve been happy if Rostikov’s man just recruited Kauffman. We’d run him as a double. We figured we could keep the op open for a year before they caught on. We could penetrate enough of the network to bring down thirty, forty percent of it.”

			The director looked Lessing over carefully. “Now, you’ve probably guessed why you’re here?”

			Lessing had not—until that question. The implication stunned him. “You want me to take over.” His heart began to pound.

			“Kauffmann’s cover is that he’s a professor at Potomac Commonwealth University and moonlights for a think tank in D.C. He’s already published some anti-American op-ed pieces in the papers and on some fringe blogs. You’ve been a professor and written plenty of academic pieces. And I’ve read your reports here. You can put sentences together. And you’re fluent in Polish and Russian.”

			After a pause, Lessing said in a somber voice, “I’d be NOC.”

			“That you would. Can’t get around it.”

			This was the most dangerous form of clandestine work. “Official cover” meant you were attached to a government organization, most likely the State Department. But instead of doing what your job title or affiliation suggested, like agricultural attaché, you were really a spy. With OC operations, you worked largely within the embassy and had the security forces watching over you most of the time. In a non-official cover op, you were on your own. No armed marines in obvious view, discouraging anyone from taking a potshot at you if your cover was blown.

			And NOCs had no diplomatic immunity.

			Which meant once arrested, you could be “tried” at midnight and shot at dawn, with or without a blindfold.

			“So?”

			Lessing thought about his sedate life here. His cubicle. His tiny house. His two goldfish, one named after a philosopher, the other after a writer.

			But then he thought of two other names: James Bond. Jason Bourne.

			“I’m in.”

			The director stood and shook Lessing’s hand. “Welcome to Clandestine Service.”

			

			—

			Two days later Albert Lessing was landing at Prague airport.

			Well, technically, according to his passport, credit cards and other documents, he wasn’t Al Lessing at all, but Peter Crenshaw.

			Crenshaw was a talented professor at Potomac Commonwealth University in Washington, D.C., and a skilled writer of research pieces for a prestigious (though completely fictional) think tank. But he was going through some hard times. He was twice divorced, and had been taken to the cleaners by not one but both ex-wives. And he was an alcoholic.

			In other words, the perfect bait for Rostikov’s agent.

			The plane landed and Lessing disembarked. He approached Czech passport control, uneasy. It was his first time fooling an official about his identity. But he’d arduously memorized his fake name and the fabricated details of his life, prepared for questions. The young officer, however, simply stamped the document and nodded him into the country.

			After he gathered his suitcase and exited through the green “nothing to declare” door at Customs, he was met by a local officer. Stan Smiles was a former Delta Force member who’d moved on to military intelligence and then joined CIA. He was OC, attached to the embassy in the Czech Republic as an economic development liaison, but in fact he ran clandestine agents and local assets throughout Eastern Europe. Though they’d never met, Lessing felt he knew the man well, since Smiles had been the source of terabytes of solid intel, which Lessing had spent many long hours analyzing.

			Smiles was about what you’d expect of a government agent: a lean, grizzled man with a crewcut. He looked to be in his mid-forties. Lessing noted that he never, well, smiled—maybe because that expression had been retired, due to his name. He was, however, endlessly passionate. Lessing’s impression was that whatever he did, running spies or attending soccer games or eating borscht, Smiles loved doing it.

			“Here we go.” Smiles nodded at a large sedan, a make of car that Lessing wasn’t familiar with. Inside was a sullen man. Smiles tossed Lessing’s bag into the trunk and they got in, before speeding away from the airport.

			“This is Vlad.”

			“Hi. How you doing?” Lessing asked. Leaning forward. He was alone in the backseat.

			Vlad said nothing. He just drove.

			Smiles asked Lessing, “What’d you think of the boss?”

			“The director?” Lessing wondered if this was a test—both about telling stories out of school and treading into discussions of classified information. He cast a glance at Vlad, who spotted him in the mirror. In a light Slavic accent, the driver muttered, “Don’t worry. I’ve got higher clearance than you two put together.”

			Smiles said, “He doesn’t but it’s high enough. You can talk.”

			Lessing framed a careful answer. “To be honest, I was surprised he called me. I’m pretty junior.”

			“Don’t be offended but you’d probably be his last choice. There’s an art to clandestine work. People train for years and only then do they get a plum assignment like this. But the Cincinnati Network is a thorn in his side. When Kauffman broadsided Bambi, and ended up in the hospital, the director just about had a stroke.”

			“Great. Thank you. I didn’t feel enough pressure already, Stan.”

			“Ah, nonsense. Sometimes it’s better to have a fresh mind. Before you get all jaded and start overthinking everything. Now, we’ll be at the border in about three hours, and Kostka is about five miles past that.”

			Lessing said, “Any border crossing issue?”

			Poland and the Czech Republic were both European Union. But with immigration problems plaguing Europe and the Mediterranean states, some countries were reinstating border controls.

			“Not here. Not yet.” Smiles continued, “Now, we’ve confirmed that Boris Bukharin, Rostikov’s number one, got to Kostka this morning. His brother knows what Boris does but isn’t a player. He runs an import business.”

			“In Poland to hunt.”

			“That’s right. They’re staying at the Chopin Lodge downtown, though it isn’t much of a downtown area. The whole town’s about five thousand people.” He looked out the window and said softly, “Peter.”

			Lessing fired back with, “Yes?”

			“What’s your second wife’s name again?”

			“Andi. Short for Andrea. She lives at One Oh Seven South Maple Drive in Cary, North Carolina. I know because I send checks there in the amount of three thousand forty-one fifty every month.”

			Smiles nodded. “Good.” Then he dug into his briefcase and displayed pictures of Russian agent Boris Bukharin and his brother. Lessing studied them.

			Then, turning farther around in the front seat, Smiles looked over Lessing carefully. “Now, I know you’re sharp and, yeah, you’ve got a good command of cover. Don’t you think, Vlad?”

			“Oh, he is a star. That’s what I call him. Mr. Star.”

			“But there’s one thing you can’t memorize. What I said earlier: the art of spying.”

			“Art.”

			“Yes. And in this op, the most important tactic is playing hard to get.”

			“Go on.”

			“You’ve pretty much got what they’re looking for, for the Cincinnati Network. But they’re going to be—”

			“Suspicious because it’s too much like what they want.”

			“Exactly. We’ve really kept a lid on the fact that we know Bukharin’ll be in Kostka. Rostikov and Moscow won’t be expecting us to make a move here. But these people are naturally suspicious—it’s kept them alive and successful for years. These are the heirs to the KGB and the NKVD. The best spy soldiers in the world. They’ll be intrigued by you, they’ll be tempted. But at the first sign of your interest, their shields will go up, Scotty.”

			“Play hard to get. Okay.”

			“Once he gets the hang of it, it won’t be that hard, will it, Vlad?”

			“Piece of cake, Mr. Star.”

			“You’ve got our cell numbers memorized.”

			Lessing spouted them back.

			“Good. Oh, one more thing: at Langley, the suicide pill? Which one did they give you? In your tooth?”

			“What?” Lessing glanced up frantically.

			A moment passed. Vlad smiled in the rearview: “He’s messing with you.”

			Smiles laughed, sat back and began to text.

			Lessing wondered if the two men could hear his heart beating.

			After a winding, three-hour drive through farmland, hills and forest they arrived at Kostka, Poland, a medium-size town filled with blocky, dirty-white concrete buildings from the Soviet era and fewer, some charming, Bavarian-style wooden-and-stucco structures.

			“We’ll drop you off here. Before the CCTVs can pick us up. If anybody asks, you took a car service from Prague. It’s longer than flying into Krakow but a popular trip. Prague is the new Paris and a lot of travelers to western Poland stop there first, for the sights and restaurants.”

			Smiles pointed. “There’s your hotel.” It was an American chain. “Why’re you staying there?” he quizzed.

			“I don’t speak Polish and I was afraid I couldn’t be understood at a local place.”

			“Good.”

			“Now, across the street is the Chopin, where Bukharin and his brother will be. See it? Just hang out in the restaurant.”

			Lessing regarded the sign. Pstrąg Pływanie.

			It meant “the Swimming Trout” in Polish. (As opposed to what? The Walking Trout? The Jogging Trout?)

			“Good luck.”

			He climbed out and took his suitcase from the trunk, then started up the sidewalk.

			Smiles called out, “Hey, Albert?”

			Lessing just kept walking.

			Vlad shouted, “Good job, Mr. Star.”

			The car sped away.

			The panic didn’t hit until he glanced back and saw the sedan vanish down the road. He thought: What the hell am I doing?

			

			—

			Lessing’s confidence didn’t return when he walked into the neat but well-worn lobby of the hotel. The desk clerk, in a suit, was on the phone and continued to speak to the person on the other end as he looked Lessing over suspiciously. It was not a glance but an examination, as if Lessing were a job applicant. The gaunt, sandy-haired man finally hung up. “Tak?”

			“I…I’m sorry. Do you speak English?”

			“Yes, I suppose I can.”

			“Do you have a room for two days?”

			“Let me look.”

			Lessing knew there was a room, since Smiles had called ahead. The hotel was nearly empty. “Only one left. It is the most expensive, but that is all we have.”

			“Fine. I’ll take it.”

			“Passport.” The man held his hand out, took the booklet, read it carefully and flipped the pages. Then read it again. Lessing had traveled internationally and had never seen a hotel clerk pay such close attention. The man then made a photocopy of the booklet and dropped it on the counter. He made a show of searching for the registration sheet.

			A crewcut, moon-faced employee, about twenty or so, walked into the lobby from the back room. He was in dark slacks and a white shirt with a narrow floral tie.

			The manager turned to the younger man and snapped, in Polish, “What are you wearing? That tie! You know what I tell you. Do you want to be fired? Do you want to end up on the street?”

			Lessing forced himself to display no reaction to the cruel words, since Peter Crenshaw wasn’t supposed to speak the language.

			The boy said, “It is all that I have clean.”

			“I will accept no excuses. Go buy a more respectable tie. A solid color.”

			“I…I cannot afford one.”

			A scowl. “Wear that for today, but if you show up in it again, or one like it, you will lose your job.”

			“Yessir. I’m sorry.” The blushing boy continued on his mission, vanishing into a door that appeared to lead to the hotel’s restaurant.

			The manager turned back to Lessing. “Such an attitude today’s youth have! The things he just said to me!”

			“Is that right?”

			“Yes, it is right.” He offered the registration sheet to Lessing and pointed out where to sign.

			Lessing filled out the form, signed it and handed it back, prepaying for the two nights with cash in Polish zlotys. Though the country was in the EU, it had not accepted euros as the currency.

			The hotel manager took the sheet and reviewed it carefully. And Lessing had an absurd thought: he was back in school and about to get a C– for his penmanship.

			Handing over his room key, the manager said, “The dining room is open from eighteen hundred hours to twenty-three hundred.”

			“Thanks, but I’ll be eating someplace else.”

			A sigh of disappointment—as a potential source of revenue vanished. The manager shrugged, pointed out the elevator and, without another word, turned away and began to type at the computer behind the desk.

			At the elevators, Lessing pressed the Up button and glanced back at the front desk. He noted that the manager was jotting something down on his registration card.

			What did it say? Lessing wondered. Perhaps: At breakfast, seat this guest by the kitchen and make sure his coffee is tepid.

			Or maybe: Make up his room at five a.m.

			

			—

			By the time he got to the Swimming Trout restaurant and lounge at seven that evening, Lessing had cast aside his concerns. The room at his hotel was not bad and it featured a minibar stocked with a half dozen tiny bottles of liquor and snacks. He’d cracked open some buffalo grass vodka, mixed it with orange soda, and drank it down as he ate a packet of nuts, then slept off some of his jet lag.

			A shower, a shave, fresh clothing…and he was ready to spy.

			The bar of the restaurant was large and woody and dark. There were photos of wildlife on the walls, and though smoking was prohibited, the place smelled of tobacco, and the glass in the picture frames was tinted yellow.

			As soon as he entered, Lessing spotted Bukharin and his brother, along with two other men—apparently hunters (they wouldn’t be SVR; Smiles would have reported if there were other agents in the area). They were at a round table in the center of the place, drinking what looked like vodka with beer chasers.

			Most of the people in the bar were sturdy men, and a few women, still tinted with the remnants of their summer tans. Judging by the faint aroma of body odor, not everyone had bathed recently. Slim, pale Alfred Lessing stood out, and he momentarily drew the attention of the husky denizens here. But the conversations—about the day’s hunt, or a past year’s, or a fishing trip—resumed immediately.

			He said to the huge, hulking bartender, “Uhm. Please, a wódka i piso.”

			The man roared. “Piso! You want piso!” In thickly accented English.

			Several others, including Bukharin, turned.

			The man said in Polish to the others. “He ordered piso!” Then to Lessing: “Not a Polish word! It’s English, no? I am thinking it means ‘piss.’ You know, ‘pee.’ ”

			The others laughed.

			Lessing was blushing.

			Well, he had wanted to draw attention to himself.

			“It’s not exactly an English word. But it is close. I’m sorry, I mean—wódka i pivo.”

			“Yes, yes! And I will give you that. And it will be complimentary on me, because you have been a good man of humor.”

			The glasses banged hard onto the scarred oak bar. Lessing settled onto a barstool, lifted the shot glass to his benefactor and tossed down the burning vodka. Then sipped the beer.

			His phone rang; it was the alarm, not a call. He looked at the screen, grimaced and shut the tone off, then pretended to have a conversation with someone on the other end of the line.

			“Yes, I got your email. Why should I answer?” He gestured to the bartender for another vodka and then tossed it down and said, “How could you ask for that?…You think I’m made out of money?…Yes, because you spent it on Jake! Right?…No, he’s not just a friend. You’re sleeping with him…It’s not a terrible thing to say if it’s true…”

			He tried not to overact. Closing his eyes briefly. “Lawyer’s bill? Why should I pay your goddamn lawyer’s bill? We’re divorced…I don’t owe you anything except alimony. And even that you don’t deserve…Another wódka!…What?…Poland, on business, that’s where I am…Oh, because I work for a living.” He tossed back one more drink. Poor Peter Crenshaw was, of course, an alcoholic. “And if you think—hello? Goddamn it!” He pretended to disconnect and drew back the phone as if to fling it into a wall.

			Bukharin and the men at the table leaned away from the trajectory. Then Lessing controlled himself and put the phone away. Another hit of beer and he swung back to the bar, shoulders slumped.

			A moment later, he felt a shadow hover and turned to see Bukharin leaning against the bar next to him. “You are American, Mr. Piso.”

			“Yeah, yeah, very funny.”

			“Ha, I joke. Who has not made mistaken words sometimes, in a different language? Once, in London, by mistake I told a girl she had nice breasts.”

			“What did you want to say?”

			“Tits.”

			Lessing had to laugh.

			“I am Boris.”

			“Peter.”

			“Your ex-wife, did I hear?”

			“Yep. You have one?”

			“I have a present wife but I have ex-girlfriends. I am knowing how things go.”

			“Well, mine cheated on me. Then sued me for divorce.”

			Bukharin frowned. “Your…” He gestured low on Lessing’s torso. “It works okay?”

			“What? Oh, that works fine. No, her complaint was that I wasn’t rich enough for her. She married a professor. What’d she think, I was a real estate magnate?”

			Bukharin said to the bartender, in Polish, “Another bottle.” Then to Lessing: “You are here for the hunt?”

			“Hunt? No, no. I’m writing a paper on economics and development. American companies want to partner with Polish ones. We need to—we’ve screwed up our economy so badly.” Bukharin cracked open the fifth of vodka. He refilled Lessing’s glass.

			He had to play drunk. He didn’t have to be drunk. Still, here he was making a connection with his target. He couldn’t risk the man growing suspicious. He tossed down the fiery drink. Bukharin took a swig directly from the bottle. No one in Eastern Europe sipped.

			“So, you’re all hunters?” Lessing glanced back at the table where Bukharin had been sitting.

			“Yes, yes. And it was a good day. Five stags between us. You hunt in America?”

			“No. I’ve always wanted to.”

			Maybe they’d invite him out tomorrow. Hell, the one time he’d fired a gun was at CIA training. The only animal he’d ever killed was a squirrel and the weapon had been a ’98 Honda Accord.

			Bukharin was saying something. Lessing wasn’t sure what it was. The entire room was swimming.

			Ha, the Swimming Trout.

			No, the Drunk Trout.

			Lessing held his glass up. Bukharin filled it but said, “Ah, be careful with Polish vodka, Peter. It can be very dangerous if you aren’t used to it.”

			“I survived five years with that bitch.” He tapped the phone in his pocket. “I’m not afraid of a little vodka.”

			Then he threw up on Bukharin’s shoes.

			

			—

			The next day, Lessing awoke late in the morning with a hangover that seemed to be a creature in itself. A Frankenstein’s monster. A Dracula. An orc.

			He lay in bed until one o’clock and finally made a call to Smiles. They went through the encryption procedures and then had their conversation. Lessing reported he’d made contact with Rostikov’s man, Boris Bukharin, and had given away a bit about himself, but not too much.

			“Definitely played hard to get.”

			Without explaining how.

			The vomiting incident of last night had not, it seemed, jeopardized the mission. Bukharin had taken things well; he had the attitude of a man who was no stranger to heavy drinking. He’d cleaned himself up and seemed genuinely pleased by Lessing’s embarrassed offer to buy him dinner the next night, to make up for the faux pas. He would have to see, though; tomorrow they were venturing farther out into the countryside and might not be back until the day after; they were taking camping equipment with them, just in case.

			Lessing told Smiles only the latter part of their conversation and added that he would be in the Swimming Trout bar from seven till closing tonight just in case the men returned.

			Lessing spent the afternoon wandering the chill streets of Kostka, to get some exercise, then returned, showered and changed clothes. As he was leaving the hotel he noted again the cynical gaze of the manager and wondered once more what the man had written on his registration card. Across the lobby was the young, round-faced hotel employee who’d been berated by the manager yesterday for his flowery tie. He was carrying some trash bags out a side door.

			Lessing stepped outside and joined him. “Hello.”

			“Hello.”

			“You speak English.”

			“Yes, I watch the shows. We study it in school, but we also watch your TV. And Sky from England. We learn more of how people really talk, doing that.”

			Lessing looked around. “Your boss doesn’t like me.”

			“And he doesn’t like me. And I am his nephew.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes. He doesn’t like many people, in the family or out of the family. He is strange. His is rec…rec…”

			“Recluse? He keeps to himself?”

			“Yes, yes.”

			“And suspicious?”

			“Of everything and everyone.”

			Lessing’s voice lowered. “Can I ask a favor?”

			“What?”

			“You know those cards the hotel uses for each guest?”

			“Yes?”

			“Well, I saw him write something on mine. I’m thinking he changed the room rate to a higher fee.”

			“Oh, Uncle Stav would do that. Yes, I would think he might.”

			Lessing dug into his pocket and handed him a hundred dollars’ worth of zlotys.

			“Oh, my. Oh. Well, look.”

			“Could you do me a favor? Could you take a picture of that registration card with your phone and send it to me? Only if it’s safe to do that, though. So you won’t get caught.”

			“Yes, yes. And if he is going to cheat you, then we can send it to the police, put him in jail. The family would like that.”

			Lessing smiled. He typed the young man’s number into his phone and let it ring a few times.

			Then he said good night and headed off to the restaurant, reminding himself that there would be no vodka tonight.

			No piso either.

			

			—

			A new bartender was on duty at the Drunken Trout, as Lessing had dubbed the place. She was an attractive blond woman with narrow cheekbones and arching brows.

			She looked up as he took a seat at a barstool. “Tak?”

			“Coca-Cola.”

			“With rum or with whisky?”

			“With ice.”

			Present were a few hunters, along with two middle-aged couples, both Polish, he could tell from their conversation. At the bar, some chairs apart, were a drunken elderly man and a woman in her thirties, in a business suit, sipping wine, lost in her computer screen.

			Lessing began reading a day-old edition of the international New York Times.

			By 9 p.m., Bukharin and his brother had not shown. Lessing assumed they were spending the night in the countryside after all, and he decided to have dinner here. It was early by his circadian clock but he was hungry. He hadn’t been much in the mood for supper last night. Staying firmly in cover, he struggled to ask the bartender in English mixed with broken Polish if he could have dinner at a table here, in the bar, rather than in the restaurant proper. She frowned, cocking her head.

			The woman patron at the end of the bar looked up. “You are wanting a table?” she asked.

			“I do…But that’s not what I asked for, I’m assuming.”

			“No, you asked for a piece of steel.”

			She turned to the bartender and spoke in Polish.

			The bartender said, “Ah, yes. You can sit anywhere you like. Here there will be a menu.” She pushed one toward him.

			“Steel?” he asked the customer.

			She replied, “Stal is steel; stół is table.”

			“So a steel table is a stal stół.”

			She laughed. “It would be stół ze stali. But, yes, that is what you said.”

			Lessing thanked her. She smiled and turned back to her computer. Then grimaced. Lessing could just see the screen. He noted a box reading in Polish: Cannot find server.

			In Polish the woman asked the bartender if the internet had gone out. The answer was: “I’m surprised you could get a signal at all this time of night. When everyone is home, it overloads the servers. People are on Facebook or YouTube or looking at dirty movies.” The women laughed and the customer glanced Lessing’s way. He noticed and glanced back, but kept a neutral expression on his face.

			She said nothing about the bartender’s off-color comment but gestured to the Dell laptop and said to him, “The internet is out.”

			Lessing tapped the newspaper. “You know, this is a revolutionary new idea. You don’t need a server. You don’t even need batteries.”

			“Ah.” She laughed and gave another smile, revealing a row of perfect white teeth. “You should make a patent for it. Become a billionaire. Move to Silicon Valley.”

			Lessing smiled and held up the menu. “Can I ask you to help translate? I’ll pay for it with stock options in my battery-free computer company.”

			She gestured to the stool next to hers. He walked to it and sat. Now that he was closer, he revised his assessment of her age upward, seeing wrinkles around the blue eyes and her full lips. She had a sensuality about her.

			“I am Alexandra.”

			“Peter.”

			She was a sales representative for a housewares company, based in Warsaw. This part of the country was her territory. Lessing explained what he did. Alexandra wasn’t too familiar with position papers and think tanks, but she had enjoyed her years at university, in Gdańsk, and asked him about that side of his career and how he liked teaching.

			He told her about life on campus and Potomac Commonwealth University, which he’d been to a number of times and could describe from memory.

			“It must be beautiful this time of year.”

			“Yes, it is. Autumn term is my favorite.”

			Her daughter would be starting school in Warsaw next year, she told him. She showed him on her phone a picture of a pretty blonde dressed in a dark blue school uniform.

			At the reference to the girl, Lessing glanced at her left hand, and she noticed. “My husband is no longer my husband.”

			“We’re in the same boat.”

			“Boat?”

			Forgetting idioms didn’t always translate.

			“I’m divorced too.”

			“Oh, boat. Like Titanic.”

			She kept a straight face for a moment and then they both laughed.

			Lessing was in no mood to drink but recalled that he was an alcoholic. He needed to stay in character. But no vodka. He ordered white wine. He gestured for Alexandra’s glass to be refilled.

			“Ah, with this wine, you have paid for my menu translation services now. It is a better arrangement, as I suspect your newspaper company will not do well.”

			They clinked glasses and she pulled the menu closer and translated the dishes for him.

			Everything seemed heavy and was served in sauce with starchy sides.

			He shrugged. “Thanks but, fact is, I’m not that hungry.”

			“You don’t want anything?” Alexandra asked.

			“Well, I do.” And on impulse he leaned forward, hesitating just a moment to gauge whether or not he had license. Her eyes lowered and she leaned into him.

			Lessing kissed her. She kissed back.

			He nodded toward the door. She nodded back. He paid for the drinks and they donned their coats. They stepped outside into the brisk autumn evening air. She slipped her arm through his and they strode toward the hotel.

			And why not?

			He was James Bond, he was Jason Bourne.

			He was a spy.

			

			—

			The sun rose through a notch in the hills to the east of Kostka and shot into Lessing’s hotel room, striking him and Alexandra directly on their faces. They both stirred.

			He stumbled from the bed, snagged his jockeys and pulled them on, a T-shirt too, and then returned to bed, sliding under the blankets so that he could lie against her warm body. She eased closer yet.

			Lessing replayed the passionate evening in detail, then once again. Then his thoughts returned to his assignment and he wondered if he’d hear from Bukharin today. Would he have to go back to the Trout tonight? He was aware of Alexandra stirring, stretching, reaching to the bedside table to check her phone, and then settling back against him.

			“Peter?” she whispered.

			“Yes. You thinking about breakfast?” His eyes were still closed.

			She didn’t answer him. Instead, she said, “Peter. I wasn’t honest with you.”

			He looked toward her.

			Hm, something sexually transmitted?

			The ex is not completely an ex?

			“I don’t sell pots and pans, and I’m not Polish. I’m Russian. I’m an officer in the SVR.”

			“You’re…”

			“Are you familiar? It’s the foreign security service. It’s like your CIA in America.”

			“What?” he whispered.

			His breath came fast like machine-gun bursts.

			She added, in a barely audible voice: “And my name isn’t Alexandra. It’s Valentina. Valentina Rostikov.”

			

			—

			Well, I’m not dead.

			This was Lessing’s first thought.

			If she knew he was an agent she could easily have poisoned his drink last night when they returned to the room, or shoved some clever Russian skewer, disguised as a pen, into his ear in the middle of the night.

			And how do I handle it?

			A thought occurred. Lessing began to laugh. He said, “Russian agent? Don’t you want to be Mahatma Gandhi?”

			“Be…what?” she asked, a frown crossing her handsome face.

			Hell, he’d got it wrong. “I mean, Mata Hari? The spy who was the sexy seductress, the temptress.” Lessing’s hand wandered over her belly.

			She took his fingers and stopped their gentle motion. In a voice that wasn’t chastising but nonetheless made clear she was serious, she said, “I’m not making a joke.”

			He withdrew his arm and sat up. “I…I thought this was some kind of, I don’t know, role-play. You know, pretending to be spies in bed. Handcuffs, blindfolds.”

			“You Americans,” she scoffed.

			“You’re serious? You’re a Russian spy with the SRV.”

			“SVR.”

			“Whatever. I mean. Jesus.” Lessing was stammering. Partly because he felt his role demanded it. Partly because he couldn’t control it. “I think I have to report it to somebody. Don’t I?”

			“I’d rather you didn’t. At least not yet.”

			Lessing sat up, pulling the sheets closer around him.

			Alexandra said, “Let’s go outside, to the square. We can talk better there.”

			Twenty minutes later, they’d showered and dried, coiffed and bundled. They went downstairs and out the door of the hotel. They walked to the café she indicated, her arm through his.

			“You’re shivering,” she said.

			“I’ve never done too well with cold,” Lessing told her.

			Or with firing squads at dawn.

			She selected a spot outside. They moved the chairs into the sun, which tempered the cold, and sat opposite each other at an unsteady table whose leg Lessing propped up with a stone shaped like an arrowhead. When the waitress appeared, they ordered coffee and bread and sausages.

			As soon as she walked away, Rostikov said, “The other night, there was a man you vomited on.”

			Lessing frowned. “How did you…?” His eyes grew wide. “He’s an associate of yours. You’re both spies?”

			“He was not here to work, but on holiday. He found you interesting. He called me in Moscow and I flew into Kraków to come look for myself.”

			“Found me interesting?” Lessing gave a sour laugh. “Nobody finds me interesting.” He grimaced. “Except you, last night. Or so I thought.”

			“No, no, that was not part of any plan.” She smiled. “I wanted that very much. After all, I could simply have told you last night what I’m going to tell you now.”

			“Really? You mean that.”

			“Yes.” Her steely blue eyes met his.

			He supposed he believed her. Though getting into his room, as she had, would’ve given her more of a chance to check him out, see if he was legitimate. New to the game, Lessing didn’t know when spy mentality stopped and man-woman mentality began.

			He squeezed her arm. Then said, “But what is all this?”

			“Boris learned that you have been having a difficult time with your ex-wife recently.”

			Lessing gave a sharp wave of his hand. “No, I’ve been having a difficult time with my ex for many years. Recently, I’ve been having serious money problems because of her. And the one before her.”

			“Two?”

			He shrugged.

			Rostikov started to speak but just then the waitress returned with their food and beverages, and she fell silent.

			Lessing sipped some coffee and helped himself to a piece of black bread spread with a seasoned white topping. It was very good. He looked at the whipped concoction, trying to figure out what it was.

			“Lard,” Rostikov told him.

			Ick, he thought. But then finished the slice and fixed himself another. “You?”

			“No.” She sipped coffee and asked, “Are you patriotic?…Oh, I see you’re confused. And understandably concerned. But, please, just answer my question.”

			“To a degree. Probably like most people.”

			“Would you lay down your life for your country?”

			“I would lay down my life for certain countrymen. Or countrywomen.”

			“Well said. I like that. I’ve read some of your writings, Peter.”

			“You have?”

			A laugh. “As it turns out they were on my computer last night in the bar. I downloaded them after Boris told me about you. You are critical of your country.”

			“Aspects of it, yes.” He cocked his head and put down the lard bread. “Nothing is perfect.”

			She sipped coffee. “I used to smoke. I miss it every day. Especially in the morning. Now, here’s the long and the short of it—an English expression, whose literal meaning I cannot grasp. I have a great deal of money at my disposal. And by this, I mean a lot. Seven figures, in dollars or euros that I can pay you. And you have something that is valuable to me.”

			Lessing had to be careful not to let on that he knew what she was fishing for—joining the Cincinnati Network and publishing articles and position papers tactically to undermine the country.

			Hard to get.

			He said, “I doubt that very much.”

			“Oh, but you do. You have access.”

			He frowned.

			“Did you know that next year, your president’s son will be attending Potomac Commonwealth University?”

			Lessing felt as if he’d been kicked in the gut.

			“I didn’t.”

			“What I’m going to say is very inflammatory, and very risky. But I’m taking a chance because years of instinct are telling me that I can say it to you and you will not go running immediately to the authorities.”

			“And, if you’re who you say you are, I’d probably get shot in the back if I tried to run to anybody.”

			Lessing was very aware that she didn’t laugh this off. “For your fee, I would need you to make sure you are a professor and advisor to the president’s son. What you’ll do in that position is pick his brain on aspects of his father and mother and other people in the government. Maybe he can bring you materials from the White House. Maybe he can remember conversations.”

			“Because you want to assassinate the president!” Lessing said in disgust. He shoved his chair back with a screech and rose. “I don’t think so.”

			Rostikov smiled. “No, no, Peter. Sit. Please. We are way past that. The fact is even in the days of the KGB such action was never on our list. This is not to hurt people. That will never happen. We want to simply have a better chance economically. Our country is not healthy in the way yours is.”

			Slowly he returned to his chair. Thinking: Played that one just right.

			Lessing knew this was an even better grab than the original scheme. Hiring him to write fake position papers would mean his handlers would be low-level grunts. But running him as a double with access to the White House would mean involvement of senior covert Russian assets in the U.S. and Moscow. Once he had the names, he’d hand them over to the FBI domestically and to CIA and military forces overseas.

			Of course, her reassurance that nothing violent would come of spying was ridiculous. This was not about interest rates and factories. It was about geopolitical power and nationalistic domination. But he tried to make it seem that her words had comforted him.

			Think, he told himself. Imagine you’re in your cubicle, analyzing data. What do you do? You let the ideas come. Let them flow spontaneously like an endless stream of intel.

			Lessing cocked his head. “I could create an after-school club, a political club. No, not political. That might seem suspicious. I’ll find out what he likes. Photography, languages, the yearbook, maybe cooking…”

			Rostikov touched her chin, frowning slightly. “This is very clever, yes.”

			Eyes straying around the square, he said slowly, “I think sports may be a good way to go too. You know, the president was a champion football player. But he’s changed his mind about the game, especially with young players. Because of the head injuries.”

			“I have read about that—the injuries.”

			“Every college boy wants to play a sport. I’ll talk to our athletic department and see if I can get involved coaching. And…” Then he frowned. “But, no. What the hell am I saying? I can’t do this. I can’t betray my country.”

			She rested her hand on Lessing’s arm. “Peter. You aren’t betraying anything. You are assisting two countries to peacefully coexist. No one wants destruction and death. But knowledge is the way to peace.”

			No, knowledge is the way to power.

			Rostikov was smiling the broad, beautiful and sexy smile he remembered from the night before, in bed. “My God. In merely a few minutes you have found some very good ideas.”

			“And,” he said, ignoring her comment. As if his mind galloped ahead without any intervention on Lessing’s part, he blurted, “The boy has a brother too, you know. In a younger grade.”

			“Yes, but we didn’t think there would be any way to get close to him.”

			“Maybe. But if we think about it, there’ll have to be times when they will be together, the brothers. Maybe I could arrange to be there too. And think about this: the president and his aides might be reluctant to talk in front of a seventeen-year-old—college students have minds of their own. But a boy who’s nine or ten? They might not think twice about sharing state secrets when he was around.”

			Rostikov digested this. “Yes, excellent.”

			It was then that his phone vibrated with a text message. He glanced down. And when he saw the screen it took all his willpower to keep from uttering a gasp—if not passing out.

			There was no written message, just an image: a photograph taken with the phone’s camera. It was from the crewcut boy at the hotel, the manager’s nephew. The image was of Lessing’s registration card, as he’d requested. The notation the desk clerk had made on the card, near Lessing’s name, was CIA.

			He felt his stomach drop. No! How had he found out?

			Lessing glanced at Rostikov. She was looking him over with curiosity.

			He took another sip, hoping that the cup would hide his expression of fear. He understood now that the surly man’s suspicion was more than his general nature; he must be an undercover agent—probably for the Polish state police. Somehow, either Lessing had made a mistake and given himself away or the agent had called on some good resources to ferret out who the guest was.

			Or someone he’d met since his arrival in the country was a double agent.

			Vlad, the driver from the other day?

			Smiles himself?

			Lessing’s head throbbed with blood as his heart pounded.

			“Important?” Rostikov asked, nodding at his smartphone.

			“The ex again.” Thinking fast. “She’s sent me a bill for braces. She’s thirty-eight years old and wants braces.”

			He slipped the phone away in his pocket. That Rostikov hadn’t reacted, other than giving a faint smile, confirmed for him that the hotel manager was probably a Polish, not a Russian, agent. Still, it was only a matter of time before the information went from Warsaw to Moscow and then to Valentina Rostikov.

			Rostikov had started speaking again. He tried to concentrate. She was explaining the payment arrangements. How the money would be placed in a bank in Geneva, under the guise of payments for consulting fees. “You will declare it and owe taxes in Switzerland. Sad. But that’s a small price to pay.”

			Lessing nodded. He asked a few pertinent questions. But his only thought was how to escape. He might have only minutes before she learned who he really was.

			“You’re having second thoughts?” Rostikov said, noting his troubled eyes.

			“No, no. Just…actually not feeling too well. Where’s the restroom? Do you know?”

			She hesitated. “Well, I don’t.” She was looking around.

			“I’ll find it. I’ll be right back.” Lessing rose and smiled at her, then stepped into the restaurant. He glanced back, noting that she was looking at her own phone. He had to assume she’d just gotten a text about him from SVR headquarters.

			He entered the tiny, garlic-scented kitchen of the place, then was out the back door. In the alley, he turned away from the restaurant and jogged to the closest street. A line of four cars queued, waiting for the light to change. Like most cars here, they were small, dark-colored sedans. He looked into the first. The driver, a young woman, glanced his way and frowned, seeing his troubled face. He wasn’t looking at her, however, but at the gear shift, which was a manual. He didn’t know how to operate one.

			Some James Bond.

			Same with the second car. The third, however, was an automatic. He rapped harshly on the window, quickly flashing and putting away his Virginia driver’s license before the round, balding driver could see it clearly. Lessing snapped in Polish, “I’m an officer with Agencja Bezpieczeństwa Wewnętrznego. We have a state emergency. I need your car!”

			“But I—” The man’s face revealed concerned surprise.

			“Here.” Lessing thrust two hundred dollars’ worth of zlotys into the man’s hand and opened the door. “Wait at that corner. I’ll be five minutes.”

			The man climbed out, counting the money. “Well. Five minutes only. But let me see that ID once again.”

			“There is no time!” Lessing dropped into the driver’s seat, slammed the door shut and hit the accelerator. He skidded into the opposite lane and headed for the nearest road that seemed to lead out of town. He had no idea where it went but it was paved and he suspected—prayed—it didn’t dead-end at an old coal mine or factory…where his bones might be found twenty years from now.

			Glancing back in the rearview mirror, he could glimpse the café table where he’d just been sitting with Valentina Rostikov. She had leapt to her feet and was gesturing to a car, which skidded to a stop in front of her. Lessing saw its driver lean over and push open the passenger door. It was Boris Bukharin.

			Suddenly, behind them, Lessing saw the driver whose car he’d commandeered running up the street, pointing in Lessing’s direction and shouting. Lessing floored the gas. He glanced up in the rearview mirror. Bukharin and Rostikov’s car suddenly swung around and burned rubber in his direction. They sped after him.

			Lessing looked ahead.

			Soon they were racing along the two-lane road, which was surrounded by dense trees. Completely deserted.

			No need for a coal mine or abandoned factory for my bones, he reflected. A body buried in this wilderness would never be found.

			The flat road meant they could easily hit seventy or eighty miles an hour without straining the cylinders. It was still too warm for ice or snow but the asphalt was damp in places and several times Lessing’s car skidded badly. With luck and some skill he controlled it and continued on.

			A few miles along, the trees became sparser and soon they were in open fields.

			Lessing grimaced. There was little cover and if Rostikov and Bukharin, only thirty yards behind him now, wished to brake to a stop and pull out their guns, they could easily disable his little car, if not hit him directly through the back window.

			Still, what was there to do?

			He gripped the wheel and shoved the accelerator to the floor. The wheezing engine protested but, to his amazement, the shivering vehicle sped up further.

			Ahead was a stand of trees and a curve after that. At least the pines would provide some cover and might give Lessing a chance to duck down a crossroad.

			He took the curve at close to sixty.

			It was true that the trees cut off Rostikov’s view of Lessing.

			They also had blocked Lessing’s view of the cow.

			A large, oblivious bovine was standing half on the shoulder and half in the middle of the right lane, looking for another patch of grass to dine on. Lessing was an animal lover—he was truly fond of his goldfish—but he would nonetheless have sacrificed Bossy in an instant, had she not outweighed his car. He spun the wheel, segueing around her, missing the creature by inches.

			After a split-second nose-to-nose mutual examination, he caromed off the highway and bounded into a field.

			The infrastructure on the undercarriage of the vehicle snapped and cracked and after a brief airborne moment, the car slammed into a ditch half-filled with manure.

			Silence.

			Lessing stayed conscious, though his face hurt from the enthusiastic airbag. His arm too. He took an assessment; nothing seemed broken. He glanced back toward the road. Nothing. Maybe the Russians and the cow had met unpleasantly.

			But, no. Bukharin had braked in time. He and Rostikov were now out of the car and running toward him. He popped the seatbelt and shoved the door open as far as he could, stepping over the brown mass into which the car had crashed. He leapt onto solid ground and promptly cried out as he fell, his foot entangled in a vine.

			He watched the Russians getting closer, slowing.

			“Peter! What are you doing?” Rostikov cried.

			He wondered about the procedure upon capture. Give them only his name, rank and serial number?

			Well, he was a civilian. So: name and job title and employee ID?

			They walked up to him, carefully avoiding the manure. Lessing sat up. Bukharin remained behind and Rostikov stepped in front of him. Neither had drawn their guns. Of course, they wouldn’t shoot him yet; they’d wait till after the torture.

			“Why did you do that, Peter? Why did you run?”

			“Um, excuse me?” Lessing swallowed hard.

			Curious. Could it be that they hadn’t yet learned he was CIA? He decided to stay in his role a bit longer. “Conscience. I couldn’t do it.”

			“Ah, Peter, come back with us. I’ll take care of the driver. We’ll pay him off.” Rostikov nodded at the wrecked car axle deep in manure. “You have such an excellent mind. Your ideas for our project are exemplary. And you were tempted. I could see it! Just let me talk to you a bit longer. Just the two of us.”

			His shoulders slumped. It was hopeless…

			Just then a voice from behind startled them all. “You are not to move.” It was English, heavily accented with a Slavic intonation. All three turned quickly. Two men in suits and overcoats, burly and unsmiling, were standing in the road. Both held dark pistols, aimed vaguely toward the threesome.

			“It’s all right,” Rostikov said, reaching for her pocket.

			The older man said, “No, no. Hands will not move.”

			“We are officers with the SVR.” Rostikov looked at them the way one would regard an irritating gnat.

			The older one said to his associate, “Klaus, see.”

			The shorter and younger man strode forward and took the Russians’ IDs. Without a glance, he handed them to his boss, who read through them. He put them in his overcoat pocket.

			“No. I want them back,” Rostikov said.

			The older agent ignored her and said, “You, the American. Come here.” Gesturing to Lessing with his pistol.

			Lessing understood now. These were Polish secret police. He’d been right. The hotel manager worked for them, and he’d informed them that Lessing was CIA. He wasn’t going to end up in a Moscow prison at all, but one in Warsaw.

			He climbed to his feet and dusted his hands together. Then he walked to the two agents, who looked him over with grim expressions.

			Behind them, Lessing could hear a vehicle approaching. A dark van pulled up behind the Polish agents’ unmarked sedan on the shoulder of the road. The door opened and four tactical officers climbed out, jogging to the cluster of people in the field. They were armed with machine guns.

			They need four soldiers to take me into custody?

			But, to Lessing’s shock, the officers ignored him and surrounded Rostikov and Bukharin. They bound the Russian agents’ hands behind them with plastic restraints and searched them, removing a pistol from Bukharin’s jacket pocket.

			In a threatening tone, Rostikov sputtered, “Are you mad? You cannot do this! Did you not hear? I’m SVR. We have an arrangement with Agencja Bezpieczeństwa.”

			The older plainclothes agent said, “Madame Rostikov, that is surely the truth. But it is true also that we are not with Agencja Bezpieczeństwa.”

			Another figure emerged from the van and made his way over the grassy field. It was Vlad, the sour man who’d driven Lessing and Stan Smiles from Prague.

			Vlad eyed the scene, studied Rostikov for a moment, then Bukharin. He said to Lessing, “These gentlemen are with the ÚZSI.”

			One of the Czech security agencies.

			“We’re in the Czech Republic?” Valentina Rostikov gasped. She looked around at the landscape. Apparently they had missed a border marker sometime back, in the pursuit…if there had even been one.

			In Czech, Vlad said to the tactical troops, “Get them to Mladoboleslavska.”

			Lessing knew this was the location of a Czech military air base near Prague. The CIA and other U.S. forces sometimes used it as a transit point for prisoners and suspects bound for interrogation sites around Europe and Africa.

			The older of the Czech agents nodded to the tactical troops, two of whom extracted black hoods from their pockets and pulled them over the heads of the protesting Rostikov and Bukharin. They were roughly dragged across the field and flung into the back of the van, which sped forward and disappeared down the road to the west.

			“Phone?” Vlad asked.

			Lessing said, “What?”

			“Your phone?”

			“Oh.” He reached into his jacket pocket and produced it.

			Vlad removed the battery and flung it in one direction, the phone in another. The cow stared at the spot where it landed. Then returned to eating grass.

			“I—” Lessing began.

			“We should go,” Vlad said, and began walking to the Czech agents’ sedan parked alongside the two men.

			Lessing considered his luggage at the hotel. “Back to Kostka?”

			Vlad frowned. “Hey, Mr. Star. You really thinking that a good idea?”

			

			—

			“How the hell did you do it, Lessing?”

			“Well,” Lessing said. And fell silent.

			“You’re a modest one.” The director’s smile filled the laptop screen.

			The slim, sallow man was four thousand miles away, in northern Virginia, speaking to Lessing and Stan Smiles, who sat in a secure conference room in the U.S. embassy in Prague. They were talking to each other via a system that was like Zoom but of course not Zoom.

			The director continued, “Rostikov’s on her way to a black site. Don’t worry.” He was probably looking at Lessing’s furrowed brows. “No extreme interrogation. We’ll cut a deal with her. She’s not a stupid woman.” A shrug. “Or we might just offer to trade her back in exchange for the Cincinnati Network names…and a few others. We were hoping to take down forty percent of the network. We’ll roll up the whole thing, thanks to you.”

			“You didn’t tell me she was a woman,” Lessing said.

			The director grumbled, “Never occurred to us that she’d leave Moscow. Hardly ever does.”

			Smiles said coyly, “But good thing for you she’s a woman. Considering the other night.”

			“But, really,” the director persisted, “how’d the idea occur to you? To lure her to the Czech Republic?”

			“I…well…”

			It seemed that Smiles, with Vlad nearby, had set up a safe house on the other side of the border. They were monitoring the operation, visually when they could and by the signal coming from Lessing’s phone when they couldn’t get close. When he’d stolen the car and fled, with Bukharin and Rostikov in pursuit, Smiles had realized what was going on and called Czech security services to help put together a snatch op.

			Preferring not to say that his courage broke, that he’d turned tail and run, Lessing told them: “Just occurred to me. Improvised, I guess you could say.”

			Smiles said, “Well, it was smart. You made yourself real attractive to the Russians—all those ideas about how to exploit the president’s sons. And then, bang, changing your mind, fleeing. You took hard to get to a new level. They had to come after you.”

			The director said, “Another officer might’ve pushed her to commit to something, but, no, you knew she’d believe you only if you ran.”

			“Well, I suppose…” Lessing sighed. He decided he couldn’t keep the deception going any longer. He had to tell them the truth—that he’d run from the Russians not to lead them over the border but because he thought his cover had been blown by the hotel manager. He opened his mouth to confess.

			“Listen—”

			Before he could, though, Smiles said, “Now, some practical things. We’ll burn your cover. We’ll shred the Peter Crenshaw passport. And the credit card.” He added to the director, “He covered his tracks well—paid for the meals with zloty and at the hotel, he was cash in advance.”

			“But listen.”

			The men glanced at him closely.

			Then Lessing actually gasped.

			Oh my God.

			Cash in advance.

			CIA.

			That was the notation on his registration card!

			His “brilliant” strategy, which led to the rendition of a top Russian agent, was based on a complete mistake.

			“What were you saying, Lessing?”

			Don’t be stupid, he told himself. This is not the time for confessions. “I just wanted to tell you that the fact is I couldn’t’ve done it without you guys backing me up.”

			This didn’t seem to be the sort of thing intelligence officers said.

			“Yes, well.” The director looked off for an awkward moment. “I’ve got a meeting. So, Lessing. We’ve got a Clandestine Service training session opening in a few weeks. Say the word and we’ll get you into the program. There’ll be travel. Could be tough work, dangerous, but we could use somebody like you. How ’bout it?”

			A slideshow went through Lessing’s mind: the air trip to Prague, the excitement of getting through Customs with a fake ID, outthinking the surly hotel manager, the passionate night he’d spent with a beautiful Russian spy, the car chase.

			Then he thought: Cash in advance.

			Lessing said, “I’ll have to pass, sir. I don’t think I’m cut out for it.”

			“You sure?”

			“I am.”

			The director eyed him closely. “You’re sure you’re not just playing hard to get?”

			A chuckle. “Not this time, sir.”

			“Very well. We’ll get you home on the next transport. And thanks again.”

			The screen went black.

		

	
		
			The Writers’ Conference

			“Got a plum for you, Jim. A round and ripe plum.”

			“That right, Herb? The Bennett case? Tell me it’s so.”

			It was Friday noon in the Santa Rosa County Sheriff’s Department, in beautiful Ocean Shore, California.

			Perched on a hill crowned by scrub oak, succulents and pine, and dusted with fine sand, the Spanish-style ranch building dated to the ’60s and indeed featured a view of both ocean and shore. At least Chief of Detectives Herb Mellers’s office did, where the two men now sat. Deputy Jim Handle’s desk was on the other side of the structure and his office looked out on a parking lot and shrubs.

			“Aw, Jim. Again? You don’t want that case. I keep telling you.”

			Handle settled his lanky frame into the chair in front of Mellers’s desk. It was a beige scene, all around. The rattan chair, Handle’s uniform and his hair. Complexion would’ve been part of it too, if the detective’s face and arms weren’t so sun-ruddy.

			“You know what, Herb? I do want that case. Want it a lot.”

			“I’m sorry, Jim. But—”

			“I know. I’ve been on the force only three years, not that long. But I’ve run homicides. Corpse to conviction.”

			“Gangbangers using each other for target practice. Not CSI grade, Jim. Those’re what you could call Hondas. The Bennett case’s your Lexus. Or an even higher ticket than that.”

			Handle wasn’t sure Mellers should be making light of a twenty-five-year-old woman who was abused and murdered, her body weighted down in the bay. But he wanted onto the case bad, so he kept mum on the taste issue.

			Mellers shifted in his chair, also rattan but a swivel model. The chief was six four and outweighed Handle by sixty or more; the furniture protested.

			Handle: “I’ve told you, I’ve read every psych book and forensic text on serial killers they’ve got in the county library and on the internet. Most of them anyway. I—”

			“Well, I know, Jim. I’m impressed. Really am. But, see, that’s a problem. Susan Bennett was one victim. Solo. Nada serial.”

			“There was that other missing girl. A year ago.”

			“She ran off. Everybody says so.”

			“But Susan,” Jim persisted, “her death fits a profile. The pattern of the cuts, the sexual assault, the—”

			“Just can’t make a determination. Not yet. Body was a mess and a half, y’know.”

			Susan had been in the ocean for a week before she floated to the surface. The fact that her parents were able to bury her and the SRCSD had proof of a murder was close to a miracle. She might never have been found if not for some sea creatures chewing on the ropes binding her to the concrete blocks sixty feet down.

			Though, as Handle had told his boss, at least the cold water of the Pacific had had a preservative effect. Corpses dumped into the balmy Caribbean, for instance, were often reduced to an indistinct food group in a few days. He knew this from his homework. Jim Handle frequently thought: I intend to get my head around this serial killer thing. I’m going places.

			“Just give me a piece of the case, Herb.”

			Mellers himself was running the homicide, as he did all important cases, but he could, and did, dole out portions of the investigation from time to time.

			The chief, it seemed, was genuinely troubled he couldn’t help Handle out. “Staffing, and everything…Wilkins gone with that heart attack, the budget. The Squid Festival, the car race. I just don’t have the manpower I’d like to take you off other cases.”

			This was true. Everybody knew it.

			Handle had debated asking their ultimate boss, Sheriff Joaquin Del Rio, if he could get onto the Bennett case. But Mellers had run the Detective Division for twenty years, longer than Del Rio had been in office, and he was a good cop. Handle didn’t have either the grounds or bad enough judgment to go around Mellers.

			Handle gave up on Bennett and asked, “Plum assignment, you were saying?”

			“Yessiree, Jim. You’re going to like this one.”

			“What is it?”

			“A do at the convention center. And you, yes, you, my friend, get to head up security.” As in most cities nowadays, the convention center, and its attached hotel in Ocean Shore, was considered a potential terrorist target, and a Santa Rosa deputy was frequently assigned to meetings there, supplementing the center’s security staff.

			Handle offered a tiny nod like a bobblehead statue on the dash of a smooth-riding car, a Caddie—or, okay, a Lexus—idling at a stoplight.

			“Security.”

			“Don’t look so hangdog, Jim. It’ll be like a vacation. You won’t have anything to do but stroll around the air-conditioned halls and sip soda and eat funnel cakes. The convention? It’s a bunch of writers. How much trouble can they get themselves into?”

			

			—

			At 2 p.m. Jim Handle parked his squad car in the convention center lot and made his way through the hot Santa Ana wind toward the front door, over a path that looked out onto the half-mile gray-sand beach.

			As a detective, Handle usually dressed down—jeans, collared shirt and sports jacket. But the rule for security detail was to be obvious. There was some debate about the wisdom behind this requirement. One theory was that seeing a uniformed officer would discourage a terrorist from even attempting an attack.

			The other theory was that the terrorist would know whom to shoot first.

			Handle found the director of the facility, a harried-looking man juggling the typical issues of events of this sort. He didn’t have much time for Handle, which was fine with the detective. He’d been concerned the man might micromanage and that was one thing that didn’t sit well with him.

			Then there was a fast meeting with the security staff in their office, and after that, the detective wandered off to check out the writers’ meeting.

			The convention center in Ocean Shore could hold only ten thousand souls, give or take, which meant the big conferences went elsewhere; there’d never been an AMA or high-tech get-together here. The organizers of a cosplay anime event gave it a shot but there were too many Sailor Moons and Pokémons per square foot and the county fire marshal had to close the gathering down.

			But a bunch of authors? They didn’t fill up but an eighth of the center. This was largely due, Jim Handle supposed, to the fact that the attendees were part of a specialized group of scribes: they were all crime writers.

			Handle didn’t read much. Didn’t have the time, for one thing. He tended to put in long hours on the job and he had a family, which kept him plenty busy. Becky was taking a few years off her job as a nurse to raise their boy and girl, seven and five, but Handle spelled her when he could. He also spent time out on his fishing boat, Pacific-worthy, pursuing his favorite hobby.

			And when he did read, it was usually for his own edification—like the criminal profiling and forensic books he’d reminded his boss about.

			Still, he enjoyed walking around the writers’ conference, looking at the exhibits and bookseller stalls and sticking his head into a session or two.

			He got a kick out of some of the titles. “Killing Your Baby,” for instance, which wasn’t, as he initially thought, about infanticide, but a panel of writers griping about how Hollywood had made bad movies of their good books. He was going to ask a question—“How many of you sent your checks back in protest?”—but, being an outsider, he decided not to.

			Another was “What Fifty Shades of Grey Can Teach Mystery Writers About Sex Scenes.”

			He passed on that one.

			Handle did, however, make a beeline for “Serial Killing Update,” which presented the latest forensic and profiling trends on the subject. The lecture was by a former FBI agent from the Bureau’s behavioral profiling division, and Handle found him well informed and a gifted speaker. Even though the presentation was for laypeople, Handle learned a few things, and, as he stood in the doorway, jotted notes on a pad provided by the organization hosting the event.

			Then back to work, cruising the hallways, looking for potential terrorists or robbers, noting that the concession stand was closed, no soda, no funnel cakes.

			Around 5 p.m. Handle noticed many attendees gravitating toward a large room off the main corridor. Inside, he saw people queuing in front of a lengthy table at which sat three men and two women. He turned to the attractive brunette he found himself standing beside and asked, “Excuse me, you connected with the convention?”

			“Me? I’m just attending. I’m a literary agent.”

			“Scouting out new talent?”

			“And meeting some of my existing clients. Deborah Tailor.” She stuck out a hand.

			“Jim Handle.”

			“As in the composer?”

			“As in the drawer pull.”

			She eyed the uniform. “Anything I should be concerned about?”

			“Just routine.”

			“Oh, yeah? That’s what Sergeant Joe Friday used to say just after the body appeared.”

			He smiled. “What’s going on here? This a book signing?”

			“That’s right. This is the nominees’ session. Those five will have been nominated for the Tombstone. See, on the table there?”

			Handle looked where she was pointing and noted a black ceramic gravestone mounted to a wooden base.

			“That’s an award? That people win?”

			“The biggest writer’s award of the year.”

			“It come with any money?”

			“Nope. All about prestige. But you win, you’ll usually sell more books. Use it for publicity.”

			“When’s the winner announced?”

			“The banquet tomorrow night.”

			“And those folks, the nominees, I’m curious, they famous?”

			“Not like movie stars or athletes. But they’re pretty well-known in our world.”

			Tailor identified them and gave a little bio for each.

			Joe Devereux, early sixties, wrote a popular series of thrillers about a blind forensic detective in New York City. Seemed a little far-fetched to Handle. But who was he to talk about credibility in entertainment? He and Becky enjoyed Phineas and Ferb with the kids.

			“He’s got the longest line. He the best writer?”

			“No. But he plays the game the best.”

			“The game?”

			“Sure,” she said. “The game. All the same. Writing fiction, art, movies, business, Washington. And probably the cop world. Pressing flesh, speaking, hitting the media circuit.”

			Handle understood. “You got that right.”

			The game…

			Beside Devereux was middle-aged Lawrence Sharp, a former journalist best known for a historical thriller about a plot to murder one of Hitler’s henchmen in 1930s Germany.

			“Good book,” Tailor said. “Sold well overseas but didn’t last long on the charts here in America. I heard a story: when he was touring, apparently a bunch of readers in their teens and twenties came up to him and asked him how he’d thought up that guy Hitler. ‘Epic bad guy, man,’ one said. ‘Better than Freddy and Jason.’ ”

			“Not a joke?”

			“Sadly, no.”

			Sharp hadn’t written anything historical since.

			The next author at the table was Joan Wilson, a sexy but twitchy thirtysomething with a centipede tattoo on her arm. A native Californian, she spent as much time blogging as she did writing fiction, sharing her vehemently anti-pharma, anti-fracking, anti-pipeline, anti-a-bunch-of-other-stuff views with the world. Her novel series featured a woman cop on the Central Coast who was a kinesics (body language) expert. Rumors were that Wilson inundated popular TV crime show producers with emails and tweets, accusing them of stealing her plot ideas. No lawsuits had ensued, however.

			Next to her was Frederick James, a dapper man of about forty-five in suit and tie. Tailor explained that James wrote a series of espionage thrillers about a British superspy. His most recent book had gone nearly to the top of the London bestseller list but was beaten by Joe Devereux’s latest title by a mere eighty-seven copies.

			The last author was Edith Blakeley. She was in her late sixties or early seventies, slim, with carefully coiffed white hair. She wrote a popular series of murder mysteries featuring a quirky young woman who lived in Manhattan named Ruth Ursula Nancy Evans.

			“Her books are in the cozy category. No explicit sex or violence. Her bad guys swear by saying, ‘Heavens!’ And they don’t kill people. They ‘dispatch’ them.”

			Handle nodded. “ ‘Dispatch.’ I like that. I should use it in a report. ‘A witness stated he saw Hector Gomez, of the MS-13 gang, dispatch Alonzo Gutiérrez at three-thirty a.m. on Alvarado Street by firing ten forty-caliber rounds into his head.’ ”

			Tailor smiled, an expression that faded as she regarded the older woman author, who was at that moment signing a devoted fan’s book. “Edith’s been nominated for the Tombstone seven times. Never won it.”

			Handle, who hadn’t been to a book signing before, was interested in the phenomenon. He noted that some authors shook fans’ hands heartily, some ignored the outstretched palms. Frederick James fist-bumped. Lawrence Sharp was a shaker, but he used antibacterial spray after each grip, which seemed a bit insulting. Some authors agreed to have pictures taken with the fans, others didn’t. Some signed all the books a fan had bought, while others limited the signing to five or ten, or only the hardcover edition.

			The authors were, as a rule, friendly but reserved, displaying caution. Joe Devereux, for instance, firmly explained to a fan—a young man wearing a narrow-brimmed fedora—that he wasn’t able to accept the unpublished manuscript offered to him.

			Tailor told Handle, “He wants Joe to give him a blurb—you know, a recommendation—so he can show it to a publisher. But you can run into legal troubles doing that if the book’s not already under contract. You know, the guy who sent it to you could sue for plagiarism—claiming you stole his idea.”

			Handle watched the fan grimace and walk off unhappily, manuscript in hand.

			And he noted that Joan Wilson turned down an offer by a husband and wife—clearly people she’d never met—to “come on back to our trailer with us and do some soakin’ in the hot tub.”

			Frederick James declined to sign a fan’s bra with the same Sharpie he’d just used to inscribe her book.

			“Kind of a three-ring circus,” he observed.

			“Definitely can be,” Tailor said.

			“Who’s gonna win that ugly award, you think?”

			“Oh, I know who it is. The committee chair’s a friend of mine. But I’m not allowed to tell.”

			“I’m a cop.”

			“And you have the uniform to prove it.”

			“We’re good at keeping secrets.”

			She debated, he noted. Then in a whisper: “It’s Devereux.”

			“Which, I sense, you’re not too happy with.”

			“Not really.”

			“All that game-playing of his?”

			“Aw, he’s not so bad. Just, I was rooting for Blakeley. All those times nominated and never a win. And it was a close call, the votes. But Joe nosed her out by just one or two.”

			“There’s always next year,” Handle said. “Well, thanks for the inside scoop.” He shook her hand and walked through a doorway to the second floor, where the bookstore was located. He made a few purchases (serial killer tomes, what else?), then headed downstairs for his agreed-upon coffee break.

			He returned an hour later and made the rounds. He conferred with the conference center’s security guards and checked the video cameras. No armed robbers planning heists. No lurking stalkers.

			How much trouble could a bunch of crime fiction writers and fans get into? Well, a fair amount, it seemed, especially now that the bar was open.

			A screaming domestic erupted when a wife learned that her author husband had carelessly said he liked the escort he’d recently had on book tour. After Handle separated them, they learned he had actually been referring to a media representative hired by publishers to accompany authors to and from book signings.

			One author was nabbed sneaking into the closed book room to rearrange the displays, putting his own books on top of those of his fellow authors. A non-criminal albeit embarrassing offense.

			The most violent occurrence was a fistfight that broke out after one author criticized another for referring to a Glock pistol’s safety catch in his book—that gun doesn’t have such a lever. The same thing happened ten minutes later with two other writers, this argument being about the proper use of magazine versus clip to describe the part that holds ammunition in rifles. Handle reflected that the incendiary argument about Second Amendment rights to keep and bear arms was positively tame compared to the passion over getting the firearm facts right in fiction.

			But these incidents and a half dozen others were simply grist for every law enforcer’s daily job, and Handle took care of them with stern humor, minimal intervention, and no handcuffs.

			It was the murder that truly complicated his weekend.

			

			—

			When the front desk clerk got a call near midnight, composed of unintelligible but desperate gasps, she assumed the guest in room 305 needed a Heimlich intervention.

			Two young members of the bell staff sped to the room, ready to expel the offending olive or grape. They brought along a defib, just in case.

			Opening the door with a master key, they stopped fast, looking down, both no doubt thinking: Damn good thing resuscitation procedures no longer recommended mouth-to-mouth.

			The volume of vomit that had erupted from the guest was quite astonishing.

			A fast check, though, revealed that no life-saving techniques needed be employed.

			Joe Devereux wasn’t coming back from the dead.

			Jim Handle strode into the room, accompanied by the night manager.

			“My God,” the skinny suited man gasped. “All that from choking?”

			Handle regarded the rictus on the victim’s face, the fierce grip of the fists, the pale residue near the writer’s mouth, his cocoon posture. “Didn’t choke. He was poisoned.”

			“Oh. My. Well.” The manager said this while staring at the food cart on which sat half the hamburger that the celebrity writer—soon to be even more famous, if considerably less productive—had been enjoying before he died.

			Handle leaned down and smelled the air near the victim’s mouth. Stood again. He said to the manager, “You can relax. Wasn’t your kitchen that killed him. Pretty sure he was poisoned intentionally.”

			“What?” the manager blurted.

			“I could smell—”

			One of the bellboys nodded knowingly. “The scent of almond. I saw that on NCIS-LA. Cyanide, right?”

			“Nope,” Handle replied. “The smell’s pear. Chloral hydrate. Probably concentrated, to cause death quickly.”

			“How’d you know that?” the manager wondered.

			“Research. The Jonestown Massacre? The crazy cult leader Jim Jones used chloral hydrate, mixed with some other stuff, in the Kool-Aid to kill his whole village. Now, this room’s a crime scene. I want everybody out now.”

			Handle called the office to report the incident and asked CSU to get there pronto. He stationed a security guard outside Devereux’s room to seal it and then did a preliminary investigation. He returned to the room at the same time that the sheriff’s department crime scene unit arrived.

			“Hey, Jim. You drew this one, hmm?” Scott Shreve, the lead forensic tech, and the deputy were good friends.

			“Didn’t so much draw it,” Handle explained. “It drew me.” He gave a synopsis of what he’d learned so far, and he and Shreve walked through the room, the tech photographing the scene from all angles. Shreve then leaned down and sniffed at the bottle of single malt Scotch on the hotel-room desk. “Yep, like you said, chloral hydrate. Somebody spiked his whisky. And there, under the table, that glass? Looks like he dropped it after taking a slug or two.”

			Handle was looking around. “And that gift bag, the sort for bottles.”

			The tech nodded. “So the killer brings the bottle over and gives him the present. The visit. The perp drinks something else, something safe, and Devereux downs the fatal whisky.”

			“I’d guess. But more likely, the killer left the gift on the door handle, knocked, and then skedaddled.”

			Shreve said, “Bet he didn’t knock. Just left it. Or called from a lobby phone and told the vic he’d left a present. Anonymous.”

			“Makes more sense,” Handle said. “And look at that. A gift card. Under the bag.”

			Shreve pulled on blue gloves and opened the gold-colored card, which had the words You’re the Best!!! printed on the front.

			“Blank inside.”

			“Never make it easy for us, do they?” Handle said. He’d learned the value of handwriting analysis in solving crimes.

			“What you got?” said a firm voice behind them.

			Handle turned and found himself looking at Chief of Detectives Herb Mellers.

			“Herb.”

			“Jim, Scott. So?”

			Handle noted two TV reporters lurking near the security guard holding back the crowd to the left. Cameras were pointed their way.

			Handle and the others retreated farther into the room and in low voices, he and Shreve told Mellers what they knew about the dead author and the likely poison delivered via an anonymous gift.

			Mellers asked, “What about motive? He ruffle any feathers? Put his you-know-what where he shouldn’t have?”

			“Nothing yet, Herb. Jumping out.”

			Mellers stepped out of the room and looked up and down the corridor, where other hotel guests, most dressed, some in bathrobes, rubbernecked. Word had spread fast and the hall was crowded. Mellers sent guards to keep them away from the scene.

			Handle and Mellers found themselves staring down at the body.

			“A shame about this,” Handle offered. “He was going to get that big award tomorrow.”

			“Award?”

			“That the conference gives out. Best Book of the Year, something like that.”

			After a moment: “I read one of his books,” the chief of detectives said. “Was okay. Had a big twist at the end. That’s all I remember. Couldn’t tell you what.” He clapped his gloved hands together. “So. Let’s get to work.”

			

			—

			The next morning, Jim Handle was back on security detail, though he found himself with little to do except tell the scores of conference attendees who asked that he didn’t know anything about the murder.

			This was Cop 101 about being reticent to share details of a crime. It rarely ended well if you did. Word got back to the suspects. Who fled the jurisdiction.

			Or—it was easier—shot you in the head.

			He was amused at the number of people who came up to him with theories on the crime. Wouldn’t have happened at an accountants’ or engineers’ convention. But most of these people made their living, or a part of it, from crime, so to speak. When it happened, he’d nod studiously and listen. But didn’t jot a single note.

			The hours dragged by. A pall had settled over the convention center, thanks to the death, and Handle didn’t need to play schoolmarm, as he had the day before, with petulant or argumentative writers. Everybody seemed to be on their best behavior.

			Afternoon turned to evening and he was pleased when the literary agent Deborah Tailor tracked him down and offered him a ticket for the banquet and award ceremony. With the other officers here, looking into the murder, Mellers had given him the okay to take a few hours off for dinner, and he decided to join the agent, rather than have Kentucky Fried in his car.

			Together they headed into the cocktail reception, he still in his uniform. Handle thought his wife would have liked it. The banquet hall lights shot a dozen colors off her dress’s sequins.

			They hit the bar. She got a martini, he an on-duty iced tea. They tapped glasses.

			“Don’t worry,” Tailor said.

			“I wasn’t. But about what, just for the record?”

			“I’m not going to ask you about the case.”

			“Little early to speculate.”

			They talked about the fervent gossip surrounding the death that had filled the halls that day. How some authors led their presentations with a prayer for the victim and his family. Some eulogized. One or two told jokes that landed like cannonballs.

			The lights dimmed, announcing dinner.

			“Not many people have gone home,” Tailor noted, glancing around at the at-capacity banquet hall. “You’d think after the murder, nobody would want to stay.”

			“No, that’d seem suspicious.”

			“You think the killer’s here?” Her eyes danced around the room. His too.

			“Wouldn’t be surprised.”

			“This a one-time murder? Or part of a serial-killing thing?”

			“Happens. I’ve made a study of serial killing,” Handle began. “This isn’t one. That’s a very specific, and rare, psychosis and Devereux’s death doesn’t fit the profile. Besides, poison’s rarely a serial killer murder weapon; ruins the chance you can chow down on your victim…Oh, sorry, shouldn’t’ve brought up cannibalism at dinner.”

			Tailor creased her brow. “Don’t worry about that. I haven’t eaten the rubber chicken at these things in ten years, and I’m not going to start now. Salad and rolls only.”

			Handle laughed. They greeted the other attendees at their table. Everybody wanted to ask about the case, but nobody did. Handle sipped his tea and enjoyed the banter. Although Tailor had told him about the jealousy among the nominees, these folks—working-class authors, midlist, he’d heard they were called—were amiable and easygoing. Smart too.

			The food was as inedible as Tailor had predicted, though Handle was hungry and ate every last morsel of the chicken impersonator, along with the potatoes and, the star of the event, the key lime pie. After, came some speeches and then the honoring of a lifetime achievement winner, whose subsequent remarks would have been a cure for insomniacs around the world.

			The awards ceremony went on as planned.

			The male and female presenters strode onto the stage and read from a sheet of paper, a writers’ conference version of the teleprompter, while photos of the nominated authors and the jackets of their books appeared in sequence on a large screen behind them—all except for Deveraux’s, since apparently the organization’s bylaws did not permit the award to be presented posthumously.

			Finally, the woman presenter tore open the envelope, paused with suitable drama and said, “And this year’s winner of the Tombstone Award for Excellence in Crime Writing is…Edith Blakeley.”

			Everyone on their feet. Applause, cheers.

			The elderly woman, a shocked expression on her face, walked to the stage, a picture of elegance in her long, layered deep-blue gown.

			Handle glanced around the room to find the other nominees. The conference organizers, in their infinite wisdom or as a stab at cruelty, had seated them all at the same table, prominently placed nearest the stage. Lawrence Sharp, Joan Wilson and Frederick James were on their feet and applauding a little too enthusiastically, Handle thought. All of them shared the identical expression: a goddamn-it-I-have-to-seem-happy smile bolted onto their faces.

			When the applause died down Blakeley gripped the award in one hand and pulled the microphone down to her mouth—she was only a little over five feet or so.

			“My goodness,” she began, breathless. “My goodness. I hardly know what to say…” She gazed down at the ceramic award. Then set it on the podium. She pulled off her pink, glittery reading glasses and said, “Before I thank those who have helped me along the way in my career as a writer, I must first give voice to the thoughts that are on all our minds at the moment. The tragic loss of Joseph Devereux. I was thinking about his death and his contribution to our profession all day and I’d like to share with you some of my reflections.”

			She never got started, though.

			At that moment, Chief of Detectives Herb Mellers stepped briskly from the wings, accompanied by a burly detective Handle knew by the nickname the Hulk, and the two men arrested Edith Blakeley for the murder of the man she was about to eulogize.

			

			—

			
			A half hour later, after the author had been booked at headquarters, Herb Mellers was back, holding a press conference in a meeting room off the front hall of the convention center.

			There were many more reporters than before. Edith Blakeley’s arrest had been picked up by every news outlet from TMZ to CNN to The New York Times. YouTube benefited the most: hundreds of smartphones had recorded the stage of honor being turned into a perp walk.

			Viral, big-time.

			Mellers and his boss, Sheriff Joaquin Del Rio, took to the podium. Del Rio was broad as a tree trunk, part Anglo, part Mexican. He didn’t say much on the job and he didn’t say much now, leaving communication to his chief of detectives.

			Handle wasn’t onstage, which was fine with him. He wouldn’t have anything to say anyway. He sat beside Deborah Tailor. The room was packed. Handle noted the fire department rule, as set forth on a wall sign, limiting occupancy to fifty. There had to be twice as many in the room.

			Mellers looked out over the cameras and the microphones and at the audience. He read from a prepared statement. “The Santa Rosa County Sheriff’s Department tonight arrested Edith Blakeley, a resident of Ridgefield, Connecticut, for the murder of Joseph Devereux. We believe she removed the seal on a bottle of whisky, added poison, replaced the seal and then left it in a gift bag hanging from Devereux’s hotel-room door. The whisky was Glenmorangie, which Devereux had said in a YouTube interview was his favorite Scotch. The bottle and bag and a gift card contained traces of Ms. Blakeley’s cosmetics and hand cream, as well as strands of her hair and fibers from her clothes.”

			Scott Shreve’s team was really, really good.

			“We also found a fingerprint of hers on the ground-floor doorknob to the stairwell that led upstairs—and by which you could gain access to Mr. Deveraux’s room on the third floor. Ms. Blakeley’s room was on the tenth floor, and it’s extremely unlikely that a woman of her age would have taken the stairs to get to her room, unless the elevators were broken, which they were not. It would make sense for her to walk up to Devereaux’s room because there were no CCTVs in the stairwells, but there were in the elevators.

			“Internal phone records show that late last night someone placed a call from the house phone by the tenth-floor elevator to Mr. Devereux’s room. The call lasted just one minute. It wasn’t recorded but we’re sure it was Ms. Blakeley calling to tell her victim of the present hanging on his doorknob.

			“I should add that from reading through her novels we’ve learned that the accused is familiar with poisons and administering them, including the substance that has been determined to be the cause of the victim’s death. Chloral hydrate.”

			“Herb,” a man called from the back, “what was the motive?”

			“We believe Ms. Blakeley learned that she was the runner-up to the Tombstone award, given by the writers’ conference. She had been nominated a number of times and never won. She knew that if the intended recipient died before the ceremony, the honor would go to the next highest vote winner.”

			“Detective Mellers,” one woman reporter called out, “has Ms. Blakeley made a statement?”

			“She denies the charge and claims she was by herself at the time of the killing, walking on the beach, thinking up ideas for her next book. No witnesses saw her, though. We know she’s lying.”

			It was then that Handle cocked his head with a frown.

			“What is it, Jim?” Deborah Tailor asked, noting his expression.

			“I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He rose, and left the room, pulling his mobile out of its holster, where it sat next to his Glock 17.

			

			—

			
			Fifteen minutes later, Deborah Tailor was growing bored with the press conference. She looked around. Jim Handle, whose wry humor and easygoing nature had been one of the high points of the conference so far, still had not returned to his seat. She’d give it a few minutes more and then head up to her room.

			Standing out among the horde of reporters, a blonde in a fiery red dress and clashing yellow scarf asked Detective Mellers stridently, “Herb, you actually think winning an award, especially one that has no cash prize, could be a motive for murder?”

			“Guess it was, Tiffany. Look, it’s what happened. We got a dead author…These creative sorts. Big egos. Easy to get rubbed the wrong way.”

			Noting they were in the world of CNN speculation at this point, Tailor decided to leave and return to her room for a Kahlua and a streamed episode of Breaking Bad. She got as far as the door of the meeting room when two gunshots from somewhere inside the hotel, not far away from where they were gathered, shook the walls and sent most of the attendees diving for cover.

			Del Rio, Mellers and the Hulk went into Cops mode. They drew their black weapons and headed out the door.

			Hot on their heels were the journalists, ditching caution and, no doubt, hoping against hope that the gunfire wasn’t over and that they could, for once, live up to the name plastered on their vans and videocams, Eyewitness.

			

			—

			Jim Handle stood in the corridor outside the door to room 124 in the hotel attached to the convention center. He’d used a chair to wedge open the self-closing door.

			His grim face turned toward the lawmen, who were approaching.

			“I’ve cleared the room,” he called, noting their drawn guns. “Nobody else inside. No weapons, no shooters.”

			“What happened, Jim?” the sheriff asked. The three slipped their weapons back into their holsters.

			“Take a look.”

			Everyone stepped inside. A table was turned over and a man of about thirty years of age lay on his back. He had two gunshot wounds—one in the chest and one in the middle of his forehead. A hipster fedora, spattered with blood, rested near the shattered head.

			Mellers asked, “Who is he?”

			“An attendee. A fan. His name’s Josh Logan. He’s from Portland.”

			The Hulk grunted, as if the man’s city of origin explained the carnage.

			“What’s the story?” Sheriff Del Rio was looking around the room, squinting, trying to figure it out.

			When Handle hesitated, Mellers said, “Well, Jim? Out with it.”

			Another pause. Then: “Fact is, Herb, I’m sorry, but I had a bit of a problem with your case against Ms. Blakeley.”

			“Problem?”

			“Go on, Jim,” Del Rio said.

			“Just didn’t sit right.”

			“What’re you talking about,” Mellers snapped. “The evidence’s all there. Hair, fingerprint, fibers, shoe print.”

			“He planted ’em.” A nod at the body.

			“But the print,” Mellers said testily. “How could he have planted that?”

			Handle grimaced. “No, he didn’t. But that was on the door that all the attendees used to walk upstairs to the book sales room, if they didn’t want to wait for the elevators. Which sure take their time here.”

			Nodding, Del Rio asked, “He snuck into her room to steal the evidence. How?”

			“Here.” Handle used a tissue to lift a hotel-room key card from the table by the window. It was completely blank, unlike the ones issued to guests, which bore the hotel’s logo. “Dollars to donuts it’s a master key. Stole it from the security office. There’s one missing. I asked.” Because there were guards nearby, he added in a whisper, “They’re not the most buttoned-up crew in the world.”

			Mellers remained defiant: “But the poison? Chloral hydrate. It was in her books. She knows what it does. How to administer it.”

			“Which tells us,” the sheriff snapped, “that she wouldn’t use it as a murder weapon. Too obvious. But somebody who wanted to frame her might. Jim, assuming you’re right, how’d this boy come by it?”

			Handle said, “I talked to Narcotics. You can buy chloral hydrate on the street; it’s not too strong, it’ll give you a high. You concentrate it, you’ve got a deadly poison.”

			Handle pointed to a hot plate and a small pan on the floor in the room’s closet. A whitish residue crusted the sides and bottom.

			“I…uh,” Mellers said and then stopped trying.

			The sheriff asked Handle, “Why’d you suspect him, Jim?”

			Handle didn’t look Mellers’s way as he said, “I haven’t been much included in the case, so it was a surprise when I heard Ms. Blakeley didn’t have an alibi because she was walking on the beach at the time the poison was delivered. I called our tech people and they got in touch with her cell phone provider. She didn’t make any calls or send texts around then, but her GPS showed that she was on the beach.

			“Sure, it’s possible she gave the phone to somebody to carry, to make it look like she was on the beach. But that wasn’t a reason to give up looking for another suspect. Then I remembered that yesterday this fan tried to give Devereux a manuscript. He got mad when Devereux said no. I asked around and got his name.”

			“That’s him?” Del Rio asked. Another glance at the body.

			“Right. I came up here to talk to him. He didn’t want to let me in, but I told him I’d get a warrant and that’d look worse for him. He agreed finally, but closed the door—like he was going to unhook the chain—but he didn’t do it right away and I heard some noises inside. Like he was hiding something. When he let me in, first thing I did was open the closet door and saw the pan and hot plate and a copy of Ms. Blakeley’s book. And her hairbrush too…He must have known I was onto him because he grabbed that.” Handle gestured toward a steak knife lying on the floor beside the dead man’s hand. “He came for me.” A shrug. “He wouldn’t stop. I didn’t have much choice, Sheriff.”

			“It’s all right, Jim. You know the rules. Have to suspend you with pay for a couple days, while there’s an inquest. It’ll go fine.”

			“Sure, Sheriff.”

			Del Rio looked outside in the hallway and noted that the reporters were hovering like frenzied baitfish. He said in a low voice, “You get to work on your statement now, Jim.” His eyes swiveled to Herb Mellers, who was looking everywhere but back at his boss. “And Herb, you and me, we need to talk.”

			

			—

			At 11 p.m., Jim Handle was sitting outside the convention center on a bench facing the beach. The tide was coming in gracefully, the ocean still friendly.

			Handle had given up smoking years ago but he felt like a Marlboro at the moment. It had been that sort of day.

			His phone dinged with a text. It was from Becky.

			CONGRATS!!!!!!! Luv U!!!

			She was generally a pretty laid-back person but she could go hog wild when she texted, her joy or anger brought to life through punctuation and case.

			There was a reason for her enthusiasm. Her text was in response to one he’d sent a few minutes ago. Handle had shared the subject of his most recent conversation with Sheriff Del Rio. Starting tomorrow, Jim Handle would be the new chief of the Detective Division of the Santa Rosa County Sheriff’s Department. He would also be taking charge of the Susan Bennett murder case. His salary wouldn’t puff up very much, but that didn’t matter. Money never did when you were doing what you loved, what you were meant to do.

			Good news all around.

			Everything was going as he had planned.

			So sorry, Herb, he thought to his former boss. You just weren’t cut out for the game.

			At least not playing against me.

			Handle nearly, but not quite, felt guilty about setting Mellers up to arrest poor Edith Blakeley in front of both the audience and the carnivorous media. He thought back over the past twenty-four hours. He’d come up with an improvised but workable plot:

			He’d learned all about the writers’ conference and the people involved—the manuscript-toting fan Josh Logan, the jealous nominees, how the judging for the Tombstone worked and who the winner and the runner-up were. Then he planned out the next steps.

			On his dinner break last night he’d bought and read Blakeley’s novel to find a suitable means of murdering Devereux, one she’d be familiar with.

			Ah, perfect, chloral hydrate.

			Handle had stopped in the barrio and scored some from a gangbanger, then reduced it down to lethal strength and added it to the bottle of Glenmorangie Scotch—Devereux’s favorite. He’d returned to the convention center to steal a master key from the laughably inept security staff. Then broke into Blakeley’s room to pick up some physical evidence—hairs, cosmetics—to plant in and on the gift bag as well as the whisky bottle.

			Then he’d left the bottle dangling from the author’s door, taken the elevator to Blakeley’s floor and called Devereux, saying he was the bell captain and had left a gift from the hotel on his door.

			Next, one dead author.

			Then, with a little guidance from Handle, even Herb Mellers could conclude Ms. Blakeley was the culprit.

			As soon as the chief of detectives announced the arrest, Handle went to Josh Logan’s room, shot him, pressed a steak knife into his hand for the fingerprints and planted the hot plate and pan and the rest of the evidence.

			Success! The chief of detectives was gone. Jim Handle had his job.

			And most important, he was at last safe, no longer at risk of being a suspect.

			Now his eyes took in the scene before him tonight: the cool yellow moon’s fluttery reflection on the Pacific’s surface. Ah, so beautiful.

			Just like the night about a month ago, that moon nearly full, as well. The ocean, close to this calm.

			A perfect night.

			Handle recalled kneeling in the stern of his twenty-foot fishing boat.

			Seeing that delicate moonlight on the teak deck.

			On his bare arms.

			On the blade of the knife he gripped.

			On Susan Bennett’s naked white body, so smooth, so pure. She’d been bound hand and foot, duct tape. Thrashing in terror.

			Handle had admired the light on her flesh for a few minutes more. Then he got to work. With her jaws taped shut, as Handle did with all his victims, Susan couldn’t muster any significant volume of screaming. This method of taping was one of many facts he’d learned from all his research into serial killers—a subject he studied so diligently, not to catch predators but to avoid being caught.

			When this particular diversion was your hobby, you had to be just as informed as those who might pursue you.

			Evading detection was also why he’d married Becky. The profile of a serial killer is that they are loners, rarely with spouses. So he’d found somebody pleasant enough to seem a suitable mate, insecure enough not to ask too many questions about his whereabouts when he took his “fishing trips” and eager to have kids (being a father pushes you further into the “no” column when cops analyze serial suspects).

			He had had some close calls—the inconsiderate school of fish gnawing through Susan’s rope, her body floating upward. Handle had been careful, but having the corpse surface was bad. Very bad. He’d tried to get onto the case to destroy evidence and misdirect the leads, but Mellers wouldn’t cooperate.

			So Handle needed to destroy Mellers’s career and replace him instead.

			Thank God the writers’ conference had come to town. It offered everything he needed.

			“Detective?” A woman’s voice cut through the night.

			It took all Handle’s willpower not to jump. He turned slowly. His hand strayed to his Glock.

			Deborah Tailor was walking slowly down the streetlamp-lined sidewalk. She carried her shoes. She would’ve been walking on the beach.

			“Hi,” he said, relaxing.

			“Join you?”

			“Sure.”

			“Nice tonight. The heat broke.”

			“Think the Santa Anas are gone for the year. And no wildfires. We were lucky. So. All these writers’ conferences as exciting as this one?”

			She laughed. “Usually it’s mostly passive-aggressive behavior we see. Not aggressive-aggressive.”

			Handle noted her quick eyes, looking him over. She was sharp, observant. He hoped there wasn’t going to be a problem.

			“Got a question for you,” she said after a moment.

			“What’d that be?”

			She asked, “You ever write anything?”

			“Write anything? Police reports is about all.”

			Tailor said, “I heard how you figured out Edith wasn’t the killer. And how you tracked down the real one.”

			“All in a day’s job.”

			“Interesting you mention that. It’s exactly what I’m thinking of.”

			“How’s that?”

			“Would you be interested in writing a series of first-person crime novels with somebody like you as the protagonist?”

			“You’re joking.”

			“Nope. Not at all. You’ve got a voice.”

			“Voice?”

			“I don’t mean speaking voice. I mean thinking voice. A personality voice. What about it?”

			Handle laughed. “Oh, I don’t know.”

			Though he was thinking: one of the aspects of serial killers—that research again, all those books—is that they avoid activities in which they’re public personalities. If he were to become a published author, that’d tamp suspicion down a bit further, after he went on his next fishing trip, which he was already looking forward to. And it’d be a good diversion from his detective work.

			Still, he had to be realistic. “I’ve got my college degree, but, fact is, I don’t know much about style and grammar and all that. English wasn’t my strong suit.”

			“You’d have copy editors and proofreaders to handle that. The only thing they can’t help you with is plot.” Her eyes scanned his face once more. “But I have a feeling you’d be good at plotting, Detective Handle.”

			He considered this a moment, then said, “You know, I think I would too.”

			“We have a deal?”

			And Jim Handle firmly shook her outstretched hand.

		

	
		
			An Acceptable Sacrifice

			
				I have always imagined that Paradise will be a kind of library.

				—Jorge Luis Borges

			

			Wednesday

			They’d met last night for the first time and now, mid-morning, they were finally starting to let go, relax, trust each other. Almost trust each other.

			Such is the way when you’re partnered with a stranger on a mission to kill.

			“Is it always this hot?” P. Z. Evans asked, squinting painfully against the fierce glare. The dense lenses of his Ray-Bans were useless.

			“No.”

			“Thank God.”

			“Usually it’s hotter,” Alejo Díaz replied, his English enriched by a resonant accent.

			“You’re shitting me.”

			The month was May and the temperature was around ninety-seven. They were in Plaza Zaragoza, the picturesque square dominated by a statue of two stern men that Evans had learned were generals. A cathedral too.

			And then there was the sun…like burning gasoline.

			Evans had flown to Hermosillo from outside D.C., where he lived when he wasn’t on the road. In his nation’s capital, the temperature had been a pleasant seventy-five.

			“Summer can be warm,” Díaz admitted.

			“Warm?” Evans echoed wryly.

			“But then…you go to Arizona?”

			“I played golf in Scottsdale once.”

			“Well, Scottsdale is hundreds of miles north of here. Think about that. We are in the middle of a desert. It has to be hot. What you expect?”

			“I only played six rounds,” Evans said.

			“What?”

			“In Arizona. For me to only play six rounds…I thought I’d die. And we started at seven in the morning. You golf?”

			“Me? You crazy? Too hot here.” Díaz smiled.

			Evans was sipping a Coke from a bottle whose neck he’d religiously cleaned with a Handi Wipe before drinking. Supposedly Hermosillo, the capital of Sonora, was the only city in Mexico that treated its water, which meant that the ice the bottles were nestled in was probably safe.

			Probably.

			He wiped the neck and mouth again. Wished he’d brought a miniature of Jack Daniel’s to use as purifier. Handi Wipe tasted like crap.

			Díaz was drinking coffee, to which he’d added three or four sugars. Hot coffee, not iced. Evans couldn’t get his head around that. He didn’t care if he never had a hot beverage again. Sweat trickled under his arms and down his temple and in his crotch. He believed his ears were sweating.

			The men looked around them, at the students on the way to school, the businesspeople meandering to their offices or meetings. No shoppers; it was too early for that, but there were some mothers about, pushing carriages. The men not in suits were wearing blue jeans and boots and embroidered shirts. The cowboy culture, Evans had learned, was popular in Sonora. Pickup trucks were everywhere, as numerous as old American cars.

			These two men resembled each other vaguely. Thirties, compact, athletic, with round faces—Díaz’s pocked but not detracting from his good looks. Dark hair on both. Evans’s face was smoother and paler, of course, and a little off-kilter, his eyes not quite plumb. Handsome too, though, in a way that might appeal to risk-taking women.

			They were in jeans, running shoes and short-sleeved shirts, untucked, which would have concealed their weapons but they weren’t carrying today.

			So far there was no reason for anyone to wish them harm.

			That would soon change.

			Some tourists walked by. Hermosillo was a way station for people traveling from the U.S. to the west coast of Sonora. Lots of people driving, lots of buses.

			Buses…

			Evans lowered his voice, though there was no one nearby. “You talked to your contact this morning, Al?”

			Evans had tried shortening the man’s name when they first met—to see how he’d react, if he’d be pissed, defensive. But the man had only laughed. “You can call me Al,” he’d said, the line from a Paul Simon song. So the test became a joke and Evans had decided then that he could like this guy. The humor also added to the infrastructure of trust. A lot of men working undercover thought that saying “fuck” and making jokes about women built trust. No. It was humor.

			“Sí. And from what he says…I think our job, it will not be easy.” He took the lid off his coffee and blew to cool it, which Evans thought was hilarious. “His security, very tight. José, his security man, a good one, is always with him. And word is they know something’s planned.”

			“What?” Evans’s face curled up tight. “A leak?”

			And this, Díaz seemed to find funny, “Oh, it’s always a leak. Every egg in Mexico has a crack. They won’t know about us exactly but he has heard somebody is in town to kill him. Oh, sí, he has heard.”

			The “he” they were speaking of was Alonso María Carillo, better known as Cuchillo—Spanish for “Knife.” There was some debate about where the nickname came from. It probably wasn’t because he used that weapon to kill rivals—he’d never been arrested for a violent crime…or any crime, for that matter. More likely the name was bestowed because he was brilliant. Cuchillo, as in sharp as the namesake blade. He was supposedly the man behind one of the cartels in Sonora, the Mexican state that, along with neighboring Sinaloa, was home to the major drug gangs. But, though it was small, the Hermosillo Cartel was one of the most deadly, responsible for a thousand or more deaths…and the production of many tons of drugs—not only cocaine but insidious meth, which was the hot new profit center in the narcotics trade.

			And yet Cuchillo was wily enough to avoid prosecution. The cartel was run by other men—who were, the federales were sure, figureheads. To the world, Cuchillo was an innovative businessman and philanthropist. Educated at UCLA, a degree in business and one in English literature. He’d made his fortune, it appeared, through legitimate companies that were known for being good to workers and were environmentally and financially responsible.

			So due process wasn’t an option to bring him to justice. Hence the joint operation of Alejo Díaz and P. Z. Evans—an operation that didn’t exist, by the way, if you happened to bring up the topic to anyone in Washington, D.C., or Mexico City.

			“So,” Evans said, “he suspects someone is after him. That means we’ll need a diversion, you know. Misdirection. Keep him focused on that so he doesn’t figure out what we’re really up to.”

			“Yes, yes, that is right. At least one diversion. Maybe two. But we have another problem: we can’t get him into the open.”

			“Why not?”

			“My contact says he’s staying in the compound for the next week. Maybe more. Until he thinks it’s safe.”

			“Shit,” Evans muttered.

			Their mission was enwrapped with a tight deadline. Intelligence had been received that Cuchillo was planning an attack on a tourist bus. The vehicle would be stopped, the doors wired shut and then the bus set on fire. The attack would occur on Friday, two days from now, the anniversary of the day the Mexican president had announced his most recent war on the cartels. But there the report ended—as had, presumably, the life of the informant. It was therefore impossible to tell which bus would be targeted; there were hundreds of them daily driving many different routes and run by dozens of companies, most of whom didn’t want to scare off passengers by suspending service or cooperating with law enforcement. (In his groundwork for the mission, Evans had researched the bus operators and noted one thing their ads all had in common: they began with variations on Mexico Is Safe!!)

			Even without knowing the specific bus, however, Díaz and Evans had found a way to stop the attack. The biggest cartels in Sinaloa and Sonora were pulling back from violence. It was very bad publicity—not to mention dangerous to one’s health—to kill tourists, even accidentally. An intentional attack on innocents, especially if Americans happened to be involved, could make the drug barons’ lives pure hell. No rivals or anyone within his organization would challenge Cuchillo directly but the agents had learned that if he, say, met with an accident, his lieutenants would not follow through with the attack.

			However, if Cuchillo would be hiding in his compound until after the bus burned down to a scorched shell, then Díaz’s contact was right; their job would not be easy. Drone surveillance had revealed that the house was on five acres, surrounded by a tall wall crowned with electric wire, the yard filled with sensors and scanned by cameras. Sniping wouldn’t work because all the buildings—the large house, the separate library and detached garage—had thick bulletproof windows. And the walkways between those structures were out of sight of any vantage points where a shooter could set up.

			As they sat bathed in the searing sun, Evans wondered if your mind slowed down the hotter it got. Oatmeal came to mind, steaming sludge.

			He wiped his forehead, sipped Coke and asked for more details about Cuchillo’s professional and personal life. Díaz had quite a bit of information; the man had been under investigation for the past year. Nodding, Evans took it all in. He’d been a good tactician in the Special Forces; he was a good tactician in his present job. He drained the Coke. His third of the day.

			Nine fucking forty-five in the morning.

			“Tell me about his weaknesses.”

			“Cuchillo? He has no weaknesses.”

			“What do you mean? Everybody has weaknesses. Drugs, women, men? Liquor? Gambling?”

			Vulnerability was a very effective tool in Evans’s business, as useful as bullets and plastic explosives. Usually, in fact, more so.

			Díaz added yet one more sugar to his cup, though there was only a small amount of coffee remaining. He stirred elaborately. Figure eight. He sipped and then looked up. “There is maybe one thing.”

			“What?”

			“Books,” the Mexican agent said. “Books might be his weakness.”

			

			—

			The weather in Washington, D.C., was pleasant this May evening, and so he picked a Starbucks with an outdoor patio…because, why not?

			This was in a yuppie area of the District, if yuppies still existed. Peter Blake’s father had been a yuppie. Shit, that was a long time ago.

			Blake was drinking regular coffee, black, and no extra shots or foamed milk or fancy additives, which he secretly believed that people asked for sometimes simply because they liked the sound of ordering them.

			He’d also bought a scone, which was loaded with calories, but he didn’t care. Besides, he’d only eat half of it. At home in Bethesda his wife would feed him a Lean Cuisine later.

			Blake liked Starbucks because you could count on being invisible. Businesspeople typing résumés they didn’t want their bosses to see, husbands and wives typing emails to friends of the opposite sex they ambivalently hoped might become lovers.

			And government operatives meeting about issues that were, shall we say, sensitive.

			Starbucks was also good because the steam machine made a shitload of noise and covered up the conversation if you were inside and the traffic covered up the conversation if you were outside. At least here on the streets of the District.

			He ate some scone and launched the crumbs off his dark blue suit and light blue tie.

			A moment later a man sat down across from him. He had a Starbucks coffee too, but it’d been doctored up big-time—almond or hazelnut, whipped cream, sprinkles. The man was weaselly, Blake reflected. When you’re in your forties and somebody looks at you and the word weasel is the first thing that comes to mind, you might want to start thinking about image. Gain some weight.

			Have a scone.

			Blake now said to Harris, “Evening.”

			Harris nodded, then licked the whipped cream from the top of his coffee carton.

			Blake found it repulsive, the darting, weaselly tongue. “We’re at the go/no-go point.”

			“Right,” Harris confirmed.

			“Your man down south.”

			“Adam.”

			His real name was Evans, but Adam was as good a code as any for Harris’s contracting agent in Hermosillo, presently dogging Alonso María Carillo, aka Cuchillo. Harris, of course, wasn’t going to name him. Loud traffic on the streets of D.C. and cappuccino machines mask, but both Harris and Blake knew there were sound engineers who could extract incriminating words from cacophony with the precision of a hummingbird sipping nectar in a hover.

			“Communication is good?” A near whisper by Blake.

			No response. Of course communication would be good. Harris and his people were the best. No need for a nod either.

			Blake wanted to take a bite of his scone but was, for some reason, reluctant to do so in front of a man who’d killed at least a dozen people, or so the unwritten résumé went. Blake had killed a number of people indirectly, but one-on-one? Zero. His voice now dropped lower yet. “Has he been in contact with the PIQ?”

			Person in question.

			Cuchillo.

			“No. He’s doing the prep work. From a distance.”

			“So he hasn’t seen, for instance, weapons or product at the compound?”

			“No. They’re staying clear. Both Adam and his counterpart from the Distrito Federal.” Harris continued, “All the surveillance is by drone.”

			Which Blake had seen. And it wasn’t helpful.

			They fell silent as a couple at a table nearby stood and gathered their shopping bags.

			Blake told himself to be a bit subtler with his questions. Harris was on the cusp of becoming curious. And that would not be good. Blake was not prepared to share what had been troubling him for the past several hours, since the new intelligence assessment had come in: that he and his department might have subcontracted out a job to assassinate the wrong man.

			There was now some doubt that Cuchillo was in fact head of the Hermosillo Cartel.

			The intercepts Blake’s people had interpreted as referring to drug shipments by the cartel in fact referred to legitimate products from Cuchillo’s manufacturing factories, destined for U.S. companies. A huge deposit into one of his Cayman accounts was perfectly legal—not a laundering scam, as originally thought—and was from the sale of a ranch he had owned in Texas. And the death of a nearby drug supplier they were sure was a hit ordered by Cuchillo turned out to be a real traffic accident involving a drunk driver. Much of the other data on which they’d based the terminate order remained ambiguous.

			Blake had hoped that Adam, on the ground in Sonora, might have seen something to confirm their belief that Cuchillo ran the cartel and was going to push the button—figuratively—that destroyed a bus and its passengers.

			But apparently not.

			Harris licked the whipped cream again. Caught a few sprinkles in the process.

			Blake looked him over once more. Yes, weaselly, but this wasn’t necessarily an insult. After all, a sneaky weasel and a noble wolf weren’t so different, at least not when they were sniffing after prey.

			Harris asked bluntly, “So, do I tell Adam to go forward?”

			Blake took a bite of scone. He had the lives of the passengers of the bus to save…and he had his career to think of too. He considered the question as he brushed crumbs. He’d studied law at the University of Chicago, where the theory of cost-benefit analysis had largely been developed. The idea was this: you balanced the cost of preventing a mishap versus the odds of it occurring and the severity of the consequences if it does.

			In the Cuchillo assassination Blake had considered two options. Scenario One: Adam kills Cuchillo. If he’s not the head of the cartel and is innocent, then the bus attack happens, because somebody else is behind it. If he’s guilty, then the bus incident doesn’t happen and there’d be no bus incidents in the future. Scenario Two: Adam stands down. Now, if Cuchillo’s innocent, the bus incident happens. If he’s guilty, the bus incident happens and there’ll be more incidents like it in the future.

			In other words, the hard and cold numbers favored going forward, even if Cuchillo was innocent.

			But the obvious downside was that Blake could be crucified if that was the case…and if he and Harris and Adam were discovered.

			An obvious solution occurred to him.

			Oh, this was good. He finished the scone. “Yeah, Adam’s green-lighted. But there’s just one thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Tell him however he does it, all the evidence has to be obliterated. Completely. Nothing can trace the incident back here. Nothing at all. Physical evidence, digital evidence…people. Zip.”

			And looking very much like a crossbreed, a weasel-wolf, Harris nodded and sucked up the last of the whipped cream. “I have no problem with that whatsoever.”

			

			—

			Díaz and Evans were back in the apartment in a nice section of Hermosillo, an apartment that was paid for by a company owned by a company owned by a company whose headquarters was a post office box in northern Virginia.

			The time was now nearly 5 p.m. and Evans was reading an encrypted email from the U.S. that he’d just received.

			He looked up. “That’s it. We’re green-lit.”

			Díaz smiled. “Good. I want that son of a bitch to go to hell.”

			And they got back to work, poring over data-mined information about Cuchillo’s life: his businesses and associates and employees, household staff, his friends and mistresses, the restaurants and bars where he spent many evenings, what he bought, what he downloaded, what computer programs he used, what he enjoyed listening to, what he ate and drank. The information was voluminous; security forces here and in the U.S. had been compiling it for months.

			And, yes, much of this information had to do with books.

			Weaknesses…

			“Listen to this, Al. Last year he bought more than a million dollars’ worth of books.”

			“You mean pesos.”

			“I mean dollars. Hey, you turn the AC down?”

			“How can you even do that? Spend that much? You mean, down like the temperature goes down, or down like you make the air conditioner work less?”

			Evans had noticed that the late afternoon heat was flowing into the apartment like a slow, oppressive tide. “Temperature down.”

			Díaz warned, “Air-conditioning, it’s not so healthy.”

			“Cold temperature doesn’t give you a cold,” Evans said pedantically.

			“I know that. I mean, the mold.”

			“What?”

			“Mold in the ducts. Dangerous.”

			Oh. Evans conceded the point. He actually had been coughing a lot since he’d arrived. He got another Coke, wiped the neck and sipped. He spit Handi Wipe. He coughed. He left the AC where it was.

			“You get used to the heat.”

			Evans scoffed. “That’s not possible. In Mexico do you have words for winter, spring and fall?”

			“Ha, funny.”

			They returned to the data-mined info. Not only was the credit card data available but insurance information about many of the books was often included. Some of the books were one of a kind, worth tens of thousands of dollars. They seemed to all be first editions.

			“And look,” Díaz said, looking over the documents. “He never sells them. He only buys.”

			It was true, Evans realized. There were no sales documents, no tax declarations of capital gains by selling. He kept everything.

			He’d want them around him all the time, he’d covet them, he’d need them…

			Weakness…

			Many people in the drug cartels were addicted to their own product; Cuchillo, it seemed, was not. Still, he had an addiction.

			But how to exploit it?

			Evans considered the list. Ideas were forming, as they always did. “Look at this. Last week he ordered a book inscribed by Dickens, The Old Curiosity Shop. The price is sixty thousand. Yeah, dollars.”

			“For a book?” the Mexican agent asked, looking astonished.

			“And it’s used,” Evans pointed out. “It’s supposed to be coming in in a day or two.” He thought for some moments. Finally he nodded. “Here’s an idea. I think it could work…We’ll contact this man…” He found a name on the sheet of data-mined printouts. “Señor Davila. He seems to be Cuchillo’s main book dealer. What we’ll do is tell him we suspect him of money laundering.”

			“He probably is.”

			“And he’ll pee his pants, thinking if we announce it, Cuchillo will…” Evans drew his index finger across his throat.

			“Do you do that in America?”

			“What?”

			“You know. That thing, your finger, your throat? I only saw that in bad movies. Laurel and Hardy.”

			The American agent asked, “Who?”

			Alejo Díaz shrugged and seemed disappointed that he’d never heard of them.

			Evans continued, “So Davila will do whatever we want.”

			“Which will be to call Cuchillo and tell him his Dickens book arrived early. Oh, and the seller wants cash only.”

			“Good. I like that. So somebody will have to meet Cuchillo in person—to collect the cash.”

			“And I’ll come to his house to deliver the book and get the money. His security man probably won’t want that but Cuchillo will insist to take delivery. Because he’s—”

			“Addicted.”

			The Mexican agent added, “I’ll have to meet him, not you. Your Spanish, it is terrible. Why did they send you here on assignment?”

			The reason for sending P. Z. Evans to a conflict zone was not because of his language skills. “I like the soft drinks. Mexican Coke is better than our Coke. For real.” He opened another one. Did the neck-cleaning thing.

			Díaz said, “We’ll need to get the book, though. That Dickens.” Nodding at the list.

			Evans said, “I’ll make some calls to my people in the States, see if they can track one down.”

			Díaz asked, “Okay, so I’m inside. What do I do then? If I shoot him, they shoot me.”

			“Effective,” Evans pointed out.

			“But not the successful plans you’re known for, P.Z.”

			“True. No, what you’re going to do is plant a bomb.”

			“A bomb?” Díaz said uneasily. “I don’t like them so much.”

			Evans gestured to his computer, referring to the email he’d just received. “Instructions are nothing’s supposed to remain. Nothing to trace back to our bosses. Has to be a bomb. And one that produces a big honking fire.”

			Díaz added, “Always collateral damage.”

			The American agent shrugged. “Cuchillo doesn’t have a wife. He doesn’t have any children. Lives pretty much alone. Anybody around him is probably as guilty as he is.” Evans tapped a drone picture of the compound. “Anything and anyone inside?” A shrug. “They’re just acceptable sacrifices.”

			

			—

			He liked his nickname.

			Alonso María Carillo was honored that people thought enough of him to give him a name that sounded like it was attached to some mafioso out of a movie. Like Joey “the Knife” Vitelli.

			“Cuchillo”—like a blade, like a dagger: how he loved that! And it was ironic because he wasn’t a thug, wasn’t like Tony Soprano at all. He was solid physically and he was tough, yes, but in Mexico a businessman must be tough. Still, his voice was soft and, well, inquisitive-sounding. Almost innocent. His manner unassuming. His temper even.

			He was in the office of his home not far from the upscale Hidalgo Plaza area of the city. Though the compound was surrounded by high walls and sported a number of trees, from this spacious room he had a view of Cerro de la Campana, the city’s grandest mountain—if a thousand-foot jut of rock can be described thus.

			The hour was quitting time—he’d been working here since six that morning. No breaks. He put the documents aside and went online to download some apps for his new iPhone, which he would synchronize to his iPad. He loved gadgets—both in his personal life and in business he always stayed current with the latest technology. (Since his companies had sales reps throughout Mexico, and he needed to stay in constant touch with them, he used the cloud and thought it was the best invention of the last ten years.)

			Rising from his desk, declaring it the end of the day, he happened to regard himself in a mirror nearby. Not so bad for an old man.

			Cuchillo was about five nine and stocky and resembled Emilio Fernández, Mexico’s greatest actor and director, in the businessman’s opinion. Though he was in scores of films, and directed a Palme d’Or winner, Cuchillo liked him best as the despicable Mapache in The Wild Bunch from the ’60s, one of the more authentic films about early twentieth-century Mexico.

			Looking over his face, thick black hair, keen brown eyes, Cuchillo thought again, No, not so bad…The women still appreciated him. Sure, he paid some of them—one way or another—but he also had a connection with them. He could converse. He listened. He also made love for hours. Not a lot of fifty-seven-year-olds could do that.

			“You old devil,” he whispered.

			Then he gave a wry grin at his own vanity and left the office. He told his maid he’d be staying at home for dinner.

			And he walked into his most favorite place on earth, his library. The separate building was large, sixty feet by forty, and very cool, as well as carefully humidity-controlled (which was ironic in Hermosillo, in the heart of the Sonoran desert, where there were two or three rainy days a year). Gauze curtains kept the sun from bleaching the jackets and leather bindings of the books.

			The ceilings were thirty feet off the ground and the entire space was open, lined with tall shelves on the ground floor and encircled with levels above, which one could reach by climbing an iron spiral staircase to narrow walkways. In the center were three parallel shelves ten feet high. At the front of the room was a library table, surrounded by comfortable chairs and an overstuffed armchair and a floor lamp with a warm yellow bulb. A small bar featured the best brandy and single malt Scotches. Cuchillo enjoyed Cuban cigars too. But never here, of course.

			The building was home to twenty-two thousand titles, nearly all of them first editions. Many, the only ones in existence.

			On a night like this, after a long day working by himself, Cuchillo would normally have gone out into the relatively cool evening and eaten at Sonora Steak and then gone to Ruby’s bar with his friends and, of course, his security. But the rumors of this impending attack were too real to ignore and he’d have to stay within the compound until more was learned about the threat.

			Ah, what a country we live in, he reflected. The most philanthropic businessman and the most hardworking farmer and the worst drug baron all are treated equally…treated to fear.

			Someday it will be different.

			But at least Cuchillo had no problem staying home tonight, in his beloved library. He called his housekeeper and had her prepare dinner, a simple linguine primavera, made with organic vegetables and herbs out of his own garden. A California cabernet too, and ice water.

			He turned on a small high-definition TV, the news. There were several stories about the ceremony planned for Friday in the Distrito Federal—Mexico City—commemorating the latest war against the cartels. The event would include speeches by the country’s president and an American official from the DEA. Other stories too: Inflation was rising. A plane crashed. More drug killings in Chihuahua. He shook his head.

			In a half hour the food arrived and he sat down at the table, removed his tie—he dressed for work, even when staying home—and stuffed a napkin into his collar. As he ate, his mind wandered to the Dickens that his book dealer, Señor Davila, would be delivering tomorrow. He was delighted that it had arrived early, but pleased too that he was getting it for a lower price than originally agreed. The seller whom Davila had found apparently needed cash and would reduce the price by five thousand if Cuchillo paid in U.S. dollars, which he immediately agreed to do. Davila had said he would reduce his percentage of the finder’s fee accordingly, but Cuchillo had insisted that he receive the full amount. Davila had always been good to him.

			There was a knock on the door and his security chief, José, a tall, solid bald man, entered.

			He could tell at once: bad news.

			“I heard from a contact in the federales, sir. There is intelligence about this bus attack on Friday? The tourist bus? The reports are linking you to it.”

			“No!”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			“Damn it,” he muttered. Cuchillo had spoken only a few obscenities in his life; this was usually the worst his language got. “Me? This is absurd. This is completely wrong! They blame me for everything!”

			“I’m sorry, sir.”

			Cuchillo calmed and considered the problem. “Call the bus lines, call the security people, call whoever you have to. Do what you can to make sure passengers are safe in Sonora. You understand, I want to be certain that no one is hurt here. They will blame me if anything happens.”

			“I’ll do what I can, sir, but—”

			His boss said patiently, “I understand you can’t control the entire state. But use our resources to do whatever you can.”

			“Yessir, I will.”

			The man hurried off.

			Cuchillo finally shrugged off the anger, finished dinner and, sipping his wine, walked up and down the aisles enjoying the sight of his many titles.

			Twenty-two thousand…

			He returned to his office and worked some more on the project that had obsessed him for the past few months: opening another auto-parts fabrication plant outside of town. There was a huge U.S. automobile manufacturer here in Hermosillo, and Cuchillo had made much of his fortune by supplying parts to the company. His new factory would employ another four hundred local workers. Though he benefited from their foolishness, he couldn’t understand the Americans’ sending manufacturing away from their country. He would never do that. Business—no, all of life—was about loyalty.

			At 10 p.m., he decided to retire early. He washed and walked into his large bedroom, thinking again of The Old Curiosity Shop he would receive tomorrow. This buoyed his spirits. He dressed in pajamas and glanced at his bedside table.

			What should he read now, he wondered, to lull him to sleep?

			He decided he would continue with War and Peace, a title that, he thought wryly, perfectly described a businessman’s life in Mexico.

			

			—

			In the living room, P.Z. Evans was hunched over his improvised workbench, carefully constructing the bomb.

			The care wasn’t necessary because he risked getting turned into red vapor, not yet, in any event; it was simply that the circuits and wiring were very small and he had big hands. In the old days he would have been soldering the connections. But now improvised explosive devices were plug and play. He was pressing the circuits into sheets of especially powerful plastic explosive, which he’d packed into the leather cover after slicing it open with a surgeon’s scalpel.

			It was 11 p.m. and the agents had not had a moment’s respite today. They’d spent the past twelve hours acquiring the key items for the project, like the surgeon’s instruments, electronics and a leather-bound edition of the play The Robbers by Friedrich Schiller, which their new partner—book dealer Señor Davila—had suggested because Cuchillo liked the German author.

			Through a jeweler’s loupe over his right eye, Evans examined his handiwork and made some small adjustments.

			Outside their door they could hear infectious norteño music in a nearby square. An accordion was prominent. The windows were open because the evening air teased that it was heading toward the bearable, and the AC was off. Evans had convinced himself he had a mold-induced cough.

			Alejo Díaz sat nearby, not saying anything and seemingly uneasy. This was not because of the bomb, but because he’d apparently found the task of becoming an expert on book collecting and Charles Dickens daunting, to say the least.

			Still, Díaz would occasionally look up from Joseph Connolly’s Collecting Modern First Editions, his eyes on the bomb. Evans thought about diving to the floor, shouting, “Oh, shit! Five…four…three…” But while the Mexican agent had a sense of humor, that might cross the line.

			A half hour later Evans was gluing the leather into place. “Okay, that’s it. Done.”

			Díaz eyed his handicraft. “It’s small.”

			“Bombs are, yes. That’s what makes them so nice.”

			“It will get the job done?”

			A brief laugh. “Oh, yeah.”

			“Nice,” Díaz repeated uneasily.

			Evans’s phone buzzed with an encrypted text. He read it.

			“Bait’s here.”

			A moment later there was a knock on the door and, even though the text he’d just received had included all the proper codes, both men drew their weapons.

			But the deliveryman was just who he purported to be—a man attached to the Economic Development Council for the U.S. consulate in northern Mexico. Evans had worked with him before. With a nod the man handed Evans a small package and turned and left.

			Evans opened it and extracted the copy of Charles Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop. Six hours ago it had been sitting in a famed book dealer’s store on Warren Street in New York City. It had been bought with cash by the man who had just delivered it, and its journey to Sonora had been via chartered jet.

			Killing bad guys was not only dangerous, it was expensive.

			The American wrapped the book back up.

			Díaz asked, “So, what are the next steps?”

			“Well, you—you just keep on reading.” A nod toward the book in his hands. “And when you’re through with that, you might want to brush up on the history of English literature in general. You never know what subject might come up.”

			Díaz rolled his eyes and shifted in his chair, stretching. “And while I’m stuck in school, what are you going to do?”

			“I’m going out and getting drunk.”

			“That is so not fair,” Díaz pointed out.

			“And it’s even less fair considering I may get laid too.”

			Thursday

			The latter part of his plans the night before did not happen, though Evans had come close.

			But Carmella, the gorgeous young woman he met at a nearby bar, was a little too eager, which set off warning bells that she had designs to land a good-looking American husband.

			In any event, tequila had intervened big-time and the dance of your-place-or-mine never occurred.

			It was now ten in the morning and, naturally, hot as searing iron. No AC, but Evans’s cough was gone.

			Díaz examined his partner. “You look awful. Hey, you know that many of Charles Dickens’s most popular novels were published first serially in magazines and newspapers and that he wrote in a style influenced by Gothic popular novels of the Victorian era, but with a whimsical touch?”

			“You’re fucked if you go in talking like that.”

			“I’m going to read one of his books. Is Dickens translated into Spanish?”

			“I think so. I don’t know.”

			Evans opened an attaché case he’d bought yesterday and had rigged with a false compartment. Into this narrow space he added the Schiller he’d doctored last night and sealed it. Then he added receipts, price guides, scraps of paper—everything that a book dealer would carry with him to a meeting with a collector. The Dickens too, which was packed in bubble wrap. Evans then tested the communications app on the iPad that Díaz would have with him—it would appear to be in sleep mode, but a hypersensitive microphone would be picking up the conversation between Cuchillo and Díaz.

			“Okay.” Evans then checked his nine-millimeter Beretta. He slipped it into his waistband. “Diversion’s ready, device is ready. Sacrificial lamb is ready.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“Let’s do it.”

			They walked down to the parking lot. Evans went to a huge old Mercury—yes, a real Mercury, in sun-faded Mercury brown, with an untraceable registration. Díaz’s car was a midnight-blue Lincoln registered to Davila Collectible Books, which Señor Davila had quickly, almost tearfully, agreed to let them borrow.

			According to the unwritten rules of times like these, the start of a mission, when either or both might be dead within the hour, they said nothing of luck, hope, or the pleasure of working together. Much less did they shake hands.

			“See you later.”

			“Sí.”

			They climbed in, fired up the engines and hurried out of the lot.

			

			—

			As he drove to Cuchillo’s compound Alejo Díaz could not help but think of the bus.

			The people tomorrow, the tourists, who would be trapped and burned to death by this butcher. He recalled P.Z. Evans’s words yesterday and reflected that these people were—to Cuchillo—acceptable sacrifices.

			Díaz was suddenly swept with fury at what people like Cuchillo were doing to his country. Yes, the place was hot and dusty and the economy staggered and it dwelt forever in the shadow of that behemoth to the north—the country that Mexicans both loved and hated.

			But this land is our home, he thought. And home, however flawed, deserves respect.

			People like Alonso María Carillo treated Mexico with nothing but contempt.

			Of course, Díaz would have to hide his revulsion when he met Cuchillo. He was just a shopkeeper’s assistant; the drug lord was just another rich businessman with a love of books.

			If he screwed that up, then many people—himself included—were going to die.

			Then he was at the compound. He was admitted through a gate that swung open slowly and he parked near the modest front door. A squat man who clearly was carrying a pistol greeted him pleasantly and asked him to step to a table in the entryway. Another guard gently but thoroughly frisked him.

			Díaz regarded the operation with surprising detachment, considering he might be one minute away from being shot.

			Then the detachment vanished and his heart thudded fiercely when the man frowned and dug into the case.

			Jesus…

			The man gazed at Díaz with wide eyes. Then he grinned. “Is this the new iPad?” He pulled it out and displayed it to the other guard.

			His breathing stuttering in and out, Díaz nodded and wondered if his question had burst Evans’s eardrum.

			“Four-G?”

			“If there’s a server.”

			“How many gig?”

			“Thirty-two,” Diaz managed to say.

			“My son has that too. His is nearly filled. Music videos.” The man replaced it and handed the briefcase back. The Schiller novel remained undiscovered.

			Struggling to control his breathing, Díaz said, “I don’t have many videos. I use it mostly for work.”

			A few minutes later he was led into the living room. He declined water or any other beverage. Alone, the Mexican agent sat with the briefcase on his lap. He opened it again and smoothly freed the Schiller and slipped it into his waistband, absently thinking about the explosive two inches from his crotch. The open lid obscured prying eyes or cameras if there were any. He extracted the Dickens and closed the case.

			A moment later a shadow spread on the floor and Díaz looked up to see Cuchillo walking steadily forward on quiet feet.

			The Knife.

			The stocky man strode forward, smiling. He seemed pleasant enough, if a bit distracted.

			“Señor Abrossa,” he said—the cover name Davila had given when he’d called yesterday. Díaz now presented a business card they’d had printed up. “Good day. Delighted to meet you.”

			“And I’m pleased to meet such an illustrious client of Señor Davila.”

			“And how is he? I thought he might come himself.”

			“He sends his regards. He’s getting ready for the auction of eighteenth-century Bibles.”

			“Yes, yes, that’s right. One of the few books I don’t collect. Which is a shame. I understand that the plot is very compelling.”

			Díaz laughed. “The characters too. Especially the protagonist.”

			Cuchillo joined with a chuckle. “Ah, the Dickens.”

			Taking it reverently, the man unwrapped the bubble plastic and examined the volume and signature, flipping through the pages. “It is thrilling to know that Dickens himself held this very book.”

			Cuchillo was lost in the book, filled with admiration and respect.

			In the silence, Díaz looked around and noticed his house was filled with much art and sculpture. All tasteful and subdued. This was not the house of a gaudy drug lord. He had been inside those. Filled with excess—and usually brimming with beautiful and marginally clad women, overflowing bars and obvious drug stations.

			His eyes settled on a woodcut of animated skulls by José Guadalupe Posada, maybe the most renowned graphic artist in the country in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.

			For some reason this inspired a thought. Diaz considered, Was it at all possible that they’d made a mistake? Was this subdued, cultured man not the vicious dog he was rumored to be? After all, there’d never been any hard proof that Cuchillo was the drug lord many believed him to be. Just because a person was rich and tough didn’t mean he was a criminal.

			Where exactly had the intelligence assigning guilt come from? How reliable was it?

			He realized Cuchillo was looking at him with curiosity. “Now, Señor Abrossa, are you sure you’re the book dealer I’ve been led to believe?”

			Using all his willpower, Díaz kept a smile on his face and dipped a brow in curiosity.

			The man laughed hard. “You’ve forgotten to ask for the money.”

			“Ah, sometimes I get so caught up in the books themselves that, you’re right, I do forget it’s a business. I personally would give books away to people who appreciate them.”

			“I most certainly won’t tell your employer you said that.” He reached into his pocket and extracted a thick envelope. “There is the fifty-five thousand U.S.” Díaz handed him the receipt on Davila’s letterhead and signed V. Abrossa.

			“Thank you…” Cuchillo raised a querying eyebrow.

			“Victor.” Díaz put the money in the attaché case and closed it. He looked around. “Your home, it is very lovely. I’ve always wondered about the houses in this neighborhood.”

			“Thank you. Would you like to see the place?”

			“Please. And your collection too, if possible.”

			“Of course.”

			Cuchillo then led him on a tour of the house, which was like the living room—all filled with understated elegance. Pictures of youngsters—his nieces and nephews who lived in Mexico City and Chihuahua, he explained. He seemed proud of them.

			Díaz couldn’t help wonder again: Was this a mistake?

			“Now, come to my library. As a book lover, I hope you will be impressed.”

			They walked through the kitchen, where Cuchillo paused and asked the housekeeper how her ailing mother was doing. He nodded as she answered. He told her to take any time off she needed. His eyes expressed genuine sympathy.

			A mistake?

			They walked out the back door and through the shade of twin brick walls, the ones protecting him from sniper shots, and then into the library.

			Even as a non–book lover, Díaz was impressed. More than impressed.

			The place astonished him. He knew the exterior size from the drone images, but he hadn’t imagined it would be filled as completely as it was. Everywhere, books. It seemed the walls were made of them, like rich tiles in all different sizes and colors and textures.

			“I don’t know what to say, sir.”

			They walked slowly through the cool room and Cuchillo talked about some of the highlights in the collection. “My superstars,” he said. He pointed out some as they walked.

			The Hound of the Baskervilles by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Seven Pillars of Wisdom by T. E. Lawrence, The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Tale of Peter Rabbit by Beatrix Potter, Brighton Rock by Graham Greene, The Maltese Falcon by Dashiell Hammett, Night and Day by Virginia Woolf, The Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien, The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce, À la recherche du temps perdu by Marcel Proust, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by Frank Baum, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone by J. K. Rowling, The Bridge by Hart Crane, The Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger, The Thirty-Nine Steps by John Buchan, The Murder on the Links by Agatha Christie, Casino Royale by Ian Fleming.

			“And our nation’s writers too, of course—that whole wall there. I love all books, but it’s important for us in Mexico to be aware of our people’s voice.” He strode forward and displayed a few. “Salvador Novo, José Gorostiza, Xavier Villaurrutia and the incomparable Octavio Paz. Whom you’re read, of course.”

			“Of course,” Díaz said, praying that Cuchillo would not ask for the name of one of Paz’s books, much less a plot or protagonist.

			Díaz noted a book near the man’s plush armchair. It was in a display case, James Joyce’s Ulysses. He happened to have read about the title last night on a rare book website. “Is that the original 1922 edition?”

			“Yes, that’s right.”

			“It’s worth about a hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

			Cuchillo smiled. “No. It’s worth nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			His arm swept in a slow circle, indicating the room. “This entire collection is worth nothing.”

			“How do you mean, sir?”

			“Something has value only to the extent the owner is willing to sell. I would never sell a single volume. Most book collectors feel this way, more so than paintings or cars or sculpture.”

			The businessman picked up The Maltese Falcon. “You are perhaps surprised I have in my collection spy and detective stories?”

			The agent recited a fact he’d read. “Of course, popular commercial fiction is usually more valuable than literature.” He hoped he’d got this straight.

			He must have. Cuchillo was nodding. “But I enjoy them for their substance as well as their collectability.”

			This was interesting. The agent said, “I suppose crime is an art form in a way.”

			Cuchillo cocked his head, looking confused. Díaz’s heart beat faster.

			“What I mean is that crime and popular novelists are often better craftspeople than so-called literary writers. The readers know this; they appreciate good storytelling over pretentious artifice. Take that book I just bought, The Old Curiosity Shop. When it first came out, serialized in weekly parts, people in New York and Boston would wait on the docks when the latest installment was due to arrive from England. They’d shout to the sailors, ‘Tell us, is Little Nell dead?’ ” He glanced at the display case. “I suspect not so many people did that for Ulysses. Don’t you agree?”

			“I do, sir, yes.” Then he frowned. “But wasn’t Curiosity Shop serialized in monthly parts?”

			After a moment Cuchillo smiled. “Ah, right you are. I don’t collect periodicals, so I’m always getting that confused.”

			Was this a test, or a legitimate error?

			Díaz could not tell.

			He glanced past Cuchillo and pointed to a shelf. “Is that a Mark Twain?”

			When the man turned Díaz quickly withdrew the doctored Schiller and slipped it onto a shelf just above Ulysses, near the drug baron’s armchair.

			He lowered his arm just as Cuchillo turned back. “No, not there. But I have several. You’ve read Adventures of Huckleberry Finn?”

			“No. I just know it as a collector’s item.”

			“Some people consider it the greatest American novel. That is true, but I qualify it by adding North American. It has lessons for us as well.” A shake of the head. “And the Lord knows we need some lessons in this poor country of ours.”

			They returned to the living room and Díaz dug the iPad from the case. “Let me show you some new titles that Señor Davila has just gotten in.” He supposed P.Z. Evans was relieved to hear his voice and learn that he had not been discovered and spirited off to a grave in the graceless Sonoran Desert.

			He called up Safari and went to the website. “Now, we have—”

			But his phony sales pitch was interrupted by a huge bang startling them all. A bullet had struck and spattered against the resistant glass of a window nearby.

			Then more.

			“My God! What’s that?” Díaz called.

			“Get out of the room, away from the windows! Now!” José, the security man, gestured them toward the doorways leading out of the living room.

			“They’re bulletproof,” Cuchillo protested.

			“But they could try armor piercing when they realize! Move, sir!”

			Everyone scattered.

			

			—

			P.Z. Evans didn’t get a chance to shoot his gun very often.

			Although he and Díaz had spoken about having Cuchillo meet his demise in a hit, staging natural deaths was the preferred way to eliminate people. While the police would often suspect the death of a terrorist or a criminal was not happenstance, a good craftsman could create a credible scenario to avoid further investigation. A fall down stairs, a car crash, a pool drowning.

			But nothing was as much fun as pulling out your long-barreled Italian pistol and blasting away.

			He was about fifty yards from the compound, standing on a dumpster behind a luxury apartment complex. There wasn’t a support for the gun, but he was strong—shooters have to have good muscles—and he easily hit the window he was aiming for. He had a decent view through the glass and for his first shot, aimed where nobody was standing—just in case the window happened not to be bulletproof. But the slugs smacked harmlessly into the strong glass.

			He kept firing.

			He emptied one mag, reloaded and leapt off the dumpster, and sprinted to the car, just as the side gate opened and Cuchillo’s security people carefully looked out. Evans fired once into the wall to keep them down and then drove around the block to the other side of the compound.

			No dumpsters here, but he climbed on top of the roof of the car and fired three rounds into the window of Cuchillo’s bedroom.

			Then he hopped down and climbed into the driver’s seat. A moment later he was skidding away.

			Windows up, AC on full. If there was mold in the car’s vents he’d take his chances. He was sweating like he’d spent an hour in the sauna.

			

			—

			Inside the house, after the shooter had vanished and calm—relative calm—was restored, Cuchillo did something that astonished Alejo Díaz.

			He ordered his security chief to call the police.

			This hardly seemed like the sort of thing that a drug baron would do. You’d think he’d want as little attention—and as little contact with the authorities—as possible.

			But when a Hermosillo police captain, along with four uniformed officers, arrived twenty minutes later, Cuchillo was grim and angry. “Once again, I’ve been targeted! People can’t accept that I’m just a businessman. They assume because I’m successful that I’m a criminal and therefore I deserve to be shot. It’s unfair! You work hard, you’re responsible, you give back to your country and your city…and still people believe the worst of you!”

			The police conducted a brief investigation, but the shooter was, of course, long gone. And no one had seen anything—everyone inside had fled to the den, bedroom or bathroom, as the security chief had instructed. Díaz’s response: “I’m afraid I didn’t see much, anything really. I was on the floor, hiding.” He shrugged, as if faintly embarrassed by his cowardice.

			The officer nodded and jotted his words down. He didn’t believe him, but nor did he challenge Díaz to be more thorough; in Mexico one was used to witnesses who “didn’t see much, anything really.”

			The police left and Cuchillo, no longer angry but once more distracted, said goodbye to Díaz.

			“I’m not much in the mood to consider Señor Davila’s books now,” he said, with a nod to the iPad. He would check the website later.

			“Of course. And thank you, sir.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			Díaz left, feeling even more conflicted than ever.

			You work hard, you’re responsible, you give back to your country and your city…and still people believe the worst of you…

			My God, was he a murderous drug baron or a generous businessman?

			And whether Cuchillo was guilty or innocent, Díaz realized he was stabbed by guilt at the thought that he’d just planted a bomb that would take the life of a man at his most vulnerable, doing something he loved and found comfort in: reading a book.

			

			—

			An hour later Cuchillo was sitting in his den, blinds closed over the bulletproof windows. Despite the attack, he was feeling relieved.

			Actually, because of the attack, he was feeling relieved.

			He had thought that the rumors they’d heard for the past few days, the snippets of intelligence, were referring to some kind of brilliant, insidious plan to murder him, a plan that he couldn’t anticipate. But it had turned out to be a simple shooting, which had been foiled by the bulletproof glass; the assassin was surely headed out of the area.

			José knocked and entered. “Sir, I think we have a lead about the attack. I heard from Carmella at Ruby’s. She spent much of last evening with an American, a businessman, he claimed. He got drunk and said some things that seemed odd to her. She heard of the shooting and called me.”

			“Carmella,” Cuchillo said, grinning. She was a beautiful if unstable young woman who could get by on her looks for the time being, but if she didn’t hook a husband soon she’d be in trouble (though, he reflected, even after the gold arras were exchanged during the wedding ceremony, the groom might still expect rough seas ahead).

			Not that Cuchillo was in any hurry for that to happen; he’d slept with her occasionally. She was very, very talented.

			“And what about this American?”

			“He was asking her about this neighborhood. The houses in it. If there were any hotels nearby, even though earlier he’d said he was staying near the bar.”

			While there were sights to see in the sprawling city of Hermosillo, Cuchillo’s compound was in a nondescript residential area. Nothing here would draw either businessmen or tourists.

			“Hotel,” Cuchillo mused. “For a vantage point for shooting?”

			“That’s what I wondered. Now, I’ve gotten his credit card information from the bar and data-mined it. I’m waiting for more information but we know for a fact it’s an assumed identity.”

			“So he’s an operative. But who’s he working for? A drug cartel from north of the border? A hitman from Texas hired by the Sinaloans?…The American government?”

			“I hope to know more soon, sir.”

			“Thank you.”

			Cuchillo rose and, carrying the Dickens, started for the library.

			He stopped. “José?”

			“Sir?”

			“I want to change our plans with the bus.”

			“Yessir?”

			“I know I said I wanted safe haven for all bus passengers in Sonora on Friday, that nothing should happen to the passengers here.”

			“Right, I told the men to wait to attack until it crossed the border into Sinaloa.”

			“But now I want the opposite. I wish the attack to happen in our state.”

			“You do?”

			“That’s right. Whoever is behind this attack must know that I won’t be intimidated. Any attempts on my life will be met with retribution. And I want to find a bus that is fully packed with passengers.”

			“Yessir.”

			Cuchillo looked at his security man carefully. “You don’t think I should be doing this, do you?” He encouraged those working for him to make their opinions known, even—especially—differing opinions.

			“Frankly, sir, not a tourist bus, no. Not civilians. I think it works to our disadvantage.”

			“I disagree,” Cuchillo said calmly. “We need to take a strong stand.”

			“Of course, sir, if that’s what you want.”

			“Yes, it is.” But a moment later he frowned. “But wait. There’s something to what you say.”

			The security man looked his boss’s way.

			“When your men attack the bus, get the women and children off before you set it on fire. Only burn the rest to death.”

			“Yessir.”

			Cuchillo considered his decision a weakness. But José had a point. The new reality was that, yes, sometimes you did need to take public relations into account.

			

			—

			
			At 8 p.m. that evening Cuchillo received a call in his library.

			He was pleased with what he learned. One of his lieutenants explained that a shooting team was in place and would assault a large bus as it headed along Highway 26 west toward Bahía de Kino tomorrow morning.

			They would stop the vehicle, leave the men on board, then wire shut the door and douse the bus in petrol and shoot anybody who tried to leap from the windows.

			The communications man on the shooting team would call the press to make sure they arrived for video and photos before the fire was out.

			Cuchillo thanked the man and disconnected, thinking of how much he was looking forward to seeing those news accounts.

			He hoped the man who had shot at him would be watching the news too, and would feel responsible for the pain the victims would experience.

			Glancing up from his armchair, he happened to notice that a book was out of order.

			It was on the shelf above the case containing the Ulysses.

			He rose and noted the leather spine. The Robbers. How had a Schiller gotten here? He disliked disorder of any kind, particularly in his book collection. One of the maids, perhaps.

			Just as he plucked the volume from the shelf, the door burst open.

			“Sir!”

			“What?” He turned quickly to José.

			“I think there’s a bomb here! That man with the book dealer, Davila, he’s fake. He was working with the American!”

			Cuchillo’s eyes first went to the Dickens, but, no, he’d flipped through the entire volume and there’d been no explosives inside. The assassins had simply used that as bait to gain access to his compound.

			Then he looked down at what he held in his hand. The Schiller.

			“What is it, sir?”

			“This book…It wasn’t here earlier. Victor Abrossa! He planted it when I gave him the tour.” Cuchillo realized that, yes, the book was heavier than a comparable book of this size.

			“Set it down! Run!”

			“No! The books!” He glanced around at the library.

			Twenty-two thousand volumes…

			“It could blow up at any moment.”

			Cuchillo started to set it down, then hesitated. “I can’t do it! You get back, José!” Then still holding the bomb, he ran outside, the security guard remaining loyally beside him. Once they were into the garden, Cuchillo flung the Schiller as far as he could. The men dropped to the ground behind one of the brick walls.

			There was no explosion.

			When Cuchillo looked he saw that the book had opened. The contents—electronics and a wad of clay-colored explosive—had tumbled out.

			“Jesus, Jesus.”

			“Please, sir. Inside now!”

			They hurried into his home and got the staff away from the side of the house where the box lay in the garden. Cuchillo recognized that the amount of the explosive—meant to kill him only—was not so great that everyone was endangered. Still, better to be safe. José called the man they used for making their own bombs. He would race to the house and disarm or otherwise dispose of the device.

			Cuchillo poured a large Scotch. “How did you find this out?”

			“I got the data-mined information on the American in the bar, the one who was drinking with Carmella. I found records that he was making calls to the book dealer. And he used his credit card to buy electronic parts at a supplier in town—the sort of circuits that are used in IEDs.”

			“Yes, yes. I see. They threatened Davila to help them. Or paid the bastard. You know, I suspected that man, Abrossa. I suspected him for a moment. Then I decided, no, he was legitimate.”

			Because I wanted the Dickens so much.

			“I appreciate what you did, José. That was a good job. Would you like a drink too?”

			“No, thank you, sir.”

			Still calm, Cuchillo wrinkled his brow. “Considering how the American tried to kill us—and nearly destroyed a priceless collection of books—how would you feel if we instructed our people on Highway Twenty-Six not to get the women and children off before setting fire to the bus?”

			José smiled. “I think that’s an excellent suggestion, sir. I’ll call the men.”

			

			—

			Several hours later the Schiller bomb had been slipped into a steel disposal container and taken away. Cuchillo, the engineer explained, had unwittingly disarmed it himself. The panicked throw had dislodged the wires from the detonator, rendering it safe.

			Cuchillo had enjoyed watching the bomb-disposal robot—the same way he liked being in his parts manufacturing operation and his drug synthesizing facilities. He enjoyed watching technology at work. He had always wanted the Codex Leicester—the Leonardo da Vinci manuscript that contained the inventor’s musings on mechanics and science. Some entrepreneur had paid thirty million dollars for it some years ago. Cuchillo could easily afford that, but the book was not presently for sale. Besides, such a purchase would draw too much attention to him, and a man who has tortured hundreds to death and—in the spirit of mercy—painlessly shot perhaps a thousand does not want too many eyes turned in his direction.

			Cuchillo spent the rest of the night on the phone with associates, trying to find more details of the two assassins, and any associates they might have, but there was no other information. He’d learn more tomorrow. It was nearly midnight when finally he sat down to a modest dinner of grilled chicken and beans with tomatillo sauce.

			As he ate, and sipped a very nice cabernet, he found himself relaxed and curiously content, despite the horror of what might have happened today. Neither he nor any of his people had been injured in the attack. His twenty-two thousand volumes were safe.

			And he had some enjoyable projects on the horizon: killing Davila, of course. And he’d find the name of the person masquerading as Abrossa, his assistant, and the shooter who’d fired the shots—a clumsy diversionary tactic, he now realized. Probably the American. Those two would not die as quickly as the book dealer. They had destroyed an original Friedrich Schiller (albeit a third printing with water damage on the spine). Cuchillo would stay true to his name and would use a knife on them himself—in his special interrogation room in the basement below his library.

			But best of all: he had the burning bus and its scores of screaming passengers to look forward to.

			Friday

			At 1 a.m. Cuchillo washed for bed and climbed between the smooth sheets, not silk but luxurious and expensive cotton.

			He would read something calming to lull him to sleep tonight. Not War and Peace. Perhaps some poetry.

			He picked up his iPad from the bedside table, flipped open the cover and tapped the icon to bring up his e-reader app. Cuchillo, of course, generally preferred traditional books for the most part. But he was a man of the twenty-first century and found e-books were often more convenient and easier to read than their paper forebears. His iPad library contained nearly a thousand titles.

			As he looked at the tablet, though, he realized he must have hit the wrong app icon—the forward camera had opened and he found he was staring at himself.

			Cuchillo didn’t close the camera right away, however. He took a moment to regard the image. And laughed and whispered the phrase he’d used to describe himself earlier, “Not so bad, you old devil.”

			

			—

			Five hundred yards from Cuchillo’s compound, Alejo Díaz and P.Z. Evans were sitting in the front seat of the big Mercury. They were leaning forward, staring at the screen of Evans’s impressive laptop computer.

			What they were observing was the same image that Cuchillo happened to be basking in—his own wide-angle face—which was being beamed from his iPad’s camera to the laptop via a surveillance app Evans had loaded. They could hear the man’s softer voice too.

			You old devil…

			“He’s in bed, alone,” Evans said. “Good enough for me.” Then he glanced at Díaz. “He’s all yours.”

			“Sí?” asked the Mexican agent.

			“Yep.”

			“Gracias.”

			“Nada.”

			And without any dramatic flair, Díaz pressed a button on what looked like a garage door opener.

			In Cuchillo’s bedroom, the iPad’s leather case, which Evans had stuffed with the potent incendiary explosive last night, detonated. The explosion was far larger than the American agent had expected. Even the bulletproof windows blew to splinters and a gaseous cloud of flame shot into the night.

			They waited until it was clear the bedroom was engulfed in flame—and all the evidence of the attack was burning to vapors, as they’d been instructed to do by Washington—and then Díaz started the car and drove slowly through the night.

			After ten minutes of silence, looking over their shoulders for police or other pursuers, Díaz said, “Have to say, amigo, you came up with a good plan.”

			Evans didn’t gloat—or shy with false modesty either. It was a good plan. Data-mining had revealed a lot about Cuchillo (this was often true in the case of targets like him—wealthy and, accordingly, big spenders). Evans and Díaz had noted not only his purchases of collectible books, but his high-tech acquisitions too: an iPad, an e-reader app and a number of e-books, as well as a leather case for the Apple device.

			Armed with this information, Evans duplicated the iPad and filled the case with the deadly explosive. This was the actual weapon that Díaz smuggled into the compound and swapped with Cuchillo’s iPad, whose location they could pinpoint thanks to the finder service Evans had hacked into. With Díaz inside, holding the iPad to show Davila’s latest inventory of books to Cuchillo, Evans had fired into the windows, scattering everyone and giving his partner a chance to slip into the bedroom and switch the devices. He’d fired into that room’s windows too, just in case Díaz had not been alone there.

			The bullets would also serve a second purpose—to let Cuchillo and his security people believe the shooting was the assault they’d heard about and lessen their suspicion that another attack was coming.

			Lessen, but not eliminate. The Knife was too sharp for that.

			And so they needed a second misdirection. Evans let slip fake information about himself—to Carmella, the beautiful woman who was part of Cuchillo’s entourage at Ruby’s bar (their exhaustive intelligence gathering included phone records that he called her once or twice a month). Evans also fed phony data-mined facts that suggested he and Díaz might have snuck a bomb into the library. He’d hollowed out a copy of Schiller’s The Robbers—sorry, Fred—and filled it with real explosives and a circuit, but failed to connect the detonators.

			Cuchillo would know his library so well it wouldn’t take much to find this out-of-place volume, which Díaz had intentionally planted askew.

			After finding this device, they would surely think no more threats existed and not suspect the deadly iPad on Cuchillo’s bedside table.

			Díaz now called José, the security chief for the late drug baron, and explained—in a loud voice due to the chief’s sudden hearing loss—that if any bus attacks occurred he would end up in jail accompanied by the rumor that he had sold his boss out. As unpopular as Cuchillo had been among the competing cartel figures, nothing was more unpopular in prison than a snitch.

			Any doubt that Cuchillo was indeed behind the bus arson plan was put to rest when they heard his instructions to José earlier via the bug that Díaz had planted during his delivery of the Dickens.

			José desperately assured them that there would be no attacks. Díaz had to say goodbye three times before the man heard him.

			A good plan. If a bit complicated. It would have been much easier, of course, simply to get a real bomb into the library and detonate it when a drone surveillance revealed Cuchillo inside.

			That idea, however, hadn’t even been on the table. They would never have destroyed the library. Aside from the moral issue—and P.Z. Evans did have his standards—there was the little matter of how such a conflagration would play in the press if word got out about the identity of the two agents who’d orchestrated it and who their employers were.

			You can kill drug barons and their henchmen with impunity; twenty thousand destroyed classics were not acceptable sacrifices. That was the sort of blot from which careers do not recover.

			In a half hour they were back at a hotel and watching the news, which confirmed that indeed Alonso María Carillo, known as Cuchillo, the head of the Hermosillo Cartel, was dead. No one else had been injured in the attack, which was blamed on a rival cartel, probably from Sinaloa.

			He shut the set off. They decided to get a little dinner and a lot of tequila—though definitely not at Sonora Steak or Ruby’s bar. They’d go somewhere across town. They’d probably be safe; the Hermosillo Cartel had been neutralized. Still, both men had their weapons underneath their untucked shirts. And extra magazines in their left pockets.

			As they walked to the big old Mercury, Díaz said, “You should have seen all those books in the library. I never saw so many books in my life.”

			“Uhn,” Evans said.

			“What does that mean, that sound? You don’t like books?”

			“I like books.”

			Díaz gave a fast laugh. “You don’t sound like you do. You read at all?”

			“Of course I read.”

			“So, what do you read? Tell me.”

			Evans climbed into the passenger seat and counted three pickup trucks passing by before he answered. “Okay, you want to know? The sports section. That’s all I read.”

			Díaz started the car. “Sí, me too.”

			Evans said, “Could we get that AC going, Al? Does it ever cool off in this goddamn town?”

		

	
		
			The Adventure of the Laughing Fisherman

			Sometimes it’s overwhelming: the weight of knowing that the man you most admire isn’t real.

			Then the Burden that you’ve fought all your life creeps in, the sadness, the anxiety. The borders of your life contract, stifling, suffocating.

			Such was the case with slim Paul Winslow, twenty-eight, who was presently walking into the neat, unadorned office of his on-again, off-again therapist, Dr. Levine, on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.

			“Hello, Paul, come on in. Sit down.”

			Dr. Levine was one of those shrinks who offered basic armchairs, not couches, for their patients. He spoke frequently during the sessions, and wasn’t afraid to offer advice and not just ask, over and over again, “How do you feel about that?” Which was pretty rare.

			Paul had read Freud’s Psychopathology of Everyday Life (not bad, though a bit repetitive) and the works of Jung and Horney and some of the other biggies. He knew that a lot of what brain docs told you was sometimes a crock. But Dr. Levine was a good man.

			“I did the best I could,” Paul now explained to him. “Everything was going along okay, pretty much okay, but over the past couple of months it got worse and I couldn’t shake it, you know, the sadness. I guess I need a tune-up,” Paul added, smiling ruefully. Even at the worst times, his humor never wholly deserted him.

			A laugh from the mouth of the clean-shaven, trim physician, who wore slacks and a shirt during the appointments. His glasses were unstylish wire rims, but that seemed to fit his casual style and friendly demeanor.

			Paul had not been here for nearly eight months and the doctor now glanced through his patient’s file to refresh his memory. The folder was thick. Paul had seen Dr. Levine off and on for the past five years and had been to other shrinks before that. Beset from young age by what he called his Burden—sadness and edginess—Paul had worked hard to control his maladies. He didn’t self-medicate with illegal drugs or liquor. He’d seen therapists, attended workshops, taken medicine—though not regularly and only those run-of-the-mill antidepressants ingested by the ton in the New York metropolitan area. He’d never been institutionalized, never had any breaks with reality.

			Still, the condition—which his mother also suffered from—had sidelined him. Never one to get along well with others, Paul was impatient, had little respect for authority, could be acerbic and never hesitated to verbally eviscerate the prejudiced and the stupid.

			Oh, he was brilliant, with an IQ residing well up in the high digits. He’d zipped through university in three years, grad school in one. But then came the brick wall: the real world. Teaching at community colleges hadn’t worked out (you don’t necessarily have to get along with fellow professors, but a modicum of tolerance for your students’ foibles is a requirement). A job editing for scientific publishers had been equally disastrous (the same problem with his bosses and authors). Recently he’d taken up freelance copyediting for one of his former employers, and this solitary job more or less suited him, at least for the time being.

			Not that money was important; his parents, both bankers, were well-off and, sympathetic to their son’s condition, had established a trust fund for him, which supported him nicely. Given these resources, he was free to live a simple, stress-free life, working part-time, playing chess at a club in the Village, dating occasionally (though without much enthusiasm) and doing plenty of what he loved most: reading.

			Paul Winslow didn’t care much for real people but he loved the characters in fiction. He always had.

			Lou Ford and Anna Wulf and Sam Spade and Clyde Griffiths and Frank Chambers and Mike Hammer and Pierre Bezukhov and Huck Finn—these and a hundred others made up Paul’s circle of intimates. Harry Potter was a good friend; Frodo Baggins, a better one.

			As for vampires and zombies…well, better not to get Paul started.

			Yet no fiction, high-brow or low, captivated him like the short stories and novels of one writer in particular: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes.

			Upon first reading him, some years ago, he knew instantly that he’d found his hero—a man who reflected his personality, his outlook, his soul.

			His passion extended beyond the printed page. He collected Victorian memorabilia and artwork. Sitting prominently on the wall in his living room was a very fine reproduction of Sidney Paget’s pen-and-ink drawing of archenemies Holmes and Professor Moriarty grappling on a narrow ledge above Reichenbach Falls, a scene from the short story “The Final Problem,” in which Moriarty dies and Holmes appears to. Paul owned all the various filmed versions of the Holmes adventures, though he believed the old BBC version with Jeremy Brett was the only one that got it right.

			Yet in recent months Paul had found that spending time in the world of the printed page was growing less and less comforting. And as the allure of the books wore off, the Burden seeped in to fill its place.

			Now, sitting back in Dr. Levine’s bright office, he ran a hand through his unruly black curly hair, which he often forgot to comb. He explained that the high he got from reading the books and stories had faded dramatically.

			“It hit me today that, well, it’s lame, totally lame, having a hero who’s fictional. I’ve been so, I don’t know, confined within the covers of the books, I’m missing out on…everything.” He exhaled slowly through puffed cheeks. “And I thought maybe it’s too late. The best part of my life is over.”

			Paul didn’t mind the doctor’s smile. “Paul, you’re a young man. You’ve made huge strides. You have your whole life ahead of you.”

			“But how stupid is that, having this hero who’s made up? I mean, they’re only books.”

			“Don’t dismiss the legitimate emotional attraction between readers and literature,” the doctor said.

			Paul shrugged in concession. “Well, I know when it looked like Sherlock Holmes died in ‘The Final Problem,’ Doyle was so hounded that he had to write a story that brought Holmes back.”

			“Exactly. People love their characters. But apart from the valid role that fiction plays in our lives, in your case I think your diminished response to Sherlock Holmes stories is a huge step forward.” The doctor seemed unusually enthusiastic.

			“It is?”

			“It’s a sign that you’re willing—and prepared—to step from a fictional existence to a real one.”

			This was intriguing. Paul found his heart beating a bit faster.

			“Your goal in coming to see me and the other therapists in the past has always been to lead a less solitary, more social existence. Find a job, a partner, possibly have a family. And this is a perfect opportunity.”

			“How?”

			“The Sherlock Holmes stories resonated with you for several reasons. I think primarily because of your talents: your intelligence, your natural skills at analysis, your powers of deduction—just like his.”

			“My mind does kind of work that way.”

			Dr. Levine said, “I remember the first time you came to see me. You asked about my wife and son—how was he doing in kindergarten? But I didn’t wear a wedding ring and had no pictures of family here. I never mentioned them, and I don’t put any personal information on the internet. I assumed at the time you were just guessing—you were right, by the way—but now I suspect you deduced those facts about me, right?”

			Paul cocked his head. “That’s right.”

			“How?”

			“Well, as for the fact you had a child and his age, there was a tiny jelly or jam fingerprint on the side of your slacks—about the height of a four- or five-year-old hugging Daddy at breakfast. And you never have appointments before eleven a.m., which told me that you probably were the spouse who took your child to school; if he’d been in first grade or older you would have gotten him to school much earlier and could see patients at nine or ten. You did the school run, I was assuming, because you have more flexible hours than your wife, working for yourself. I was sure she had a full-time job. This is Manhattan, of course—two incomes are the rule.

			“Now, why a son? I thought the odds were that a girl of that age would be more careful about wiping her fingers before hugging you. Why an only child? Your office and this building are pretty modest, you know. I guessed you weren’t a millionaire. That and your age told me it was more likely than not you had only one child. As to the wife, I suspected that even if you had had marital problems, as a therapist you’d work hard to keep the marriage together, so divorce was very unlikely. There was the widower factor, but the odds seemed against that.”

			Dr. Levine shook his head, laughing. “Sherlock Holmes would be proud of you, Paul. Tell me, that comes naturally to you?”

			“Real natural. It’s kind of a game I play. A hobby. When I’m out, I deduce things about people.”

			“I think you should consider using these skills of yours in the real world.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“I’ve always thought you were misplaced in academia. I think you should find a job where you can put those skills to work.”

			“Like what?”

			“Maybe the law. Or…Well, how’s this: you studied math and science.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Maybe forensics would be a good choice. Not going to the police academy but maybe working for a private firm. Consulting…Like Sherlock Holmes did.”

			“I’ve thought about that,” Paul said uncertainly. “But do you think I’m ready? I mean, ready to get out in the real world?”

			The doctor didn’t hesitate. “I absolutely do.”

			

			—

			Several days later Paul was doing what he often did at 10 a.m. on a weekday: having a coffee at Starbucks near his apartment on the Upper West Side and scrolling through his laptop.

			He was considering what Dr. Levine had told him and was trying to find some way to use his skills in a practical way. He wasn’t having much luck. Private forensic analysis was mostly corporate in nature, or expert witnesses for commercial and personal injury litigation. And you needed specific advanced degrees.

			No, not for him.

			Occasionally he would look around and make deductions about people sitting near him—a woman had broken up with a boyfriend, one man was an artistic painter, another was very likely a petty criminal.

			Yes, this was a talent.

			Just how to put it to use?

			It was as he was pondering this that he happened to overhear one patron, looking down at her Mac screen, turn to her friend and say, “Oh my God. They found another one!”

			“What?” her companion asked.

			“Another, you know, stabbing victim. In the park. It happened last night. They just found the body.” She waved at the screen. “It’s in the Times.”

			“Jesus. Who was it?”

			“Doesn’t say, doesn’t give her name, I mean.” The blonde, hair pulled back, ponytail, read: “Twenty-nine, financial advisor. They shouldn’t say what she does without giving her name. Now everybody who knows somebody like that’s going to worry.”

			Paul realized this would be the man—surely a man, according to a typical criminal profile—who had been dubbed the “Upper East Side Slasher.” Over the course of several months he’d killed two, now three, women. The killer took trophies. With the first two victims, at least, he cut off the left index finger. Postmortem, after he’d slashed their jugulars. There’d been no obvious sexual overtones to the crimes. Police could find no motives.

			“Where?” Paul asked the Starbucks blonde.

			“What?” She turned, frowning.

			“Where did they find the body?” he repeated impatiently.

			She looked put out, offended at his apparent nosiness.

			Paul lifted his eyebrows. “It’s not eavesdropping when the person you’re listening to makes a statement loud enough for the whole place to hear. Now. Where is the body?”

			A gasp. She whispered, “Near Turtle Pond.”

			“How near?” Paul persisted.

			She glanced at her laptop screen. “It doesn’t say.” Then she turned away in a huff.

			Paul rose quickly, feeling his pulse start to pound. He tossed out his half-finished coffee and headed for the door. He gave a faint laugh, thinking to himself: The game’s afoot.

			

			—

			“Sir, what’re you doing?”

			Crouching on the ground, Paul glanced up at a heavyset man, white, pale white, with slicked-back, thinning hair. Paul rose slowly. “I’m sorry?”

			“Could I see some identification?”

			“I guess, sure. Could I?” Paul held the man’s stare evenly.

			The man frowned, then coolly displayed his NYPD detective’s shield. His name was Albert Carrera.

			Paul handed over his driver’s license.

			“You live in the area?”

			“It’s on my license.”

			“Doesn’t mean it’s current,” the detective responded, handing the card back.

			He’d renewed two months ago. He said, “It is. West Eighty-Second. Near Broadway.”

			They were just north of the traverse road in Central Park, near the pond where the Starbucks woman had told him the body had been found. The area was filled with trees and bushes and rock formations. Grass fields, trisected by paths bordered with mini shoulders of dirt—which is what Paul had been examining. Yellow police tape fluttered, but the body and crime scene people were gone.

			A few spectators milled nearby, taking mobile phone pictures or just staring, waiting to glimpse some fancy CSI gadgets perhaps. Though not everyone was playing voyeur. Two nannies pushed perambulators and chatted. One worker in dungarees was taking a break, sipping coffee and reading the sports section of the Post. Two college-age girls rollerbladed past. All seemed oblivious to the carnage that had occurred only fifty feet away.

			The detective asked, “How long have you been here, Mr. Winslow?”

			“I heard about the murder about a half hour ago and I came over. I’ve never seen a crime scene before. I was curious.”

			“Did you happen to be in the park at around midnight?”

			“Was that the time of death?”

			The detective persisted, “Sir? Midnight?”

			“No.”

			“Have you seen anyone in the park recently wearing a Yankees jacket and red shoes?”

			“Is that what the killer was wearing last night?…Sorry. No, I haven’t. But is that what he was wearing?”

			The detective seemed to debate answering. Finally, he said, “A witness from a street-sweeping crew reported seeing somebody walk out of the bushes there”—he pointed—“about twelve-thirty this morning in the jacket and red shoes.”

			Paul squinted. “There?”

			The detective sighed. “Yeah, there.”

			“And the witness was in his street-sweeping truck?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Then he’s wrong,” Paul said dismissively.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Look.” Paul nodded, walking to the traverse. “His truck was over there, right?”

			The detective joined him. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to—”

			“That streetlight would’ve been right in his face and I’d be very surprised if he’d have been able to see writing on the jacket. As for the shoes, I’d say they were blue, not red.”

			“What?”

			“He would have seen them for only a second or two as he drove past. An instant later his mind would have registered them as red—because of the afterimage. That means they were really blue, the opposite color. How the physiology of the eye works. And, by the way, they weren’t shoes at all. He was wearing coverings of some kind. Booties, like surgeons wear. Those are usually blue.”

			“Coverings? What’re you talking about?” Carrera was alternating between interested and irritated.

			“Look at this.” Paul returned to the patch of dirt he’d been crouching over. “See these footprints? Somebody walked from the body through the grass, then onto the dirt. He stopped—you can see that here—and then he stood in a pattern that suggests he pulled something off his shoes. The same size prints start up again, but they’re much more distinct. So your suspect wore booties to keep you from finding out the brand of shoe he was wearing. But he made a mistake. He figured it was safe to take them off once he was away from the body. A good idea, except he should have waited and gone another thirty, forty yards.”

			Carrera was staring down. Then he jotted notes.

			Paul added, “And as for the brand? I guess your crime scene people have databases.”

			“Yessir. Thanks for that. We’ll check it out.” The detective’s voice was gruff but he seemed appreciative, if reluctantly so. He pulled out his mobile and made a call.

			“Oh, Detective,” Paul interrupted, “remember that just because the shoe’s big—it looks like a twelve—doesn’t mean his foot is that size. It’s a lot less painful to wear two sizes too large than two sizes smaller, if you want to fool somebody about your stature.”

			After Carrera had ordered the crime scene techs to come back and disconnected, Paul said, “Oh, one other thing, Detective?”

			“Yessir?”

			“See that bud there?”

			“That flower?” The detective gazed downward.

			“Right. It’s from a knapweed. The only place in the park where it grows is in the Shakespeare Garden.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“I observe things,” Paul said with a whiff of impatience. “Now. There’s a small rock formation. It’d be a good place to hide and I’ll bet that’s where he lay in wait for the victim.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s not unreasonable to speculate that his cuff scooped up the bud while he was crouched down. When he lifted his foot to pull off the booties here, the bud fell out.”

			“But that’s two hundred yards away, the garden.”

			“Which means you haven’t searched it.”

			Carrera stiffened, but then admitted, “No.”

			“I’d have your people search the garden for trace evidence—or whatever your forensic people look for nowadays. You see so much on TV. You never know what’s real or not.”

			After he’d finished jotting notes, Carrera asked, “Are you in law enforcement?”

			“No, I just read a lot of murder mysteries.”

			“Uh-huh. You have a card?”

			“No. But I’ll give you my number.”

			Carrera handed him one of his own cards and Paul wrote his number down, then handed it back. He looked up into the man’s eyes; the cop was about six inches taller. “You think this is suspicious, I’m sure. I also wrote down the name of the chess club where I play, in Greenwich Village. I was there last night until midnight. And I’d guess the CCTV cameras in the subway—I took the number one train to Seventy-Second—would show me getting off around one-thirty. And then I went to Alonzo’s deli. I know the counterman. He can identify me.”

			“Yessir.” Carrera tried to sound like he hadn’t suspected Paul, but in fact even the slow Scotland Yard investigator, Lestrade, in the Sherlock Holmes books would have had him checked out.

			Still, at the moment, Carrera actually offered what seemed to be a warm handshake. “Thanks for your help, Mr. Winslow. We don’t always find such cooperative citizens. And helpful ones too.”

			“My pleasure.”

			Carrera pulled on gloves and put the bud in a plastic evidence bag. He then walked toward the Shakespeare Garden.

			As Paul turned back to examine the scene again a voice behind him asked, “Excuse me?”

			He turned to see a balding man, stocky and tall, in tan slacks and a Polo jacket. Topsiders. He looked like a Connecticut businessman in the city on the weekend. He was holding a digital recorder.

			“I’m Franklyn Moss. I’m a reporter for the Daily Feed.”

			“Is that an agricultural newspaper?” Paul asked.

			Moss blinked. “Blog. Feed. Like news feed.” He paused, and his face changed. “Oh, that was a joke.”

			Paul gave no response.

			Moss asked, “Can I ask your name?”

			“I don’t know. What do you want?” He looked at the recorder. Something about the man’s eager eyes, too eager, made him uneasy.

			“I saw you talking to that detective, Carrera. He’s not real cooperative. Kind of a prick. Between you and I.”

			You and me, Paul silently corrected the journalist, who, he thought, should have known better. “Well, he was just asking me if I’d seen anything—about the murder, you know. They call that canvassing, I think.”

			“So, did you?”

			“No. I just live near here.”

			Moss looked around in frustration. “Not much good stuff, this one. Everything was gone before we heard about it.”

			“Good stuff? You mean the body?”

			“Yeah. I wanted to get some pics. But no luck this time.” Moss stared at the shadowy ring of bushes where the woman had died. “How bad a boy was he? Cut off anything other than the finger?”

			“I don’t know. The detective—”

			“Didn’t say.”

			“Right.”

			“They always play it so close to the damn chest. Prick, I was saying. You mind if I interview you?”

			“I don’t really have anything to say.”

			“Most people don’t. Who cares? Gotta fill the stories with something. If you want your fifteen minutes of fame, gimme a call. Here’s my card.” He handed one over. Paul glanced at him, then pocketed it. “I’m writing a sidebar on what people think about somebody getting killed like this.”

			Paul cocked his head. “I’ll bet the general consensus is they’re against it.”

			

			—

			All the next day, Paul had been in and out of the apartment constantly, visiting the crime scenes of the Upper East Side Slasher, getting as close as he could to the cordoned-off sites, observing, taking notes. Then returning and, as he was doing now, sitting at his computer, continuing his research and thinking hard about how to put into practical use everything he’d learned from his immersion in the Sherlock Holmes books.

			His doorbell rang.

			“Yes?” he asked into the intercom.

			“Yeah, hi. Paul Winslow?”

			“Yes.”

			“It’s Detective Carrera. We met yesterday. In Central Park?”

			Hm.

			“Come on up.” He hit the unlock button.

			A moment later there came a knock on the apartment door. Paul let in the detective. Breathing heavily from the two-story walk up the steep stairs—he apparently hadn’t waited for the elevator—the man looked around the apartment. Maybe his cop training precluded him from saying, “Nice digs,” or whatever a visitor normally said, but Paul could tell he was impressed at the small but elegant place.

			Paul’s trust fund was really quite substantial.

			“So,” Paul said. “Did you check me out? I’m guessing you did, ’cause you don’t have your handcuffs ready to ratchet on.”

			Carrera, who was carrying a thick, dark-brown folder, started to deny it but then laughed. “You weren’t much of a suspect.”

			“Perps do come back to the scene of the crime, though.”

			“Yeah, but only the stupid ones give the cops advice…and good advice, in your case. The shoe was a Ferragamo, size twelve—you’ve got a good eye. So our perp’s pretty well-off.”

			“And you checked the indentation?”

			“It was pretty deep. He’s a big man, so shoe’s probably the right fit.”

			“How old was the shoe?”

			“They couldn’t tell wear patterns on the soles.”

			“Too bad.”

			“And you were right about the jacket. The street cleaner didn’t really see the logo. He was speculating—because it was black and had the cut of a Yankees jacket his kid owns. Trying to be helpful. Happens with witnesses a lot.”

			“Remember the back lighting. It might not have been black at all. It could have been any dark color. Can I get you anything?”

			“Uhm, well, water, yeah. Thanks.”

			“I’m having milk. I love milk. I drink a glass a day, sometimes two. You want some milk?”

			“Water’s fine.”

			Paul got a glass of milk for himself and a bottle of Dannon for the detective.

			He returned to find the man sitting on the couch, studying the shelves. “Man, you got a lot of books. And that whole wall there: true crime. And forensics.”

			“It’s fascinating. Like solving puzzles.”

			Carrera turned away and said, “Mr. Winslow?”

			“Paul.”

			“Okay, and I’m Al. Paul, have you heard that sometimes police departments use civilians when there’s a tough investigation going. Like psychics.”

			“I’ve heard that. I don’t believe in psychics. I’m a rationalist.”

			“I don’t either. But sometimes I do use consultants. Specialists. Like on a computer crimes case, you know, we’ll use a hacker. Or if there’s been an art theft, we’ll bring in somebody from a museum to help us.”

			“And you want me to be a consultant?” Paul asked, feeling his heart pounding hard.

			“I was impressed, what you told me in the park. I’ve brought some files from the Unsub Two Eight Seven homicides—that’s what we call the perp.”

			“Police don’t really use the word ‘slasher’ much, I’d guess.”

			Carrera laughed. “Not too, you know, professional.” He sipped water. “So. Any chance you could take a look at these files and tell us what you think?”

			“You bet I will.” He held his hand out eagerly for the folder.

			

			—

			George Lassiter was upset.

			The forty-year-old Manhattanite, whose nickname in the press was the sensational but admittedly accurate “Upper East Side Slasher,” had a problem.

			No one was more meticulous than he when it came to planning out and committing the crimes that soothed him, that drenched the fire in his heart. In fact, part of the relaxation derived from the planning. (The actual killing—the execution, he sometimes joked—could be a letdown compared with the meticulous plotting, if, say, the victim didn’t scream or fight as much as he’d hoped.)

			Taking scrupulous care to select the right kill zone, to leave minimal or confusing evidence, to learn all he could about the victim so there’d be no surprises when he attacked…this was the way he approached all his crimes.

			But apparently he’d screwed up in the latest Central Park murder a few nights ago.

			Lassiter, dressed in slacks and a black sweater, was now outside an apartment on Eighty-Second Street, on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Lassiter had returned to the crime scene the next morning, to see how far the police were getting in the investigation, when he’d noted a skinny young man talking to Albert Carrera, whom Lassiter had identified as the lead detective on the case. Though he couldn’t hear the words, the body language clearly said that the man was giving advice, almost lecturing, and that Carrera was obviously impressed.

			That wasn’t good.

			After the civilian had left the crime scene, Lassiter had followed him to his apartment. He’d waited a half hour for someone to exit the building, and when an elderly woman walked down the stairs, Lassiter had approached her with a big smile. He’d described the man and asked his name, saying he looked like somebody Lassiter had been in the army with. The neighbor had said that the man she believed he was referring to was Paul Winslow. Lassiter had shaken his head and said that, no, it wasn’t him. Then he’d thanked her and headed off.

			Once home, he’d researched Paul Winslow at the address he’d tracked him to. Very little came up. No Facebook, Insta, TikTok, X, Snap, LinkedIn…no social media at all. A criminal background check came back negative too. At the least, it was pretty clear the young man wasn’t a professional law enforcer, just a private meddler.

			Which didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous.

			He might even have seen Lassiter step out of the hiding place in the Shakespeare Garden and grab Ms. Rachel Garner around the neck, throttling her to unconsciousness and then carrying her into the park. For the knife work.

			Or seen him slip away from the scene around midnight after he was through. That was more likely; after all, Lassiter had seen Winslow staring at the very spot where he’d vanished from the bloody murder site.

			Why hadn’t he called the police then? Well, possibly he’d spent the night debating the pros and cons of getting involved.

			It was Winslow’s apartment Lassiter was surreptitiously checking out at the moment. His intention had been to follow the young man again and find out where he worked, perhaps learning more about him.

			But then, lo and behold, who came knocking at Winslow’s front door, carrying a big fat file folder?

			Detective Carrera, in need of a tan and a workout regimen.

			What to do, what to do?

			Several thoughts came to mind. But, as always, Lassiter didn’t leap to any conclusions right away.

			Think, a plan. And think some more.

			Only then could you act safely and the murder be successful.

			

			—

			“We did find something,” Al Carrera was saying as he spread the contents of the case file out before them on Paul Winslow’s coffee table. “In the rocks, where you said the unsub waited—Shakespeare Garden.”

			“What was it?”

			“Indentations that match the bootie prints. And a tiny bit of wrapper, food wrapper. Forensics found it was from one of those energy bars that campers and hikers eat. From the paper and ink analysis we found it was a Sports Plus bar—their four-ounce, peanut butter and raisin one. Probably the perp’s because of the dew content analysis. That told us it’d been dropped on the ground about midnight.”

			“Your people are good,” Paul said. He was impressed. Sherlock Holmes had his own laboratory. Author Conan Doyle, a doctor and man of science himself, had been quite prescient when it came to forensics.

			The detective lifted an envelope, eight and a half by eleven. “These’re the pictures of the crime scenes—and the victims. But I have to warn you. They’re a little disturbing.”

			“I don’t know that I’ve even seen a picture of a real body. I mean, on the news I have, but not up close.” He stared at the envelope, hesitated. Finally he nodded. “Okay, go ahead.”

			Carrera spread the photos out.

			Paul was surprised to find they were in color—vivid color. He supposed he shouldn’t have been. Why would police photographers use black and white, when nobody else did nowadays?

			As he stared at the unfiltered, bloody images, Paul felt squeamish. But he thought back to the Sherlock Holmes stories and reminded himself to be as detached and professional as his hero.

			He bent forward and concentrated.

			Finally he offered, “Some observations.” He put a hand to his chin. “He’s really strong. You can see the bruises on their necks. See. Here? And here?” He pointed. “He didn’t have to reposition his hands. He just gripped and squeezed and they went unconscious—not dead, mind you. The amount of blood loss tells us they were stabbed while still alive. Let’s see, let’s see…” A shuffling of photos, Paul’s head bent down. “All right, he’s right-handed. A lefty pretending to be right-handed wouldn’t have gotten the cuts to the soft tissue so even.”

			“Good.”

			“Also he’s cautious, very aware and observant. Look at his footprints in the dirt at all three scenes. He’s constantly standing up and walking to the perimeter and looking for threats. Smart.”

			Carrera wrote.

			Paul tapped the picture that showed the perp’s bloody handprint on the ground, perhaps as he pushed himself up to a standing position. “Look at the thumb. Interesting.”

			“What?”

			“It’s not spread out very far—which you’d think it would be if he was using the hand for leverage to rise.”

			“I see it.”

			“That might mean that he spends a lot of time on a computer.”

			“Why?”

			“People who regularly type tend to keep their thumbs close in, to hit the spacebar.”

			Carrera’s eyebrow rose and he jotted this down too.

			Paul gave a faint smile. “He’s a fisherman. Well, amateur fisherman.”

			“What?” The arched brow again.

			“I’m fairly certain. See those marks on the victims’ wrists?”

			“Ligature marks.”

			Paul squinted as he shuffled through the pictures. “They’re about the thickness of fishing line. And see how he made those incisions before he removed the victims’ fingers. That’s how you skin fish.” He paused, as if remembering something. “And, yes, the power bar—just the sort of food a fisherman would take with him for lunch or a mid-morning snack.”

			Paul sat back and glanced at Carrera, who was writing feverishly. The young man said, “If he is a fisherman, which I’m pretty sure he is, he probably has a lake house somewhere in the tristate area. We know he’s got money. He’s not fishing with the locals in the East River. He’ll go out to the country in his BMW. Wait,” Paul said quickly with a smile. “The Beemer’s just a guess. But I’m sure his car’s a nice one. We know he’s upper income—his Italian shoes. And the arrogance of the crimes suggests that he’d have an ostentatious car. Mercedes, BMW, Porsche.”

			After he finished writing, Carrera asked, “Is there any reason he’d take the index finger?”

			Paul said, “Oh, I think it’s an insult.”

			“Insult. To who?”

			“Well, to you. The police. He’s contemptuous of authority. He’s saying someone could point directly to the killer and you’d still miss it. He’s laughing at you.”

			Carrera shook his head at this. “Son of a bitch.”

			Paul looked over the pictures once more. “The laughing fisherman,” he mused, thinking that would have made a good title for a Sherlock Holmes story: “The Adventure of the Laughing Fisherman.”

			Then Paul cocked his head. “Fish…”

			“What?” Carrera was looking at Paul’s focused eyes, as the young man strode to his computer and began typing. After a moment of browsing he said, “There’s fishing in Central Park—the Lake, the Pond and Harlem Meer. Yes! I’ll bet that’s where your perp goes fishing…for his victims.” He glanced at Carrera eagerly. “Let’s go take a look, maybe see if we can find another wrapper or some other evidence. We could set up surveillance.”

			“It’s not authorized for a civilian to go on field operations.”

			“I’ll just tag along. To observe. Offer suggestions.”

			Carrera debated. “Okay. But if you see anyone or anything that looks suspicious, I take over. You step way back. I mean it.”

			“Fine with me.”

			Paul collected his jacket from the den and returned to the living room. Pulling it on, he frowned. “There’s something else that just occurred to me. I’ll bet he knows about you.”

			“Me? Personally?”

			“You and the other investigators.”

			“How?”

			“I’m thinking he’s been to the crime scenes, checking out the investigation. That means you could be in danger. All of you. You should let everyone on your team know.” He added gravely, “Sooner rather than later.”

			Carrera sent a text. “My partner. He’ll tell everybody to keep an eye out. You should be careful too, Paul.”

			“Me? Like you said, I’m just a civilian. I’m sure I don’t have anything to worry about.”

			

			—

			Paul Winslow’s apartment was pitifully easy to break into.

			After George Lassiter had seen Winslow and Carrera leave, he’d slipped around the back and jimmied the building’s basement door. Then up a few flights of stairs to the apartment itself. The lockpick gun had done the job in five seconds, and he’d stepped inside, pleased to note that the apartment, though pretty swanky, wasn’t protected by an alarm system.

			Piece of cake.

			He now stood in the bay window of the dim living room, scanning the street. He was wearing latex gloves and a stocking cap. Lassiter had been impressed with the fancy apartment, and the opulence would work to his advantage. Having so many nice things in an unalarmed house? Why, that simply invited the place to be burgled. He’d decided that, yes, he had to get rid of this meddling Winslow, but he couldn’t be a victim of the Upper East Side Slasher, because then Carrera and the other investigators would know immediately that Winslow’s advice—which might lead to Lassiter—was accurate. No, the crime would be your basic break-in, the burglar surprised when Winslow returned home.

			His plan was that if Carrera returned with Winslow, he’d slip out the back and wait another day. But if the young man returned alone, Lassiter would throw him to the floor and pistol-whip him. Blind him, shatter his jaw. Put him in the hospital for months and render him useless as a witness. Murder ups the ante exponentially in a crime. Police, frankly, don’t care so much about a beating, however serious.

			Jesus, look at all the books…Lassiter almost felt bad, thinking that blinding Winslow would pretty much finish his days as a reader.

			But it’s your own fault, Mr. Meddling Winslow.

			He took up a position where he could see the street in front of the building.

			And he waited—with edgy, yet pleasant, anticipation.

			A half hour later, Lassiter tensed. Yes, there was Winslow returning from the direction of Central Park. Alone! He didn’t come straight to the front door but stepped into the quick mart next door. Lassiter drew his gun and hid behind the apartment door.

			Three minutes passed, then four. He was awaiting the key in the latch, but instead jumped, heart thumping, at the sound of the door’s bell, right near his ear.

			Lassiter cautiously peered through the door’s eyehole. He was looking at a fish-eye image of a pizza delivery kid, holding a box.

			He nearly laughed. But then wondered, Wait, how had the guy gotten through the front security door without hitting the intercom from outside?

			Oh, shit. Because Winslow had given him the front door code and told him to ring the bell, to draw Lassiter’s attention to the front door. Which meant—

			A gun muzzle touched the back of Lassiter’s neck, cold. Painfully cold.

			“Settle down there, Lassiter,” Winslow said in a calm voice. “Drop the gun, put your hands behind your back. I’m in the mood to shoot somebody. And you’re my only option.”

			Lassiter sighed. He let his pistol bounce noisily on the wood floor.

			In an instant, expertly, Winslow had cuffed his hands and picked up the gun. Lassiter turned and grimaced. Winslow, it turned out, didn’t have a weapon after all. He’d been bluffing, using a piece of pipe.

			Winslow nodded to the door and said, “The pizza guy? I gave him the code and told him to let himself in the building. If you were wondering. But you probably figured.”

			The doorbell rang again and Winslow eased Lassiter onto the floor.

			“Don’t move. All right?” The young man checked the gun to see that it was loaded and ready to fire, which it was. Appearing satisfied, Winslow aimed the gun at Lassiter’s head.

			Lassiter flinched. “Yes. Right. I won’t.”

			Winslow slipped the gun away, opened the door and took the pizza, adding a generous tip.

			“Hey, thanks, man.”

			The door closed. They were alone again.

			Lassiter muttered, “How did you…?”

			“Fire escape. I’m surprised you didn’t keep that covered too. It’s the first thing I myself would have done.”

			

			—

			Paul didn’t care much for pizza. Or for any food, really. He’d only placed the order to distract Lassiter and give him the chance to sneak into the building and get behind the killer. He did, however, have a thirst. “I could use a glass of milk. You?”

			“Milk?” Lassiter frowned.

			“Or water? That’s about all I can offer you. I don’t have any liquor or soda. They’re not good for you.”

			Lassiter didn’t respond. Paul walked into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of milk. He returned and helped Lassiter onto a chair. Then he too sat and sipped from the tall glass, reflecting on how different he felt, how confident, compared with just two days ago.

			The Burden was gone completely, the sadness, the anxiety.

			Thank you, Dr. Levine.

			Paul regarded the glass. “Did you know milk has a terroir too, just like wine? You can tell, by analysis of the milk, what the cows were eating during the lactation period: the substances in the soil, chemical residues, even insect activity. Why do you wrap your trophies in silk? The fingers? That’s one thing I couldn’t deduce.”

			Lassiter gasped and his eyes, wide, cut into Paul’s like a torch.

			“I know it wasn’t on the news. The police don’t even know that.” He explained, “There was a single bloody thread at one of the scenes. It couldn’t have come from a silk garment you were wearing. That would have been too ostentatious and obvious for a man on a killing mission. And none of the victims’ clothing or accessories were silk. Silk is used for cold-weather undergarments, yes, but you wouldn’t have worn anything like that in these temperatures; very bad idea to sweat at a crime scene. Weren’t the days better for people like you when there was no DNA analysis?”

			Did a moan issue from Lassiter’s throat? Paul couldn’t be sure. He smiled. “Well, I’m not too concerned about the silk. Merely curious. Not relevant to our purposes here. The more vital question you have surely is how I found you. Understandable. The short answer is that I learned from the newspaper accounts of the murders that you’re an organized offender. I deduced you plot everything out ahead of time. And you plan the sites of the killings and the escape routes meticulously.”

			Lassiter said nothing.

			“Someone like that would also want to know about the people tracking him down. I decided you’d be at the scene the morning after the killing. I observed everyone who was there. I was suspicious of the man sipping coffee and reading the sports section of the Post. I was pretty sure it was you. I’d known that the clue about the Ferragamo shoe was fake—why take off the booties in the dirt when you could have walked three feet further onto the asphalt and pulled them off there, not leaving any impressions for the police. That meant you weren’t rich at all but middle class—the shoes were to misdirect the cops. I knew you were strong and solidly built. All those describe your typical Post reader pretty well.

			“When I left the scene I was aware that you’d followed me back here. As soon as I got inside I grabbed a hat and new jacket and sunglasses and went down the fire escape. And I started following you—right back to your apartment in Queens. A few internet searches and I got your identity.”

			Paul enjoyed a long sip of milk. “An average cow in the U.S. produces nearly twenty thousand pounds of milk a year. I find that amazing.” He regarded the unfortunate man for a moment. “I’m a great fan of the Sherlock Holmes stories.” He nodded around the room at his shelves. “As you can probably see.”

			“So that’s why the police aren’t here,” his prisoner muttered. “You’re going to play the big hero, like Sherlock Holmes, showing up the police with your brilliance. Who’re you going to turn me over to? The mayor? The police commissioner?”

			“Not at all.” Paul added, “What I want is to employ you. As my assistant.”

			“Assistant?”

			“I want you to work for me. Be my sidekick. Though that’s a word I’ve never cared for, I must say.”

			Lassiter gave a sour laugh. “This’s all pretty messed up. You think you’re some kind of Sherlock Holmes and you want me to be your Watson?”

			Paul grimaced. “No, no, no. My hero in the stories”—he waved at his shelves—“isn’t Holmes. It’s Moriarty. Professor James Moriarty.”

			“But wasn’t he, what do they say? Holmes’s nemesis.”

			Paul quoted from memory, “ ‘In calling Moriarty a criminal you are uttering libel in the eyes of the law—and there lie the glory and the wonder of it! The greatest schemer of all time, the organizer of every deviltry, the controlling brain of the underworld, a brain which might have made or marred the destiny of nations—that’s the man!’ ”

			He continued, “Holmes was brilliant, yes, but he had no grand design, no drive. He was passive. Moriarty, on the other hand, was ambition personified. Always making plans for plots and conspiracies. He’s been my hero ever since I first read about him.” Paul gazed affectionately at the books on his shelves that contained the stories involving Moriarty. “I studied math and science because of him. I became a professor, just like my hero.”

			He thought back to his session with Dr. Levine not long ago.

			The Sherlock Holmes stories resonated with you for several reasons. I think primarily because of your talents: your intelligence, your natural skills at analysis, your powers of deduction—just like his…

			Dr. Levine had assumed Paul worshipped Holmes, and the patient didn’t think it wise to correct him; therapists presumably take rather seriously a patient’s role modeling of perpetrators like Moriarty, even if fictional.

			“Moriarty appeared in only two stories as a character, was mentioned in just five others. But the shadow of his evil runs throughout the entire series and you get the impression that Holmes was always aware that a villain even smarter and more resourceful than he was always hovering nearby.” Paul shrugged. “So. I’ve decided to become a modern-day Moriarty. And that means having an assistant just like my hero did.”

			“Like Watson?”

			“No. Moriarty’s sidekick was Colonel Sebastian Moran, a retired military man who specialized in murder. Exactly what I need. I wondered whom to pick. I don’t exactly hang out in criminal circles. So I began studying recent crimes in the city and read about the Upper East Side Slasher. You had the most promise. Oh, you made some mistakes, but I thought I could help you overcome your flaws—like returning to visit the scene of the crime, not planting enough fake evidence to shift the blame, attacking victims who were very similar, which establishes patterns and makes profiling easier. And for heaven’s sake, eating a power bar while you waited for your victim? Please. You’re capable of better, Lassiter.”

			The man was silent. His expression said he acknowledged Paul to be correct.

			“But first I needed to save you from the police. I helped Detective Carrera come up with a profile of the perp that was very specific, very credible…and described someone completely different from you.”

			“Maybe, but they’re out there looking for me.”

			“Oh, they are?” Paul asked wryly.

			“What do you mean?”

			He found the cable box remote. He fiddled with it for a moment. “You know, in the past we’d have to wait until the top of the hour to see the news. Now they’ve got that twenty-four/seven cycle. Tedious usually but helpful now.”

			The TV came to life.

			Actually it was a Geico commercial.

			“Can’t do much about those,” Paul said with a grimacing nod at the screen. “Though they can be funny.”

			A moment later an anchorwoman appeared. “If you’re just joining us—”

			“Which we are,” Paul chimed in.

			“NYPD officials have reported that the so-called Upper East Side Slasher, allegedly responsible for the murders of three women in Manhattan and, earlier tonight, of Detective Albert Carrera of the NYPD, has been arrested. He’s been identified as Franklyn Moss, a journalist and blogger.”

			“Jesus! What?”

			Paul shushed Lassiter.

			“Detective Carrera was found stabbed to death about five p.m. near the Harlem Meer fishing area in Central Park. An anonymous tip—”

			“Moi,” Paul said.

			“—led authorities to Moss’s home in Brooklyn, where police found evidence implicating him in the murder of Detective Carrera and the other victims. He is being held without bond in the Manhattan Detention Center.”

			Paul shut the set off.

			He turned and was amused to see that Lassiter’s expression was one of pure bewilderment. “I think we don’t need these anymore.” Paul rose and unhooked the handcuffs. Lassiter shook his hands and rubbed his wrists. “Just to let you know, though, my lawyer has plenty of evidence implicating you in the crimes, so don’t do anything foolish.”

			“No, I’m cool.”

			“Good. Now, when I decided I wanted you as an assistant I had to make sure somebody else took the fall for the killings. Whom to pick? I’ve never liked reporters very much, and I found Franklyn Moss particularly irritating. So I data-mined him. I learned he was quite the fisherman, so I fed Carrera this mumbo jumbo that that was the killer’s hobby.

			“Earlier today I convinced Carrera we should go to Central Park, one of the fishing preserves there, to look for clues. When we were alone at the Meer I slit his throat and sawed off his index finger. That’s a lot of work, by the way. Couldn’t you have picked the pinkie? Never mind. Then I went to Moss’s place and hid the knife and finger in his garage, along with some physical evidence from the other scenes, a pair of Ferragamos I bought yesterday and a packet of those energy bars you like. I left some of Carrera’s blood on the doorstep so the police would have probable cause to get a warrant.”

			Paul enjoyed another long sip of milk. Lassiter was taking this all in carefully, he could see.

			“The evidence’s circumstantial, but compelling.” Paul counted off on his fingers as he spoke: “Moss drives a Mercedes, which I told Carrera was the kind of car the killer would drive because I’d seen Moss in it earlier. Public records show Moss has a lake house in Westchester—which I also told Carrera. And I suggested that the ligature marks were from fishing line, which Moss has plenty of in his garage and basement…You used bell wire, right?”

			“Uhm, yes,” Lassiter said.

			Paul continued, “Anyway, I also fed the detective this nonsense that the killer probably spent a lot of time keyboarding at a computer—like a blogger would do. So our friend Moss is going away forever. You’re clean.”

			Lassiter frowned. “But wouldn’t Carrera have told other officers that you gave him the profile? That’d make you a suspect.”

			“Ah, I knew he wouldn’t. Why bring the file to me here in my house to review rather than invite me downtown to examine it? And why did he come alone, not with his partner? No, he asked my advice privately so he could steal my ideas and take credit for them.” Paul ran his hand through his hair and regarded the killer with a coy smile. “Now, tell me about the assignment—about the person who hired you. I’m really curious about that.”

			“Assignment?” Lassiter made an attempt to look perplexed, but the feigned innocence didn’t work.

			“Please, Lassiter. You’re not a serial killer. I wouldn’t want you as an assistant if you were. No, serial killers are far too capricious. Too driven by emotion.” Paul said the last word as if it were a bit of foul food. “No, you came up with the plan for the multiple murders to cover up your real crime. You’d been hired to murder a particular individual—one of the three victims.”

			Lassiter’s mouth was actually gaping open. He slowly pressed his lips back together.

			Paul continued, “It was so obvious. There was no sexual component to the killings, which there always is in serial murders. And there’s no psychopathological archetype for taking an index finger trophy—you improvised because you thought it would look suitably spooky. Now, which of the three was the woman you were hired to kill?”

			The man gave a why-bother shrug. “Rachel Garner. The last one. She was going to blow the whistle on her boss. He runs a hedge fund that’s waist deep in money laundering.”

			“Or—alternative spelling—‘waste deep.’ If it needs laundering.” Paul couldn’t help the play on words. He chuckled. “Yeah. I thought it was something like that.”

			Lassiter said, “I’d met the guy in the army. He knew I did a few dirty tricks, and he called me up.”

			“So, it was a one-time job?”

			“Right.”

			“Good. So you can come work for me.”

			Lassiter debated.

			Paul leaned forward. “Ah, there’s a lot of carnage out there to perpetrate. Lots of foolish men and women on Wall Street who need to be relieved of some of their gains, ill- or well-gotten. There’re illegal arms sales waiting to be made, and cheating politicians to extort and humans to traffic and terrorists who may hold intellectually indefensible views but who have very large bank accounts and are willing to write checks to people like us, who can provide what they need.”

			Paul’s eyes narrowed. “And, you know, Lassiter, sometimes you just need to slice a throat or two for the fun of it.”

			Lassiter’s eyes were fixed on the carpet. After a long moment he whispered, “The silk?”

			“Yes?”

			“My mother would stuff a silk handkerchief in my mouth when she beat me. To mute the screams, you know.”

			“Ah, I see,” Paul replied softly. “I’m sorry. But I can guarantee you plenty of opportunities to get even for that tragedy, Lassiter.” He eyed the other man. “So. Do you want the job?”

			The killer hesitated for only a few seconds, then looked up at Paul and smiled broadly. “I do, Professor. I sure do.” The two men shook hands.

		

	
		
			
				Where the Evidence Lies

				A Lincoln Rhyme Story

			
			
				For in spite of language, in spite of intelligence and intuition and sympathy, one can never really communicate anything to anybody.

				—Aldous Huxley, Complete Essays, Volume I: 1920–1925

			

			Tuesday

			“Mayday, Mayday. This is TrailJet Eight Five Eight Four, to San Juan Center. Do you read me?”

			“Go ahead, Eight Five Eight Four. We read you, sir.”

			“Descending through nine thousand feet. About one hundred miles north of airport. I’m declaring an emergency.”

			“Roger, Eight Five Eight Four. We have you.”

			“Closest airport, San Juan?”

			“For your aircraft, Eight Five Eight Four, it’ll have to be Muñoz Marín airport. Turn to heading one eight seven.”

			“One eight seven, San Juan Center.”

			“Descend and maintain seven thousand, Eight Five Eight Four.”

			“I’m through seven. Six thousand five hundred. Rapid descent.”

			“Altitude at your discretion, Eight Five Eight Four. What’s the nature of your emergency?”

			“Power loss. Heard a bang in the rear. Big one. Tail or engines. I don’t know. No fire indicator. EPR dropping critically. Both engines. Distance from airport?”

			“You’re eighty-three miles. Maintain heading of one eight seven.”

			“Jesus…Descending through four thousand four hundred. Three thousand seven hundred. I’m not going to make it.”

			“Eight Five Eight Four. We’re alerting coast guard. They’re getting your position. Can you execute a water landing?”

			“I’ll try. Descending through fifteen hundred. Nine hundred. I—”

			“Eight Five Eight Four? Do you copy?…Do you copy?”

			Wednesday

			Eastern Dade Airport, in Miami, Florida, was a small facility near the Atlantic Ocean. It featured a runway about three thousand feet long, big enough for small jets, though the majority of the two dozen planes parked on the tarmac were one- and two-engine props.

			There was definitely some Everglades ambiance in the area—mangroves, royal palm, cabbage palm, live oak, gumbo-limbo and Swietenia mahagoni—the species that gave the world elegant mahogany wood. Also: orchids, bromeliads and ferns. Lincoln Rhyme, presently in this part of Florida to lecture to the county police about forensics, had spotted an alligator.

			“Look, well,” he said to Amelia Sachs, his partner—in both the professional and personal sense. She’d leaned over his wheelchair in the accessible van (Rhyme was a quadriplegic, largely paralyzed from the neck down) and gazed at the shallow canal just inside the airport’s chain-link fence, in which a bored-looking gator sat in the humid heat, seemingly too tired to even think about chomping down on whatever bored-looking gators ate.

			Rhyme’s caregiver, slim but strong and decidedly handsome Thom Reston, drove the van in a slow circle around this part of the field and then paused, as directed by Rhyme. “Okay, keep going.”

			The man drove on.

			Sachs, a tall, redheaded former fashion model, said, “There’s a rumor they have them in the sewers of New York, you know. Parents buy them for kids and then flush them. I never saw any. Not that I was looking.”

			“Really?” Rhyme said. The details of the flora and fauna of this part of the state grew less interesting; he was more intrigued about where they were headed presently. His eyes took in the airfield once more.

			Rhyme was here because a detective with the local sheriff’s department had approached him after one of his lectures and asked for some help. Preston Gillette was a trim forty-five-year-old with impressive posture, a hairstyle that an army major would have loved and a face that seemed incapable of smiling.

			Despite that quality, though, he’d revealed a droll sense of humor by asking Rhyme which he’d prefer as a thank-you for the lecture: a coupon to the local Red Lobster or an incident report on a local businessman who’d just died in what might or might not be an aircraft sabotage incident.

			Rhyme had eased his head, covered in thick dark hair, against the backstop of his chair, eyes skyward, in thought. He had replied, “Hm. Murdered crustacean or murdered human. I’ll pick the latter. You up for that, Sachs?”

			“Sure. Nothing pressing back in New York.” She was an NYPD detective. He was a former captain with the same organization and frequently consulted on particularly difficult cases—like Sherlock Holmes did for Scotland Yard, someone had once said. Rhyme took that on faith; he was only marginally familiar with any fictional character and their adventures.

			The lecture at the Dade County East Sheriff’s Office was finished anyway and so Rhyme agreed to stay for an extra day or two and help out on the investigation into the death of the pilot, Stephen Nash.

			Why not? He’d enjoyed the trip here and had found for the first time something called stone crabs. Quite the delicacy. And the rum in Florida seemed better than the rum anywhere else but the Bahamas. Imagination perhaps, but he’d enjoyed the taste testing—with the servings undoctored by any fruity or sweet addition; water, in liquid or frozen states, was the only adulteration allowed in liquor.

			Rhyme had concluded his examination of the perimeter of the field, and Thom now piloted the accessible van into the airport itself and aimed for the unmarked police car at the far end of the field.

			Gillette had explained that the crash might have been caused by an IED planted in the craft—probably here before it took off. Security where the flight originated, Orlando, where Nash lived, was tighter and included bomb-sniffing dogs. Not the case here.

			Of course, the mishap might have been an accident.

			But the FAA and National Transportation Safety Board would not be issuing reports for weeks at the earliest, and Gillette wanted to move forward immediately so that evidence of a crime could be preserved and witnesses identified.

			They drove to the cruiser, in front of the one hangar on this side of the airport, on the far eastern edge. It was a fifty-by-fifty-foot structure, windowless and doorless at the rear—facing the water. The side toward the runway and tarmac was open. There appeared to be no doors one could close.

			Thom parked near the squad car, and Rhyme descended via the ramp to the tarmac. A fierce storm had hit the area yesterday; it had passed and the sky was clear but the wind still buffeted the law enforcers and the aide. Rhyme pushed his sunglasses onto his face more firmly with his one working appendage—his right arm.

			Gillette stepped forward and shook Sachs’s and Thom’s hands, then, after only a fraction of a second’s hesitation, Rhyme’s.

			“Thank you again, Mr. Rhyme. Detective Sachs.”

			“ ‘Lincoln’ and ‘Amelia’ are fine,” she said.

			“Just confirming,” Rhyme said, “the incident was yesterday.”

			“Correct.” Gillette then turned toward the tarmac, where a twenty-by-thirty-foot rectangle was cordoned off with yellow tape, weighted down with wheel chocks. “That’s where the plane was.”

			“What was the aircraft?”

			“TrailJet, twin engine. Powerplants mounted in the rear. New breed of personal jets. It’s small, seats four.”

			“Hm.” Sachs seemed intrigued. She was a driver of fast cars—well, that was true, Rhyme reflected after the thought, but more accurately: she was a race-car driver in any vehicle. She simply preferred the fast ones. The idea of a jet that was probably not much larger than her muscle car? Maybe she was pondering getting her pilot’s license.

			“Nobody else on board?” he asked.

			“No. For those planes you don’t need a copilot. The autopilot’s so good; they do most of the work. They can even land themselves.”

			Sachs was frowning. “Did he have a family?” She was always far more concerned about the personal impact of crimes than Rhyme, whose focus on science sometimes led people to cast him as a cold fish. He didn’t mind. He never objected to the truth.

			“No. Divorced, no children. Nash was sort of your classic well-heeled bachelor. He even jetted to Miami and Key West for dates. When your quote ‘wheels’ burn a hundred and fifty gallons of gas an hour, that’s a pretty expensive night out.”

			He added that this portion of the field was owned by Southern Flight Services, a fixed-base operator, the term used to describe a company that provided ground services to private pilots.

			Rhyme was familiar with such facilities from a prior case, and noted that this was a shoestring FBO. There was only one jet and two twin-engine prop planes parked in front of the hangar now. They were covered with tarps and leaf-strewn from the storm.

			“So it wasn’t in the hangar.”

			“No. Nash basically just needed a place to park for a couple of hours before he went on to a meeting in San Juan.”

			A grimace. The storm would have destroyed any evidence of anybody trying to plant a bomb on the airplane—tread or shoe marks would have been the best source of information. But trace evidence too that the perp might have shed.

			The storm, which Rhyme remembered clearly, had not exactly been a hurricane but the winds had been close to sixty miles an hour and the rain had been torrential.

			Still, this was a secondary crime scene. The more important one was the plane itself. However powerful the improvised explosive device had been, it would have left bits of trace on the wreckage. There would be fingerprints, possibly, chemical residue profiling, even a bombmaker’s signature—a unique construction pattern that ties a bomb to its builder. Sometimes the perps even intentionally leave a calling card of some kind; of all the criminals Rhyme had been up against, bombmakers had perhaps the biggest egos.

			Rhyme explained this now.

			“Ah, well, that’s the problem, Mr…. That’s the problem, Lincoln. The plane didn’t break up. Whatever the explosion was, it didn’t blow it up, just affected the engines. The EPR—engine pressure ratio—was dropping. That’s sort of the tachometer for jets. He crash-landed but it sank almost immediately.”

			“Well, that’s okay. Water won’t destroy all the evidence.” He frowned. “Unless you don’t know where it is.”

			“Oh, we do.”

			“Good.”

			“Not really. It’s at the bottom of the Puerto Rico Trench.”

			“I don’t know what that is.”

			“The deepest part of the Atlantic Ocean. About twenty-eight thousand feet underwater. More than twice as deep as the Titanic. There’s no way we’re getting the plane to the surface. And there’s no way to get to where the evidence lies.”

			

			—

			They had moved into the hangar to get out of the wind.

			Rhyme said to Gillette, “I’m not sure how I can help you, Detective. You’re asking my advice on a case where there’s no evidence. That’s my expertise.”

			“I heard your lectures, Lincoln. You’ve got a mind that’s, well, like nothing I’ve ever seen. I was hoping you could just give us your insights.”

			Sachs gave a smile. “You like your challenges, Rhyme. Doesn’t get any more challenging than this.”

			True, he was thinking.

			He shrugged. “All right, we’ll give it a shot. Now, any witnesses to the crash itself?”

			“A container ship, not too far away. They saw it come in and crash-land and go under before the pilot could get out. They changed course and steamed over to the spot. But there was nothing there except a little oil.”

			“Ah, oil.” It would have been helpful, but had surely been dispersed by now. “Any debris?”

			“Not that they could see. And the currents there? If there was anything, it’s long gone.”

			“Do you have the last transmission?”

			“I do. On my computer. I’ll get it.”

			He went out to his car and returned a minute later. He called up an audio file of the exchange between Nash and air traffic control.

			Those in the hangar remained silent as they listened to the tragedy unfolding.

			“Okay. Well, I think the preliminary question is: Why don’t you think it was an accident? Nash didn’t mention a bomb. He just said a bang.”

			“Sure, it could’ve been. I’m leaning that way. But I’m suspicious by nature. And I looked into Nash’s life last night. He had enemies.”

			At this Sachs’s eyes narrowed. She asked who they were in particular.

			“Well, there was an ex. Sally Nash. Divorced two years and under a restraining order. And that name is part of the clue—she’s still Nash. Never let go.”

			Sachs asked, “He had an affair? He dumped her?”

			“No, ma’am. The other way around. She cheated on him and when he found out, he filed for divorce. Still, she was incensed that he’d wanted to split up. Go figure.”

			“Any threats?”

			“From time to time. Never amounted to much. He lived in Orlando, so he had Orange County deputies go out there and remind her of the restraining order. More than once. She didn’t take it well.”

			Rhyme said, “Okay, angry ex. Who else?”

			“Nash was in a dispute with his business partner, who, it turned out, was talking to competitors. At least, those were the facts in court.”

			“Angry ex–business partner. And it went to trial. Interesting. Any threats?”

			“Apparently not.”

			“What was his business, Nash’s?” Sachs asked.

			Gillette chuckled. “I really couldn’t tell you. He owned companies that made components that went into other components. Apparently he was pretty good at coming up with parts like that. Nothing sexy. But he made a ton of money.”

			“Anyone else?” she asked.

			“He’d had problems with a stalker. A woman he dated. She was accounted for when the bomb was planted, if it was a bomb. But, then again, she wouldn’t do it herself. That’s what somebody’d hire a pro for.”

			Gillette continued, “And Nash was serving on a grand jury and so we wondered if that exposed him to threats. But they were pretty mundane cases. Mugging, larceny, simple assaults, some drug cases. Lot of them. But low level. Real low. Not the sort of thing a defendant would want to take out a grand juror over.”

			“No obvious motive,” Sachs said. “And it’s not the world of cartels and the mob, who’d have easy access to bombmakers. True, you can find just about anything on the internet nowadays, but it sounds like the most likely explanation is mechanical failure.”

			“Should say we’re exploring that with the manufacturer. They’re going to run some simulations. They weren’t optimistic about finding anything, not without the black box.”

			Rhyme then asked, “And you’re pretty sure it would’ve been planted here, not Orlando. Because of security.”

			“Right. Here—well, like I said, cameras and barbed wire, and deputies make the rounds occasionally but that’s it. And this part of the field’s pretty deserted. As you can see.”

			“Let’s go through the possibilities.”

			He wheeled to the front of the hangar and looked out over the tarmac, the chain-link fence, the buildings on the other side of the highway.

			Gillette explained that in the short time Nash’s jet had been parked here there had been only four people nearby. Three employees of the FBO and the deputy making his semi-daily security run, though the man checked the buildings and gates only, not the aircraft. Besides, Gillette knew the law enforcer personally and could vouch for him.

			“Videos?” Rhyme said, nodding at a camera on a tall pole in front of the hangar. Another was nearby.

			But the detective reported that he’d looked. The footage revealed only the plane taxiing toward the FBO, then it went out of sight. Then it appeared again as he was leaving to take off.

			“What was the timing of the events?” Sachs asked.

			“The employees arrived here between seven and eight.”

			“Who are they?”

			“The manager, two mechanics.” He nodded to two men in coveralls working on a prop plane in the hangar—working and occasionally eyeing the visitors.

			“So,” Rhyme said. “Nash lands when?”

			It was eight-ten, Gillette explained. “A cab pulled up about eight-twenty. He got in. They drove six miles to a lawyer Nash uses here. Some business deal. They met for about an hour. Another cab brought him back and dropped him off. The cabbies never got out of the cars. Nash took off a half hour later.”

			“How hard would it be to turn a video camera toward the tarmac, hm?” Sachs muttered. She added, “Tell me about the employees.”

			The detective pulled out a notebook. “Same staff here today was here yesterday. The manager of the FBO is Anita Ruiz. Forty-two, married. Joey Wilson is a mechanic and runs the refueling truck. Twenty-eight. Single. Busted twice for pot, but years ago and it was possession only. Nominal amount. And Mark Clinton is a mechanic. He’s fifty, divorced. Veteran in Iraq. There’re other mechanics but they weren’t working this week. Been a slow time, apparently. Aside from the grass, none of them have any convics. And none of them have any connection with Nash. Other than the few times he flies through here on his way to San Juan.”

			Rhyme said, “It’d be too obvious anyway. Nash happens to fly through here and pick up a bomb at the exact time as somebody who’s got a gripe against him is working? No, if any of them planted the IED, it was because they got paid to do it. Or extorted into it.”

			“And,” Sachs added, “they’d all know airplanes and know exactly where to put a bomb to do the most damage.”

			“We’re absolutely sure that security was tight enough so that nobody else could’ve gotten in?” Rhyme was recalling the perimeter cameras on the fences and the razor wire.

			“That’s right.”

			Rhyme gazed around the field again.

			“How do you want to proceed, sir?”

			He was silent for a moment. He glanced at Sachs, who appeared lost in thought. Then she said, “We could make them think we suspect the deputy who did the security checks. Treat them solely as witnesses. And then see if they try to shift any blame to him. Since we know he’s innocent, that’ll be a red flag.”

			Rhyme liked it.

			He wasn’t sure, though, about her amused gaze his way.

			“What?”

			“I think you should take it, Rhyme.”

			“Me? Witnesses?”

			“There’s no evidence. What else are you going to do but actually talk to people!? Come on, I think it’s time for you to see how the other half lives.”

			

			—

			Anita Ruiz was a businesslike woman, stocky, wearing a close-fitting, high-necked navy-blue dress. She had short dark hair, a dark complexion and wore bright red lipstick.

			She sat across from Rhyme at a desk and seemed uneasy but no more uneasy than you’d expect under these circumstances—especially considering Rhyme’s condition. The wheelchair, a complex motorized model, was an attention-getter. Her eyes made a circuit—from his uncooperative legs to a face he’d been told was handsome and, in fact, resembled that of a particular—and popular—film actor, right down to a prominent nose.

			He was running this more or less solo. Gillette was present but Sachs and Thom had motored off to an office building, convenience store and fast-food place across the road that Gillette reported had not been canvassed yet.

			Thanks loads, Sachs, Rhyme thought. His attention once more returned fully to Ruiz.

			She frowned when he said he was only interested in the movements of the deputy making the security rounds, Greg Corso, when the plane was on the ground here.

			“Deputy Corso? He’s such a nice man. Do you think he had anything to do with…what happened?” She looked down at the digital recorder.

			“We’re just getting facts. He’s not a suspect.”

			It was clear that she did not believe him. Just as Rhyme had hoped.

			He continued, “Did you see him around the wings or engines of the airplane at any time?”

			“I’m sorry, Officer…Mr. Rhyme. I was in my office the whole time and you can’t see the tarmac from where I was.”

			“The whole time?” He asked this because she’d used the words, which raised suspicions in his mind.

			Should it?

			Damn interviewing…He wanted test tubes and mass spectrometers.

			Ruiz added quickly, as if Rhyme had known the truth, “Now that I think about it, I did go outside once. But I just went to my car. That’s the other direction from the aircraft. It was behind me, so even if the deputy was there, I didn’t see him.”

			He asked other questions about Corso and if she’d seen anyone from the airport staff, even if not particularly close. Had she seen anything else that aroused her suspicions? The responses, all negative, were short—she didn’t ramble or volunteer information.

			Rhyme had a friend, Kathryn Dance, who was an agent with the California Bureau of Investigation. She specialized in using kinesics—body language analysis—in interrogating suspects and interviewing witnesses, and he’d formed a grudging respect for the art by watching her in action. One thing he’d learned was when suspects rambled and offered irrelevant or excessive details, it was more likely that they were being deceptive.

			His reaction to Ruiz was that she was probably telling the truth and, accordingly, fell low in the hierarchy of guilt.

			After she left, Detective Gillette brought mechanic Mark Clinton into the hangar. The lean man, beard slightly yellow from chewing tobacco, looked everywhere but at Rhyme as he sat down.

			Rhyme began with some preliminaries. Had he known Nash, did he know anybody who wanted to harm him?

			He answered negative to those. And gave brief answers to other questions about Nash and the aircraft. He swallowed frequently, but that wasn’t necessarily a sign of being deceptive, simply nerves.

			Finally, Rhyme steered the questioning around to Corso. Did he know the deputy?

			“No, sir, not other than to say hello, good morning, or whatever.”

			Had he seen the deputy near the airplane?

			Frowning, taking in the implication of the question. He hesitated, then asked, “When would that have been?”

			Odd question. The obvious answer: “Whenever the jet was here. Eight-fifteen to ten-thirty or so.”

			“Oh, I was working in here then on the Cherokee but I didn’t see anything. I mean, I couldn’t. There was too much glare when I looked out of the hangar door.”

			He asked a few more questions about Corso and what Clinton knew about him. He asked, “Did you ever hear that he had a gambling problem?”

			The man simply shook his head, as if an addiction like this didn’t even register on Clinton’s radar, if it was true.

			A few minutes later, using his good arm, Rhyme reached forward and paused the recorder. “All right. Thanks.” He looked up and caught Detective Gillette’s eye.

			The mechanic stood and followed the detective out of the hangar. Gillette returned a few minutes later with a heavyset man in a uniform and a baseball cap, from which sprouted masses of curly brown hair, flecked with gray.

			Joey Wilson responded to Rhyme’s preliminary questions—again about any known enemies of Nash—with an attitude of trying to be helpful. But he hardly knew the man. Nash flew in occasionally for meetings or refueling. Once, he needed a fuse. They’d spoken no more than a couple dozen words.

			Rhyme asked if he’d seen Corso near the airplane yesterday.

			“Greg Corso?” A frown, as Wilson perhaps wondered why Rhyme was curious about him. “Uhm, I think I did.”

			“Where, exactly?”

			“I don’t know, not for certain. I was headed to the lunchroom. For some breakfast. But Greg, I think, he was kind of near the starboard wing. I don’t know for one hundred percent sure, because I wasn’t topping him off so I wasn’t near the plane myself.”

			“No gas?”

			Wilson looked up from the floor. “No, see, he wasn’t scheduled for gas. That jet of his can go two thousand miles on a tank. The more you carry, the more gas, I mean, the heavier it is and the worse the mileage. Best to fly with as little juice as you can. I remember one guy one time was flying a Cessna Citation—now, that is a fine airplane. You ever been in one? Well, I guess you couldn’t…” He blushed. “Well, I mean you could, but…Well, it’s a superb piece of aviation machinery and he lands, he comes in and he has about eighty gallons left, which is really a no-no. That’ll get you maybe sixty miles. He was trying to save the money on fuel, you know, but guess what? He bought the airplane himself. Outright! I mean, this is what he told me, he wrote a check for it. Can you imagine. Seven figures! And he was skimping on gas? Stupid.”

			“You know anything about Deputy Corso’s personal life?”

			A blink. “No, sir. I don’t. Nothing. Really. He just made the rounds. The quiet type. Mysterious.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Well, he was a mystery.”

			Rhyme waited. “Can you add anything specific?”

			“No. Just, like, my impressions, you know.”

			No, he didn’t know. Didn’t have a goddamn idea. “Thanks for your help, Joey.” Rhyme was pleased that he’d been able to tamp down his natural impatience and curmudgeonly nature long enough to play a non-forensic detective.

			The man gave another look at the wheelchair and then headed off.

			Gillette joined him.

			Before he could run through the employees’ performances specifically, though, his van pulled up outside. Sachs got out and, noting them in the office, walked through the hangar, brushing rain from her sleeves. “Got something, Rhyme.” She was carrying her backpack and she dug her laptop from it.

			“A video of somebody with a mustache and black top hat filling a bowling ball bomb with gunpowder and sticking a fuse in it?”

			Gillette blinked at the joke. Over the years the pair had developed a rapport that was, as far as Rhyme knew, unique among law enforcers.

			“No such luck. No human wits. And most of the security cameras weren’t aimed this way. But I caught one. From the closest office building. No idea if it’s helpful, but it’s all I could score.”

			As she booted it up, he told her that the scheme to see if the employees would try to implicate the deputy, Greg Corso, was largely a bust. The only hint of a lead was that the refueler/mechanic Wilson had said he’d seen Corso near the plane, while he had not been there. And the deputy was “mysterious,” whatever that meant.

			Sachs started the video she had copied from the security system of the office building across the road.

			The camera was, of course, some distance away—several hundred feet—but there was a more or less unobstructed view of the FBO, though not Nash’s jet.

			They saw a dim image of swaying grass and branches in the foreground and, behind them, the office door of the company.

			Then Rhyme’s head eased closer to the screen. “There. Look.”

			They were gazing at the door of the FBO opening and Anita Ruiz walking outside.

			She turned and disappeared off camera.

			“Ah.”

			“Interesting, Rhyme?” Sachs asked.

			“Got her!”

			He explained that she was walking to the left. Exactly the opposite of the way she said she’d turned. “So she was lying. She did walk toward the plane.”

			“Was she carrying anything?” Gillette asked.

			Sachs ran it again.

			It was hard to see, given the bad quality of the image. She might have been carrying a purse.

			Or maybe a small package containing C-4 explosive.

			A lie…

			Rhyme was beginning to think this interrogation business had something to it.

			Gillette said, “It’s probably not enough to bring her in.”

			Sachs offered, “You have a cooperative magistrate? Maybe we could get a warrant to listen in to her conversations. Maybe poke around in her office.”

			“Sure, I’ll put that together.” He pulled out his cell phone.

			Then Rhyme cocked his head. “Damn it.”

			“What, Rhyme?”

			“Gnissapsert on.”

			“What?” Gillette asked, the phone pausing in his hand.

			Then Sachs was nodding. She gave a sour laugh as she figured it out.

			He told the detective, “Look at the upper right-hand corner.”

			“That sign?”

			“Right.”

			Gnissapsert On

			“Oh, it’s backward.”

			No Trespassing

			Gillette was chuckling.

			Rhyme, though, was not amused. “That’s why the image was so dim. It was a reflection.”

			Sachs said, “The camera must’ve been pointed at the window of one of the office buildings. The glass façade was like a mirror. It looked like Ruiz turned toward the plane. Actually she turned away from it. Just like she said. She was telling the truth.”

			“Almost as bad as witnesses—goddamn videos. Hell.” He actually felt betrayed by the one forensic clue they’d unearthed.

			“She’s innocent,” the detective said.

			“Not innocent,” Rhyme corrected. “We just didn’t catch her up with that particular lie.” He shrugged. “Though there’s nothing else in her interview to implicate her.”

			“What about the mechanics?” Sachs asked.

			“Mark Clinton? He was blinded by the glare, he said…” Rhyme’s voice faded momentarily. “But wait. Was it sunny? There was that terrible storm yesterday. What about in the morning? I don’t remember.”

			Gillette said, “Clear blue skies until about ten. Then the storm came in. Yes, he’s telling the truth.”

			“Or maybe not.”

			“How do you mean, Lincoln?”

			He looked around the hangar. Then said, “Which way does the hangar door face?”

			Gillette said, “Son of a gun. Right. West.”

			Sachs: “At nine in the morning, nobody in here would see any sun at all. The light was coming from the opposite direction.”

			“Okay, so he was lying. Get him back in here.”

			A few minutes later Clinton was in the hangar office once more. Rhyme looked him over with a curious expression. He wasn’t in the mood for subtlety. He was pissed he didn’t have any evidence. He said bluntly, “You said you were blinded yesterday. You couldn’t see the plane very well.”

			“Yessir. It was really glary.”

			“How could that be? The sun was behind you. You were looking west.”

			Clinton responded casually, as if he didn’t even get he was being considered untrustworthy. “Yessir. It was.”

			“Well?”

			“Oh. The sun was reflecting off Mr. Nash’s aircraft. The fuselage. It was silver, you know. Not white, like most of the private jets. It was really, really bright. Couldn’t see a thing.”

			Rhyme cleared his throat. Silence for a moment. “All right. Thank you.”

			After he’d gone: “Another reflection issue. See why we can’t trust our goddamn senses?”

			Sachs laughed. Rhyme was not amused.

			“Let’s follow up with Wilson. He’s the one who lied about the deputy. And he was rambling. Kathryn Dance said that’s a deception flag.”

			Gillette said, “I’ll play bad cop.”

			The man strode out of the hangar and up to Wilson, doing something with the controls on his fuel truck. Rhyme saw him stiffen. He’d spotted Gillette approaching in the side-view mirror—yet more reflections!—and walked fast to a battered Honda Accord, jumped in and sped away.

			“He’s rabbiting,” Sachs said. She instinctively glanced at the only wheels available to her here. Sachs was a master of high-speed chases but she wasn’t going to be doing any Indy 500s in a wheelchair-accessible van.

			Not that it mattered. Detective Gillette was apparently a pretty good wheelman himself. He was in the driver’s seat of his cruiser in seconds, and with the lights and siren going, he sped the car forward. It skidded once, but he controlled the big Chrysler from slamming into the fuel truck and spun around it. Then he followed Wilson to the main gate, near the terminal, and, once through it, onto the highway.

			

			—

			A half hour later Detective Gillette led a handcuffed Joey Wilson into the hangar.

			“Man, this is bullshit!”

			He directed the mechanic to the chair he’d just been interrogated in and helped him sit. None too gently, Rhyme observed, thinking it must have been a harrowing, if short, chase.

			“What’s the story?” Rhyme asked.

			“I don’t know what you mean.”

			Leaning close, Gillette snapped, “Why’d you run?”

			“I wasn’t running. I just wanted to get home and close up my windows. Because I heard there was going to be another storm. I forgot about them this morning.”

			Rhyme gave an oh-please look. “Let’s take that bullshit off the table. You were running. Which is as good as confessing you lied to me. You did go to the plane.”

			He gaped.

			“Oh, how did I make that connection?” Rhyme asked. He glanced at Gillette, who leaned close again and muttered, “That’s what the fuck he does. This guy can figure out stuff you can’t even imagine. I want to just book you. He said no.”

			Rhyme was nodding. “You volunteered that you hadn’t gone to the plane, when I didn’t ask. Since that—and seeing Corso at the aircraft—were the only two things of substance you told me, that said you were lying about one or both. Probably both. So. There we are. You were at the plane, and you didn’t see the deputy there.”

			Just then Gillette’s phone hummed. He took the call and spoke for a few minutes and then hung up. He grinned as he looked over at Wilson. “The crime scene people just went over your car.”

			“Oh, hell.”

			“And guess what they found?”

			Rhyme said, “How good was the pot in his trunk?”

			Both Gillette and Wilson gave a brief reaction of surprise. Gillette’s cleared first. “Some of the best they’d seen. And enough buds and leaves to tell me it was dealer quantity.”

			The young man was staring at Rhyme, who said to Gillette, “It occurred to me that the last thing he’d want to do is blow Nash up. He flies here regularly from Orlando. There’s a mechanic or refueler up there who hides the stash in Nash’s plane and then our friend Joey here swaps that out for the cash.”

			Wilson closed his eyes.

			Gillette leaned close once again. “So. Some kind of network you FBO people have to ship drugs. You use small airports like this one. No dogs, hardly any security.”

			Sachs said, “And none of the people who fly the private planes know. That’s what makes the plan work so well. If they cross borders, they don’t get nervous talking to Customs.”

			Rhyme continued, “Where were the drugs and the money? And please tell me they were in the rear.”

			He looked at Gillette. “If it was, and we’re lucky with the timing, the package the pot was in might’ve picked up some trace from the bomb—or the bomber. And it’s sitting in his trunk right now.”

			A beat.

			Gillette raged, “Not the time for quiet, son.”

			Wilson said quickly, “Front wheel well.”

			“Hell.” Rhyme grimaced. “No transfer.”

			Gillette muttered, “And you were, what, trying to point the finger at Corso?”

			“I guess.” Another look down. “I just said that because if you found the drugs or money where the plane crashed, you’d think he was the one. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

			Gillette escorted him to his feet and took him to the Dade County East Sheriff’s Office car that had accompanied them here. He was taken away.

			Gillette said, “Well, this was the only place a bomb could’ve been planted and it looks like it wasn’t. So I guess whatever happened, it probably was a mechanical. I thank you both, Lincoln and Amelia. Especially for coming out to help us on one of our oh-so-pleasant Florida days.” A nod toward the darkening sky.

			Rhyme extended his good hand and the men shook. Sachs too gripped Gillette’s palm. Rhyme said, “Let’s check in with New York, Sachs. Find out if there’s anything that needs our attention. And look at the time. I see it’s close to cocktail hour.”

			Thursday

			But the case was not quite completely closed.

			At nine in the morning, Gillette, Sachs and Rhyme were reassembled on the tarmac, at Rhyme’s request. Thom was nearby. He’d occasionally wipe sweat from Rhyme’s forehead. Today was much clearer, sunny and bright, and not a breath of wind, but the temperature was already soaring.

			Sachs was explaining to Gillette, “Remember when I was canvassing yesterday at those buildings and the restaurants, where I got the security video?”

			“I do.”

			“I gave my number to all the businesses there, told them if anybody remembered seeing anybody next to a jet parked on the tarmac by the Southern Flight Services’ office, to let me know. I got a call this morning. Seems a tourist and his family were sitting at that Burger King, outside, around the time Nash’s plane was there.” She pointed. “They heard the story of the investigation on the news last night and got my number. The father has some pictures.”

			Rhyme squinted as he studied the fast-food place. “He would have had a perfect view of the plane’s tail end. Where the bomb was planted—or not planted.”

			Gillette asked, “Where is he, still in the area?”

			“Family’s at the Blue Heron Inn.”

			“Sure, I know it. Five miles from here. Let’s go talk to him. You want to follow me?”

			“Will do,” said Thom.

			“I’ll call Dispatch on the way. Have a forensic team meet us there. And bring along one of those programs they have to enhance photos.”

			“ ‘Forensic,’ ” Rhyme said, drawing a satisfied breath. “If I believed in clichés, I’d say the fish is back in the water.”

			“That’s not a cliché, Rhyme,” Sachs offered. “It’s not even an expression.”

			“It is now.”

			

			—

			Dade County East Deputy Greg Corso pulled off the highway and nosed his car—his personal Buick—into a stand of magnolia. Pulling on latex gloves, he reached into the glove box and removed a cold gun, a .38 Special Smittie. He’d taken it off Billy or Rodrigo or Juan sometime, someplace over the past six months.

			And he’d told the kid to get lost. Because a collar for a little coke and firearms possession wasn’t as good as getting a gun that couldn’t be traced to Corso. A gun that could be used for a situation like this.

			Corso loaded it with bullets fresh from the box—rounds were always untraceable if you touched them only with gloves.

			And then he headed into the marshy field behind the Blue Heron Inn and made his way toward cabin 43, which is where the tourist was staying, the tourist who’d videoed Nash’s private jet the other day—and had very possibly gotten an image of Corso himself slipping the bomb into the right engine hydraulic access compartment.

			At thirty-two Corso was too old to be a patrolman, looking through airport restrooms for illegals and chasing Billys and Rodrigos and Juans for little bags of drugs and big pistols. And, for Christ’s sake, making security rounds of airports and shopping malls. But he had a mouth and he had a problem with the bottle, so he hadn’t moved up the way he should have, the way he deserved to.

			But he wasn’t going to have to worry about that anymore. He’d just made a cool hundred thousand bucks by making sure Nash’s plane blew up over the deepest part of the Atlantic. Corso knew ordnance—he’d been a combat soldier until the fucking dishonorable—and had set up the device just right.

			Things had seemed to go smoothly enough. But now the job had turned messy. This tourist and his family would have to be killed. The gun would be traced to the streets of Miami, and Corso would scatter enough coke around the room to make it look like a drug-related robbery and homicide.

			He hoped the tourist was in the room alone. On the other hand, if the guy was reluctant to tell him where the camera was, pointing a gun at your kid’s head makes you talk really fast.

			He didn’t want to kill anybody else. But you did what you had to.

			One hundred thousand cash…

			New boat or mortgage?

			Tough call.

			No, it’s not. Boat.

			Then he was at the door of the bungalow where the Johnson family, from Nyack, New York, wherever the hell that was, was staying.

			He looked around. Nobody. This cabin was the last in a row near the field he’d just come through. Pulling back the hammer on the gun until it clicked, he leaned forward and put his head close to the door, listening. TV was on. Cartoons. They were probably getting their gear assembled for a day at the beach.

			So the kids were in the room. He grimaced. He’d have to take everybody out.

			The good news, at least, was that if he wasn’t going to leave any witnesses he didn’t need to wear the ski mask. It itched like hell and the day was already close to ninety degrees.

			

			—

			Thom parked the van beside Gillette’s unmarked car in the front parking lot of the Blue Heron Inn.

			It was what Rhyme expected of a near-the-beach resort in this part of Florida. The rear-facing rooms got a view of trees and power lines, the front got the highway and strip mall. An anemic pool, sandy parking lot, breakfast room with plate glass two days past a half-hearted Windexing.

			Eggs Anyway

			Ask About Our Specials

			Rhyme thought about commenting to Sachs that the “anyway” didn’t mean what the writer intended about the options for breakfast and the capitalization of the pronoun carried a certain theological connotation. But he refrained. This was serious business.

			Together they walked and wheeled toward the tourists’ cabin.

			“There’s nobody here from the department yet,” Sachs said.

			Gillette looked around. There were no other police cars in view. “I’ll give ’em a call. But first, let’s talk to this tourist. I’m eager to see what he has to say.”

			They approached the front door of the cabin and Gillette knocked. “Dade County East Sheriff’s Office.”

			The door opened, though no one appeared at first. Gillette stepped in, saying, “Hello?”

			It was at that moment that a pistol, held by someone inside, appeared out of nowhere, the muzzle touching the side of the detective’s head.

			

			—

			Archie Coughlin, the chief sheriff of Dade County East, read Preston Gillette his rights.

			The massive fellow, tanned and sweating through his beige uniform, had nearly deferred to Lincoln Rhyme in this regard, so impressed was he that the New Yorker had broken the case.

			Rhyme pointed out, though, that he was no longer an official law enforcer. Amelia Sachs was active duty, of course, but not of this jurisdiction. And one never wanted to screw up when it came to constitutional protections of suspects. Always a black mark when they got off on technicalities.

			The jurisdictional matter was also true for the third member of the Big Apple team: Ron Pulaski, the young, blond NYPD patrol officer who often assisted Rhyme and Sachs. He had jetted in last night to participate in the sting.

			Pulaski and Sachs and several local deputies were inside the cabin momentarily with Gillette’s partner in crime—Greg Corso, the deputy who’d actually planted the bomb in Nash’s aircraft when none of the employees of the FBO could see him. Rhyme was outside with Coughlin and the handcuffed Gillette and a half dozen other deputies from the sheriff’s department.

			Now Sachs and Pulaski emerged from the cabin, followed by Corso, also in cuffs, his arms gripped by two grim-faced deputies. He was led off to the back of an unmarked car.

			The two NYPD officers joined Rhyme, Coughlin and Gillette.

			Sachs nodded in the direction of Corso. “Told us everything we needed.”

			“What?” Gillette raged. “He gave me up?”

			Coughlin produced a toothpick and stuck it in his mouth.

			Now, that, Rhyme reflected, is a cliché. He wanted to catch Sachs’s eye but she was concentrating on their suspect.

			Coughlin asked, “You going to cooperate too, Gillette? I’ll put in a good word with the DA.”

			Ignoring his boss—well, soon to be former—the deputy raged, “You!” A glare at Rhyme. “How’d you know?”

			Rhyme, always pleased to explain—and to show off his reasoning—said, “What’s the key to this case? I didn’t have evidence, so I had to work with witnesses. Words. Expressions. And I told myself what if I were to treat them the same way that I treated evidence. Thinking of Monsieur Locard—there’s always a transfer of trace between the criminal and scene. What if this witness stuff worked the same way…I’m boring you probably. But sorry. I find it quite interesting.

			“I looked at everything that the principals in the case had said. Did anything rub off on the scene? And in your case, I thought it might have. You seemed to know a lot about the aircraft in question. Range, size, autopilot, seats, the phrase ‘a mechanical.’ Did it mean you’d definitely learned those terms researching how to blow up Nash’s plane? No. Did it merit further investigation? Yes.

			“So, an empirical test. A laboratory test, if you will. Just like with the gas chromatograph. We put together the Blue Heron scam—the witness with a photograph of the airplane. And we waited for the results—i.e., to see how you would do. Of course, if you simply showed up to collect the picture and log it into evidence, I would have been wrong. And I would have apologized, wouldn’t I have, Sachs?”

			Her look said, No.

			And she’d be right.

			But that’s not what had happened, not by a long shot.

			It had been a perfect operation. Not a single gunshot, no injuries, a righteous collar. But more important, for Lincoln Rhyme, he now had access to trace, fingerprints, DNA and impression evidence that was not five miles underwater.

			Rhyme then looked the blustering man over. “But why did you ask me to help? It was foolish.”

			“Because you’re famous,” Gillette muttered. “And when you would conclude that the plane crash was an accident—which I thought you’d do—everybody’d believe it.”

			“So. You going to help us, Preston? You don’t, Corso’ll come off as the cooperating one.”

			“Prick, selling me out…Yeah, I’ll give you a statement.”

			“It’ll have to include who hired you.”

			“What can you give me?”

			Coughlin made a call and removed the toothpick to talk. He had a conversation that Rhyme could not hear. Then disconnected. He looked toward Gillette. “You give us whoever hired you and Corso, and the state will waive capital murder.”

			Gillette was considering this.

			“Or you call a lawyer and take your chances.”

			“All right, all right.”

			A half hour later, Gillette signed the handwritten statement.

			It was, Rhyme was actually disappointed to learn, Nash’s business partner. There was a subtle provision in the partnership agreement that if he died before a certain date the partner could buy out the shares at a very discounted rate.

			Money. The dullest of motives.

			Though certainly one of the most common.

			The partner knew Corso from the army and Corso suggested both he and Gillette—who had put together various criminal projects in the Miami area—would take care of Nash for two hundred thousand dollars.

			“You did the right thing, talking to us,” Coughlin said, pocketing the statement. “Come on. Let’s get you to the station.”

			As they walked past the squad car where Corso sat, Gillette glanced at him with a glare.

			The younger deputy said, “Don’t worry. We’ll beat ’em.”

			Gillette stopped, frowning.

			Corso continued, “Just don’t say a word and we’ll be okay. They don’t have anything. No evidence, remember? It’s all at the bottom of the ocean.”

			Gillette blurted, “Fuck, no.” In a whisper: “But didn’t you…? You gave me up!”

			“Me? I didn’t say a word! What’re you talking about?”

			Gillette spun around and glared at Sachs. “You said he gave you everything you needed.”

			She replied, “He did. His address, phone number and Social. That was all we needed.”

			“You lied!”

			Rhyme said, offended, “It was hardly a lie. You misinterpreted what she said.”

			Coughlin nodded toward the two officers beside Gillette. “Get ’em both downtown.”

			He then thanked Rhyme and Sachs and walked back to his own car.

			The pair returned to the van, where Thom was getting the accessible ramp ready. She said, “So what did you think, Rhyme? Handling your first evidence-free case?”

			He was thoughtful for a moment. “It worked out, there’s no denying that. But on the whole I’ll take trace evidence and DNA and fingerprints any day. People? They’re way too much trouble.”

		

	
		
			A Woman of Mystery

			Ah, yes, there she was in front of him.

			Ms. Number Five.

			The woman he had to kill.

			The man stood beside a streetlamp pole, peering at her from outside the café where she was sipping an Americano.

			He was a slim man, though strong, and had suffered from some minor pox when young. His long, pale face was mottled. Today, a chill April, he was in a leather jacket and tight-fitting jeans. Boots too. Boots with tall heels, since he was troubled by his short stature. His name was Crespi; he had a first name but he never used it.

			Ms. Number Five…

			His fifth victim—well, soon to be—sitting obliviously near the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, Italy’s oldest shopping mall, in central Milan. Enjoying her coffee and a pastry of some sort, Emily French was texting or reading an email on her phone. She had, Crespi knew, a boyfriend, who was away at the moment; perhaps they were sharing intimate secrets.

			Crespi didn’t care. He wasn’t jealous; he had no romantic interest in Emily, as lovely as she was. No, his obsession with the woman was a simple one: death. He would remain in his frantic state until she was no longer of this earth.

			He glanced about. Since the galleria and the neighboring duomo were tourist—and therefore terrorist—targets, a dozen city and state police, as well as Carabinieri, were present. They were watchful and the majority carried machine guns. Crespi was careful to avoid them.

			His eyes assessed Emily once more. She was in her late twenties, with long black hair and straight-cut bangs. She had a trim figure and he knew she enjoyed jogging—which is not something Milanese did with quite the frequency of some other cities. She was a New Yorker, who’d come here three months ago to work for a U.S. company with a sales office in Milan. Fashion, of course. Crespi found the whole business distasteful—and he had the same feelings for Americans. (Zero sense of culture or creativity or humility.)

			But this was not why Emily French would die.

			Her demise would be for an entirely different reason.

			Another look about him. The time was 17:30 hours, and the streets were filled with locals and tourists meandering to a preferred bar for an aperitivo, or returning to their homes or hotels. It was Sunday, and there were few offices open, but this part of Milan was a favorite for families, for lovers, for sightseers. The spring wind was chilly but not so harsh as to keep people from the streets.

			The crowds meant, of course, that Crespi had had no opportunity to get close to Emily and play his game with the kitchen knife. No, the attack would have to be at her apartment, about a kilometer from here. The flat was on a quiet street, Via della Moscova, not far from the old zoo. He would wait until she was at the door and as soon as she unlocked it, strike.

			Inhaling deeply, he smelled the damp exhaust, the perfume from a beautiful young woman, dressed head to toe in leather, passing him by; she had been shopping at one of the posh stores on Via Manzoni: Armani or Prada. Stores used to be closed on Sunday, the day of worship. Not any longer. Crespi didn’t approve—though he did have the retail outlets to thank for the opportunity to see the gorgeous creatures parading past.

			Ah, now it was time.

			Emily French waved for the bill—a rude, American gesture.

			But, to his disappointment, after she paid and left the café, she turned in a direction away from her home. She was going to visit friends for dinner, he guessed, or perhaps go to a concert or film.

			Crespi sighed angrily. He pushed into the establishment she’d just left and rudely brushed aside several other patrons to take the table Emily had been sitting at.

			“What the hell’re you doing?” a bulky Australian tourist snapped.

			One look from Crespi, though, and the man fell silent. He and his family skulked off to find another table.

			He ordered a cappuccino, then pulled out a paperback book and tried to read. Crespi was, however, distracted and edgy. He needed to kill, the way a drunk needs liquor, and a baby needs milk.

			But satisfaction, it seemed, would have to wait.

			

			—

			Detective Inspector Rinaldo Tosca sat back on his unsteady chair. He was in his office overlooking the Homicide Squad in Milan’s main Questura. The police station was a boxy post-war structure—not fancy like the one in Naples—and scuffed and dingy, just like Tosca’s office.

			But the forty-five-year-old State Police officer paid no attention to the worn nature of his quarters, none whatsoever. He toyed with a pencil, weaving it through his fingers, and stared at four large pieces of paper taped to his wall. The first one had gone up two months ago. The pictures and words penned upon it had consumed him; now that it had three brethren beside it, Tosca was even more focused on what the sheets revealed. The contents filled virtually every waking moment of his life.

			The heavyset man had a fierce mustache and black hair, swept back. His legs were like hams. The massive muscles had developed in his youthful days as a beat policeman roaming the streets of the darker parts of Milan on foot. He covered more territory than any other policeman in his squad—perhaps in the whole of the State Police. He still walked ten kilometers a day, to and from work, and on the cases he was handling.

			At the moment, though, he was stuck in his office.

			He would have given anything to be pursuing the Sunday Killer out in the field.

			But there were absolutely no leads to follow up on. None.

			A call came in from the public prosecutor, who was running the case jointly with Tosca. The man, whose office was several blocks away, barked, “Journalists! They’re popping up like moles in my garden. They won’t let me alone.”

			They wouldn’t leave Tosca alone either, but he simply ignored them. The prosecutor had political ambition, it was rumored, and so he could not afford to alienate the press.

			The prosecutor added, “Rinaldo, do you have anything at all? I must tell them something.”

			Tosca explained that the Sunday Killer homicide team—eighteen strong—was having little luck in making headway. “Once more, Prosecutor, the forensics that the Scientific Police have provided link the four murders. That is clear. But the evidence does not lead elsewhere—to who the perpetrator might be. He’s scrupulous about the crime scenes. He’s a craftsman.”

			“Craftsman,” the prosecutor muttered. Then he said, “The whole city is watching us, Rinaldo. And what is the day of the week? Sunday!”

			The killer struck only on the day of rest. Not every Sunday, but four of them in the past two months. Tosca had used criminal databases and the psychopathologist experts to see if there was any significance to killing on Sunday. But since the victims were not connected to churches or otherwise religious in nature, they could come up with no insights.

			The prosecutor wasn’t pleased. He scoffed, “I’ll stall the reporters, I suppose, though I’ll need something soon. And,” he muttered darkly, “the mayor and the interior minister keep calling. The killings—and our failure to catch this bastard—are making the news around the world. And that hardly presents the city in a very good light.”

			And are tarnishing my potential political career, the prosecutor might as well have added.

			He disconnected abruptly.

			With a sigh, Tosca set the phone down.

			He stared at the four sheets of paper, each a crime scene chart on which he’d written down all the details of the murders—names and photos of the individuals, the locations of their deaths (all killed in their homes), the COD (a knife), possible suspects from their past (none), possible suspects from their present lives (none), and the other forensics and witness statements (damn little).

			All they knew was the Sunday Killer was male, not particularly large, probably Italian. And, as Tosca had reminded the prosecutor, he seemed to know a great deal about crime scenes because he was careful to leave virtually no physical evidence.

			The difficulty in the case was that, unlike every other murder he’d run, there was no obvious motive and no connection between the victims. Tosca now looked at the charts, each one devoted to a person murdered by the Sunday Killer: Percy Glyde was a fifty-six-year-old executive with an energy company posted to Milan from Scotland. Becky Winter, twenty-six, was an American graduate student at Università Bocconi, the business school in Milan. Camile L’Espanaye, from Piedmont, was a forty-four-year-old ski instructor at Courmayeur during season and came to Milan in the spring and summer to manage a health club. A Frenchwoman, Lucy Ferrier, forty-eight, lived both here and in Nice, where she owned a company that put together venues for weddings and other formal get-togethers.

			The fact that three of the four were not Italian raised eyebrows, of course, and it was well known that asylum seekers were occasionally targeted by the ultra-right elements and gangs, but the Sunday Killer’s victims hardly fell into that category.

			Tosca rose and paced slowly in front of the charts, navigating as best he could through the boxes and stacks of case files.

			Why would someone want to kill you? he asked silently. No criminal records, no difficult romantic entanglements, no sexual scenarios at the crime scenes, no money or other valuables stolen.

			Why?

			That question lingered, frustratingly.

			Until it was replaced by one more urgent, more troubling. The echo of the public prosecutor’s words a moment ago.

			And do I need to remind you that today is Sunday?

			No, my dear Prosecutor. You do not.

			

			—

			Crespi had been waiting for hours, in an alley near Emily French’s flat, hiding behind one of those big round refuse containers with the hoop on top. This one was blue and covered with graffiti.

			He wondered if he should have followed Emily earlier in the evening…and grabbed her as she passed a construction site or deserted building. It was getting late. There were not many hours left of Sunday, and she had to die today; those were the rules and they could not be changed.

			But he knew too that he’d made the safe decision. Crespi read a great deal about crime scenes and knew of the nearly miraculous discoveries made by the Scientific Police. It was very, very risky to move impulsively. You needed plenty of time before the event, to plan, and plenty of time after, to clean up and destroy evidence.

			Five minutes passed. Then ten.

			Where was she?

			Emily was not a girl who slept around, nor was she one, he’d learned, who would stay over with friends, especially on Sunday night; she’d have an early start tomorrow, as her job began at 8 a.m.

			So where the hell was she?

			To rest his legs he crouched, keeping himself hidden from passersby by the container. Crespi drew from his pocket the lengthy, stained fileting knife, which was silent and fast as a wraith. He recalled the delicious memory of his victims’ thrashing about in the throes of death, reaching vainly out to him, perhaps for mercy.

			As if he would display any of that…

			Crespi had watched them die fast, and in relatively little pain. Draining blood, he’d read in a story, brought euphoria, then unconsciousness quickly. Not a bad way to die, once you took away the absolute horror of the five preceding minutes.

			He peeked out now and had a good view of Emily’s front door. The building she lived in was four stories high, built during the ’60s. The doorway was in an alcove, in which she’d be completely hidden when she unlocked the door. He could be on her in seconds.

			And in these particular surroundings, there were no security cameras. In several of the murders committed by the Sunday Killer, he had had to wear a ski mask, since there was the danger of being filmed. Tonight, though, he could reveal his face to Emily French during the entire course of the murder. It was somehow fitting—no, exciting, to think that his face would be the last thing she would see when her story reached its denouement. He smiled at this word, which he decided fit perfectly.

			

			—

			
			The hour was nearly 22:00.

			Detective Inspector Rinaldo Tosca was pacing through his office, his carefully polished shoes stepping one in front of the other.

			Minions, in the form of Scientific Police and Flying Squad officers—men and women—came and went. So did State Police homicide investigators, both uniformed and plain-clothed, assigned to the Sunday Killer case. There were even several federal Carabinieri. While the latter organization and the State Police had a well-known rivalry, Tosca was careful to maintain a friendly working relationship with his military-police counterparts. One of these in particular, on the Sunday Killer taskforce, was a young officer new to the force, Ercole Benelli, a former Forestry Corps policeman. He was a friend…and as talented a law enforcer as you’d find anywhere, even though his training had been investigating counterfeit truffles certificates and cattle thefts.

			But none of the reports and suggestions and queries these individuals provided shed any light on who the Sunday Killer might be or whom he would target next.

			The murderer had now gone three weeks without a kill. On instinct only, Tosca believed today was the day he would strike again. After decades in the homicide investigation business, he had a sense of when the perpetrators he pursued were growing desperate to satisfy their lust to take a life.

			Of course, it was possible that the Sunday Killer already had. The fifth victim, someone living alone and not expected in an office until Monday morning, might be lying still and cold in a thickening pool of blood somewhere.

			Tosca’s eyes took in the map of Milan.

			Somewhere, anywhere…

			Damn. He ground his teeth together. His wife, Anika, texted to ask about supper. He was not in the mood for a conversation, so he replied that he would miss the family meal tonight. This was a pity—he enjoyed the large family gatherings on Sunday. But he needed to remain here.

			It was then that his phone—the landline—rang. He picked it up. “Sì, pronto?”

			“Inspector, this is Officer Morelli at the front desk. There’s a woman who wishes to see you. It’s about the Sunday Killer case.”

			“A reporter?”

			“No. She says she thinks she has some information.”

			“What’s her name?”

			There was a pause as the desk officer posed the question. Then she said, “Signorina Gialla.”

			Curious name. The color yellow.

			“Send her up.”

			Three minutes later a uniformed officer escorted the visitor into the office, as protocol dictated. She was of indeterminate age, with a handsome face, lean figure, blond hair. Her blue dress was stylish, but not flashy, and she wore impressive high heels. A golden scarf encircled her neck. A black leather jacket was over her arm. Her eyes radiated humor and confidence.

			She approached Tosca and, surprising him, gripped him by the shoulders and kissed him hard on both cheeks. He was taken aback.

			“Well,” he began, “what can I—”

			“Inspector,” Signorina Gialla said, but her eyes were not on him. Rather, she stared at the charts on the wall, the photos of the victims in particular, it seemed. This made Tosca uncomfortable and he realized he should have covered them, or met the woman elsewhere. The photos were not for public consumption. Still, she seemed unfazed. After a moment she turned back to face him again.

			“I must apologize. From the bottom of my heart. But the truth is that, while I heard something about the Sunday Killer weeks ago, I didn’t pay attention to certain facts. I wish I had. Perhaps some of the victims would still be alive if I hadn’t been so remiss.”

			“Who are you?” Tosca asked sternly. “Do you know the killer, or suspect his identity?”

			“No, no, but I do know who the next victim will be.”

			Tosca tried to understand this. “Yet you claim you don’t know the murderer? You realize this casts suspicion on you.”

			The woman sighed. “Ah, Detective Inspector, here I am, if you want to arrest me for…I don’t really know what. I am clearly not a man—as is your suspect. And if you wish to arrest me for withholding information, aren’t I ‘guilty’ of just the opposite? Since here I am imparting information?

			“Now, I recommend we not waste any more time with digressions, and enlist every officer in the building—no, every officer in Milan—to follow up on my suggestion.” Her lips tightened into a grimace as she looked at the wall clock. “Although it is my fear that we are already too late.”

			

			—

			Emily French loved Italy.

			As a fashion industry consultant, the young woman knew in her heart that if anyone took style seriously, it was the Italians. Yes, she worked for an American clothing company, and she’d thought that, as an outsider, she’d experience some prejudice against the “Yankee.”

			Not a bit.

			She was welcomed into the arms of the fashion world, where people were more than happy to work with her to create the best and most stylish garments and accessories they could offer to consumers.

			She was now walking down dimly lit, deserted Via della Moscova, headed back to her apartment.

			She loved the country. Oh, when she’d first come here, central Milan had seemed overwhelming. Busy, sprawling and—frankly—a bit dingy and pedestrian. But, she learned, that was only on the surface. Within those dun-colored buildings and vertical windows covered with metal shutters, were warm, spacious and stylish homes, jeweled with avant-garde décor. And the friends she’d met tonight for cacio e pepe and wine…what a wonderful group of people. Funny, cultured, warm.

			And her assignment was for five years! She still had so many wonderful evenings in Italy to look forward to.

			Emily was now approaching the dim alleyway in which the massive recycling container sat. She passed it and walked into her front door alcove. She inserted the key and turned it, hearing the satisfying click that meant she would soon be enjoying a late-night glass of wine and a phone conversation with her boyfriend, who was finishing an assignment in Switzerland and would be here late tomorrow. Oh, how she missed Phillipe!

			Just as she opened the door, she heard a rush of footsteps behind her and felt a pair of arms wrapping around her chest. A man was tackling her and she tumbled to the hard lobby floor, the breath knocked from her lungs.

			“No, get off me!” she gasped.

			The man whispered, “Quiet, quiet!” In Italian.

			She was going to die! She recalled those press stories about the man they called the Sunday Killer!

			Was this him? Was she about to be stabbed to death?

			“Please!”

			“Shhhh.”

			And then she heard another man’s voice, also urgent, speaking in Italian, from about fifteen feet away. “He’s there in the alleyway!…You, stop!”

			Another voice: “Police, police! Don’t move.”

			Emily turned and noted that the man on top of her was not an attacker at all—but a police officer, a Carabiniere, wearing the distinctively posh uniform jacket and the blue slacks with the red stripes on the out seam.

			He was climbing off her and blushing, it seemed, helping her up.

			Yet there was another individual nearby, one who was indeed a potential attacker. In the mouth of the alley, near the recycling bin, was a small, wiry man, staring at her with mad eyes, utterly frantic. In his hand was a knife. The blade was splotched dark in places, perhaps from dried blood.

			Two State Police officers were pointing their weapons his way, as was a second Carabiniere.

			“Drop the blade! Or you’ll be shot!”

			The assailant seemed not to hear. He remained as focused on Emily as a fox on a rabbit.

			But then clarity filled the man’s eyes and he realized his goal of blood would not be fulfilled. He dropped the knife and turned to flee—but was promptly tackled by the officers, who then bound his hands.

			From the shadows up the street came a low voice, calling out, “Report!”

			“Sir, the assailant is down. In handcuffs.”

			The low, melodic voice again: “Get him to the lockup.” The man speaking stepped into the light. He was heavyset and wore a rumpled suit, but his shoes were perfectly polished to brown mirrors. He wore a badge on a lanyard around his neck. “I am Detective Inspector Tosca, Signorina French. You are unhurt?”

			“Yes,” she answered breathlessly. “But…”

			“But shaken, of course.” The tall, boyish-looking Carabiniere said, “Forgive me, Signorina French, for leaping upon you. There was no time to explain. The Sunday Killer, we saw, was very close.”

			Emily whispered, “So it was him.”

			“Yes, indeed it was,” said Tosca, who was watching the man being led off to a police van. He turned to the Carabiniere who’d protected her and said, “Officer Benelli, would you and your colleague find out where he lives and search the place carefully?”

			“Yessir,” Benelli answered and the two officers slipped into the night.

			“Now, Signorina, will you accompany me to the Questura, please? I’ll need you to make a statement. And waiting there is someone you will want to meet.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Because she’s the person who saved your life.”

			

			—

			Scores of paparazzi clogged the front of the Questura as Tosca led Emily French through the throng and into the building.

			Cameras rolled and flashed and questions fired from mouths, as the media wished to know more.

			There would be a press conference later, Tosca called, and the two disappeared into the building.

			They encountered another cluster outside Tosca’s office in the Homicide Squad: police and city officials, present to congratulate Tosca for preventing the fifth Sunday Killer attack and arresting the man. And to ask their own questions. (Many seemed curious, as well, about the blonde sitting quietly in a chair beside Tosca’s desk, reading a book contentedly, as if she were sitting before a flickering fireplace with a glass of grappa in hand.)

			Tosca announced that he would be filing all the appropriate reports and would discuss the case later. At the moment, he had another matter to attend to. He closed the door and lowered the blinds over the smudged glass windows facing the squad room.

			“Signorina Gialla, this is Emily French.”

			“Ah, Ms. French,” the woman said, in lightly accented English. She rose and they embraced.

			They sat down in office chairs, facing each other, and Tosca took a seat at the desk. He said, “Why don’t you explain to Signorina French how you happened to learn that she was at risk.”

			“Yes,” Emily said. “I don’t understand it. I have never heard of this man…what’s his name?”

			“Crespi.”

			“Ah,” Signorina Gialla said, “you may not have heard of him, but he’s heard of you. Or I should say, your namesake…from the book.”

			“The book?” Emily blinked. Then it seemed she understood. “Yes, the character from Agatha Christie’s Witness for the Prosecution. Emily French. My boyfriend joked about the name when we saw the movie.”

			Signorina Gialla said, “Emily French was the murder victim in the story. That is why he targeted you. For your name only, not you as a person.”

			Emily asked, “And his other victims? They too were characters in crime novels?”

			“Exactly. And not just any characters, but ones who died tragically.”

			Signorina Gialla rose and walked to the charts on Tosca’s wall. She pointed to each one in order. “Percy Glyde—Sir Percival Glyde was a character—and not a very nice one, by the way—in Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White. Becky Winter, well, Rebecca, was, of course, the central character in the famous book of that name by Daphne du Maurier. Camille L’Espanaye was a young victim in Edgar Allan Poe’s The Murders in the Rue Morgue—she died in a quite unpleasant way, murdered by a large ape, no less. And Lucy Ferrier was the girl who died in the Sherlock Holmes novel by Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet.”

			Tosca said, “Signorina Gialla became aware of the names earlier this evening, and hurried here to say that someone named Emily French was to be the next victim.”

			Emily frowned and said, “How on earth could you know that?”

			“Ah, the answer to that is also the answer to the fact he killed on Sunday. You know the publication Il Mondo Nuovo, here in Milan?”

			“Sure, of course.”

			“Every Sunday they run a special book supplement. About six months ago the editor wrote a column in which he presented his top five classic crime novels. The fifth on the list was Witness for the Prosecution, with the victim being Emily French.” She glanced at Tosca. “The inspector here enlisted hundreds of officers to comb public records and the internet. They managed to track you down. Just in time, apparently.”

			Emily said, “So the killer became obsessed with those books. But why kill people with the characters’ names? What would his point have been? His motive?”

			A rapping on the door. “Inspector?”

			“Ah, Officer Benelli, come in.” To the others he said, “We may have some insights on those very questions.”

			The Carabinieri officers he’d sent to search Crespi’s home entered.

			Benelli nodded to the women and then said, “Inspector? We’ve completed the search of the premises. A preliminary search only, I must say. It will take weeks for a full inventory. The place was a complete warren. A fire hazard, in fact. Piled high with a thousand books. And tens of thousands of pages he had written himself. Or was attempting to write, I should say. Much of it was nonsensical. He tried the same passage a hundred times. Then often tore or crumpled the pages up and threw them in overflowing waste bins.”

			His fellow Carabiniere added, “And the extent of his madness was obvious: many of the pages, easily two or three thousand, were signed by him as if autographing fans’ books. He would practice, ‘To my dear, devoted fan, yours, Crespi.’ Or ‘Bless you for your support, Crespi.’ He was truly deranged.”

			“Ah, yes,” Signorina Gialla said. “That explains his motivating force.”

			“That he was driven to kill by his frustration as a writer,” Tosca said.

			“Precisely,” she replied.

			Benelli continued, “And he had a list of names beside his computer—dozens. They included the names of the five victims.”

			“So,” Tosca said, “he would have spent hours and hours searching for real people whose names were the same as those from each of the five books. That must have been quite a chore.”

			Benelli said, “Apparently he worked only a few hours a week and had no relationships or family. Plenty of time to prowl the internet and find suitable victims.”

			The second Carabiniere added, “Oh, and he was a particular fan of crime novels, especially those that dealt with forensics.”

			“Ah,” Tosca said. “So that’s where he learned how to avoid leaving forensic evidence.”

			Emily asked, “What did he hope to gain by the murders?”

			Tosca shrugged. “Maybe he felt he needed to ‘murder’ the old generation of fiction to make way for him. If he did that, the ideas would flow. But who knows? I’ll leave that to the psychologists to answer. My job is to stop evil, not explain it.”

			Signorina Gialla glanced at her watch. “I must go. The hour is late.”

			“Thank you!” Emily French embraced the woman again and added, “Please, who exactly are you? A private eye, like Miss Marple?”

			The older woman shook her head. “No, no. I’m just a simple shopkeeper. I happen to have insight into this case and thought I would share my ideas. That’s all.”

			“Shopkeeper?” Tosca asked. “Where is your store?”

			She answered evasively, “Here, in Milan.”

			“And you’ll say nothing more about it?”

			She shook her head.

			“And I assume that Signorina Gialla is not your real name?”

			“No, certainly not. I prefer to stay out of the limelight.”

			Tosca then had a thought. He said, “I can’t help but note that your name is the female version of Giallo.” To Emily he said, “Giallo is the Italian name for a crime novel.” He turned back to the older woman and said slowly, “So it would be accurate to say, I suppose, that you are a true woman of mystery.”

			At this Signorina Gialla laughed hard. “Yes, indeed you might. Good night to you all.” The stately woman pulled the golden scarf around her neck and stepped into the squad room and glided elegantly toward the exit.

		

	
		
			
				Forgotten

				A Colter Shaw Story

			
			“He’s going to die in there. I mean, it’s only a matter of time. My boy…” The man’s voice choked. “There’s a gang inside. Friends of the man that got killed.”

			Listening on his mobile, Colter Shaw noted the construction of the sentence. He didn’t say: Friends of the man that Jude was convicted of killing. Though that was what had happened.

			“They’re out to get him. I know it! He’s afraid to walk outside in the prison yard. He’s afraid to eat meals.”

			“Can’t they segregate him?”

			“No. Or they won’t.”

			“Has anyone else called about the reward?”

			“A couple people,” Arnie Sterling told him. “They didn’t know anything about the case. They just wanted the reward money. And said they had alibis for Jude’s whereabouts at the time of the murder. But it was just bullshit. They didn’t know anything.”

			Exploiting tragedy. Colter Shaw had learned this happened often.

			“You’ve tried private eyes?”

			“One or two. They weren’t interested. And I can’t afford them anyway, not the good ones. It was all I could do to scrape up the reward. I mean, it’s nothing, I know. But it’s all we could think of to do.”

			“Let’s get together. I can be there the day after tomorrow.”

			“Really?”

			“Give me your address.”

			“Oh, thank you, sir! Bless you.”

			Shaw was spending this muggy June evening at his house in Florida. It was his fixed residence, though he spent little time in the place. The large, rustic craftsman home, on a lake, had plank oak floors, wormwood walls, leaded glass windows. The siding was natural shake shingles. It featured four bedrooms, a study, a kitchen built for someone who was a far better and more eager cook than Colter Shaw. Eclectic assortment of furniture. Ancient maps were his main decorations—he collected them.

			The favorite feature was a long lake-facing porch for sipping coffee in the a.m. and beer ten hours later (where he presently was, and what he was presently drinking). People envied him, having such a homey, stylish place. He thought he should appreciate it more. Shaw was known in his family as “the Restless One,” and his abode tolerance was about thirty days, tops. It was then time for the road.

			Shaw walked into the den, which was awash with brilliant light; the June sun was low in the west. He googled “Jude Sterling” and was surprised to find only three brief articles about the boy in the Valley Register, which covered the Ohio county where he lived. One was about his winning a long-distance footrace for his high school, setting a record. The other two were about the shooting.

			Hanson Valley Resident Charged in Shooting Death of Drug Dealer

			January 14. Jude Anthony Sterling, an unemployed nineteen-year-old resident of Hanson Valley, was arrested yesterday and charged with second-degree murder and related offenses in the shooting death of Daryl Williams, twenty-nine, on January 12.

			Williams was shot to death at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry off Pemberton Road. According to a Steuben County Sheriff’s Office spokesman, the quarry is known as a place for drug sales among local youth. Authorities in Canton, where Williams lived, reported that he had a history of drug offenses in that city and in Akron.

			The County Sheriff’s Office spokesman added that drugs and cash, traceable to Williams, were found in Sterling’s truck immediately after the killing. The alleged murder weapon was also found in Sterling’s truck.

			Sterling was suspended from high school several times for fighting and drug possession, according to Department of Education records.

			Arraignment is scheduled for tomorrow.

			Colter Shaw turned to the second story, which was even shorter. It struck him as almost an afterthought.

			Quarry Killer Found Guilty

			May 17. Hanson Valley resident Jude A. Sterling was convicted today of second-degree murder in the death of Daryl Williams, twenty-nine, on January 12 of this year. He was also convicted of possession of controlled substances and larceny.

			Williams, a known drug dealer, was shot in the back of the head by Sterling at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry. Sterling also robbed Williams of drugs and cash.

			It took the jury three and a half hours to reach a verdict.

			Despite pleas for leniency by his parents and some family members reading character statements, Judge Hanley Warwick Dalton sentenced the defendant to twenty-five years to life.

			

			—

			
			Colter Shaw arrived in Hanson Valley, Ohio, at ten in the morning, after fourteen hours on the road. He’d made the journey in his white-and-tan, thirty-foot-long Winnebago, whose odometer registered just over 139,000 miles upon his arrival.

			Shaw had owned four other RVs, all similar to this one, over the past ten years. Two he traded in, according to his own admittedly arbitrary rule of thumb: when the odometer reached a quarter-million miles—ten times around the circumference of the earth at the equator. One camper was totaled in a crash in Colorado, in which he was injured, though not badly. The fourth was destroyed in Oklahoma City when a man threw a Molotov cocktail at it. The improvised explosive device didn’t breach the windshield, but the flaming gasoline flowed into the body and burned the vehicle to the rims in twenty minutes.

			Shaw, who was inside the RV at the time, escaped with most of his belongings. Six feet tall, and with a muscular build, he had been a champion wrestler at the University of Michigan and learned grappling—also known as street wrestling—from his father. When he located the Molotov-flinger, it took only five minutes to convince the man to turn himself in, which he did, though only after a brief stop in the emergency room to treat the man’s dislocated shoulder.

			In Hanson Valley, Shaw parked outside of the Sterlings’ bungalow, located in a tattered section of town. They obviously weren’t a family that could easily spare the $2,600 they were offering to anyone who could prove Jude was innocent of the murder. Arnie worked for the power authority doing line maintenance work; Jewel was a checker at Foster’s, a local grocery store that had been in business for sixty-two years, a mom-and-daughter operation.

			Shaw always met offerors—his term for those posting a reward—in person. This gave each party a chance to size the other up. He’d need their cooperation and that meant they’d have to be comfortable with him. He too always made sure the offerors were people he wanted to do business with. Once, he’d declined a forty-thousand-dollar reward for a runaway teen. He’d walked into the father’s living room, noted the Nazi flag dominating one wall, and turned around and left, thinking to the teenager: Keep running, son, and good luck.

			Arnie Sterling was a wiry man in his forties, with thinning flyaway reddish hair. His wife was heavy and her face was pinched, as if fraught with constant worry. They warmly welcomed Shaw into their cluttered kitchen and Jewel poured coffee. He declined baked goods.

			“He got into a fight last night. This prisoner was baiting him. They finally broke it up but the guards don’t really care.”

			Jewel added: “And there was a knifing yesterday, he told us.” She was tearing up.

			Shaw said, “Let me tell you how this’ll work. You don’t pay a penny of expenses. That’s out of my pocket. If I find proof Jude is innocent and he’s released, then you owe me the money. But not until then.”

			The husband and wife regarded each other. He said, “Seems fair.”

			“More than fair.” Jewel dabbed her eyes.

			Arnie said, “We might be able to add to it, the reward, I mean. A cousin of mine is—”

			“No, the reward’s fine. Twenty-six hundred’s what you offered. That’s what’s on the table.”

			The husband gave a perplexed look. “You got a funny way of running a business, mister.”

			Shaw smiled. He produced a notebook and his favorite fountain pen, an Italian model, black with its trademark three orange rings.

			For an hour the parents talked about their son and the case, and answered Shaw’s questions, during which time Jewel kept the coffee mugs filled and Arnie would step outside every so often for a smoke. Shaw took copious notes, writing in small elegant letters, with each line perfectly horizontal although the notebook was not ruled. This was not a skill he worked at; he’d inherited it from his father. Curiously, his sister, Dorion, and brother, Russell, did not get the calligraphy gene.

			Slowly a picture of the young man emerged.

			Jude didn’t do well in school. He suffered from attention deficit disorder. “He was hyper a lot of the time,” Jewel said. “Just going, going, going. All the time. It could be exhausting to be around him. Of course, this frustrated him too and made him angry. He’d tend to act out a lot.”

			The school counsellor recommended therapists, but the Sterlings were unable to afford anyone other than a strip-mall psychopharmacologist, who saw Jude once every two months to prescribe and monitor his various medications. Success with the drugs was hit or miss.

			Shaw asked about the newspaper report on the boy’s troubles in high school.

			“That was such bullshit, that story. Why’d they write that?” His father’s cheeks flushed. “Jude got into some fights in school. Like we all did, like everybody did.”

			He was suspended a few times because of it. Only once, in the ninth grade, were the police called. It was a bad fight and the other boy was bloodied. But the prosecutor declined to take the case to trial and Jude was let go. He faced several trespass and shoplifting charges but there was never the evidence—or maybe the energy—to pursue those cases either.

			“And the drugs?” Jewel scoffed. “A little pot. And that reporter, you ask me, he hasn’t been in any high school in the twenty-first century. Half the students use something. And pot’s the least of it.”

			While his grades were not good, he showed talent in art and talked often about creating a superhero comic book series or writing graphic novels. (English and art were the only courses in which he ever received a grade as high as a B.) He didn’t do well at team sports but competed successfully in track and field; his sport was long-distance running, and for a year he held his school’s record for the ten-thousand-meter run. He still jogged regularly.

			Shaw could only imagine what living in a ten-by-ten cell was like for a fleet-footed young man like Jude.

			After graduation, Jude worked at a series of odd jobs—landscaping, fast food, sorting packages at an international parcel delivery warehouse, stocking at an auto-parts shop.

			When he was between jobs, which was often, he’d just sit home, watching horror and superhero films, sketching in notebooks, smoking pot.

			“And after high school? Drugs?”

			His father told Shaw, “Never meth or coke, anything like that. It’s just that pot’d calm him down. He gets…Okay, I’ll be honest, Mr. Shaw. He gets angry. He’s got that side to him.”

			“Angry about what?”

			The mother shrugged. “Stuff. Can’t get a job, not a good one. And the ones he gets, he gets laid off. Not just him, but everybody around here.”

			Hanson Valley, Arnie explained, had been a busy mill and dairy farming town in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but as had happened in countless locales of similar sizes and economies, the fortunes of the town plummeted with the loss of industrial work overseas and the edging out of local producers by mega-farms. “Unemployment in his age group? Was thirty percent last year.”

			Jewel said, “And he gets mad about what happened to his brother.”

			The Sterlings’ younger son, Frank, fifteen, was disabled. Eight years ago, the car in which he was riding was struck by a pickup that crossed the centerline, the driver hotdogging and passing on a curve. No one else was badly injured but Frank Sterling’s resulting brain trauma left him emotionally and cognitively disabled. The boy was in the public school’s special needs program. The driver was a county official’s son and got only a ticket. This continued to infuriate Jude.

			“But whatever you hear people say, he’s not so mad he wants to hurt anybody.”

			Finally, Shaw capped the pen and rose. “I think I have enough to get started with.”

			Arnie walked Shaw to the door. “Bless you, sir. You’re the only one listening. We just couldn’t believe he was convicted of murder. We tried to talk to the lawyer, the police, the press, the parents of the kids who were at the quarry that day. They wouldn’t pay us any mind. Nobody cares. Just like that”—he snapped his fingers—“the whole world forgot about him.”

			

			—

			Over the next few days Shaw approached nearly forty people in and around Hanson Valley, about point-five percent of the population of Steuben County, looking for information from friends of Jude, classmates, coworkers, teachers, other family members.

			The majority of them declined to speak with him, but fourteen people were willing to talk, some over coffee or a beer or, in several instances, a meal Shaw paid for. The interviews were largely nonproductive; the folks he spoke with offered opinions like, “Oh, I couldn’t believe he’d do it.” Or: “He has a temper, I’ve seen it. He gets all scary.”

			Colter Shaw’s father, a former professor turned survivalist in California, had compiled a lengthy list of rules, most of which began with Never.

			Never assume October ice is thick enough to walk on.

			Never assume a mother bear is more than ten seconds away from her cubs.

			Ashton Shaw formulated some more general rules too, one of which was: Never make decisions based on opinion, only facts.

			And it wasn’t opinions about Jude Sterling’s character that Shaw was presently after. He wanted facts: details, even if secondhand, about what might have happened on January 12 at the quarry, the days leading up to the events, and the days following.

			He spoke—by phone—with the author of the Valley Register pieces but the man couldn’t offer any other specifics. Arnie and Jewel had already spoken to him and asked if he could look into their son’s arrest, but he wasn’t, he explained, an investigative journalist. He was a police blotter reporter who also handled the classified advertising department.

			Shaw spent a half hour with Jude’s attorney. Henry Cummings was a fifty-year-old general practitioner in Hanson Valley who—Shaw had learned from a private eye he used occasionally (and whose fee often ate up much of the reward)—was the town’s main criminal lawyer, though he handled mostly DUI, domestic abuse and minor drug possession offenses.

			Cummings, a big man wearing a rumpled seersucker suit, was clearly overworked and distracted. His desk was piled high with folders. When Shaw explained about the reward and his role here, the lawyer was, curiously, not defensive that someone was revisiting the conviction. Shaw’s impression was that Cummings believed he’d done an adequate job for the fee he’d been paid—probably bargain basement. The case was done, and he had no more interest in the forgotten boy.

			“What’re you, a private eye?”

			“Like that.”

			“And they offered a reward…Well, it’s a waste of your time and their money. He did it,” Cummings said. “Classic case. Kids, not working, hanging out, drugs, guns.”

			“Did he admit it?”

			“No, but who does?” The man swept off his glasses and cleaned them on the tail of his blue and white sport jacket. “Tough about the sentence, have to say. But Judge Walker’s a hard-ass. I’d’ve thought you whack a drug dealer, you’re doing a community service. Ten to twelve would’ve been good. But the back-of-the-head thing was a problem for him, I guess.”

			“You have a copy of the transcript?” Shaw asked.

			This was public information, not subject to the attorney-client privilege.

			“You can get one at the courthouse,” Cummings muttered, then looked coyly at Shaw. “ ’Course, they’ll charge you fifty cents a page.” He cocked his head. “From me, it’ll only cost you a quarter.”

			

			—

			Shaw piloted the Winnebago to Watkins, the site of the medium-security prison where Jude Sterling was incarcerated.

			The place was a nondescript, one-story facility, gray and sterile, outside of which flew two flags: one American and one Ohioan. Shaw had a familiarity with prisons—the inhabitants often being good sources for information on his reward jobs. He had also pursued rewards offered by Department of Corrections officials for escapees, though those didn’t happen as often as TV and the movies might suggest. He called older prisons “brick-and-bars” and the newer ones “windows,” referring to the ubiquitous inch-thick impenetrable glass. Watkins was one of the latter, constructed probably ten years ago.

			Shaw sat in the pungent, musty interview room for five minutes before Jude was brought in. The narrow-faced boy was six one and skinny. He had shaggy reddish hair, his father’s shade. His complexion was pale, and that pallor was accentuated by the orange jumpsuit, which was too big for him.

			His dark eyes were cautious.

			Shaw introduced himself with a smile. He needed the boy at ease and had to show he was on Jude’s side. They were not allowed to shake hands, and the boy nodded and sat with a jingle of cuffs.

			“Your father and mother’ve offered a reward to see if anybody can maybe find some evidence or a witness that you’re innocent.”

			No response.

			Shaw was looking at the back of the boy’s hand. “What’s that?”

			Jude held it up and shrugged. “Wasp Man.”

			It was a drawing of a creature—a man from the waist up, below that, a wasp, a superhero, Shaw guessed. It was well done.

			“From a movie?”

			“Naw. I made it up. It’s not a tat. I drew it.”

			“It’s good.” Shaw remembered Jude’s aptitude for art and his love of comics.

			The boy stared at the drawing. He made a fist and straightened his fingers out.

			“I know some things about what happened in January, Jude. I’d like you to tell me your side.”

			In fits and starts, backing the narrative up and pushing it forward—and with stops for Shaw’s questions along the way—the young man told his story.

			Twenty minutes later he sat back.

			“What do you think, sir?”

			“You’ve given me a lot to work with.” Shaw rose.

			There was motion outside the window in the door, and Jude and Shaw looked out. A guard was walking with a compact, dark-complexioned prisoner, who stared at Jude with a cold grin and fierce pinpricks of black eyes.

			Jude startled Shaw by actually shivering—not in fear but in rage. He shouted, “Asshole!” The guard wagged a take-it-easy finger toward Jude and the young man slumped.

			Was this the prisoner he’d had the dustup with?

			He inhaled and exhaled deeply, then calmed. “Can you get me out, mister?”

			“It’s hard to overturn a conviction.” Colter Shaw knew this. He had considered law school at one point and done some paralegal work. A good field for a restless mind, bad for a restless body.

			“But I’ll do everything I can.”

			

			—

			Back in the camper, which was parked in a Walmart lot, Shaw brewed a cup of Kenyan coffee and, after adding some milk, sat down at the banquette and reviewed the trial transcript and his notes. He reconstructed what had happened on that freezing cold day.

			The story began about 2:30 p.m. on January 12. Jude was planning to pick Frank up at school, as he often did if their parents were working. But an accident on the Klamath River Bridge stopped traffic. His brother did not have a cell phone, so Jude called the school to say he’d be late, and a secretary said she would tell Frank that his brother was on his way.

			When Jude arrived, though, he learned the message hadn’t been delivered and Frank had taken a ride with some students. They were a sophomore, Erik; two seniors, Travis and Carli—all attending Frank’s high school; and a freshman at a nearby community college, Michael.

			In her statement to police, Carli said that the four students had told Frank they would take him home but had to run an errand first—driving to the Mason Gravel quarry to meet Daryl Williams to buy drugs. (Shaw was surprised at the candor—until he saw a prosecution memo in which it was decided to waive any narcotics charges against the students at the quarry that day in exchange for their cooperation. He guessed the prosecution could run a drug case anytime it wanted in a county like this one; homicide would be a rarity—and a conviction a feather in the cap of a small-time DA.)

			“Michael had this idea we could say we had this sick kid we were taking care of and Daryl’d maybe give us a better deal on the stuff.”

			When Jude arrived at the school and learned who it was that Frank had left with, and where they were going, he “stone-cold freaked.” He thought about calling the sheriff’s office but if his brother was arrested it would have been a disaster for Frank to be held in detention even briefly.

			Jude sped to the Mason Gravel quarry to look for the students and his brother.

			The quartet told investigators that when they got to the quarry they knew Daryl Williams was there too; they’d been in touch with him on their mobiles. But they weren’t sure exactly where he was. The grounds were huge; the deep, shadowy pit was surrounded by thirty-five acres of forests and fields.

			Carli said, “It was like, ‘We’re under these three big trees and there’s a hill on the right, and a rock.’ And he’s like, ‘It’s all fucking trees and hills and rocks. Be, like, more specific or something.’ ”

			The students split up into two groups to look for him. Carli, Michael and Frank went in one direction. Travis and Erik went in another.

			“We found Daryl first,” Carli testified. The dealer was in one of the clearings, angry because he was cold and that the students were by then a half hour late. The deal couldn’t be completed yet, though, because Travis had the money. Carli called him and told him where they were. He said he’d be there in five minutes.

			At that moment Frank Sterling had a panic attack, which wasn’t uncommon when the boy was in stressful situations. He began screaming and grappling with Michael and the dealer, who shoved him away and stepped back, shouting for him to calm down, which only made Frank more upset. That’s when there was a gunshot from the trees and Williams dropped to the ground. The two students, Carli and Michael, fled, leaving Frank curled in a ball, still hysterical, staring at the dealer’s body and screaming.

			A few minutes later, Michael slipped back to the clearing again, looking for Erik and Travis. As he did, he saw Jude holding the gun. Michael found the two other students and they hurried to the car and left. Travis and Erik had seen nothing of the shooting. They were near the two-hundred-foot-deep quarry pit itself, which wasn’t fenced, and were concentrating on both looking for Williams—and watching where they stepped.

			Jude Sterling’s account was this:

			After he arrived at the quarry he drove over the truck paths until he noticed a car. He drove to it and parked. The car was a Subaru Outback, Williams’s. He saw no one inside the vehicle. After walking the grounds for about five minutes he heard voices in a clearing thirty or so yards away. Jude started in that direction. A moment later he heard screaming—his brother. Then he heard the gunshot. Panicked, he ran toward the sound. On a path that led into the clearing, he found the pistol on the ground and picked it up.

			“I, like, didn’t know what was going on. Maybe somebody else had a gun.”

			In the clearing, Jude was shocked to see Williams lying there, he said, but concentrated on calming Frank down—and looking around for a threat. “I didn’t know what was going on. It was just all so weird.” Finally he got Frank under control. They were about to leave when Jude bent down and went through the dealer’s pockets and took a half dozen bags of marijuana and four hundred dollars in cash. “I shouldn’t’ve, I know. I just, I was pissed Frank was upset, so I took it. And I was thinking maybe those assholes from school would come back and I didn’t want them to get the stuff and the money.”

			He and his brother returned to the pickup and drove home. On the way he told Frank not to say anything to their parents about what had happened. The brother said he wouldn’t.

			The actual crime was much more complicated and nuanced than the tale contained in those two brief newspaper articles Shaw had found online, which made it sound like Jude meant to murder Williams for his money and drugs.

			But this did not surprise Shaw, who had been press fodder on a number of occasions in the reward-seeking business.

			Never accept any story on its face.

			He wondered how many jurors had read the brief article and, in their minds, voted the boy guilty even before opening statements had begun.

			

			—

			
			Shaw assessed the trial, which seemed to him to have proceeded very quickly; the transcript was quite brief for a criminal trial.

			On the prosecution side, the convenience store clerk testified about seeing Jude’s truck. He had in his possession the murder weapon and drugs and cash traceable to the victim. The DA conceded that the gun was not Jude’s—there was testimony that he’d never owned a weapon, had no interest in them—but he told the jury that Jude had found the Smith & Wesson in Williams’s Subaru; it held traces of Williams’s DNA.

			As for motive the DA offered the theory that in addition to stealing the drugs and money, Jude believed Williams was threatening his panicking brother. “The defendant simply lost control.” One prosecution witness testified that he had seen Jude lose his temper in the past, especially when his brother was in jeopardy. He’d once badly beaten a student who was bullying Frank. This was the assault that got Jude arrested.

			Another student testified that Jude had once said if anybody “hurts my brother, they’re dead.”

			Michael testified that he’d seen Jude with the gun in the clearing.

			The defense case wasn’t stellar.

			Attorney Cummings pointed out there was no gunshot residue on Jude’s hands, but that was countered with: he’d thrown away the gloves he’d worn or scrubbed his hands thoroughly when he got home.

			He argued that the shooter could have been one of the other four students, intent on robbing the dealer. They had been startled by Jude’s arrival and fled, leaving behind the drugs and cash. But the DA pointed out the absence of their DNA and fingerprints on the gun and of gunshot residue on their hands or gloves (though the same argument about pitching the gloves and washing hands would apply to them too, a rebuttal, though, that Cummings did not offer).

			One witness who did not testify was Frank. The prosecutor understood the boy’s trauma and both sides stipulated that he need not appear at trial but be deposed. The boy said that he didn’t remember anything of the shooting. He had a “bad moment,” apparently his term for a panic episode. He recalled lying on the ground, curled up, trying to picture his “safe space.”

			It took the jury three hours and twelve minutes to convict Jude.

			

			—

			Shaw walked into the Steuben County Sheriff’s Office, where he asked to see Detective Sonja Malloy.

			As he waited in the small entry hall, he thought: Odds this’ll be productive? Ten percent tops.

			Still, the woman, in her thirties, handsome, eyes cool, and unsmiling, came to collect Shaw and escort him back to her office. He had not worn his concealed weapon because when you go to police stations, that causes all kinds of high blood pressure.

			Malloy seemed sharp, well organized, conscientious. The folders on her desk—all closed when he arrived in her small, cramped office—were laid out according to date, presumably in order of priority. There were a lot of them, and more on the credenza behind her. It told Shaw that the department was overstretched—like lawyer Cummings’s firm. Not much incentive to look too deeply into a—literally—smoking-gun case. Take the fast and easy ones when you can. Close them quickly and move on.

			Shaw explained to Malloy that Sterling’s father had offered a reward for information that would lead to his son’s being exonerated either by identifying another individual as the killer or uncovering facts that would prove Sterling was innocent of the crime. Shaw had come to town for that reward.

			Unlike the lawyer, Malloy was clearly defensive at his presence. She told Shaw that he would have no access to police reports, statements or other documentation, only information that was already in the public record. Shaw confirmed that he understood this. He said, “I’m sure it was a righteous investigation. It’s just that the parents will feel a lot better knowing that everything was done for their boy. His life is over with.”

			She didn’t seem moved. He wondered if she had children herself. Shaw had noted no wedding band and there were no pictures of husband or offspring on the desk, but this was often true about law enforcers. Since suspects—some murderous, some psychotic—were occasionally in their offices, they tended to avoid displaying evidence of their families.

			“You do this for a living? Rewards?”

			“That’s right.”

			Now she seemed less defensive—because, he sensed, she wasn’t taking him seriously. He got this some.

			“What do you want to know?”

			“What’s the story with Daryl Williams?”

			“High-level dealer. One of the main sources of meth, fent and oxy in this part of the state. I will tell you, Mr. Shaw, I’m not troubled he’s no longer with us.”

			“Was this his turf?”

			“Steuben County’s a free-trade zone. We get some peddlers from Akton—that’s Akron and Canton. Nobody as big as Williams usually, though.”

			“So he’d have rivals.”

			“You’re thinking somebody drove down here, shot him during a deal and left the gun. Make it look like the sale went bad, or the buyers tried to perp his supply?”

			“Just considering options.”

			“Except Williams sold wholesale too. He had solid suppliers from out west. A retail dealer wouldn’t take him out. They’d need his product—the quality and quantity were too good.”

			Shaw said, “What about the just-plain-crazy factor? One druggy takes out another one because it’s Throwback Thursday.”

			He thought that might earn a smile.

			It didn’t.

			“Just one more thing and I’ll leave you to it. Inventory of Williams’s Subaru?”

			She hesitated. This was edging into not-public-info territory. Then she turned and dug a file out of the credenza behind her. She found a document. “Front seat. Fast-food wrappers, Burger King sixteen-ounce cup of cola, unwashed socks and a T-shirt. Six dime bags of pot, five one-gram bags of meth. A hoodie.”

			“Anything in the trunk?”

			“Six-pack of Budweiser. A box of Fiocchi nine-millimeter slugs. Two of Remington three-eighties. Look, sir, from what you know about the case, I assume you read in the transcript that Jude threatened to kill anybody who hurt his brother.”

			“It’s an expression. How many times have you heard people say, ‘I’m going to kill so-and-so’?”

			“In my line of work, pretty often. And sometimes they mean it. Let me ask you a question: How much is the family offering?”

			“That’s for them to tell you.”

			“Well, it’s probably more than they can afford. Be a shame if somebody pitched the idea of their boy’s innocence just for the sake of taking their money.”

			“I don’t get a penny unless Jude walks.”

			This brought her up short. Then she added, “Did you know, Mr. Shaw, that when Michael saw Jude in the clearing, Jude cocked the gun and pointed it at Daryl Williams’s head? He was going to shoot him again.”

			Shaw paused. “That wasn’t in the transcript.”

			“Judge struck the testimony.”

			“But he didn’t pull the trigger, did he?”

			“No need to at that point—he realized he was aiming at a dead man.” Then the patience was gone. “Now, sir, I have some active cases to get to.”

			

			—

			In the morning, Shaw sipped coffee as he looked over an email from Mack McKenzie, his PI. She had sent him a dozen images—surveillance and mug shots—from some of the more powerful organized crime figures in the Canton–Akron area. He transferred these to his phone.

			Then he fired up the camper and went in search of the four students who’d been at the quarry on January 12.

			It didn’t take much time to find them. Their names were in the transcript, and Hanson Valley was a small town. He first tracked down Carli Trent and Michael Nagler, who happened to be together at the place where she worked.

			Carli was a slim blonde, with a tasteful tat of a porpoise on her neck. There was undoubtedly more ink elsewhere but in keeping with today’s fashion, she was in layers of garments, the outer a long-sleeved sweatshirt. Michael was a good-looking jock, with longish hair, also blond. A blue jeans and T-shirt kind of guy. This particular garment was printed with a tour poster of a band Shaw had never heard of, which was most of them in the history of pop and rock music. Michael seemed pleasant enough, though Shaw recalled it had been his idea to exploit the fact that Frank was disabled to try for a discount from Williams.

			Carli was behind the counter of a dingy coffee shop on a side street in downtown Hanson Valley. Michael was hanging out between classes. It wasn’t a coincidence they were here together; from their conversation Shaw could tell they were dating.

			He asked for a cup of “South American Import.” Given that the place smelled more of Lysol than rich, roasted beans, he was expecting stale Folgers, but in fact, it turned out to be a pretty good brew (though he identified it as Guatemalan, not from the lower hemisphere, as the chalkboard menu promised).

			He added some milk and, when she was between customers, said to both of them, “I’m in town helping out Jude Sterling’s parents. I’m looking into the case about a possible appeal. Can I ask you a few questions?”

			Shaw was in a sport coat and dress shirt; they probably put him down as a lawyer or legal assistant.

			“I guess.” From Michael.

			Carli said, “I never liked him, Jude, I mean. His brother was sweet, poor kid. But Jude, always kind of weird.”

			“Freaky,” Michael said.

			Again, no interest in opinions. “You didn’t actually see him shoot Daryl Williams, right?”

			Michael shook his head. “No.”

			“Uh-uhn.” Carli was enthusiastically wiping down the cappuccino machine.

			Shaw said to Michael, “I understand you came back to the clearing, looking for Travis and Erik.”

			“Not in the clearing. I walked past it.”

			“But you saw Jude cock the gun and point it at Daryl.”

			“Yeah. I thought he was going to shoot him again but he didn’t. Then I found Trav and Erik, and we booked out of there.”

			“You don’t know how long it was between the shot and when Jude walked into the clearing.”

			With a glance at her boyfriend, Carli said, “Man, after the shot, we just ran.”

			“I want to show you some pictures. These are some dealers from Canton and Akron. Did you happen to see any of them around town on January twelfth?”

			He turned his phone so they could see the pictures he’d downloaded that morning. “I’ve got this idea that one of them followed Williams to the quarry and killed him. Then left the gun to make it look like it was a deal gone bad. Jude just happened to find it.”

			They examined each shot carefully as Shaw scrolled through the images.

			At the end, Carli shook her head and tugged at one of her—hard to count—dozen or so earrings. Michael said, “Nope. I mean, I guess somebody else could’ve done it. But we didn’t see any other cars there.” He looked at his girlfriend, who continued the negative shake.

			Shaw thanked them and said, “Good coffee by the way.”

			Carli offered a slightly confused glance. He guessed compliments on the products were few and far between.

			Shaw returned to the camper.

			Because Erik Summers was under eighteen, Shaw placed a call to his father and asked if he could have a conversation with the boy—in the parents’ presence. The man said, “What, you think Jude’s innocent?” He gave a cold laugh.

			“I’m just looking into the case, for his parents.”

			“Erik didn’t do anything wrong. He got sucked in by those older assholes.”

			“I just want to show your son some pictures. See if he recognizes anyone. They’re men who might’ve had a motive to kill Williams.”

			From the phone there came another harsh laugh, raw, almost unhinged. “You crazy? Jude Sterling’s a psycho. Of course he killed that dealer. You stay out of my way. You try to talk to my son, you don’t know the crap you’ll be in.”

			The tone suggested he kept a shotgun near the door.

			Shaw asked if he could at least leave a number in case he changed his mind.

			The father hung up on him.

			The fourth student, Travis Lanford, was willing to talk. Shaw met the lanky redheaded young man outside a Lions Club, where he’d just attended a Narcotics Anonymous meeting.

			The boy—a star football player, Shaw had learned—said, “The quarry, what happened there, it fucked me up. I started meetings the next day.” He explained that he’d been hooked on meth for more than a year. He was ruining his life but he couldn’t do anything about it—until the “wake-up call”: the shooting. He’d been sober since then.

			“Good job,” Shaw said. “It’s tough, I understand.”

			“Yeah. One day at a time.”

			Shaw asked if he’d seen Jude in the clearing.

			“No. Erik and me, we didn’t even know it was Jude with the gun until we were in Mike’s car and booking out of the place. We heard the shot and it was like, shit, and we just took off.”

			Shaw explained his theory that another dealer might have killed Daryl. He showed him the pictures of the dealers, and Travis looked them over closely. “No, never seen any of them. Sorry.”

			“Appreciate you looking.”

			“You don’t think he did it?”

			“Just getting facts. Don’t have any opinions yet.”

			He nodded back to the Lions Club. “There’s this Greater Power thing in the program. I don’t know if Jude’s into it. I don’t really know him. But if he does believe, maybe you’re the answer to his prayers.”

			

			—

			The drive to Canton took forty-five minutes. Shaw had made a reservation at an RV camp named Bide a Wee (Scottish for “stay a little”—one of the most common names for camper parks). He rented a hookup spot and parked the Winnebago. Occasionally he used his Yamaha motorbike on jobs. But for this one, he chose to rent a sedan. For one thing, cycles are conspicuous and he needed to be as invisible here as spring air.

			For another, someone driving two wheels is a lot more vulnerable than someone driving four.

			After leaving the Avis lot, Shaw drove to a nearby diner. He pulled into the parking lot, walked inside a place decorated in the style of the ’50s—there was a cutout of Marilyn Monroe on the wall—and sat at the counter. He ordered coffee and a tuna salad sandwich.

			Shaw once again read the profiles Mack had prepared of the local crew members. One seemed more promising than the others. His name was Orin Trimbeaux and he was a mid-level drug and gun dealer who’d been detained for selling weapons in Steuben County, though he’d been released.

			Trimbeaux was a short, wiry man of mixed race, Black and Anglo. He had spent nearly a quarter of his thirty-eight years inside prisons or detention centers. Drug offenses, weapons, assault. He’d also done time for domestic abuse (two different girlfriends were the complaining witnesses, and the offenses happened within days of each other—which was probably a record of some sort).

			The reports that social workers, defense psychiatrists, and parole officers submitted for Trimbeaux’s various appearances in the judicial system were consistent: he was of above-average intelligence but had been diagnosed as suffering from borderline personality disorder, was given to paranoia and bouts of temper, and presented with extreme narcissistic tendencies.

			Trimbeaux’s current address was a rental in a run-down neighborhood in Canton. Shaw parked across the street from the two-story, single-family house, a hundred years old, and waited for the dealer to appear. He knew someone was inside, because of the flicker of a TV screen, and he soon could detect that Trimbeaux had several visitors, two men and two women. Shaw kept up the stakeout for six hours straight, with only one break to use a restroom and buy food and drink.

			At eight that night Trimbeaux emerged, disheveled and appearing tired or maybe drunk in his unsteady gait. Shaw followed him on foot to Washington Boulevard, a four-lane commercial avenue lined with bars, fluorescent-lit restaurants offering functional food, nail salons, shops selling wigs and hair extensions, payday-loan businesses, delis.

			Shaw tailed the dealer into Erin’s Tavern, a scuffed and pungent bar. Above the door was a sign informing patrons that it had been founded in 1972. Shaw didn’t doubt it. The cobwebs in the corners and grime on the walls and ceiling were credible evidence.

			After waving to the bartender, Trimbeaux sat at a table with four other men, who greeted him with fist bumps and bro hugs. One was Anglo and about twenty-five, two were Black and in their thirties and one appeared to be Latino and was in his forties or fifties.

			When he was working, Shaw favored black jeans and dress shirts and dark sports jackets, as he’d worn earlier today. Now, though, he’d picked a shabby black windbreaker. He had not shaved in two days, an intentional choice. He wore too a logo-free baseball cap. He’d muddied his Ecco black slip-on shoes. He blended.

			At the bar he ordered a Jack Daniel’s and a ginger ale, in separate glasses. He sipped the soft drink, not the bourbon, and pretended to examine his iPhone screen while watching Trimbeaux and the others in the dark mirror behind the bar.

			They were laughing, gesturing to the greasy TV screen occasionally, complaining to the bartender about the temperature, and one-upping one another with stories about street exploits. Trimbeaux’s mood would change abruptly, from giddiness to anger to paranoia. Most others at the table were clearly afraid of him. Shaw noted that the Latino was not. He wasn’t one of the crew; Shaw guessed he was with another gang or a supplier.

			There were few other patrons and Shaw noticed that several of the men at the table, including Trimbeaux, glanced his way occasionally. Shaw had wanted to stay longer but decided it was prudent to leave.

			Never assume your enemy isn’t suspicious.

			He finished the ginger ale, poured the whisky into the taller glass, to hide that he hadn’t drunk any, and paid and left.

			As a reward seeker, Shaw did a great deal of surveillance. Which meant that he also had a sense of when he was being followed. Now, in the deserted streets of this harsh portion of Canton, he believed someone was tailing him. After unzipping his windbreaker to ease drawing his concealed-carry Glock, he aimed his phone, in selfie video mode, behind him. He stopped and looked at the vid. Too dark, too hard to tell for sure, but it was possible that a figure was following, sticking to the shadows.

			He returned to his car near Trimbeaux’s, climbed in and made a quick U-turn. There was no one that he could see, but if the person had been following, he could have slipped into a narrow alley between a restaurant up for bankruptcy sale and a vaping store. Shaw drove past Erin’s and glanced in the window.

			Trimbeaux and most of his crew were still there. The Latino was not.

			A half hour later, in the Winnebago, he shut the interior lights out and studied the RV campgrounds. He didn’t see any surveillance. He locked the door, showered and went to bed.

			His Glock was on the table beside him.

			Before he fell asleep, his phone hummed.

			“Hello?”

			“Mr. Shaw.” The man’s voice was urgent. “It’s Arnie Sterling. There was a fight. He got stabbed, Jude. One of the prisoners—a friend of Daryl Williams.”

			“How is he?”

			“They won’t tell me! Just that it was bad. He’s in the prison hospital. I asked if he could go to the city ER, but they won’t do it.” The man was near tears. “What’ve you found?”

			“I have one lead. I can’t say that it’ll pay off. If it doesn’t then I don’t have much else that’ll help him.”

			“The prisoner who stabbed him is in solitary but there’ll be somebody else. Maybe they can get into the hospital and finish what they started.”

			“I should know by tomorrow.”

			A pause. Arnie’s voice choked as he said, “If it’s not too late.”

			

			—

			The next day, in a brown leather jacket, baseball cap and sunglasses, Shaw followed Trimbeaux, again on foot, from his house to a dive of a pizzeria, where the dealer met once again with the Latino from the night before.

			Even in new clothes and the shades, Shaw didn’t want to risk getting made as the suspicious man in the bar last night, so he waited across the street, sipping coffee in an outdoor café, from where he could watch the men through the pizza place’s large, smeared plate-glass windows. They split a large pie and halfway through the meal, when the counterman and other patrons weren’t looking their way, Trimbeaux slid the Latino a thick envelope and received in return a slip of paper, which the dealer pocketed without glancing at.

			Shaw knew transactions like this. The supplier—the Latino—had received cash in the envelope, and in return, he had given Trimbeaux the address of where the product he’d just purchased was hidden and ready for pickup. Maybe a safe deposit box or a locker at a local bus station.

			The two men left. Shaw didn’t follow them. As soon as they turned the corner on a side street, he entered the pizzeria and sat on an unsteady chair at the table next to where the two men had been seated.

			The counterman moved in with a gray bin to bus the dishes.

			“Hold on there a minute, will you?” Shaw stopped the sweaty, heavyset man, who blinked in surprise.

			“Yeah?”

			Shaw said in a low voice, “You have two options.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“One, call your lawyer and tell him you’re about to be arrested on a RICO charge for using your place of business for illegal organized crime transactions.”

			He blustered, “The hell you talking about? I—”

			“Shhh. Listen to option number two.”

			The blustering stopped.

			“You take this three hundred dollars.” Shaw proffered the bills. “And tell me the name of Trimbeaux’s friend. Latino. Wearing a black and gray shirt.”

			“I don’t get what game you’re playing, mister, but you’re looking for trouble.”

			Shaw had heard some bad lines flung his way from time to time. This was one of the worst.

			The man was big, yes, but not muscle big, fat big. Anyone can bluster, anyone can threaten. The danger is in the five percent who don’t, the five percent who simply look you over and silently proceed to hurt or kill.

			The counterman was squarely in the ninety-five percent.

			Shaw continued, “Option one or option two?”

			The man’s eyes filled with dismay. “You don’t know what you’re doing, buddy. Nobody fucks with Orin Trimbeaux.”

			Another bad line.

			Shaw cocked an eyebrow. “Two hundred more if you give me the Latino guy’s address too…Or should I just call the Organized Crime Division of the County Sheriff’s Office?”

			Shaw wondered if they actually had one.

			The man looked around, as if there were anybody here to come to his rescue. Nope. He was on his own. Finally, a whisper, “Eduardo Garcia.”

			“And he lives where?”

			“I don’t know! Not exactly. I think Miller Street, near Eberhardt Square.”

			It was good enough. Shaw gave him the full five. “I need something else too.”

			“What?”

			“A to-go bag.”

			“You want a slice?” Nodding at the congealing pizzas behind the counter.

			“No. Just a bag.”

			

			—

			In the mid-afternoon, Shaw, piloting his rental, followed Trimbeaux once again from his apartment. This time the man was in a black Cadillac Escalade. He drove to a storage locker outside of town, near the interstate. This was presumably where Eduardo Garcia’s wares had been stashed.

			Shaw watched Trimbeaux emerge with two heavy suitcases. Which he stashed in the back of the Caddie. The dealer fired it up and steered onto the highway. A half hour later, the SUV turned in to the weedy parking lot of an abandoned factory. Continuing past it, Shaw pulled into a neighboring property. After he parked, he climbed from the sedan and walked to a stand of trees where he had a good view of Trimbeaux in the parking lot. It wasn’t long before two vehicles showed up. One was a dusty gray pickup, an F-250. The other a tricked-out muscle car, big-spoke chrome wheels. Its color was dark red.

			Shaw started recording a video on his phone and set it against a tree, the lens facing the parking lot. Then looking through Swarovski binoculars as he nestled prone, in dry grass, he watched the transaction. Three men from what Shaw guessed was a white supremacist group—visible tats were a swastika and a Confederate battle flag—bought a dozen handguns and what seemed to be several small machine guns, maybe HKs.

			This was good enough for Colter Shaw.

			

			—

			As dusk approached that night, Shaw was driving down a deserted country road outside of Canton. The Avis was not a bad car. Customers always drive rentals with heavy feet, and the fifteen K on the odometer was really more like thirty. But the shimmies and rattles and thuds were minor irritations.

			Shaw knew it wasn’t the car’s fault when there came a loud pop and the Malibu veered to the right, onto, then over, the shoulder. It came to rest in boggy land, about two feet shy of an ash tree that would have turned the front end into a thing of the past. He’d been going sixty.

			The rapping on the window was loud. The man had used the grip of a gun as a knocker, then turned the muzzle his way. The other hand gestured him out of the vehicle. Shaw lifted his right hand—no threat—and with his left unlocked and opened the door. He stepped out and looked over the man who had shot out his tire.

			It was Travis Lanford, the handsome varsity football player—the man who had also, Shaw now understood, murdered Daryl Williams on that cold, cold day in bleak January.

			

			—

			“You have a gun. I saw it.”

			“I do,” Shaw told him.

			“Take it out and give it to me…No, I don’t trust you. You probably know karate or something.”

			“I don’t.” Which was true, though there was no reason to mention the champion-wrestling thing.

			“I don’t care.” Travis looked up and down the road. It was deserted. “Take it out and throw it on the ground.”

			He did as instructed. The gun landed in a clump of grass. Travis picked it up and pocketed it.

			Shaw said, “You were following me. I knew there was someone. I thought it was one of Trimbeaux’s crew.”

			“You’re just full of bad decisions, mister. I saw that reward. Twenty-six hundred? You risk everything for that?”

			“How’re you going to explain the shot-out tire?” Shaw nodded at the front end.

			He laughed. “Trimbeaux’s crew did that. Yeah, I followed you—and saw you following them. They got suspicious and came out here to have a talk with you. Shot your tire out.”

			“And then shot me?”

			Travis said nothing. He was sweaty and his mannerisms twitchy. Shaw understood that the NA was for show; he was still a tweaker.

			“Why’d you kill Williams?”

			“Shut up. I’m not here to talk. You are. I saw you take something out of that pizzeria. I want it. What is it? Evidence? A video or something?” When Shaw didn’t respond, he said, “And I want to know where those fucking notebooks are. All the stuff you were writing down that I told you. You talked to Mike and Carli too, and Erik. Right? I know you did.”

			“Travis. Things like this have a way of unraveling. Sooner or later. It’s best if you just give yourself up. You cut a plea deal, help the DA make a case against Trimbeaux and Garcia for weapons dealing? That’ll go a long way. I know how these things work.”

			“Notebooks. Are they in that camper of yours?”

			“No. I learned a long time ago that’s the first place people look. I keep them hidden somewhere else.”

			“Where?”

			Shaw didn’t reply.

			Travis’s edgy voice rose in volume as he said, “I’ll start shooting! Your foot, your knee.” He raised the gun.

			Colter Shaw was a man who lived to rock climb, to ride his motorcycle just at or over the edge, who, on reward assignment, occasionally grappled with escaped felons or murderous suspects. The idea of a catastrophic injury like a shattered knee or ankle was horrific.

			“You really should think about my offer,” Shaw told him.

			Travis glanced at the gun in his unsteady hand. “And you should think about mine.”

			It was then that a loud electronic bleat filled the night and a voice on the loudspeaker called, “You, with the weapon, drop it now! Or you will be fired upon!”

			Instinctively Travis turned, giving Shaw just enough time to lower his center of gravity and charge forward. He gripped Travis’s left ankle, then executed a simple John Smith low single-leg takedown, a classic wrestling maneuver. In a matter of seconds Travis was on his back, the breath knocked from his lungs and the gun ripped from his hand. Shaw tossed it aside fast.

			Never a good idea to hold on to a weapon when the police are training theirs on you.

			This wasn’t one of his father’s rules, but to Colter Shaw, it just seemed to make sense.

			

			—

			As he took back his license and concealed-carry permit from the trooper and stowed them in his wallet, Shaw was listening to the man.

			“So. We got a call from somebody reporting an assault on the road here, mile marker thirty-four. Somebody named Travis Lanford had attacked a Colter Shaw. What exactly is going on?”

			Shaw didn’t explain that, in anticipation of the attack by Travis, he had been live streaming the drive via a body cam to his resourceful private eye, back in Washington, D.C. The minute the tire was shot out, Mack had called Tom Pepper, Shaw’s friend and a retired FBI agent, who had contacts within the Ohio State Highway Patrol. He’d called in some favors and OSHP had a team sent here.

			“What’s this all about, sir?” the trooper asked, less patiently this time.

			“For the time being I’m pressing charges against Travis for assault with a deadly. You can add an illegal weapons charge too, and there’ll be some drugs somewhere. I’ll come to the station tomorrow for the interview. But now there’s someplace I have to be.”

			“Well, sir,” the trooper said, “I’m afraid that’s not possible. You’ll need to stay here until we get everything straightened out.”

			Shaw thought things were pretty well straightened out. He said, “Could you call this number.” He smiled. “As a favor.”

			The trooper hesitated and then placed the call. It seemed that he stood to attention when the voice answered. He said, “I’m at a crime scene with that man, Colter Shaw, and…Okay, sir. Yessir.”

			He disconnected. He looked at Shaw and said, “You’re free to go. And I personally would be more than happy to help you change that tire.”

			

			—

			Shaw looked down at the young man in the hospital bed.

			Jude Sterling gazed up at him groggily. Weariness defined him.

			“How’re you feeling?”

			“Got cut bad. They use glass. ’Cause of the metal detectors. You’d think the guards’d, you know, figure that out.”

			“You’d think.”

			“Gets infected.”

			Not surprising. The hospital ward was wretched. There were a few too many bloodstains on the walls and yellow stains on the floor. The lighting was as green as the tiles and the pallor of the patients and the medicos alike.

			“You’ll be okay?”

			“They say so. Scar. They don’t do plastic surgery here.”

			“Women like scars on men. Think they’re sexy.” Some did. Shaw knew this for a fact.

			He noted that Jude was shackled, hand and ankle, to the sturdy metal frame. He wondered why both were necessary.

			“You said you found who really shot Williams.”

			“Travis Lanford.”

			He blinked. This intelligence took a moment to settle. “How’d that work?”

			“I’ll tell you about it later. You should get some rest. But there’s a question I have to ask.”

			He nodded.

			“Did you cock the gun in the clearing and point it at Daryl after he’d been shot?”

			“Yessir, I did.”

			“Why?”

			Jude shrugged. “It might sound funny, but I thought of things I’ve seen in movies. The killer, whoever, he looks dead. But then you get close and he jumps up and has a knife or something, or axe. You know now I didn’t shoot him to save my brother. But I would have. I’d do that in a minute.”

			Shaw nodded.

			“You really think I’m getting out?”

			Shaw explained there would be procedural issues, and the fact that he’d stolen drugs and money—even if from a drug dealer—might mean continued time in the system. But his lawyer would be working hard to get him absolved of the most serious crimes.

			Jude appeared grateful, but at the word lawyer his face fell.

			“I’ve got somebody better than Henry Cummings.”

			They shared a smile.

			“Can I see my parents?”

			“I don’t think so. Not yet.”

			A guard approached and whispered something to Shaw, who nodded. He said to Jude, “I have to go. But get some rest. People will be in touch. You’ll be looked after here.”

			After Tom Pepper had spoken to a captain at the Ohio State Highway Patrol, he had also talked to the director of the Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections. Jude was now probably the safest prisoner in the Watkins facility.

			Shaw turned and followed the guard out of the hospital wing, through a half dozen corridors, as gray as the medical facility was green, and finally out of the lockdown portion of the prison to the general public reception room. The massive door clicked shut behind him. He handed his ID badge to the receptionist and received back his gun.

			He turned to Sonja Malloy, who frowned deep furrows into her attractive face and said, “So?”

			

			—

			The two of them walked outside into the fine June night. Crickets vied with bullfrogs for attention, with the amphibians winning, hands down—if, Shaw reflected, one could put it that way, given their biological morphology.

			The breeze was a gentle breath, perfumed by jasmine.

			Malloy had interesting eyes, dramatically lit in the outdoor overhead light. The pupils black and yellow. Cat’s eyes.

			They leaned against her unmarked car. Shaw said, “Something was off. Instincts told me Jude Sterling wasn’t a killer—probably. Oh, he was angry, he’d been in fights. He wanted to hurt. But there’s a Grand Canyon between hurt and kill.

			“I put it at fifteen percent he pulled the trigger. How much of a threat to Frank could Williams’ve been? Decided I’d go on the assumption that Jude was innocent. If he wasn’t the shooter, then who? Rival dealer? Possibility, of course. But, say, thirty percent.”

			“You do this percentage thing a lot?”

			“I do.”

			“Why no more than thirty, with a rival?”

			“What you told me yourself: Williams was one of the bigger suppliers of meth in the area. Killing him would be a disruption in the supply chain. Not good for anybody. And even if somebody wanted to take him out, why drive fifty miles on a freezing day all the way to Hanson Valley and kill him in the middle of a deal, with witnesses around?”

			“Even with your Throwback Thursday factor?” Now, a bit of a smile.

			“Even with that.”

			“That leaves fifty-five percent.”

			“What?” Shaw was confused.

			Malloy said, “Fifteen percent Jude did it, thirty percent some triggerman from a crew did it. That totals forty-five. Who’s the fifty-five percent suspect?”

			It took Shaw a moment. “No, the percentages don’t have to add up to one hundred. That’s not how it works.”

			“Oh.”

			“So let’s take Jude and a rival out. Where do we go from there? The guns interested me. The murder weapon was the thirty-eight Special. It had Williams’s DNA on it, so everyone assumed it came from his car, the Subaru.”

			“What we thought, yes.”

			“But in the trunk there was only ammo for a nine mil and a three-eighty. Okay, Williams might’ve also had a thirty-eight Special. Many dealers collect guns—”

			“Like baseball cards.”

			Shaw frowned. “Like what?”

			She looked over his face. “You don’t know about baseball cards?”

			“No.”

			In the wilderness enclave where Shaw and his siblings were raised, their father—given to bouts of paranoia—would not allow television, much less the internet, on the property. Shaw had very few cultural points of reference, particularly sports.

			Malloy explained that her own father collected them. “I inherited about five thousand. I keep hoping to meet a man who’ll appreciate them.”

			Filing that in the bottom drawer, Shaw continued, “So, sure, Williams might’ve had the Smittie. But the odds of having three guns—and one without a couple boxes of ammo in the trunk?”

			“Twenty percent.” Malloy was apparently getting into the numbers game.

			“I can live with that. So, here were my assumptions. One, the gun wasn’t Williams’s and it wasn’t Jude’s. Two, Williams was top end in the business. He wouldn’t come to Hanson Valley for a penny-ante deal. He’d be carting a major supply, planning to meet dozens of clients. Remember, he was pissed off that the kids were late. Probably meant he had other meetings.”

			She nodded.

			“So my theory was: somebody at the quarry found his car and popped the trunk. Saw a mother lode of meth, fent, oxy. Who knows how much? A hundred K? More?”

			“And it was this ‘somebody’ who brought the Smith & Wesson with him?”

			“That’s right.”

			“You suspected Travis.”

			“He was the front-runner. He was a meth addict and that’s a hard life. You hang in bad places, you’re on the street, hustling. Likely he’d have bought himself a cold gun or two. I put it at seventy percent.”

			She shook her head. “Why don’t they have to add up to a hundred?”

			Shaw repressed a sigh. “Okay. There’s a race, bunch of runners. Sam’s one of the best. He’s got a ninety percent chance of winning. Fred’s good, he’s got a sixty percent chance of winning the race, and Tom has a fifty percent chance of winning.”

			“Oh. Sure.”

			“Now back to Travis. Erik was with him at the quarry. Erik’s father was adamant I not talk to him, which told me Erik had said that something bad happened that afternoon, and Travis threatened him to keep quiet about it.”

			“So Travis was the prime suspect.” Malloy was nodding while she twined a strand of hair between short-nailed fingers. Those eyes…they were really quite captivating. “And then you needed to prove your theory.”

			“I showed all the kids, except Erik, some pictures of dealers from Canton I said I was going to investigate. I started tailing Orin Trimbeaux. Travis started tailing me. He was afraid I’d make the connection between Trimbeaux and him.”

			“And this PI of yours had surveillance on you?”

			“Right.”

			“You still took a chance.”

			He thumped his chest. “Body armor. I minimized the risk.”

			“And, on January twelfth? How did it go down, you reckon?”

			“Travis and Erik were making their way to the clearing to hook up with the others. Travis sees the Subaru, unlocked. He finds the stash in the trunk, filled with Williams’s supply. It’s a gold mine. He comes up with the plan. He takes his own gun, the Smittie, wipes it down and then rubs Williams’s soda cup on it. For the DNA. He goes to the clearing, hides in the brush so nobody can see him. He shoots Williams and drops the gun on the path. He tells Erik that if he says anything he’ll kill him too. He buries the drugs and his own gloves somewhere and then takes Erik’s. When they did the GSR test on the four kids, Erik was the only one not wearing gloves, I’ll bet.”

			“I think you’re right.”

			“The kids leave and go back home. A day or so later Travis goes back to the scene and collects the drugs. He then signs up for NA to make it look good.”

			A flash of lightning in the distance. A leisurely rumble arrived. This seemed to silence the bullfrogs for a moment, though perhaps it was a coincidence. “Oh, here’s a bonus.” He reached into his backpack and handed her the to-go bag from the pizzeria where Trimbeaux and Garcia had lunched. It contained their beverage glasses. He’d wanted to get samples in Erin’s Tavern the night before but the boys in the crew were getting suspicious, so he’d left early.

			He explained, “DNA samples. Trimbeaux and his main gun supplier—Eduardo Garcia.” He gave her the man’s residence, which Mack had narrowed down to an address on Miller Street. “Probably’ll match that DNA your forensic people found on the slugs in the Smittie. I’ll come by the office tomorrow and sign a chain of custody card. Oh, and I’ll upload a video of Trimbeaux selling to some neo-Nazis.”

			Malloy exhaled a laugh of surprise at this. “Were you ever law enforcement?”

			“No.”

			She frowned as she looked him over. “You want to be law enforcement?”

			Shaw smiled.

			“Ohio’s flusher than some states. The county’s got a good pension plan. And two weeks’ vacation. After one year of service, of course. Paid maternity leave too.” A pause. “Or paternity. For what it’s worth. I’m just saying.”

			

			—

			Three days later, Shaw was back in Florida.

			He bypassed the elaborate appliances in the kitchen and dropped a cut-up chicken and pieces of onion and orange into a Crock-Pot and added half a bottle of cabernet. He was having Teddy and Velma Bruin over for dinner that night. He’d just turned the knob to Low and had a sip of beer when his phone hummed.

			It was Arnie Sterling, who told him in an excited voice that Travis Lanford had accepted a plea bargain: twenty years in prison, no parole, and the state would not seek the death penalty.

			The same day a judge signed an order releasing Jude Sterling and expunging his record in the Williams case. The prosecutor declined to bring a charge on the theft from Williams and the possession of controlled substances.

			Shaw had also heard from Detective Sonja Malloy, who’d phoned with the information that Trimbeaux and Garcia had been arrested for illegal arms and drug sales. They’d pled not guilty. He told her he was more than happy to return to Ohio to be a witness at the trial. He floated the idea that he might arrive a day or so early and they could discuss the case over dinner. She offered a refinement: that she’d cook. Apparently he was destined to learn about baseball cards firsthand.

			A triple-note chime sounded. It was from his Atlas radar intrusion system on the driveway. True, it might have been an actual intruder—Shaw had scores of enemies—but since this was the time of day when the mail person arrived, he figured he didn’t need to fetch his Glock.

			He met the woman halfway down the walk and collected the bills and flyers and an envelope measuring about nine by eleven. Inside was a package wrapped in gray tissue paper. He tore it open and found himself looking at a framed drawing, done in colored pencil on off-white construction paper.

			Shaw had to laugh. The image was of Jude’s Wasp Man, the half-human, half-insect superhero. The curious creature, wearing an old-time leather helmet, was standing at the mouth of a deep pit—maybe a quarry. The sun was rising, or setting, behind him, and he struck quite the pose, head up and his arms (all four of them) were raised to the sky. Light beams radiated from his head. His uniform was a blue jumpsuit, and on the chest were two letters in gold: C.S.

			At the bottom of the picture were two words in careful script: Thank You.

			Shaw walked back into the house to find a hammer and some nails. There was an empty spot on his den wall where he thought the sketch would fit perfectly.
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