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 Judgement Call: Prologue 

Jamie Gibbons didn’t turn on the lights, she just set her purse down by the front door and took off her coat. The wooden door was mottled with clumps of old paint, and it didn’t want to close. She lifted and leaned on it, and it settled into the frame, protesting the whole way. She locked it.

The clothesline strung across the living room was hung with damp clothes that weren’t going to be dry by the morning, but, at least, they were clean. James’ school books were scattered all over the place. She’d have to get up early and nag him to get them all picked up before he left for school. That boy. He was the smarter of her two sons, but he had the worse grades. Tyrone squeezed every point he could out of his schoolwork, turned it in on time, did all the extra credit he could get, and took care of the house and his brother while he did it. James seemed to think he could coast through life on his wits. She was just lucky Tyrone was the older of the two. She couldn’t have done it otherwise.

She peeked through the doorway into the larger of the two bedrooms, too small for a pair of growing boys, but the best she had to give them.

They were asleep, or, at least, James was, snoring away. Tyrone had the covers pulled up over his head, and she thought she saw the wink of a flashlight under them. It wasn’t too late yet.  She’d let him read for a while. Her feet hurt, and she wanted to sit down for a minute anyway.

As soon as she wrote one more letter, she’d look in on them one more time, then go to bed.

There wasn’t a door to the kitchen, just an old curtain. She pulled it shut and turned on the overhead light. It flickered and went out. She’d have to call the landlord in the morning. She turned on the tiny lamp she had on the kitchen table for writing. It turned the room soft and yellow.

The dishes were done and drying in the plastic rack, and a note on the table said James needed more lunch money by Tuesday. She didn’t have any on her, and the next check was all spoken for. Time to dig around under the couch cushions — as if she hadn’t done that a hundred times already this year.

Jamie didn’t have to look inside the refrigerator to know it was empty. She’d wait until work tomorrow to eat. The boys would have a few days’ grace until the school cut off their lunches.

When her check came in, well, a couple of bills would just have to wait.

She sat down on the cracked vinyl chair and opened up her letter-box from under the table, a printer paper box she’d picked up from work. It held handwritten copies of all the letters she’d sent out, the few responses she’d received, and the last packet of information she’d copied at the library. The originals were in her closet, along with the lease and her tax forms from work.

The packet had come from the detective working the case, telling her he was sorry but her husband was guilty, and here was the proof. She’d picked through the documents and put together another story. She didn’t have the legal know-how to prove Andy’s innocence, but some of the ‘facts’, as they called them in court, didn’t add up — and some critical pieces of information that she knew they had were missing.

She knew she wasn’t any great writer, but the fact was she’d written over two dozen of these letters asking for someone to help her with Andy’s case, and she was starting to get good at it — or at least, less bad. Not less desperate, though. At this point, she’d be happy if a janitor would pick one of her letters out of the trash, read it, and hand it around like a piece of interesting gossip.

She had already sent letters to the detective, lawyers, and the judge involved in Andy’s case. She hadn’t given them any attitude about it. Even from her bench in the public gallery of the courtroom during the trial, she could see how it looked like Andy could be guilty. But, she also had enough common sense to know that the jury hadn’t heard all the facts. Just because it looked bad didn’t mean Andy was guilty of murder.

It most certainly didn’t mean that he deserved to rot in prison, not with two kids growing up fast. Tyrone was in eighth grade now, fourteen years old and about to start high school. James was ten. They were good kids, but the Lord knew all kinds of things could go wrong, growing up with their father in prison and their mother working two and sometimes three jobs, struggling to feed them, pay bills, and keep them in cheap shoes.

She wasn’t around enough to keep them out of trouble, and that meant they were going to fall into it sooner or later.

While she understood how Andy had gotten dragged into all this by taking too many chances and getting too close to some evil men, her boys were losing out on the lives they should've had if their father hadn’t gone to prison to pay for someone else’s crime. And, that was something she could not abide.

The next letter and packet, along with the last of her stamps, was going to the Honorable Regan St. Clair, a county judge up in White Plains, a lovely blonde woman who didn’t have kids. Her father had been a judge in Brooklyn back in the day and then moved north with his family. She vaguely remembered voting for the Honorable St. Clair once or twice when she first got out of high school and Mamma was still telling her who to vote for — not that Jamie often listened. Then suddenly he’d gone north and disappeared, leaving behind a series of cold-hearted men who were only interested in keeping people in line.

Andy had been kept in line. She’d always wondered if old St. Clair had been driven out somehow, gone running with his tail between his honorable legs.

Andy wasn’t in the same jurisdictional district as Regan St. Clair; he wasn’t her problem. As it stood, he wasn’t anybody’s problem but hers and the boys’. No reason for St. Clair to open the letter at all.

Well, couldn’t hurt to ask. As Mamma always said, ‘If you don’t ask, the answer’s always no.’




 Chapter 1 - To make a difference 

A long white puff of steam hung in the air over a manufacturing plant off in the distance. It was bunched up at the top, looking like a high-altitude weather balloon, white against the flat, low ceiling of clouds. It remained fixed in place, neither rising nor falling.

If only the breeze would push it away, then maybe Regan could get something done with her morning. Watching the steam struggle to get any further past the horizon always stirred up feelings of melancholy.

But the steam lingered in the air. Every couple of minutes, the plant would send up another puff to join the first. The puff never got any bigger — just stayed there, hanging in the air, refusing to disappear ... just like the letter on her desk.

The leaves had fallen, and downtown White Plains looked dull and ugly. Except for a few skyscrapers that reflected the clouds as they went past — and that could be utterly gorgeous in a daytime thunderstorm — the area was a collection of gray, prisonlike buildings of a brutal modern style that seemed ready to topple over and crush the nearby traffic. Going out for a walk at lunch in the shadows of the buildings always made her feel less than human.

She’d been thinking a lot lately — about getting out.

It wasn’t much of a life. If she wasn’t looking up from legal documents at the huge gray buildings outside her window, she was inside one of the courtrooms in her robes with her hair pulled severely away from her face, looking down at the people in the courtroom. She sometimes felt like a childless mother, threatening to ground an entire courtroom full of unruly lawyers and citizens if they didn’t behave. When she wasn’t providing an example of seriousness and probity to the court, she was at home, staying in one of three rooms in her enormous, echoing house: her bedroom, the library, or the bathroom. She ate takeout at her library desk and watched television from her bed as though she lived in a motel room. A maid came in once a week to clean, wash, and iron.

She didn’t need this job. She’d been to the Taconic Correctional Facility to see her friend Jessie last Saturday, and it had reminded her all over again that nobody in her family needed the money - or the justice. They’d always had more than their fair share of both, thanks to her father's best friend who'd struck it rich investing in foreign stocks after Vietnam, and had paid for both her father's and her education.

If she didn’t still believe that she could make a difference, it would be easy to walk away. She still did — although her ability to believe had been rapidly diminishing lately. And if she hadn’t been popular, it would’ve been easy to drift away. But, she was popular.  She was one of the most respected judges in the Ninth District, even if the local attorneys did call her the Ice Queen, and worse behind her back.

She had a reputation for honesty and insight, fair-mindedness and integrity, and was considered competent always, and brilliant most of the time. If she’d still had the passion for justice that she’d once had in law school, she could have been on the state Supreme Court by now, maybe being groomed for an even higher office.

But she didn’t have the passion anymore. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be wasting time holding a cold cup of coffee in both hands like it was supposed to warm her in front of a window full of gray skies and gray buildings, whose most impressive feature was a puff of steam that lingered too long. And…

The letter on the desk in front of her was from a woman whose husband was in prison for a murder she claimed he didn’t commit. The front page was a handwritten plea with a drop of coffee smeared across it. The rest of the pages had been pulled out of a packet of evidence that someone had given her. Regan could read between the lines as well as the woman. Something fishy had gone down. Criminal cases were sometimes like Mount Everest — they made their own weather. This one was starting to look like a real blizzard.

If only, the letter on her desk would go away.

If only she didn’t have to decide what to do about it. Naturally, she couldn’t just leave it there.

It wasn’t like she didn’t have the money. She could give the family something to live on. She could sell a few stocks and set up a trust fund for the wife and kids as a gesture of her pity.

It hadn’t been her case; she’d had nothing to do with the situation. The woman lived in Brooklyn. It should never have come to Regan’s attention, let alone become her problem.

The pettiness of her thoughts appalled her. She was becoming institutionalized.

Once upon a time, she’d dreamed of changing the world, of making it a more just, fair, reasonable place to live. Now she just had nightmares of paperwork.

She dreaded the thought of what her father might say if she told him how she really felt about her job lately. She wasn’t looking forward to the holidays. He always seemed to be able to get a confession out of her even before the turkey was cooked.

She put the coffee mug on top of the blotter, already splotched with brown rings from the other cups of coffee that had gone cold this morning. Her admin, Gary, was probably sick of listening to her sigh from the other side of the hollow door between her office and his. He’d probably written her a dozen sarcastic sticky notes and added items to her email calendar like, “To do today: put your big-girl panties on,” and “You are not living in a chick flick! Stop waiting around for your life to happen.”

He knew she hated that kind of cheery sentimentalism. So of course, he used it on her every chance he could get.

She gave out one more big Gary-annoying sigh, then got up, brushed her hair away from her face, and walked out of the office.

Gary looked up at her over the top of his little librarian glasses. His eyebrows twitched. If he gave her any attitude, she was going to tell him he was going bald again.

“Going somewhere?” he asked.

She ignored him and went into the hallway, where she ignored two of her colleagues with a thin smile, reached the break room, and dumped the cold coffee from her mug down the small aluminum sink. Then she poured herself another cup of coffee from the pump-driven air pot, which spluttered as she emptied the last of it.

The break room was empty The only signs of any previous inhabitation were damp coffee rings on the white counter, and plastic chairs pulled away from the small circular gray tables. A muted TV on the wall played CNN. Her eyes swam; she couldn’t read the ticker at the bottom. Just as well. Two men in suits talked to each other on the screen, tilting their heads conspiratorially.

She yawned so hard her jaw cracked and then turned to leave, but she couldn’t make herself go through the doorway.

It was stupid. The empty coffee pot bothered her.

It was someone else’s job to fill it. At what she made an hour, the county of Westchester could afford to hire five or six people to take care of the coffee pot. She could have afforded to hire at least a dozen employees to refill it just based just on what she was making on her investments today. The break room wasn’t even occupied. No one would ever know that it was her who had left an empty coffee pot behind.

But that wasn’t the point.

She turned back to the coffee pot, tipped the last dregs into the sink, and then manhandled the pot under the coffee maker. The lid didn’t want to behave; it kept getting in the way. She knocked the grounds into the trash, then added a new filter from the top of the coffee maker, where one of the admins had left a stack of six filters already prefilled with fresh coffee grounds. Thoughtful. She brushed the grounds off the bottom of the filter, slammed everything together, and pressed the start button.

The coffee maker started to rumble.

Undoubtedly helping Andy Gibbons and his family would be the same. She was making a mountain out of a molehill. The wheels of justice had skipped a cog; that was all. She’d look over the evidence, see what she could do with it, and call someone at the King’s County Clerk’s office.

It’d probably only take a couple of hours’ work to get the ball rolling. And she’d feel better, too. Make her father proud over some sliced turkey.

And who knew? It might just make a difference.




 Chapter 2 - There’s nothing you can do 

Regan threw on her blinker at the last second and swerved into the gravel parking lot of the Musgrove Ale House. The green banner on the front of the building in a Celtic font was unmistakable, confirmed by a bright yellow neon harp in the window: Guinness was served there.

It was a small, ugly bar in a tiny strip mall next to a dark field on a narrow highway edged with plowed snow — and it was a godsend. Regan must have passed it at least half a dozen times, driving back and forth to Green Haven to speak with Andy Gibbons. She didn’t usually stop at places like this, but she couldn’t go another hour without food, not without breaking into some form of road rage.

She pulled in alongside a Chrysler minivan with chipped paint. Her hands were shaking with shock and hunger. Next door was a pizza place with a red sign, but their only beer sign in the window was Budweiser. Being a wealthy judge and the daughter of a wealthy judge father, she’d never picked up that particular taste.

She could probably order a pizza and have it delivered next door, or fill up on a burger and fries. As she opened the door of her Lexus she smelled the hot fryer oil, and her stomach growled.

She did the things single women do when getting out of a car in a strange neighborhood: check for anyone watching the car, make sure keys are in hand, and lock the doors. After the first couple of times she’d visited Andy, she’d abandoned her heels in the car. The warden was shorter than she was, and their conversations went much more smoothly once she switched to flats.

Her breath steamed in the cold air, rising and disappearing quickly.

The bar thumped with music — something that sounded amateurish and out of key. At least, it wasn’t live; her body didn’t care about the music. It was in survival mode. It needed to be fed.

As she came up to the door, it opened, and the music doubled in volume. For a split-second she almost turned around to go to the pizza place. Then a pair of big buff guys wearing matching, wrinkle-free navy sweatshirts and sunglasses stepped out, holding the door for her.

They straightened up as they saw her. The three of them all paused, staring at each other for a second. Then her stomach growled another warning, and she went in.

A big, doughy-looking bouncer near the door reached out and grabbed her wrist as she stepped into the bar. “ID?”

She flashed some at him, and he stamped the back of her hand. She checked her phone: it was seven o’clock. A dais had been cleared of tables up front, and a technician was setting up equipment under bright white lighting. Great. She’d have to eat fast and get out before whatever no-name garage band hit the stage. The band couldn’t be very good; the place was almost empty.

A blond guy looked up from the pool table in the back when she came in. Otherwise, none of the few other patrons seemed to notice her entrance. Blondie lined up a shot and made it, knocking a couple of stripes into side pockets, staring at her the whole time. He smiled at her, flashing blue eyes and dimples.

She tore her eyes away before the guy could take her glance as an invitation. She was hungry, and she was upset. She didn’t need to get hit on — not tonight — no matter how handsome the guy was… and this one was.

She grabbed a seat at the bar. The goateed bartender floated from the other side of the bar toward her.

“Guinness, hamburger, fries,” she said, raising her voice over the music. “Well done on the hamburger, extra crispy on the fries.”

He nodded and floated toward the kitchen, sliding sideways through the double swing doors. He returned in a second, and she watched his feet: he was moonwalking. He caught her looking and smiled. A glass and coaster appeared, and ten seconds later she was sucking the creamy, rich, foam head from the Guinness. Her shoulders relaxed an inch.

Pool balls cracked behind her. Blondie must be a decent player; he was sinking them fast enough.

She hadn’t played since law school. She wondered if she could take him, then blew the thought aside.

She pulled her phone out and started scrolling through the news. The music had to be deliberately bad. Whenever she caught a snatch of lyrics they sounded like the out-of-key epitome of misery — but, at least they were on par with her mood.

Andy Gibbons had told her to give it up; he wouldn’t be talking to her anymore.

Go home, Miss St. Clair. There’s nothing you can do. This place will be my home for the rest of my life. I have made peace with that. I thank you for your sympathy, but it ain’t doing me any good. You neither.

It made her feel sick to remember the look of calm acceptance on his face. It was like looking at someone and knowing that they thought of themselves as a piece of trash that had to be tossed out with the rest of the garbage.

The beer was gone. The bartender glided by with his eyebrows up; she nodded. The glass disappeared and was quickly replaced.

Her phone buzzed, and she checked her email. It was from Gorman, an ex-cop turned PI, who she’d hired to help her with gathering evidence. He’d come up dry again. And moreover, he had to step away from the case as a personal matter had come up.

She jabbed out a quick response, thanking him and asking him for his final bill, then flicked the phone off and shoved it in her jacket pocket.

A red basket mounded with fries appeared in front of her. The hamburger’s greasy bun glistened underneath. The bartender stood in front of her, his fingers hovering in the air for a moment, then snatched a bottle of malt vinegar and a white plastic bottle of mayo from under the counter. She raised her fingers in thanks, and he floated away again.

She ate the fries first — a sprinkle of malt vinegar and then dipped in mayo. They were good, extra crispy, almost burnt in spots, extra thin. The hamburger was nearly as good — mediocre beef that had been treated well, with onions and worcestershire mixed into the patty.

She drank her second beer more slowly. She didn’t want to have to hang around while she sobered up enough to drive. Getting pulled over for DUI was not a pleasant prospect for a judge, let alone a judge in her emotional state.

Tomorrow she’d have to call Jamie Gibbons and tell her the news. Andy had told her to give up, and the private investigator had quit. What she wouldn’t tell Mrs. Gibbons was that when she’d come out of the facility at five, she’d found one of her tires slashed and the words ‘go home bitch’ written in the dust on her back windshield.

She’d changed the tire herself, feeling eyes on her every second, too proud to ask for help.

It made Andy’s words hurt worse, knowing that she’d stepped on someone’s toes like that. It meant she must be coming too close to the truth for someone’s comfort. She could almost smell the blood in the water.

Jamie Gibbons would look up at her with her dark, full eyes, and blink her long lashes in slow motion, and it would be perfectly clear that Regan had failed to bring her boys’ father home. Had failed, in fact, to make any progress whatsoever, other than to invoke a couple of low-level threats.

She didn’t give a damn about anything else; she wanted her husband home and free. The word justice would have no meaning for her unless her innocent husband were let out of jail.

Regan started counting the actual financial cost of her failure: trust funds for the boys, a stipend, getting Mrs. Gibbons into nursing school — if that was what she wanted — get some workmen in to repair the boarding house, at least the inside, or try to get her to move out of the neighborhood altogether.

She could afford it, but it still felt like a red line on her internal ledgers.

She took another sip of her beer. The mirror behind the bar showed Blondie still shooting pool by himself. He racked and broke them, dropping the stripes first, then working through the solids as methodical as a clerk filing a stack of paperwork.

She let her attention slide back to the case and the many holes in it.

On the afternoon of April 7th, 2003, the body of a blond Caucasian woman, Angela Ligotti, was found under a bunch of old newspapers near a busy highway. She had been stabbed to death. Detective Peter Marando had led the investigation.

An eyewitness out cycling on the morning of the crime, Abe De Wit, testified that he saw two people, a large black man and a white woman, sitting in a green car parked near the spot where the body was found. It looked like they were in a physical struggle. After a while, he saw the black man, who was wearing a red jacket, get out and walk to the passenger side of the car and open the door. It looked as if he were about to pull the passenger out of the car. However, when the black man noticed the cyclist, who had stopped to watch, he ran back to the driver’s side.

The police picked up Andy the next day. He maintained that he was innocent of murdering the woman. Yeah, he knew the deceased, but he had nothing to do with her death. He wasn’t even near the crime scene on the day of the alleged offense. To help back up his claims of innocence, he volunteered to participate in a lineup and consented to a search of his family’s apartment without insisting on a search warrant.

He thought he had nothing to hide. That he drove a green car, he never denied.

During the lineup, the cyclist identified Andy as the man he’d seen that day. And the search of his apartment had produced a red jacket fitting the description given by the cyclist.

No DNA tests were conducted, but the autopsy report stated that hair samples found on the victim’s body revealed African-American characteristics.

Hair samples were often used as evidence in court cases to establish a link between the crime and a perpetrator. But it was still a severely flawed science. The Justice Department and FBI had admitted as much when they officially confessed that almost every examiner in their elite forensic unit had exaggerated forensic evidence.

Out of 28 examiners in the FBI’s unit, 26 had distorted forensic results to favor prosecutors in more than 250 out of 268 cases, including 32 defendants who received the death penalty, 14 of whom were executed or died in prison.

This despicable practice had been going on for almost 20 years. If the consequences of their testimony had not been not so dire, it would have been laughable.

She had been following several such cases in progress; six of the defendants had already been exonerated. It was one of the world’s biggest legal scandals in decades, and almost no one outside the profession had even heard about it.

The fact that a hair sample was being used as evidence, without even having the decency to go through the motions of DNA testing ,was reason enough to reopen Andy’s case, even if there was no other evidence which could be used in his favor.

But that wasn’t the only suspicious point about the case.

At the trial, the prosecution’s case rested not only on the testimony of the cyclist but also on that of a snitch — a jailhouse informant — who had supposedly overheard Andy’s confession, for which the source would receive certain privileges, sometimes even early parole. In Regan’s opinion, it was an unacceptable and unsound practice, but most judges wouldn’t have batted an eye.

The informant in Andy’s case had spent a couple of days in the same cell with Andy and claimed that Andy had bragged about being the killer. Of course, the fact that he had a longstanding “working relationship” with the investigating detective and had testified in multiple cases over the years didn’t taint his evidence… not at all.

The jury ignored the contradicting testimony from another man, a witness for the defense who’d been incarcerated with Andy at the time, who stated that Andy had never bragged about the killing and that he’d maintained his innocence the entire six months he’d been awaiting trial.

A red jacket, a green car, a single strand of African American hair, and two witnesses, one of them a Caucasian bicyclist. For the members of the jury, it was a matter of res ipsa loquitur — the facts spoke for themselves. It took them less than two hours to find Andy guilty — 25 years to life. Case closed… next, please.

Regan had been around long enough to learn that evidence, eyewitness testimony, ’facts,’ even DNA, didn’t tell the whole story. It was just the list of what you knew and had collected at a certain point in time. The whole story was often more complicated and subtle.

Today was Andy’s tenth anniversary in prison.

He was a six-foot-two African-American man with 260 pounds of muscle and a GED from the jail system. He’d be lucky if some guard didn’t manufacture an excuse to keep him there when his parole was up. The only way he’d be labeled a model citizen was if he was dead.

The bartender floated past her. She turned her head to the side and ignored him. If she made eye-contact with anyone, she was going to cry.

Go home, Miss St. Clair. There’s nothing you can do.

She’d put her hopes on Gorman finding more evidence, and now Gorman was out. She wondered if his sudden resignation could have been brought on by a few threats such as a slashed tire or a nasty message. She’d probably never know.

It was clear that someone was paying attention to what she was doing and didn’t like it.

She wiped her hands on her napkin and scrubbed at her mouth. She’d put a little lip gloss on in the car before going into the prison. Obviously, it had been wasted.

A man slid onto the bar stool next to her was Blondie from the pool table. Great.

“Hey,” he said.

She groaned and put on her anti-pickup-artist armor, sitting up straighter and broadening her shoulders, “Don’t bother.”

“Don’t bother what?”

“Flirting. Trying to pick me up.”

“Just collecting a beer, ma’am.”

He waved at the bartender and indicated a refill, a Guinness, then headed back toward the pool table. She rolled her eyes at herself. She was paranoid, not without reason, but not behaving in an exemplary manner either.

She should go.

Instead, she recklessly ordered another Guinness. Her stomach was full, but she was still too upset to drive. She carried the beer to a back table so she didn’t feel like the entire room was watching her back and stared into space, her mind returning to Jamie Gibbons.

The first time they’d met — at a cheap diner, the most expensive place that Jamie Gibbons would agree to — the woman had leaned across the table and said, “Judge, how is it possible that my husband could be convicted if the prosecutor withheld crucial evidence from the court? Isn’t that illegal? Don’t they have to make all the evidence known?”

“They do,” Regan told her. She held out her hand, and the other woman belatedly shook it. The waitress, dressed in a grease-stained polo shirt and slacks, brought them menus and took their drink orders — two coffees, no cream.

“You must think I’m crazy, making things up,” Jamie said.

Regan was taking a sip of coffee. She waved her hand.

Jamie Gibbons took out an old writing pad and paged through it. “I have four pieces of evidence that never appeared at the trial. First, there was another person, Frederick B. Schnatterbeck, who came forward and told the police he saw the perpetrator but was never asked to identify him in a police line-up. Nor was he asked to testify. In fact, they never even took a statement from him.”

She leaned forward, raising her eyebrows. Her hair had been pulled back in a bun, but strands of it were getting loose, making her look just a little bit overexcited.

“Go on,” Regan said.

She took a sip of coffee. “You’re skeptical. That’s all right. I’m looking for someone who has a fair amount of skepticism. With the emphasis on fair. To continue, second point: When the police came to our apartment, they did find a red jacket, but it wasn’t Andy’s. It wasn’t even his size; it was too small. It had been left by a friend of his a few days before the crime.”

“What was the friend’s name?” Regan asked.

“Michael Liu. Who is, I might add, about five-foot-two and weighs about a hundred pounds dripping wet.”

Up went the eyebrows again, wide eyes and long lashes turned unrelentingly on Regan.

“Third point, the car: We had a green car at the time, but it was broken down. The engine wouldn’t start, and the transmission was ruined. Andy was waiting for a friend to find a cheap new one to put in. You see where I’m going with this? That car had been out of commission for a couple of weeks at the time of the murder. There’s no way it could have been the same car. Which someone trying to frame Andy for the murder might not have known.”

Another long, steady look. Regan nodded and sipped numbly at her coffee.

“Fourth point:” Jamie continued, “they never found the murder weapon. Why was that? They said that Andy must have thrown the knife over the side of the bridge. If you ask me, they haven’t even searched for it.”

The implications were horrifying. If true, more than one person had to be involved. Jamie placed her fists forcefully on the table, one on either side of the notebook, rattling the ice in the glasses.

“Is that enough for you? Or are you going to say what everyone else has been saying, and tell me there’s no reason to bother with the case, that I should just move on with my life? Or are you going to help me, Judge?”

Regan was still too stunned to answer.

Jamie continued, “Your father was a good man. I voted for him a couple of times.” Her voice rose toward the end of the sentence, ending almost in a question.

Regan took a deep breath and put her coffee cup down. Jamie Gibbons didn’t look crazy or overexcited anymore. She looked like what she was, a woman putting on bravado in the face of despair. Regan’s heart went out to the woman sitting across from her.

She reached a hand out across the table, and Jamie clasped it. The skin was dry, chapped, and cold.

“Yes, Mrs. Gibbons, I will help you.”

Jamie stared at her like she was waiting for a “but” at the end of the sentence.

After a moment, the waitress came up to them and said, “May I take your lunch order?”

A fat tear started rolling down Jamie’s nose.

“We’ll need a minute,” Regan said as a smile stretched her face.

I felt so proud of myself back then.

At the time, in her mind Andy Gibbons was already free.

But of course, that hadn’t happened. It was now January, and she’d been working on this for three months. Now she was being shooed away, probably for making things worse.

Regan’s eyes focused once again as she returned from that diner to the bar at the sound of the break of another game of pool. She sighed and looked down into the glass. The beer was gone. Either she made a break for it now, or she’d be here all night.

Beer never solved anything, but a few more hours in her personal law library might.




 Chapter 3 - Looking for a good time 

Regan reached into her jacket and pulled out her wallet, then laid a twenty on the bar. After a second she added another ten, then slid off the stool as she tucked the wallet back into her pocket.

Three guys were coming into the bar, their breath steaming neon for a second from the beer signs — three kids really, 25 at the most. One in a Giants jersey, one in a plaid flannel shirt, and the third in a denim jacket. None of them were dressed warmly enough, all of them there to get drunk and listen to horrible music.

The bouncer at the door still slumped casually on his stool said, “Hey boys, let’s see some IDs.”

“You know who we are Dave,” the kid in the jersey said and tried to walk past him.

The bouncer grabbed the youngster’s shirt. “And I know how to toss all three of you out of here in about two seconds,” Dave said. “Show me your IDs or you don’t get a stamp, and then Brett cards you every time you want a drink.”

The kid in the plaid flannel had already dragged his ID out and flashed it, shoving a clenched fist into the bouncer’s face.

“Good boy,” Dave said, and stamped the fist. The kid showed a grin that went all the way up to his gums and pushed past the other two on the way to the bar.

He elbowed Regan as he passed by. She’d stepped to the side as he’d approached, so he had to stick out his elbow to do it. The reek of cheap whiskey followed in his wake.

“Jack and Coke,” he said, tapping an ATM card on the bar.

The other two had collected their hand stamps and joined their friend. The guy in the plaid, waiting while the bartender made his drink, glanced over at Regan.

“What’s your problem?”

She shrugged and turned toward the door.

A strong hand grabbed her shoulder; she tried to shrug it off. Instead, it switched to her arm and pulled her around in a rough circle. All three of the guys were staring at her like jackals, sizing up her clothes, hair, face, and chest. Probably calculating the contents of her wallet.

“Excuse me gentlemen,” she said. The kid in the jersey jerked his head toward the one in the blue jean jacket, who broke off from the other two and circled behind her stopping between her and the door.

They’d done this before.

“Hey.” The guy in the plaid had collected his drink and sipped at it, grabbing the glass from the top edges and slurping at it from behind his long fingers. “So you’re looking for a good time, huh?”

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Blondie taking a little bit too long to line up his pool shot.

“No, I’m not looking for a good time,” she said clearly and loudly. “Take your hands off me.”

The kid in the jersey smirked at his friend over her shoulder. Something warm pressed against her butt.

She couldn’t believe it. Her free arm jerked backward. An elbow to the ribs would do the guy some good. Unfortunately, her elbow only hit the guy’s forearm. He’d been ready for her.

“Get your hands off me!” she shouted.

“Gentlemen,” a voice said in a way that made it clear that if they didn’t start acting as if they were, there would be trouble.

“Back off,” the kid in the plaid snarled. “We got her first.”

It was Blondie. He’d left his pool cue back at the pool table and had his hands up, palms out. He tsk’d at them and walked up to the guy standing behind Regan. “We don’t get to take home women without asking first, especially when we’re drunk. Isn’t that right? I’m sure someone had a discussion with you about it. Women aren’t the same as $20 bills that you find on the street — even pretty ones.”

The hand withdrew from her ass.

She picked up a foot and jammed it against the guy’s shin, scraping her flats down the front of his leg.

“Fuck!” he shouted.

A fist slammed into the back of her head, and she tumbled forward, seeing stars. The guy in the jersey grabbed her and swung her around so that a bar stool slammed into her gut. She whipped forward and just missed hitting her head on the bar.

“You jackasses get away from that woman!” the bouncer roared. The bartender had his cell phone in hand and was talking into it.

She grabbed onto the bar stool and tried to hang on, but the bar stool followed her as she fell over backward. Landing on the floor with the metal frame of the bar stool on top of her, she tried to push it off, but the guy in the plaid put a foot on one of the struts and pinned it — and her — down.

One of the rungs shoved into her gut. She was going to puke in a second.

“Ted,” the guy in plaid said. “You get Dave. Me and Casey got this other guy.”

“Should be fun.”

The bar stool lifted off her. The next second it swung toward Blondie.

She didn’t hang around to see if it hit. Instead, she rolled toward the end of the bar, where the bartender helped pull her off her back. She tried to stand up, but he waved at her to stay down. She crouched next to an aluminum shelf full of pint glasses.

“Cops are on the way,” he said.

“Good.”

She heard glass shatter and crouched down lower. Blondie tsk’d again and someone shouted in rage. The music droned on for a few more seconds, then cut out.

The sound of a fist hitting meat echoed through the room. The bartender snorted through his nose.

Then came the sound of a body hitting the floor.

 Regan stood up.

The bouncer was reaching over the bar for a towel, one hand over a bloody nose and his two fat eyebrows pinched together in the middle. The three kids were all laid out on the floor, the guy in the jersey near the door and the other two on top of each other in front of the bar. Glass and booze had splattered on the floor next to a two-top table.

Blondie flexed his fingers. The skin on them was beet red. “Ice?” The bartender asked.

It was all over. She could hardly believe it.

The bartender wrapped a scoopful of ice in a towel and passed it over with his eyebrows up. Blondie nodded and held the towel against his fist while the bartender poured him a Guinness.

“You all right?” Blondie asked her.

She touched the back of her head to check for blood, but her hand came back dry. She felt a little nauseated but otherwise okay. There wasn’t even a bump. “I think so.”

Now that the rush of panic was clearing out of her system, the rest of her emotions were catching up. She felt her nostrils flare; she blinked quickly and swallowed a couple of times, trying to keep her eyes and throat clear. Her body tightened up and began to shake.

“Shit,” she said.

“Freaking out?”

She nodded.

“Come on back and have a seat with me for a minute. It’ll pass. Or I can drive you home.”

She shook her head. She didn’t want to show him where she lived. She’d be fine. She just needed to sit for a few minutes. “I’ll take some coffee.”

The door opened, and a young couple came in the door chatting with each other. The bouncer, Dave, cleared his throat, and the two of them froze in the doorway, suddenly aware of the three bodies on the floor. A cop siren whooped behind them, flashing lights turning into the parking lot.

The two of them turned around and went back outside. The door closed, and their shadows crossed the window by the Guinness sign.

The bartender said, “Be a minute,” and bustled around behind the bar, setting up the coffee machine.

Blondie led her to the small two-top behind the pool table. The pool cue lay on top of the pool table. A few solids had been left behind; the stripes were all sunk.

She dragged her fingers along the baize.

“You play?” he asked.

“Used to.”

He passed her the cue. It evidently belonged to the bar’s set and was the straightest one of the bunch — not actually straight, but the straightest.

She leaned over the table, lined up the six with a corner pocket, and slid the pool cue through her fingers a couple of times. She hit the cue ball with a satisfying ‘thunk’, and it flicked the six into the pocket, then bounced off the bumper toward the center of the table.

She let out a long breath that she hadn’t known she was holding. The feel of a pool cue in her hands, the calculations of which balls to hit and how…  Admit it, the feel of having a cute guy watching her play — it all seemed familiar.

The seven sat near the middle of the table, the clear shot invalidated by the eight ball sitting between it and the corner pocket. She walked around the table slowly, lining up shots mentally. She’d never been Minnesota Fats, but her talents had paid for quite a few beers and baskets of fries all through college.

She leaned over the table and shot the seven into a corner pocket so that the cue ball rolled back and clicked off the eight. The eight ball rolled toward the side pocket, but not fast enough, stopping a couple of inches short.

She clucked her tongue at herself, then sank the eight. Blondie squatted at the end of the table and started racking.

She leaned the cue against the rack and stretched, feeling her back pop several times as she twisted and reached. She yawned gratefully. She hadn’t really relaxed since she’d talked to Andy Gibbons. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Jake. Jake Westley.”

“You’re not from here,” she said. It was something about his accent, but more of a giveaway was the fact that he didn’t have a pool cue with him.

“That’s right, ma’am.” He lifted the rack with delicate, yet casual attention.

“So what brings you here?”

It was an empty series of statements, not the best small talk she’d ever perpetrated. She didn’t have the heart to flirt today, or enough brain cells left for witty banter.

The door opened and a pair of police officers came through, both of them looking equally competent and resigned to the stupidity of the three kids lying on the floor, two now conscious. The kid in the plaid shirt was still out cold, for which she was grateful. The bouncer sat on a bar stool in full view of the three kids, a Louisville Slugger sitting across his knees and his arms across his chest.

“Trouble,” Jake said.

“What kind of trouble?” She handed him the pool cue. He chalked it, swung the cue ball back and forth across the table twice, then set it in place and lined up the shot.

The break was a good one, with three balls going down. The officers, who had started to help the kids up, both looked up at the same time. Jake waved the tips of two fingers at them. They didn’t smile or otherwise act as though they knew him. The bouncer said something, and the officers went back to talking to the two conscious kids, each of whom was bigger and taller than either of the officers. One of the officers called something in over a cell phone — probably an ambulance.

Jake started picking off stripes, going in order. He had one eye on the officers by the door, one eye on her, and still had his full attention on the pool game. How he managed to do it, she had no idea.

If it could even be called a game. He sank the stripes without hesitation and started working on the solids. While he focused on the table, she took the opportunity to check him out better. The beer must be kicking in.

To say that he was a handsome-looking guy was an understatement. He was hunky and broad through the shoulders and had good, strong looking hands. A light dusting of blond hairs covered his chin and cheeks, and a little cleft dented his chin. Long eyelashes half-hid the twinkle in the pretty blue eyes that never seemed to catch her own, yet always seemed to be half looking at her.

She caught herself trying to think of a logical reason to stand on the same side of the table as him that wouldn’t make it look like she was checking out his butt.

She cleared her throat. “What kind of trouble?” she repeated.

“The kind I get paid to clear up,” he said. “Which makes it the good kind.”

She hummed under her breath. “Oh?”

“Private investigator.” Two more balls sank, one off the other, leaving the cue ball set up for his next shot.

“That’s handy,” she said. “Divorce cases and serving papers, right?”

“A couple of parental kidnappings.” He shrugged. “It pays the bills.”

The bartender walked over to them with a pair of coffee cups and a bowl of creamers balanced on one forearm. He put them on the two-top and rolled his eyes toward the officers. “They’ll be over to talk to you in a few minutes. After the idiots are hauled off. Again.”

“They cause trouble here often?” Jake asked.

“Only on my shift,” the bartender said dryly, then retreated across the room. The members of the band had arrived and were standing awkwardly near the bar with their hands in their pockets. Two of them were dressed in solid black. The third had on a frilly white shirt underneath a black jacket and looked like something out of an episode of The Addams’ Family.

She sipped the coffee, then slid onto the tall chair. She wasn’t going to get much table time tonight; she could already tell.

Jake finished knocking the balls in, then sat down next to her, peeking up at her while he sipped his coffee. Every time someone moved in the front of the room his eyes flickered toward them for the briefest second. She wondered if he was even aware of doing it.

He might not have a flat-top haircut, and he might be trying to hold himself in a casual slouch, but she could tell he had military training somewhere in his background.

Maybe it was because he had just saved her from those punks. Impulsively, she asked, “What would you think about doing something more interesting?” Then she literally bit her tongue. She had no idea who this guy was, let alone if he was competent.

“Yeah? Like what?”

“Research, mostly. Investigative research into a murder case — a convicted man who's innocent.”

He leaned back, looking out of a window at the parking lot. The still flashing lights on the police car were being joined by those of an ambulance with its siren off, as well as another patrol unit. He watched another pair of officers enter the building, holding the door open for the paramedics with their stretcher. They lifted it over the curb and rolled it in.

With the arrival of the other officers, one of the latecomers broke off from the others and walked toward the two of them. He pulled off his hat and ran a hand through his curly black hair.

“Officer Rodriguez,” he said. “I’m told the two of you were involved in the fight that happened earlier.”

“Yes, Officer,” Jake said.

“Would you mind if I asked you a few questions.”

“Not at all. My name is Jake Westley.” He stood smartly in front of the officer, heels together. He offered a hand to shake, then pulled out his wallet and handed over his ID.

“Mm-hmm,” said the officer, tilting it under the light and flipping it over to check the back. He passed it back. “Thank you.”

Regan had already pulled out her wallet and presented her ID, standing next to Jake as she handed it over. The officer squinted first at the piece of plastic, then at her. He didn’t give the ID as close a scrutiny has he had Jake’s, but he looked at her closer.

“Huh,” he said. “You’re —”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m Regan St. Clair, Judge St. Clair’s daughter.” Now she held out her hand, and the man shook it. He was still half-squinting at her. She suppressed a chuckle.

He handed back the ID and took out a small, top-bound notebook. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

She swallowed and looked back at the three men. The one in plaid had been taken out on the stretcher; the other two were talking to the officers, glancing back at her and Jake as they did so. Probably worried that their stories wouldn’t fly.

“Those two men and their friend in plaid entered the bar at about —” She glanced around the room, trying to remember if she’d seen a clock. “Sometime after seven? I wasn’t paying attention to the time. Sorry.”

“It’s all right.”

“They harassed the bouncer at the door. I believe his name is Dave. They wanted to enter without having to show their IDs; they claimed he knew them well enough. He insisted on seeing their IDs. The one in plaid passed by the bar and elbowed me, going out of his way to do so. He smelled very strongly of whiskey. He ordered a Jack and Coke from the bartender. Then his two friends came up to the bar to order drinks. Either I didn’t hear what they ordered, or they weren’t able to order, I’m not sure.

“I turned to leave, and one of the three men grabbed me and turned me around, I’m not sure which. The one in plaid told me that...” She couldn’t remember the exact wording. “Something about looking for a good time. Even though I hadn’t suggested it. I loudly and clearly said that I was not interested. The one in the jersey took my arm, and the one in the blue jean jacket stepped behind me and grabbed my rear. I told them to get their hands off me, but they did not.

“At about that time, the bouncer and the bartender started to respond to the incident, with the bouncer telling them to leave me alone, and the bartender initiating a cell phone call. Jake had been playing pool,” she waved a hand toward the empty pool table with the cue lying on top, “and arrived about then, stating that the men were not to harass me.”

Officer Rodriguez glanced at Jake, who shrugged.

“At that time, I kicked the man standing behind me, and he hit the back of my head. Then I was swung around by the man in the jersey so that I was now behind the man in plaid. I became off-balance and almost fell into the bar. I grabbed a bar stool but fell over on my back, landing with the stool on top of me. The man in the plaid stepped on top of the stool rungs, pinning me down. He instructed the man in the jersey to ‘take care of’ the bouncer, and the man in the blue jean jacket to help him ‘handle’ Jake. Or that might have been the other way around, I can’t remember. But it was the man in plaid who was giving instructions.”

She swallowed. Her mouth had gone dry, and her knees felt like they might give out any second. It was annoying, being carried away with fear all over again. It was over — she didn’t need to be afraid anymore.

Her voice shook. “I...”

“You can sit down, Miss,” the officer said.

She tried to sit down as gracefully and steadily as she could. The coffee rippled in the cups. She took a sip of her coffee and cleared her throat.

“The man in plaid took the bar stool off me and swung it toward Jake. I don’t know if it hit. I rolled behind the bar, and the bartender helped me up. He told me that he’d called the cops.” She swallowed; her mouth had already gone dry. “The police, I mean. I heard a glass smash. The — the music technician, I think — someone turned off the music. I heard what sounded like someone being punched, then falling down. And then I stood up. The three kids were all on the floor. The bartender gave the bouncer a towel for a bloody nose, and a towel full of ice for Jake’s hand. And then we walked back here. I’m too shaky to drive.”

She blinked until the first few tears had cleared, then took another sip of her coffee. She felt like an idiot. Her entire body was quivering with fear all over again. Her teeth felt like they were going to start to rattle.

The officer took a few more notes, then flipped to a clean page and jotted down something.

The officer looked at Jake. “And you?”

“What she said,” Jake replied. “I saw a lady in distress, put down my pool cue, walked over to see if she needed help. She did. I handled it with the minimum amount of force necessary, brought her back here to calm down, and waited for the police to arrive like a good citizen.”

“Mmm-hmm.” The officer looked back at Regan. “Would you like to press charges?”

 Regan looked across the room at the two young men. On the one hand was the temptation to make their lives difficult just because she could. On the other, she just wanted to go home, wrap herself in a quilt, and curl up on her bed while she let the shock out of her system.

The two remaining men looked at her with wide, innocent eyes, as if pleading with her not to complicate their lives the way they’d complicated hers. “Yes, I would like to press charges,” she said. A little louder than was necessary. The two young men flinched.

The officer nodded slightly as if he’d had an internal bet going on to see which way she’d go. She’d been wondering, too.




 Chapter 4 - Which one was more stubborn 

White Plains was an ugly town, even decked out in snow. Give him Chicago or New York or Minneapolis; they looked almost good blanketed in white. White Plains looked like the world’s biggest prison complex. He kept expecting to see razor wire along the tops of the fences.

His phone buzzed again on the seat beside him.

The Honorable Judge St. Clair was calling him again, probably to tell him that she wanted to cancel on account of the weather. He let it ring and turned into the parking lot of the Westchester Courthouse. It was just another big, ugly building in an entire town full of them.

She was standing in front of the building behind a row of cement pylons, wrapped up in a long wool coat with her hands in her pockets. Her blonde hair glowed golden against the gray cement and mud-spattered snow on the ground.

Jake pulled up beside her, a white knight on his shining horse — or something like that.

He popped the lock on the car door and started to get out so he could hold the door for her, but she jumped in and slammed the door behind her.

“We still on for breakfast?” he asked.

She set a soft-sided briefcase on the floor and put her seatbelt on. “Yes. And I’m buying.”

“Capital. I’m tired of Denny’s.”

“Head north on the street just outside the parking lot, a right.”

“Hi-ho Silver, away!”

Her jaw was clenched. He thought for a second about whether he should turn on the radio but decided against it. She didn’t look in the mood to sing along to hits from the 80s.

She gave good directions, giving him plenty of time to change lanes, but otherwise didn’t say a word. They ended up in the parking lot of a building that looked like it was supposed to look like a real house but instead looked like a classier version of a Denny’s. The second floor had a balcony overlooking the parking lot which had the best view, considering the office blocks in a row on either side of it.

He parked the Corolla at the far end of the lot after asking her whether he could drop her off at the door and having her turn him down. The name of the place was La Ruche — The Beehive.

They got out of the car, their breath steaming up in the frigid air. The end of her nose had turned red in the car, and she clutched the briefcase in front of her stomach like a shield.

She had looked both ways before she crossed each row of the parking lot, glancing down between the cars as she walked. Either she hadn’t recovered from what happened to her the night before, or something else was making her paranoid.

He guessed it was the latter.

He walked beside her into the restaurant, reaching forward to open the first of the two sets of double doors for her. As he expected, she walked to the second door, opened it, and walked through, trailing one hand on the door to hold it open for him. She wasn’t going to wait around for him to open doors for her, but she wasn’t going to make a big deal out of it either.

He followed her into the restaurant.

He wasn’t sure if he’d take the job from her, even though the money was sure to be excellent. Some things weren’t worth scratching the surface on — and some things were like bottomless pits, a drain on time, money, and sanity. But she seemed like a good kid, and it was bound to be more interesting than the other possible jobs he’d been trying to line up.

The maîtred looked up at the two of them with a polite expression on his face. For a cheesy restaurant in White Plains, New York, he almost looked French — a short, dense-looking guy with a thin mustache and a goatee. He didn’t look at St. Clair like she was a regular.

The place had wood tables with farmhouse chairs, gray carpet, and fake wood rafters. The big windows were bordered with long black drapes. The ones on the east side of the building had been pulled, even though the sun wasn’t coming out anytime soon. About twenty people were scattered across half the room. A few of them glanced up as if they felt Jake staring at the backs of their heads.

He jerked his head toward the empty half of the room. “How about you find us a private table? Tell the server I’ll tip extra if we’re not disturbed.”

The maîtred shrugged, pulled out two menus, and led the two of them toward a table in a corner away from the others, near an emergency exit.

It was good. It gave him a view of the front door, the door of the kitchen, and the little hallway leading to the bathrooms.

Jake pulled one of the wall-side chairs out for her honor, then took her coat and laid it across one of the empty seats. Her coat smelled like some kind of light perfume; the place itself smelled like ham. He sat down and pretended to be skimming the menu.

She was beautiful.

She was like the kind of woman you saw on a billboard, only classier — a senator’s wife, maybe. She wore a sapphire blue blouse with a gold chain. Her hair fell in soft gold waves over her face. He could just imagine what it would feel like falling over his. He’d been watching her long legs as they’d walked toward the door. Too bad it was winter. Her legs clearly went on for miles.

He shook his head.

She was still looking down at the menu, clearly not seeing a word on it.

“It’s a French place,” he said. “Order the eggs Benedict and a fruit salad with some café au lait.”

She closed the menu and sighed. “Am I that obvious?”

“Yeah, well, I’m a good observer.”

A waitress crossed the gulf to the uninhabited side of the room. The look on her face was priceless. She was completely torn between sucking up to the customers and annoyance that she had to.

He passed her another five and her inner debate resolved in favor of sucking up to the customers. St. Clair scowled at him. Clearly she didn’t like the thought of having to bribe people to get what she wanted. She was a judge, though, and the daughter of a judge. She’d probably had good service her entire life without having to pay extra for it and had never noticed.

The girl took their orders, St. Clair repeating the order he’d fed to her. He ordered a steak and eggs plate, big fresh-squeezed orange juice, and cafe au laits for both of them.

When the girl had gone, St. Clair lifted up the briefcase and put it on her lap. She unzipped it, stuck a hand in, then hesitated.

“This is confidential,” she said.

“Gimme a dollar,” he said.

She blinked at him as if one of them was an idiot, and it wasn’t her. Sarcasm made her look even prettier than before.

He had to force himself not to smile as he repeated himself: “Gimme a dollar.”

She reached inside her coat, pulled out a wallet, and laid a twenty in front of him. She probably didn’t carry anything smaller. He took it, popped open his wallet, and stuck it in. Then he peeled the paper wrapper off the napkin around his silverware, took a pen out of his pocket, and wrote out a receipt.

He slid it across the table to her. She looked at it, then up at him. Then she slid it into her wallet and put it back inside her jacket.

“You’re the judge. We now have a contract. Doesn’t that make it confidential?”

Regan’s face lit up with humor. God, she was beautiful when she smiled like that. She pulled out a manila folder filled with paperwork, some of which looked a little frayed around the edges. She held on to it for a second too long, then handed it over.

He laid it in front of him. “So tell me what’s going on.”

She waved a hand toward the folder.

“Yeah, I’ll read it later,” he said. “But here we are at a breakfast joint, and if I have to sit through another half hour of complete silence on your part, I’m gonna think you don’t like me.”

She rolled her eyes and sniffed a little. Not an arrogant sniff, but the kind women make when they’re trying to hide that they’ve been crying. She pulled a tissue out of the briefcase at her feet, then dabbed delicately at her face.

“I had to call his wife this morning,” she said. “She wasn’t even upset at me. I told her that I was trying to hire another private investigator. She told me not to bother and hung up on me. I don’t think she meant it.”

The voice was dangerously close to fraying. The waitress, thankfully, came up with a tray of coffee and orange juice, with a little silver pot full of cream. Nice thought, but they were both going to ignore it. The waitress smiled and left.

He gave her a minute to compose herself. She lifted her cup of coffee and sipped from it, holding it in front of her face more than she needed to, like it was there to conceal her facial expressions. The waitress came back with a small air pot full of coffee and left it with them — good thinking on her part.

She gave another sniff. This one sounded like a sigh in reverse and made her straighten up and stick her chin out. The big-girl panties were on.

“Andrew Gibbons,” she said, then curled one side of her lip. She wasn’t wearing lipstick, just some shiny lip gloss. It had smeared a little, making her skin look shiny. “Stop me if you’ve heard this one before.”

“Go on.”

“April 7th, 2003, a woman named Angela Ligotti is found murdered, stabbed to death.”

“Where?”

“Brooklyn. 265 Kent Street. Greenpoint.”

“Okay. Near the bridge.”

She gave him a quick summary of the case, including all the details that he had been able to research, and a couple that he hadn't: the car being out of commission, the name of the friend who had the red jacket. He kept his trap shut and nodded at regular intervals to show that he was paying attention.

And he was. It was a little test of his, listening to people tell him what he already knew. He liked to see what they left out and what they added — how they embellished things.

She wasn’t one of the people who left things out. But what else did he expect — she was a judge. Of course, the case wasn’t something that had affected her directly, until Jamie Gibbons had contacted her, so the events weren’t things that affected her personally. Nobody was calling her integrity into question. She mentioned that one tire had been slashed out in the parking lot of Green Haven and that she’d changed it. She told him about the message in the dust on her car with the same flat tone of voice she’d used to recite the rest of the details.

The things she added, she pointed at the folder as if to say, “And the basis I have for saying that is right there.”

She didn’t aggrandize much either. It was like a computer took over her mouth, making her speak in more of a monotone. She slowed down too, like an invisible court reporter was taking down every word, and she didn’t want a lot of ums and uhs in the transcript. She didn’t want anybody to miss or misinterpret a word. It was obvious she knew how to recite facts and put them in a logical order.

She didn’t try to lead him around by the nose, didn’t try to plead Andy Gibbons’ innocence. Joe Friday would’ve had nothing on her.

She wound up the story and shut up. The food had appeared in front of them while she was talking. She picked up her fork and started working her way through her breakfast, first turning her plate to the perfect angle to attack her Eggs Benedict.

He followed suit. He hadn’t eaten yet this morning, and he was hungry. The steak wasn’t anything to write home about. He lifted the eggs over easy on top of the steak and added some salt and pepper to give it some flavor.

“What do you think?” she asked.

He swallowed. “What do I think? Miss St. Clair, I think you need to tell me what you want outta me. It sounds like a big stinking mess; that’s what it sounds like.”

“How so?”

“You start digging into the case of a guy who was obviously set up in such a way that it required multiple people to pull it off. You start investigating and get nowhere. Your tires are slashed. Gibbons pulls you off the case, and his wife, who does not strike me as the kind of woman to give up easily — even less than you, if you don’t mind my saying — doesn’t sound upset. If any part of this does not sound like a big stinking mess, feel free to enlighten me.”

She snorted delicately. “Oh, I agree. I just wondered what your interpretation was.”

“My interpretation is that if you keep digging, you’re going to get in trouble.”

“I... have come to realize that.” Up came the coffee, right in front of the face. “I have looked at the possibilities and have decided to continue my investigation.”

“Even if I don’t take the job?”

“I’ll find someone.”

“Lady, anybody else that you find is going to figure out very quickly what you’ve gotten them into, and then take the retainer and run.”

“So you won’t take the job?” The look on her face flipped through three different expressions: first relief, then disgust, then back to a smooth, professional mask.

He shrugged. Something was stopping him from saying no. He didn’t want to see her get hurt by trying to do this all on her own. There was also something that screamed at his sense of justice and fairness. It really depended on her, though, whether she was committed enough to see this through.

“As you heard last night, my father is a judge,” she said. “We used to live in Brooklyn, a nice brownstone in Clinton Hill. When I was young, about sixteen, suddenly we moved north to White Plains. My parents had been fighting, and I mostly put my fingers in my ears and played a lot of chess, either alone or with my...I guess you could call him my uncle, a family friend.” Her lips twisted. “Yes, I was a chess nerd when I was a kid if you hadn’t guessed already.”

“What rank?”

She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Not enough to make my living winning chess tournaments for the rest of my life. The point is, I never understood why we had to move. Nobody told me. It was just expected that I would go along with whatever my father wanted, and I did. Now I start to wonder; was he driven out? Did he run into something like this on one of his cases and have to make a decision between justice and keeping his family safe?”

“Sounds like it,” Jake admitted.

“That’s what I think too – a man I’ve looked up to my entire life, running away with his tail between his legs.”

Jake put down his fork and raised his hands. “Whoa. That’s too harsh. You said he had a family to think about. You can’t blame a guy who can put his family on one side of the scale, his job on the other, and decide in favor of his family. My dad, he was a good guy and all, but he made the opposite decision, and I can tell you that it didn’t exactly make anybody’s life any easier or better.”

“What did your father do?”

“He was an Army sniper. I barely saw him, and when I did, he was either fighting with my mom or making up to her. I lived the romantic life of a full-time babysitter to my younger brother and sister until I joined up.”

It was only now that she glanced down to see if he was wearing a wedding ring, which of course he wasn’t.

“You were in the military, too.”

“That’s right.”

“What branch?”

“Army, Delta Force. And if you bring up the Chuck Norris movie, I’ll kick your ass. I am so tired of hearing about the first time people watched that movie and whether or not Norris is the best martial artist ever.”

She nodded. Evidently she couldn’t care less about the movie, or Chuck Norris, which was nice.

“It’s nice to know that...someone else had trouble escaping their father’s legacy.”

“It was a good legacy — just not a great one for someone raising kids.”

“I know what you mean.” She looked at her fingernails and the empty wedding-ring finger. Then she picked up her fork and started picking at her fruit salad. “All right, what I want you to do is track down the second witness and find out what he saw and why he was never asked to testify. The car —”

“License plates, find out what happened to it. Them.”

She nodded and stabbed a piece of melon. “I have something difficult to ask you.”

“You want to know if I will operate within the boundaries of the law at all times while working for you.”

She put her fork down beside her plate and dabbed at her mouth with her napkin while he was talking. She blinked at him as if she were surprised that he’d guessed at something that was written all over her face.

“That sums it up, yes,” she said. “If I hire you, we need to be very clear about what your boundaries are.”

“You can’t just let me do my job and trust me to get results? You sound like those politician monkeys dictating the rules of engagement to frontline soldiers from their comfy, cozy offices in D.C.”

“I realize that other people have,” she paused momentarily, “different values than I do. However, my primary concern here isn’t just my sense of ethics, but in obtaining evidence that will hold up in court.”

He shook his head. It was the wrong approach, totally naïve. He was already convinced there was never going to be a retrial in this case. The whole thing was going to play out behind the scenes. But of course, she wasn’t going to hear that —- not from him. She was going to have to find out for herself.

Sometimes you had to choose between following the law and fighting for justice. Anybody who’d ever read a comic book knew that.

He grinned at her.

“What?”

“Just lay down the rules, lady.”

She cleared her throat, reached for the coffee, and saw that it was empty. She made a show of pouring herself another cup, then offering him some more. He waved her off.

“First rule. You are not to take any illegal activities in obtaining evidence or answers to questions.”

He shoveled a forkful of steak and eggs into his mouth. The eggs were starting to get cold; they’d been talking so much.

“Second. You are not to probe into matters in such a way that will cause negative repercussions for Mr. Gibbons and his family.”

He had to close his eyes for a second so she wouldn’t catch him rolling them at her. She’d obviously already stirred things up and caused problems for the guy, or else he wouldn’t have told her to back off.

“Third. You and I are associates. We will never have a personal relationship of any kind.”

It was getting harder not to crack up with every second. “You must have been burned a couple of times if you have to lay that out when you hire an employee.”

“You are not my employee. You’re an independent contractor - a freelancer. I’m hiring you on a temporary, independent basis, solely to make use of your experience and skills.”

He couldn’t help it. He leaned back in his chair so the front two feet rose off the ground. “If I’m not your employee, then you can’t tell me how to do my job. Independent contractor means exactly that – independent. That’s how it works. You hire me to do something; I get it done.”

She blew out a breath in a way that said she used to smoke cigarettes. She didn’t smoke now — he would have picked up the scent on her when he took her coat.

“Nevertheless, Mr. Westley, those are my conditions.”

“Yeah? And what do I get out of it, besides a sense of righteousness?”

“I will pay you your standard rates.”

He dropped his chair back onto the floor. “Sixty bucks an hour plus expenses, including fifty cents a mile if I have to use my car.”

She looked up to the ceiling, tilted her head to the side and let her gaze go soft. “Seventy-five an hour, plus expenses,” she said.

He chuckled. “That’s not how negotiations work, lady. I say what I want, you negotiate downward — not the other way.”

“I want your full attention,” she said. “You’re obviously not getting rich from taking on divorce cases. And I want to make this a difficult job for you to walk away from, especially if someone should decide to put a little pressure on you.”

“So what’s going to keep you from walking away if someone puts a little more pressure on you? Or on the Gibbons’?”

She shrugged. “Stubbornness, I suppose.”

“That’s not going to be enough.”

The corner of her lip twisted again. “If you say so, Mr. Westley.”

He held out a hand. “Call me Jake. I’ll get you some paperwork to sign to cover my ass in case you decide not to pay me, and then we can get started.”

She didn’t need to know that her father had contacted him last night after the incident at the bar had circulated through enough local law enforcement officers to reach the crusty old retired judge.

Jake had taken the job, of course. Gratis. He owed the elder St. Clair more than a small favor like this. Plus, he was pretty sure the guy wouldn’t take no for an answer.

It’ll be interesting to see which one of them is more stubborn.




 Chapter 5 - If he isn’t all of those things 

Regan met Jamie Gibbons for an early supper at the same cheap diner she had before, yellow pleather seats, brick walls, and a row of stools at the counter. Every table had its own ketchup, sugar, and salt and pepper set. The diners looked like they were almost all eligible for the senior discount, and more people were reading newspapers than checking their phones.

Jamie wore a coat that was too light and soaking wet thin-soled canvas shoes that surely were split across the bottoms. The waitress led them to a lonely table in the back corner, no bribery required. Jamie ordered the same as she had before, a hot open-face turkey sandwich, soup, and mashed potatoes. Not the most expensive thing on the menu, but not the cheapest either.

Both of them drank their coffee black. The diner was too warm inside until someone opened the door, and then the wind would gust in creating a draft all the way to the back of the building making Regan shiver for a moment. Jamie surely would have walked from her apartment — ten blocks away. She left her coat on and pulled the collar up.

Regan said, “Andy told me to back off his case.”

Jamie’s fists were closed on themselves with the hot coffee mug sitting between them. The skin was red and chapped. “I know.”

“He told me not to waste my time.”

“I know.”

“But what do you want me to do? Really?”

Jamie snorted. “What do I want you to do? I want you to keep on with the case.”

“Then why did you tell me to let go of it on the phone?”

“Because it was the phone.”

Regan stared at her. Surely the woman couldn't be that paranoid.

“Andy’s giving up because he's putting his bets on getting parole someday. He’s not thinking in terms of getting killed in prison or losing his boys to the streets. I love him, but sometimes he doesn’t think things through. He’s a hot head. He uses his charm instead of his smarts. I want you to keep on with it.”

Regan sipped at her coffee. Her heart rate sped up. She’d been prepared to let it all go, aside from laying out a few different plans on how she could help Jamie and the boys get by, in the unlikely event that Jamie would accept the help. She needed a moment to change gears.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. It’ll be a hard thing to do, even harder if Andy won’t cooperate. And we both know that you’re making someone unhappy about this, nosing around the way you have done. I’ll understand if you have to walk away from this.”

Regan took a deep breath until her lungs wouldn’t take any more, and then let it go. “I’m glad to hear that.”

“You are?”

“Yes, because I didn’t have any intention of letting this go. I’m going to stay with it.”

“You are?”

“I hired another detective.”

“Hmm.”

“A good one this time.”

“Where’d you find this one?”

Regan felt her face growing hot and took a preemptory sip of coffee, holding it in front of her face again. She had to stop doing that. She wasn’t fooling Jamie, she could tell. A little curl touched the woman’s lips.

“He saved me from a group of thugs in a bar fight.”

“Better than finding him through a phone book.”

They sat and drank coffee until their meals arrived.  The waitress came back and refilled their cups.

“I think Andy’s getting threatened in prison,” Jamie said about halfway through her sandwich. “He doesn’t like to tell me things that might worry me. Keeps a positive face on everything, no matter how bad it is.”

“Who?”

Jamie shrugged. “It’s a feeling I have.”

“Do you think it’s related to...my investigation?”

There were a dozen ways that Jamie could have answered to spare Regan’s feeling of guilt, which she’d been fighting all day. “Probably… and don’t ask me if I’m still sure I want to do this. I’m sure.”

“I ... all right.”

Jamie ate her way through the rest of her sandwich. “And don’t throw pity-money at us either. Not until it’s hopeless.”

“All right.”

“And keep safe. Keep that detective around.”

Regan smiled at her. She’d already finished her club sandwich, asking them to hold the fries. “He seems like a good character: intelligent, quick, maybe even trustworthy.”

“Protective and willing to step up, it seems.”

Regan took another sip of coffee and watched a couple of frowning old men scowl at her through the window, then enter the diner, bringing a gust of the wind in with them. She’d stepped on someone’s toes and probably did need protection. She just didn’t have to like it.

“I hope so,” she said. “Because if he isn’t all of those things, this isn’t going to work.”




 Chapter 6 - A few words with Mr. De Wit 

Of the tasks that the Honorable Regan St. Clair had given him — check out the second witness as well as the jacket and the car, but in a completely legal fashion — Jake decided to ignore all of them.

They weren’t bad tasks. But they all rested on the idea of him being some kind of errand-boy who didn’t need to get a sense of the situation as a whole. And, while he could see her getting ideas like that, working in the big machine of the legal system the way she did, that wasn’t how he played; or how he got results.

Instead, he drove into Brooklyn and started with the location of the crime in Greenpoint next to the Greenpoint Avenue Bridge. Despite some recent redevelopment in the area, it was still not a neighborhood to be in after dark — lots of tags on the walls, corrugated tin, and razor wire along the tops of chain-link fences. With a little more crumbling to the walls, it would have looked like a war zone. Most of the cars parked along both sides of the streets were in good repair, owned by people working at the water treatment plant during the day. The streets at nighttime would tell a different story.

It still felt more comfortable than being in White Plains. This place might be dangerous at night, but that place gave him the creeps.

He parked with his front bumper hanging just over the edge of the yellow strip on the curb. The shots of the murder scene had come from a narrow corridor between two buildings, too narrow to be an alleyway. He ducked under a partially open roll-up door that led to the back of a warehouse, a place for a delivery truck to back into. Beside it there were two trash dumpsters in a niche on one side and a narrow access alley on the other.

He walked down it. Bingo. Just underneath a fire escape was a spot on the wall that looked familiar. Bright security lights and a camera covered the entrance to the access alley.

It wasn’t an area that you could see easily. But it was where the body had been found, not where the cyclist had supposedly seen Andrew Gibbons parking the car and murdering the woman.

It was a cold day, plenty of wind. Down in the service alley, it was dark and even colder, although the air was mostly still. It smelled of mold and sewage. The whole area smelled bad, being right next to the Newton River and the water treatment plant.

He jumped up trying to catch the release on the fire escape, but it was out of reach, even for him. The wall back here wasn’t tagged much as the other end of the narrow alley was a brick wall. A couple of windows overlooked the alley on the theory that a window looking out at a brick wall was better than no window at all. Having been in some places with no windows, he had to disagree. A man looking out a window at a brick wall was a man who was constantly reminded that he was in a prison of one kind or another.

The windows were all out of reach, in line with the fire escape on the third floor. The HVAC systems buzzed overhead, and the traffic and sirens echoed between the closed in walls. The wind carried the smell of the river.  No surprises, the area was just as he expected.

He squatted down. A few pieces of trash had piled up: a fast-food receipt, a wadded-up piece of tissue, and a plastic cup lid of the extremely disposable variety.

You didn’t get ‘a pile of newspapers’ blowing into alleyways. You got trash.

A pile of newspapers in a closed-off alley like this didn’t just happen by chance. It was someone’s stash — a layer to put on the ground underneath them to keep their cheap sleeping bag or blanket from coming in close contact with the sidewalk or ground. A good pile of newspapers was money in the bank if you were homeless. Not as good as a thick piece of cardboard, but still pretty good and easier to hide, too.

The cement was stained underneath the fire escape, but not with blood or black squares where, say, a layer of mold had built up under some papers. Just a couple of puddled drip marks, black with a center streak of rust, where rain dripped from the black stairs overhead and ran down the center of the alley to a small drain.

He made sure he didn’t look directly into the security camera. Unless something went wrong, he’d never need to tell the Honorable Judge St. Clair, Jr. that he’d been here.

He left the service alley and headed back out onto the street. The cyclist had reported seeing the interchange in a green car, no definite make, model, or license plate number, parked eastbound on the street. He’d been riding on McGuinness Boulevard and happened to glance down the side street.

A hell of a place to be out cycling at night. Having a few words with Mr. De Wit might be worthwhile.




 Chapter 7 - Interesting 

Next up, on his to-do list was Detective Peter Marando, a.k.a. Jake’s current favorite example of an officer in charge of scumbaggery. Giving the wife a packet of evidence to prove her husband’s guilt had been a nice touch.

He had an apartment in Bed-Stuy that turned out to be on the third floor of a brownstone that was nice but not too nice. The windows in the English basement and the first floor had bars on them, but the stairs were crowded with flowerpots full of dead flowers, the kind that with luck would grow back in the spring.

The front door, for whatever reason, wasn’t locked. He stepped into the foyer. It had plaster walls and some fine old wood, three enameled gray mailboxes, and a narrow wood door at the end of the short hallway. Marando’s mailbox was labeled for the third floor.

He climbed the stairs which were covered with worn-out red carpet from the Seventies. The railing was sticky but in good condition, with square posts at each end of the carved banisters, and some nicks and dents. It took a lot of abuse to tear up these old places.

The second floor smelled like Indian food while the third floor smelled of cigarette smoke. A TV was playing in the background, people bursting out in laughter on a talk show.

He fished in his wallet and pulled out a picture of his sister. The picture was over a decade old, and she was wearing a t-shirt with a striped necktie, along with so much eyeliner that her eyes looked like a cartoon. It was perfect for flashing at people. You’d believe any stupid behavior out of a kid like that. Even if nowadays she was a soccer mom.

He licked his lips and knocked on the door.

The volume on the TV turned down, and Jake knocked again. Springs creaked, the TV flicked off. A drawer opened but didn’t shut.

Heavy footsteps walked toward the door. It moved in its frame a little as a weight leaned against it. “Yeah? What is it?”

Jake held the picture up to the peephole drilled in the antique door. “I’m looking for someone.”

He heard a tense click in the background. “I ain’t seen her.”

“There’s a reward.”

The pause that followed was longer than he liked.

Finally, the door twitched, and a door guard clicked shut. A couple of rattling locks later, the door opened a crack, and stale barroom-like air assaulted Jake. It smelled like the guy had smoked a couple of packs already this morning. Marando’s brown eye bulged out of its socket at him like an accusation of heresy from a terrorist. He was wearing carpet slippers, and he hadn’t shaved.

Jake held the picture up to the slit in the doorway. The guy looked at it for a couple of seconds. The eyelids narrowed and shifted back and forth between Jake and the picture. “Nah, I ain’t seen her.”

“Someone saw her in the area on Tuesday about seven o’clock. She came out of this building.”

“This building?”

“Yeah.”

The eye lost some of its ugly glare. It was still an ugly eye, though. “Some nosy bastard is feeding you bullshit, my friend. Downstairs is an old black widow. The middle floor is a pack of Pakistanis stinking up the place. And up here it’s just me. I can guarantee that nobody had a hooker come through in the last couple of weeks at least — unless the widow’s been sneaking them in downstairs.”

“She’s not a hooker. She’s someone’s sister.”

Marando’s eye sought out Jake’s for a second, looking amused. “Every hooker is someone’s sister. Who are you anyway, her brother?”

“Private investigator,” Jake popped a card toward the guy, holding it just out of reach between his forefingers, not moving the photo. He wasn’t too disappointed when Marando didn’t unbar the door to take it.

Marando laughed on the other side of the door, and the smell of smoke got stronger. “Fun times, tracking down runaways. I bet you’re about ready to go back to your divorce cases, aren’t you? The romantic life of a P.I.”

Jake shrugged.

“I’m just razzing you. Good luck, man,” Marando said. “Have fun paying the bills.”

“Thanks.”

The door closed. Jake tromped down the stairs and, just for the hell of it, knocked on the second-floor door, where he ran through the same story again to a suspicious looking Pakistani woman who nevertheless opened her door to him. The widow on the first floor was out.

Marando hadn’t recognized him but had still been waiting for trouble.

Interesting.




 Chapter 8 - Going to have to wait 

The second witness, Frederick B. Schnatterbeck, still lived in the same building in Greenpoint as he had ten years ago, a Nassau Avenue three-story brick walkup with narrow windows and a seafood restaurant on the first floor, apparently run by hipsters in beards, black glasses, and cable-knit wool caps. The narrow flight of stairs up to the second floor reeked of fish and fry-grease.

An old man in a blue polo shirt, sweat pants, and an oxygen tube opened the door when he knocked. He looked Jake over from his shoes to his face and back again, and said in a voice so old it sounded like an out-of-tune radio, “You here to talk about Andy Gibbons?”

“Yes, sir. I’m a private —”

The old man waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah. Come on in.”

He led Jake into his apartment. The ceiling and walls were yellow from old tobacco smoke. The old man trailed a small oxygen machine that bumped off the wood floor and onto the stained, rubber-backed rug. They passed an old TV set built into a big wood cabinet with a single recliner in front of it. The recliner was covered with coarse, short white hair all over the arms and back. No dogs barked. A heavily repainted door in the wall opposite the recliner revealed the corner of a full-sized bed, no coverlet. The sheets and plain blue blanket were neatly tucked in with square corners.

“Call me Fred,” the old man said. “You wanna beer or somethin’?”

“I’m all right.”

“I’m gonna have a beer.” The kitchen had a small dining table, white cabinets, cracked linoleum, and an old refrigerator with flecks of gold in the mint-green paint. At a glimpse, it was full of takeout containers and plastic dishes covered in Saran Wrap. Fred pulled out a bottle of Miller Lite and opened it using a bottle opener screwed into the end of a cabinet. The cap fell into a metal trash can with a clink.

An efficient system Jake surmised.

“Andy Gibbons’ wife called an’ told me she finally got someone to listen to her, and when she did, it was worse than when nobody was listenin’ to her. What’s your name?”

“Jake Westley, Private Investigator.”

“Private Dick, more like it. You need a mustache.” He held up his finger under his nose, probably imitating Tom Selleck. Jake chuckled. He’d seen this type of guy a hundred times. Usually, they were stubborn as hell and straight as an arrow – as long as you could put up with them “telling it like it was.”

“She’s a good woman, a good mamma. She deserves better than what she got, even if that no-good husband of hers don’t. Ya know what he was out doin’ that night? Either cheatin’ on her or doing drugs — or both. She didn’t want to hear my theories on what he was up to, though; but it adds up.”

He stumped back into the living room and sat in the recliner, hauling on the handle so hard it looked like the chair was going to launch him to the moon. “You pull up a chair from the kitchen. I don’t have the back for sittin’ in those damn things no more. One day they’re gonna find me here in my chair, dead for a month.”

Jake took a sniff. Either the stink of fish couldn’t make it this far, or the guy never opened his door. “Do you have a dog?”

“Used to. Sparky, he’s dead now.”

He glanced over to a shelf on the wall opposite the TV and recliner. A big brass vase that looked like a fake antique sat next to a porcelain dog. A couple of old Time-Life books lay flat on the shelf. Everything was covered with a thick layer of yellow dust.

Jake grabbed a chair from the kitchen and sat next to Schnatterbeck. “What makes you think Andy was cheating on his wife or doing drugs?”

“Everybody knew that he wasn’t just working his shift at the water treatment plant. I was still playin’ a lot of poker back then. We talked a lot after poker games. At least the losers would. We was as bad as a bunch of old wimmen—folk about it. Word got around that he had more money than he should'da, and then suddenly one day he didn’t. So I say it was both. First, he started selling drugs. Then he started doing ‘em and picked up a lady friend for the side — someone who wouldn’t tell him to watch the boys and do the dishes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure? Hell, I ain’t sure whether I’m wearin’ my pants on backward most of the time. But whatever he was doing, it took him out of the neighborhood three or four nights a week fer goin’ on a couple years.”

“Huh.”

“Uh-huh.” Schnatterbeck smacked his lips together and then drank some more of his beer. “Workin’ for someone he shouldn’t have.”

“Who?”

“No idea. For a long time it was a guy named Aniello Gallo. Then he disappeared, ‘round the same time that Andy started staying out late and drivin’ his wife nuts.”

“Mafia infighting?”

“Who knows? The crime around here, it's strange.”

“Strange how?”

Schnatterbeck shrugged.

“So tell me what you saw the night Angela Ligotti was killed.”

“This was back when Sparky was still on this side of the big doggy door in the sky, and I was taking him out for his nightly walk.”

“Down by the river.”

“Hey. The dog liked the smell. We started walking past Kent Street and saw a green sedan, a Lincoln, in the drive of one of the back doors of the water treatment plant. The gate was up and everythin’.”

Jake grunted.

“The car backed out and —”

“Wait,” Jake said. “The car backed out?”

“Did I stutter?”

The door jingled at the bottom of the stairs. Schnatterbeck grimaced. The stairs began to creak.

“In an’ out,” he complained. “Those kids upstairs, third-floor walkup, they got more energy than sense. I hope they have a couple of kids real soon so they’ll move out to the suburbs to ‘go find themselves’ and maybe ‘get some space.’”

The footsteps on the stairs didn’t sound like they belonged to either half of a young couple. Jake found himself curling a foot around one leg of the kitchen chair, turning it at an angle.

Schnatterbeck reached into the cloth bag hanging over the arm of his chair. The remote was on the other arm of the chair. After he had finished checking the back, he pulled his hand out and reversed the lever, snapping the chair upright with a clunk.

He took a long look at Jake and the way he was sitting in his chair, then grunted and stood up.

The footsteps stopped, then resumed a few seconds later.

Schnatterbeck waved toward the kitchen.

Jake picked up the chair and soundlessly carried it back to the kitchen, then took a step back out of the way so that he wouldn’t be seen from the door. The old man followed.

Neither of them spoke.

The footsteps came up to the landing. Schnatterbeck pulled open the fridge and moved a few of the containers around. The bottles clinked against each other. He slammed the door shut and then opened the bottle. The cap clinked into the trash.

The person crossed the narrow landing and knocked at Schnatterbeck’s door.

“Well, shit,” Schnatterbeck said under his breath, then louder, “What?”

“You got a delivery,” a low voice said.

“I ain’t ordered nothin’.”

“Maybe someone sent it to you — for Christmas. Don’t be a wise-ass. You gotta sign for this. It’s my job.”

“It’s not marked live animal or something like that, is it?”

“Nah. Just a regular package.”

The voice hadn’t identified itself. Jake reached into his back holster and drew his revolver, a Smith & Wesson model 627 with wood grips and eight rounds of .357.

Schnatterbeck started to walk toward the kitchen door, but Jake held him back.

“Hey,” the voice said. “What are you doing in there? Hurry up. You gotta sign for this package.”

Jake gave Schnatterbeck a push backward and held up a finger to his lips.

The guy beat on the door. “Hey! Come on and take this package!”

“I’m busy,” Schnatterbeck said. “Just leave it by the door.”

“You gotta sign for it!”

“Then take it back with you and leave a slip saying I ain’t home. I didn’t order nuthin’ anyway.”

Wood crunched and the front door slammed open.

Jake stayed out of sight.

Schnatterbeck’s face was red with rage, and his fists were clenched, but at least he wasn’t getting any stupid ideas, like running out into the open.

“Get out here, old man!” the voice shouted.

Jake held up a hand for a second. Schnatterbeck nodded, not loving the order but recognizing the source as competent to give it.

The voice came closer, feet clomping across the rugs on the floor. He was breathing heavily. Not a guy who did a lot of stairs on a regular basis.

Jake hadn’t heard a second set of steps on the stairs, but he wasn’t ready to discount the possibility. He might have missed the sound under the noise of the bigger man’s approach.

The bedroom door hit the wall.

“Old man?” The voice wasn't as loud. He was in the bedroom.

Jake took a step to the side, aiming down the hall. It was clear — no backup on the stairs that he could see.

He pulled back into the kitchen.

The bathroom door crashed on the other side of the wall, and the guy inside cursed.

“Where are you? Did you climb out onto a balcony or somethin’? What? I just want to talk to you.”

The bathroom door opened.

The floor creaked. “You’re in the kitchen, ain’t you? If you’re getting a beer, you want to get me one too?”

Neither one of them moved. Another step or two and the guy would be able to see one of them, depending on which way he was looking — maybe both.

Schnatterbeck raised the beer to his mouth as if he were getting ready to take a drink.

The guy took another step forward.

Schnatterbeck threw the beer at him.

End over end it turned, whipping through the air and hitting the guy in the face.

A gunshot went off.

Jake had just planned to scare the guy to get some information out of him. But with Schnatterbeck’s action, his plans changed rapidly. He grabbed the front of the intruders’ throat in his empty fist and slammed his head into the door frame. Then he put his revolver up to the guy's ear.

The guy's eyes rolled back up into his head.

A Glock 36 fell out of the intruders’ hands and landed on the floor. He started making a hacking noise deep in his throat as he slid down the door frame, which was now smeared with blood.

Okay, so he might have hit the guy a little too hard.

Jake guided him down.

Then he took a look toward Schnatterbeck and swore.

The old guy was hanging on to a cabinet door. He had a white face and a hand clutched to his chest above an ugly entry wound.

He hadn't just been shot; he was having a heart attack.

Schnatterbeck slid down and knocked a couple of pans off the shelves behind him. They banged on the floor as his eyes rolled around in their sockets.

Jake kicked the Glock under the little dining room table and then put Schnatterbeck flat on his back on the floor with his feet up. A clean tri-fold towel got turned into a compression bandage under one elbow while he pulled out his cell phone and called 911.

A glance at the invader told him that he was going to be out for a while with a fractured skull at least. That the guy was still breathing was more than he deserved.

The operator answered. Jake snapped out the address and added, “Home invasion, gunshots, the owner got a .45 to the chest. Can’t talk now.” He put the phone down and leaned his head against Schnatterbeck’s chest.

The guy’s mouth was opening and closing like a fish like he wasn’t getting any air. Jake did a mouth sweep but didn’t find anything.

Schnatterbeck sucked in a breath, and then coughed up blood. At least, he didn’t hear a sucking sound.

“Lung hit,” Jake told the phone. A siren wailed outside, but it was too soon for it to be coming for them.

Whatever Schnatterbeck had intended to say about the car backing out of the water treatment plant would have to wait.




 Chapter 9 - Solid facts and data 

Regan didn’t make it to the Brooklyn Hospital Center until almost 11 pm. She was irritated, tired, and worried.

Irritated - because Jake hadn’t followed her instructions and now there were two seriously injured people in the hospital.

Tired - because of a trial she was presiding over — a pair of drug addicts.

Worried - because moving people into danger wasn't as much fun as it was with pieces on a chess board. She'd opened this can of worms without even knowing who her opponent was.

What a fine way to pay Jake back for saving me at the bar.

The court case involved two drug addicts, a pair of siblings who might or might not have had incestuous relations with each other, and a pair of old women — twins.

Family. What was one to do?

The addicts, last name of Tarloff, had broken into a home in Harrison and robbed the two old twin widows, shooting one of them when she tried to call the police. The breakin had clearly been planned ahead of time, using information from a local teenager who had helped them clean out their basement the previous summer.

It was a felony murder and a mess, made worse by the fact that the surviving sister was calling for the death penalty for one of the siblings. “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” the woman had stated.

The defense lawyer, a mildly cocky young attorney named Nick Sikes, hinted that he planned to argue that his clients were being framed by the siblings’ mother for reasons unknown.

It was a headache of a case with an endless list of witnesses for both sides, conflicting testimony, physical evidence that had to be reviewed, and some of it thrown out, and the ever irritating presence of television cameras.

The media had engulfed her every time she’d stepped out of the court. One reporter had even followed her to the women’s toilet and had to be forcibly removed — camera operator and all.

During a recess, she checked her messages in the judge's chambers. Aside from her home, it was the only true privacy she had.

Jake had texted her about his progress.

First, he’d trespassed onto private property, the location near the Greenpoint Bridge where the body had been found.

Then he’d met Detective Marando, in person at the man’s apartment. An “interesting character,” he said.

And finally, he’d spoken with Frederick Schnatterbeck at his apartment, where they’d both been attacked by a man named Lance Powell. Schnatterbeck had taken a bullet in a lung and had a heart attack, and wasn’t expected to survive the night. Jake had taken down the attacker, leaving him critically wounded.

But she shouldn’t worry about him; Jake was fine.

The rest of the trial had gone smoothly for the day, as smoothly as the tangled skein of lies could go at this point. Everyone involved sensed Regan’s fury as she came back into the court.

Jake had broken laws, ignored her instructions, and prematurely revealed himself to at least one of the characters at the heart of the case.

She’d get the rest of the information from him tonight at the Brooklyn Hospital Center, and then she’d fire him.

It was better for everybody's sake.

The drive helped calm her down. The fact that Jake and Schnatterbeck had been attacked had serious implications. Someone did not want the case to be investigated, even ten years after the fact, which meant there was clearly something to be found.

She pulled into the parking garage and walked to the main lobby. The lights had been dimmed, and the security guard at a small desk near the entrance looked up at her as she entered. She got directions to Schnatterbeck’s room, signed a register, and took the escalator upstairs. The coffee shop was closed. Her caffeine craving and subsequent throbbing headache would just have to wait.

She checked in at the critical care unit, where she had to sign in again, show her ID, and wear a visitor badge. She could visit Schnatterbeck all night long if she wanted to, but she couldn’t be in the room with him at the same time as Jake.

She waved to a couple of nurses’ aides as she proceeded down the hallway. Someone in a room further down was crying — but otherwise, the rooms were quiet.

The dimly-lit halls were small, low-ceilinged, and seemed vaguely threatening. They reminded her of the emergency room she’d taken her father to last year when they thought he might be having a heart attack. In her father’s case, it hadn’t been a heart attack, just dehydration and stress. But with the way he refused to change his diet or stop smoking, it was likely that she’d be back in a unit similar to this one in the not too distant future.

Schnatterbeck’s room was private with a clean but well-aged linoleum floor, no window, and yellow walls that seemed too bright for the late hour, even though most of the lights were off. Jake was skimming through something on his phone, a flickering glow across his face as he swiped across the screen.

She knocked on the door, and Jake looked up. He glanced over at Schnatterbeck for a moment, touched his lips with a finger, stood up, and cracked his back before crossing the room. He slid his phone into his pocket. “Hey.”

She looked him over. His clothes were still spattered with blood; the knees of his khaki pants were soaked in it. He’d washed his face and his arms but had missed the side of his head where dark droplets stuck in his hair — all of which reminded her of problems that she hadn’t asked for.

“How is he doing?”

“He’s an old-fashioned bastard — used to be Coast Guard. They say he’ll be fine if he takes care of himself.”

“If he’s anything like my father, he won’t,” she said. “What about the other guy?”

“He’s in Bellevue in serious condition. I, uh, fractured his skull when I smashed him into the door frame in the kitchen.”

“Yes, you did,” she said.

He snorted under his breath. “And me? I’m fine, no injuries; thanks for asking.”

They were still standing in the hallway outside the room. She took a deep, calming breath. “The apartment?”

“The cops should have it secured by now. He didn’t have any pets — unless you count the cremated dog in the pot on his shelf.”

She made a face. “I think his dog is pretty safe.”

“Unless a drug addict comes to the wrong conclusions about the ashes.”

She gritted her teeth.

“Sorry. I always get a real black sense of humor after this kind of thing. I’ll try to keep it a little more tactful.”

“Please do.” She looked back into the room. Schnatterbeck was a lump under a blanket and a fringe of gray hair around a bald head. He had the kind of face that spoke volumes about his blood pressure. “Let’s find a waiting room.”

He started walking slowly down the hallway, hands in the pockets of his bomber jacket.

“Anything on your side?” he asked.

“I’ve been in court all day with the Tarloff case.” At his blank look she added, “felony murder and burglary by a pair of siblings, one male, one female. They claim they weren’t there at all and were framed by their mother.”

“Is the female pregnant?”

“No, thank God. The media feeding frenzy is bad enough.”

His eyes narrowed. “You didn’t actually answer the original question, by the way. Is there a reason for that?”

They passed another doorway with the light still on, a nurse bending over the bed.

“Maybe. I requisitioned the prosecutor's files on the Andy Gibbons’ case, but I haven’t had anything sent over yet, which is unusual. I have a good source over in the Records department.”

“They’re going to turn up missing,” Jake said.

“What makes you say that?”

He shrugged. “Let’s grab a coffee.”

“The coffee shop is closed.”

“We’ll ask at the nurses' station. Nurses always know where to get coffee.”

***

In a corner of the critical care ward waiting room stuffed with toys, board games, DVDs, and a row of Danielle Steel novels, they found a single-serve automatic coffee maker stocked with coffee and hot cocoa. It was so simple that a three-year-old could have operated it — which meant that when Regan tried to brew her coffee, it splattered all over the place.

Jake cleared his throat, pulled the pod out, stuck it back in, and ran the cycle again — presto, instant coffee.

“You didn’t do what I asked you to do,” she said.

“Is that why you’re in such a foul mood?”

“One of the two reasons.”

“The trial being the other?”

“I’m paying you on an hourly basis. Explain to me why you’re not following directions and yet making me pay for it.”

He stared at her calmly, chewing on the inside of his cheek for a second, sizing her up.

She felt her cheeks start to get hot.

“I’m not doing this to screw you out of your money or flaunt my independence,” he said. “I’m doing it because I’m a professional. You’ve been on the ground for what, four months? And you expect me to be up to speed based on a folder full of unreliable evidence, most of which was compiled by that scumbag, Marando.”

“You should have called me beforehand. Contacting Marando was inappropriate.”

“Maybe,” he admitted. “Nevertheless, I had to look the guy in the eye and size him up. Have you met him yet?”

“Yes, on another case, a long time ago.”

“How did he strike you?”

“Don’t try to change the subject.”

He leaned back in his chair, put his paper cup on the seat next to him and folded his arms across his chest.

“Explain to me why you get to — excuse me. Explain why you would even want to micromanage me. Didn’t you hire me to get the information that you couldn’t get out of people?”

“I get to micromanage you, as you put it, because I’m paying you.”

He waited.

She took a gulp of hot coffee, praying it would erase her headache so she could actually think for a minute. “Yes. I hired you to get the information I couldn’t. That doesn’t mean I don’t expect you to follow directions.”

“Then I won’t charge for those hours.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“If you want someone to follow your orders exactly, get yourself a robot. You’re no master detective, and I’m no dumb sidekick.”

“None of this tells me why you can’t follow directions. Maybe I didn’t want you to see Marando yet. Maybe I wanted to save you for something more subtle than a frontal assault.”

“If you had a plan, you should have said so.”

“I don’t need to explain my plans to you.”

“No? Maybe I would have followed directions if you had.”

She finished her coffee, walked over to the coffee machine, and started another cup. She was more careful inserting the pod, making sure it was seated properly. This time it worked, and the cup filled properly. She stared at it for a second.

“Tell me what you learned while I was paying you to not follow directions,” she said, not facing him.

“Come on back here and sit down, would ya? I hate talking to a woman’s back when she’s mad at me. Please.”

She roamed back to her seat. Her caffeine headache was easing up a little, but she was still shaking. Two people were almost killed, Jake and Schnatterbeck, three if you counted the bad guy. And it had happened following her part of the plan. For all that she’d yelled at him for talking to Marando.

She sat and let out a long breath. “I’m so tired,” she said.

“Go home, go to bed.”

She let out a sigh and pulled out her phone. The missed calls and message icons had appeared. She could just imagine what was waiting for her. Everyone would want to hassle her for at least a week. Then the interest would die down for a while unless one of the lawyers sprung a surprise on her. Then it would rise back up again near the end of the trial.

“It never ends. Just when the current class of idiots gets old enough to be too lazy to stir up much trouble, a new batch of idiots comes along and you have to start all over again. The real problem is that even if these kids get put away, it won’t bring the victim back, and it won’t stop two more kids, or 2,000 more kids from doing something just as stupid. It burns me every time.”

“That’s why you’re doing this, isn’t it? To keep yourself from going nuts.”

“To try to keep myself from going nuts. Otherwise, yes.”

“Then think about Andrew Gibbons. Think about what it would be like for him to get out of prison and go home to his family. Think about what it would be like for his kids to have their dad back.”

She closed her eyes and remembered Andy’s goofy grin, half despairing, half hating himself for daring to put his hopes on her for so long.

“I just wish...” She didn’t finish the thought; there was no point.

“So, the place where the body was found, do you still want to hear about it or save it for later?”

“Tell me now. I’m not really going to get any sleep.”

He told her about the location where the body of Angela Ligotti, Andy’s alleged victim, was found. She’d seen pictures of it, but it hadn’t really clicked that the location was that far back from the street. His description was so sharp that she could almost count the number of footsteps between the open roll-up gate and the chill in the shadowed alley

“But how did the body get back there?” she asked. “If it was after dark and the gate was rolled down. Nobody should have been able to access the area.”

“That isn't the weirdest part. Schnatterbeck saw a green sedan — he said he thought it was a Lincoln — backing out of the drive.”

“Wait,” she said.

“That's what I said,” Jake grinned.

She knew that he knew what she was going to say. She just couldn't stop herself from saying it. “If the car holding Angela Ligotti's body was backing out of the water treatment complex, then why was the body found inside the water treatment complex?”

“Exactly, they'd have to go right back inside, unless someone else lifted the body back over the fence. It was almost like someone screwed up.”

He’d sent her a dozen photographs of the area via his phone. She flipped through them until she saw the one she wanted: a solid cement wall topped with razor wire.

“We don’t know if the razor wire was there ten years ago,” he pointed out.

She drummed her fingernails on the plastic chair arm. “Why there? Why not leave the body in the street? Why not push the body into the river, for that matter?”

“Dunno. Want me to try to find out?”

She paused for a moment. “Not yet. If there’s someone at that plant who’s involved, then we don’t want to alert them.”

“I’m on their security cameras.”

“Yes, I know. I’m hoping they didn’t get a decent look at your face, by the way.”

He grunted.

“And then you spoke to Marando,” she said drily, “Anything interesting to report about that encounter?”

He told her about seeing Marando, then summed up with: “I got the impression he’s a real slime-ball.”

She hadn’t seen Marando for a long time, but it had been her impression as well. “Did he strike you as the kind of guy who’d help frame Andy Gibbons?”

“Sure, easy.”

“But he isn’t exactly living in the lap of luxury, is he?”

“Sometimes a man’s got bad habits that eat up anything extra.”

“Noted.”

Jake continued with the theory he’d heard from Schnatterbeck before the arrival of Lance Powell, the man who’d broken down the door of the apartment — the theory that Andrew Gibbons was a small-time drug runner and possible adulterer.

It wasn’t anything that she hadn’t heard before. It was, in fact, part of the “evidence” that Jamie Gibbons had received from Detective Marando and part of the packet that she’d handed over to Jake.

“How valid do you think Schnatterbeck’s theory is?” she asked.

“Do I think Andy cheated on his wife? I don’t know, but if he did, we might have an alibi for Andy at the time of the murder.”

 Regan leaned back. “I think Jamie would have had it out of him by now and, at the very least, included it in her packet of evidence. She wants Andy back, and she’s not afraid to humiliate herself to do it.”

“What do you think it was then?”

Repeatedly, Andy had refused to tell Regan where he had been that night, what he had been doing, or who he’d been with. He’d driven around Brooklyn; he didn’t think he’d left the borough, but he wouldn’t get more specific than that. He’d denied cheating on his wife, although there had been a couple of times that he could see that someone might think he was. He’d also vigorously denied being involved in any kind of criminal activity.

She had chalked it up to her being a judge. He didn’t trust her with the truth, whatever it was. She drank some more of her coffee.

“What about delivering packages on the side? Drugs, money, that kind of thing?”

Jake slurped at his coffee. “Tell me something. Does Andy Gibbons strike you as an ambitious guy or not? Family man, company man, or the kind of guy who has a plan to get rich quick?”

She chewed on a knuckle. Jake was right about her needing him to do the work she couldn’t. She’d rather have solid facts and data to extrapolate from and leave the intuition to someone else. One of the reasons she’d hired Jake was that he seemed to be able to size people up at a glance. The fact that he’d been able to bribe the server to give them a private table at La Ruche had really impressed her. She’d never thought of trying it, for one thing — and if she had, she wouldn’t have been able to tell if the woman was the kind of person to take the money or kick them out and report them to the manager.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “Let me tell you about the first time I interviewed him. It stuck in my mind, but I’ve never been sure how to interpret it.”

“Go for it.”




 Chapter 10 - Young and stupid 

The first Saturday in November she’d driven up to Green Haven for the first time. She had been treated with open deference coming through the gate. George Williams, the deputy superintendent, had even taken the time to speak with her in his dismal office before letting her in to visit with Andy. He’d assured her that they would make every effort to assist her, but warned her that Andy Gibbons was a murderer and would, of course, lie to her about his guilt and that she wasn’t to believe him. In the right mood he could be charming, but she shouldn’t trust him.

Then he started talking about her father and how much he’d respected him. The fact that he was hosting more of her prisoners than her fathers didn’t seem to register.

She kept a serious look on her face and nodded all the way through his little lecture.

On the recently painted adobe-colored wall behind him were various certificates, a law degree and his bachelor’s degree. He probably still had his good citizenship and perfect attendance awards from elementary school somewhere. Where another man might have pictures of his family on his desk, this guy had a row of small awards, glass paperweights, golden stars, and a statue of a man with an upraised golf club.

She had trouble taking the man seriously.

When he was done speaking, she repeated his talking points back to him, thanked him for his time, shook his hand, tried not to stare at the top of his balding head as she towered over him, and left the office at a measured pace, following one of the guards.

She felt his eyes on her back and wondered for a moment whether she had misjudged him. The first part of his speech, the part about Andrew Gibbons, had been too pat. At least she hadn’t given him more than a picture of the arrogant daughter of a popular judge to work with. It was a mask that she used more often than not in court, and it held up under scrutiny.

She was escorted to a private visitor’s room, one-half of a glassed-in cell with a pane of safety glass in the middle. She seated herself on an uncomfortable fiberglass chair and folded her hands in her lap.

A large black man in a green uniform and handcuffs was led past her door, brought into the room opposite her, and urged down into the matching fiberglass chair.

She’d seen photographs of Andy Gibbons before, but they didn’t do him justice. They showed him slit-eyed or angry, with apparently cold, dead eyes, as if he was heartless. He looked like a small-time criminal with something to prove in every single photograph. Even the ones that had been taken of him by the media before and during his trial had the same message.

In real life he had an innocent-looking face, like a baby’s, with fat cheeks, a broad forehead, and wide-open eyes. He saw her and smiled, all the way up to the corners of his eyes. She could hear his footsteps and the rattle of his handcuffs via speakers in the ceiling.

“Judge Judy she is not!” he said after the guard had handcuffed him to the bench beside the pane of glass between them. The guard nudged the chair with his knee. Andy Gibbons gave him a look that flashed back to the photos in the news for a second, then turned away from the guard and started smiling again. “Jamie says you’re going to get me back to my boys. Is that right?”

“I’m going to try,” she said.

“That’s about as good as it can get,” he said. “Unless you’re Yoda, in which case you just gotta do or do not. But personally, I’m pretty good with a try.”

He folded his hands in front of him and then scooted the chair forward. The guard backed out of the room and locked the door behind him, standing with his back to the locked door. She doubted that the room provided any real privacy, but at least she didn’t have to try to talk over a row of other prisoners.

She pulled two folders out of her briefcase. One was the evidence put together by Jamie, based on the collection given to her by Marando. The other was a folder of her personal notes.

“That Jamie,” he said. “She’s really something, isn’t she?”

“She is,” Regan agreed dryly.

Andy burst into laughter. “She wouldn’t let up on you, would she? You think, yeah, I’ll just hear her out, get her to shut up. But then she starts talking, and everything you assumed gets cut out from under you, one point at a time. She should have been a lawyer, not a nursing assistant.”

The words were almost hostile, but his tone wasn’t.

“She didn’t take it easy on you either, I take it,” she said.

“Oh, no. I was quite the hellion when she met me. Did she tell you about that?”

She shook her head. Andy Gibbons was genuinely charming, but he was wasting their time together. They only had half an hour. He shouldn’t be telling her about how he met his wife; he should be answering her questions about the case.

“I was out playing a pickup game near a park. She and her mamma were out for a walk off to the side of the court. I went in for a three-pointer, I mean that shot was looking pretty, but it hit the rim and went flying. It hit her momma, right in the head. I thought she was going to skin me alive.”

 Regan repressed a smile. “She fell for you after you hit her mother in the head with a basketball?”

“She almost caught it, too. Her momma swayed on her feet and just blinked for a couple of seconds. Then Jamie started cussing me out for a fool. Not a single word of strong language but my ears were blistering, and I was about in tears. The rest of the guys ran off, the cowards. By the time she was done I was down on my knees, literally begging her momma’s forgiveness. And her mamma said, and I quote, ‘I will only forgive you if you take this girl out on a date. She’s so harsh that she can’t get anybody to take her around, and I’m beginning to despair. She is 24 years old, and I’m afraid I’m going to die without seeing a single grandbaby.’ As you can imagine that about let the wind out of Jamie’s sails. She crumpled up with her arms over her chest and stalked off. But her mamma gave me her phone number as I was walking her home.”

“Happily ever after,” Regan smiled.

Andy gave a wry smile and snorted. “Not exactly.”

She flipped open the packet of evidence and riffled through the pages. Andy’s eyes skipped back and forth between the papers and her face, and his smile faded a little. He was studying her, sizing her up.

“Tell me what happened,” she said.

He leaned back, took in a long breath, and said, “I was framed. I ain’t no angel; Jamie’ll tell you the same. But I didn’t kill that woman.”

“All right,” she said. “What happened? What did you do that night? You haven’t really explained yourself.”

His cheeks dented in like he was sucking the spit from between his teeth. “I got in a fight with Jamie. I borrowed a friend’s car — a brown Accord — and went out driving. Ten years ago, you know how old I was?”

“No.”

“Twenty-two. When you’re twenty-two, you don’t have any sense. You can be a good man and still not have the sense to see what your wife’s telling you is… well. You’ve met Jamie. She has a good head on her shoulders. I couldn’t see it then. But every year that she sticks by me and tries to hold it all together for my boys, I appreciate it more and more. Plus, I’m getting older; I have more sense than I did when I was twenty-two. I look back now, and I can see that I was wrong and she was right; I should have listened to her. But back then I just got mad and stormed off. The more right she was, the madder I would get.”

“So you just went driving around?”

“Yeah, to calm down. Like I said, young and stupid.”

“And nobody saw you.”

“In Brooklyn? Could have been a thousand people saw me, but who would remember me, behind the wheel of a brown Accord?”

“You didn’t stop for anything.”

“No, ma’am. I drove around for about an hour, maybe an hour and a half. Thought up an argument that might work with Jamie, and drove home feeling pretty high and mighty. I lost the argument, but I still wasn’t ready to admit it. But by then it was late, and I had to work in the morning. We went to bed, her on the couch. That thing where they tell you not to go to bed mad? My last night with my wife, and I made her sleep on the couch.”

“You were arrested the next day.”

“Yes ma’am, right there at work. It was humiliating.”

She nodded. She had no doubt that he had an entertaining story to tell about being arrested, but they needed to stay on track.

“What was the fight about?”

“I can’t see how that’s relevant.”

“It’s a murder investigation. Anything could be relevant.”

“That’s what my attorney said too. See where it got me.”

She frowned and closed the folder full of “evidence” and opened the other one, filled with her notes. Inside was a yellow legal pad with the pages riffled from being turned back and forth so much. The pages were covered with her illegible scrawl, almost more effective than a secret code for keeping prying eyes from finding out her thoughts.

“Mr. Gibbons —”

“Andy. Call me Andy.”

She looked at him through the glass. The way he’d said it sounded odd, strained. If his face had shown anything other than an infectious grin, it was gone now.

“Andy,” she said. “You may call me Regan if you like.”

“Whatever you say, Miss St. Clair.”

She shook her head. She didn’t like it when people put themselves on an asymmetrical basis with her — it felt like their conversation was based on a falsehood. “Andy, tell me something. Did you kill the woman?”

He looked up at the speakers on either side of the glass wall. “No ma’am, I did not.”

“Did you kill someone else that evening?”

His head jutted forward, and he blinked at her. Every trace of his grin had disappeared, not so much that it was replaced with hostility as that she had just shocked it off his face. “No! What on earth could possess you to ask a question like that? Did I kill someone else? No, I didn’t kill someone else. And I wasn’t sleeping around either, no matter what that low-life Marando says.”

She nodded and noted his responses down on the last page of her notes. While she was still writing, she asked, “One more question. Did you do something that would cause someone you love to be harmed or killed if the truth about that evening came out?”

She glanced up quickly and caught the look on his face. It was a look of raw fear and heartbreak, quickly erased by that same grin. The eyes had changed, though. They were cold and emotionless, just like the photographs.

“Nope,” he said. “Just what I told you. I was driving around after a fight with Jamie.”

“Right,” she said. “May I have the name and address of the friend who loaned you the brown Accord? Somehow, it’s one of the pieces of evidence that never made it into your file.”

He gave it to her, and she noted that down too, then sneaked another look up at him when he might not be ready for it. But he wasn’t about to get caught off guard a second time. His smile had faded, and he showed nothing but interested attention.

They went over the rest of the evidence. It was clear that he’d talked to Jamie about the same points she’d listed off to Regan. His speech was a little less rehearsed, and a little less wild-eyed than the one that Jamie had given her, but it was basically the same. If he knew more than he’d shared with his wife, he nevertheless didn’t share it with Regan.

The guard tapped on the window at the five-minute mark, then again when it was time for her to go. She cut off mid-sentence, closed the folder around her notes, and packed everything in her bag.

She stood and started automatically to extend her hand for a handshake. Andy’s hand twitched, but remained handcuffed to the bench. He smiled at her again. This time, it was just a thin upturn on one side of his lips.

His eyes were neither smiling nor cold, just resigned. The same look would become familiar over time as their meetings progressed. It would haunt her from their last meeting when he told her that she wasn’t doing him any good and just to let it go.

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Gibbon,” she said formally. The presence of the guard reminded her that he’d been standing watch over them, and she felt too self-conscious to use his first name anymore.

“Thank you for yours, Miss St. Clair. Tell Jamie I love her and that I miss her and the boys when you see her next.”

“I will.”

She put on her coat and hefted her briefcase onto her shoulder. The guard unlocked Andy’s door, then unlocked his handcuffs from the bench. He stood as the guard pulled the chair out of the way and gave her a nod.

The guard led him past her on the way out. He was taller than she was — a feat that most men couldn’t manage when she had heels on. He gave her another grin as he passed her, turning on the charm one last time, and then he was out of sight. She waited a few seconds, then opened the door to her side of the glassed-in room and stepped out.

The guard led Andy down the hallway through a pair of barred security doors and down another hallway. She waited in place until someone came to lead her out of the prison. She didn’t have to pass through a long hallway of inmates banging tin cups against the bars or anything ridiculous like that, but she couldn’t escape the sense of being stared at, even leered at. The only person in sight was a guard at the high-walled desk where Andy had been led, and he was looking at something below the top of the desk, not paying attention to her.

The other three glass visitors’ rooms were empty. She looked inside each of them, all of them identical: two fiberglass chairs, the heavy metal bench with the eye bolt screwed through the top on one side, and speakers.

Their conversation had to be recorded.

The guard returned to escort her out of the prison. She walked after him, keeping her head up and her eyes focused on his back.

She needed to find a way to ensure that Andy and his family wouldn’t be hurt if he told the truth.




 Chapter 11 - Underground taxi service 

“You think he’s being threatened to keep quiet?” Jake asked.

Her coffee had gone cold. She tossed it back and made herself another cup, letting it gurgle and hiss through the machine and into the cup. The waiting area had a couple of windows that looked out over the city, orange lights on red brick. If they’d been facing the other direction, they could have looked out at Manhattan and Jersey City, almost an entire continent unto itself. Instead, it was Bed-Stuy all the way to the long black stretch of the Atlantic.

She wasn’t one of those people who found the ocean fascinating. The sound of the waves got on her nerves — like listening to someone chew with an open mouth. Give her a nice gentle lake anytime. She sat down and turned her back to the waves.

“I think I wanted to believe that initially,” she said. “It would answer a lot of questions. No, strike that from the discussion. Why wouldn’t he tell us what he was doing that night? His family is suffering because of it. Is he worried they might suffer even more if he spits out the truth?”

“Here’s one. Did he know the victim before she died?”

“He did.” She looked at the clock. “That’s a story for another day, though. The short version is that they worked together at the water treatment plant. You must have read that in the file.”

“I did. But I wondered.”

“It’s suggestive, isn’t it? But suggestion is often just another way of being pointed in the wrong direction.”

He shrugged. “Sometimes things aren’t so complicated. A guy has an affair with a coworker and doesn’t want his wife to find out about it.”

“Do you really think that’s what happened here?”

“No.”

“Why?”

He closed his eyes. “I don’t know. I just have the feeling there’s more to it than that.”

She shook her head. “I don’t approach things intuitively. I don’t like to go on ‘feelings.’ I deal with facts.” She went quiet for a second or two, “and unanswered questions.”

“So what facts do you have?”

“None.”

“That’s what you hired me for.”

“Exactly. I just have the unanswered questions. If Andy killed Angela Ligotti because she was a mistress who didn’t want to play along any longer, then the prosecutor did a horrible job of tracking down relevant evidence to back up that theory. During the trial, the motive for the killing was presented as ‘an argument’ between Andy and the deceased, not an adulterous relationship that turned sour.

“You know what’s not in that packet of evidence? Witnesses: witnesses saying they saw Andy with Ms. Ligotti before the crime; witnesses saying that Andy had been seen around her apartment; witnesses of their behavior toward each other at work. And yet from the information in the evidence packet that Marando threw at Jamie Gibbons, that was the extent of their relationship.”

“Let’s approach this from a slightly different angle,” Jake suggested. “Let’s say that Andy murdered Ms. Ligotti because she witnessed a tryst between him and a second woman — or a man. Let’s not limit this by gender.”

Regan nodded. “If that were the case, the prosecutor still should have been able to pull together some sort of pattern reflecting that — reports of Andy showing up in the same neighborhood on a regular basis or rumors at work. Patterns like that are as identifiable as a fingerprint. There is nothing so secret that someone doesn’t know something is going on. The human brain simply cannot function on high alert all the time. A pattern of long lunches, early days off from work, off-site meetings, bowling nights — something should have shown up.”

“But there’s nothing?” Jake lifted his eyebrows.

“If there is, I’m not seeing it. And I’ve looked at his schedule up and down, back and forth, at least the parts of it I was able to obtain ten years later.”

“What parts were those?”

“His work records — the time he spent clocked in.”

“You got his work records?”

“Gary did.” The coffee had disappeared again. She had to cut herself off or she’d be up all night with the entire Tarloff case to face in the morning. She paced across the room. The traffic outside moved in bursts along the streets.

“And you didn’t see any patterns?”

She shrugged; she didn’t have enough data. “He could have had someone clocking in and out for him — something else neither the prosecution nor the defense bothered to find out. And while he was often spotted driving back and forth to work in his green Lincoln Town Car, I noticed that none of the witnesses ever stated they saw him driving it in the evening. According to various statements, he was always in some other car in the evening.

“The only other information we have comes from Jamie. She says that Andy would go out at nights, never at the same time or even on the same night, and it would only be for an hour or two. If she asked where he was going, he’d answer just like he was a rebellious teenager: ‘Where are you going?’ ‘Out.’ ‘When are you coming back?’ ‘Later.’ She said she stopped asking. He wouldn’t come back smelling like anything worse than cigarette smoke — no alcohol or perfume, or even pot smoke. She said that both of them were young and stupid, and she was too proud to beg him to tell her what was going on. The situation became don’t ask, don’t tell. Sometimes he’d come back with cash. She said she half-assumed he was out playing poker.

“I asked Andy about it multiple times, coming at it from multiple angles. But he never told me what he’d been doing. Not really. He said that sometimes they would fight, and he would leave the house to cool off. Or he just needed space. Or he was having a beer or playing basketball with friends. I asked him about poker, and he offered to let me teach him how to play.”

“That means he’s a shark.”

She snorted. “His eyes were twinkling like my dad’s do when he said that. At any rate, he was so insistent about not having a pattern that it’s almost a pattern in itself — deliberate randomness.”

She concluded with a feeling of triumph. She’d worked out a lot from the holes in the evidence, a lot more than most detectives could have, even when they weren’t scumbags like Marando.

Too bad it added up to a whole bunch of nothing as far as an actual lead went.

“Deliberate randomness, just like the cars,” Jake said.

He was giving her a look that said he’d worked out something obvious and wanted her to figure out the next step.

“What about the cars?”

“The question is who might keep a car pool of random, unmarked cars? And why?”

“Ah!” she said. She was disappointed in herself for not seeing it. She shook her head. There was a reason she’d hired a private investigator and wasn’t doing this all herself. “You’re thinking of a crime syndicate, maybe the Mafia?”

“Perhaps, or maybe an early version of an underground taxi service, run off the Internet. It could still be running, too.”

She felt herself deflate even further.

A nurse walked by the open door of the waiting room and gave her a significant look. She’d been speaking too loudly. She bit her knuckle again and shut up. The dark blue industrial carpet almost seemed to have a darker circle worn into it for friends and family to pace on. She let her feet follow it mindlessly for a while, trying to calm down. She’d had too much coffee. She felt like she could almost solve the universe on a hypothetical basis if she had another cup.

“I’m going to run to the toilet,” she said.

“You go ahead and do that.” Jake stood at the window now, staring out at the ocean. “But after that, I’m cutting you off on the caffeine. You’re starting to freak-out the staff.”




 Chapter 12 - I know a guy 

The night nurse still stood outside the door with her cart, speaking into a small walkie-talkie that chirped softly when she released the button.

“Rodger dodger,” a voice said. “I’ll see you later, then.” The walkie-talkie beeped again.

The nurse hooked the walkie-talkie over the waistband of her uniform and started pushing the cart down the hallway. Regan turned the other way toward the toilets.

Inside, she had to wave her hand in front of the motion sensor to turn the lights on. Nobody had been inside for at least ten minutes. While she was there, she checked her phone messages. She had 23 of them. The first five were what she expected — pleas from local media for an interview.

The sixth shook her.

A digitized, male voice said, “Hello. I have information about the Gibbons case. Please call the following number.” And then it rattled off a ten-digit number.

The message ended.

After staring at her phone for an embarrassing length of time, she saved the message, pulled a pen out of her purse, replayed the message, and wrote the number down on her arm. She was too bewildered to find a scrap of paper from her purse.

The bathroom lights flickered out.

She laughed at herself. She’d been sitting stock-still long enough for the motion sensor to turn itself off. She finished up, pulled her clothes together, switched the light on her cell phone on, and stepped out of the stall.

A dull glow spread through the room and bounced off the mirrors over the sinks.

 

She walked toward the light sensor by the door to trigger the lights to come on. She found it odd that the expected light was not forthcoming, and a shiver ran through her body.  She walked toward the sinks to wash her hands.

In the dim light of her phone, it took her a couple of tries to find one with soap, and then she moved to the hand drier and dried her hands.

When the hand drier clicked off, she turned toward the door and pulled on the handle.

The door was stuck.

She pulled on it twice before she realized her heart had leapt up into her throat. The door wasn’t stuck, it was locked.

Something moved in one of the toilet stalls.

Regan’s hand slapped the wall, catching part of the light switch on her palm. She groped around and pressed the switch up and down several times, then waved her hand in front of the motion sensor.

The lights remained off.

There should have been an emergency light on in the bathroom, even if the main lights failed.

There wasn’t.

She clenched her teeth together and sucked in a hissing breath. She was shaking with fear and rage. Again. When she’d repaired the slashed tire on her car, she had been angry. Now she recognized her anger as a cover-up for how terrified she was. She doubted that Jake would hear her if she screamed for help.

She aimed the light on her phone toward the back of the room.

A shadow moved under the door of the last stall.

“Hello?” she called.

The door began to open a crack. Regan watched it in terrified fascination.

“Hello? What do you want?”

A woman in a long black wool coat and sunglasses stepped out. She had her hands in her pockets, which concealed a suspicious bulge that made her coat sink to that side.

“Hello, Regan,” she said.

Regan straightened up, putting some steel in her spine. The dim light of her phone quavered. “What do you want?” she repeated.

“You know what we want,” the woman said.

“We. Who is we?”

“To some extent, we have to admire you. Even now, when you’re being threatened, you’re trying to wring every possible bit of information from this encounter. But, of course, we cannot let our admiration for you interfere with our goals and plans.”

Regan suddenly realized the woman’s mouth wasn’t moving.

She smirked a little as Regan flinched in surprise. The voice was not coming from the woman. It sounded as if it was coming from a speaker somewhere in the room, and Regan looked around for the source of the voice.

The woman’s heels clicked on the tile floor as she approached. Regan looked back at her again. She had come a few steps closer and then stopped as if waiting for a cue. The bulge in her pocket seemed to protrude even further.

“This is your last warning,” the voice said. “This is the last demonstration of what we can do before we start hurting you and your family.”

Regan didn’t answer. They’d just established the limits of what they could do to her, which was locking her in a bathroom with the lights turned off. The fact that they were mentioning her family meant that they knew less about her than they thought they did. It was just her and her father now. And no one who had ever met her father would ever think that he would allow someone to scare him away from something he meant to do.

Except that he’d left Brooklyn. And she’d had to rethink her assumptions about that.

She licked her lips.

“And, if that isn’t effective, then we will shift our focus to Andrew Gibbons’ family. Helpless, impoverished, exposed to and battered by every storm that passes through life, vulnerable in a way that neither you nor your father will ever be. Easy for one small action to have ramifications that you and your money and connections could never fix. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

“We will not ask you what your decision is at this time. We know that it’s easy to say words of bravado and foolishness in the heat of the moment — words that, when tempers have cooled, one might regret.”

The woman pulled her right hand out of her pocket. It was holding not a gun, but a cell phone, an old-fashioned flip phone. She walked over to one of the sinks and laid it across the back of the faucet.

Someone knocked at the door, and Regan almost dropped her phone. She fumbled with it as Jake called, “Hey, you drown in there?”

The room flickered, and the lights turned on, blinding her for a second. She dropped her smartphone. It made a cracking sound, and she swore.

“Regan?”

“I’m fine,” she called back. The screen was completely shattered. She stuffed it in her pocket.

The woman walked up to Regan and stopped in front of her, both hands in her pockets again. She smelled of cigarettes, perfume, and damp wool.

Regan was tempted to grab her and yell for help from Jake, but she was inert. The woman passed her and took the door handle.

By then it was unlocked — of course.

Jake stood in the doorway with one hand stuffed in his jacket pocket, and his eyes swept over the room. They locked onto the woman’s face, studying it quickly and automatically.

“Excuse me,” the woman said. Jake stepped out of the way, and she left.

Regan hiccupped. She’d been holding her breath. Quickly, she walked over to the last stall and looked inside.

She didn’t see anything out of place — nothing that the woman had dropped or left behind. She unrolled a stream of toilet paper and used it to pick up the flip phone on the back of the sink.

Jake stepped into the bathroom and did another one of those eye-sweeps that seemed to take in more than Regan would ever be able to see. He bent down and picked up a piece of dirt off the floor, crumbled it in his fingers. She half-expected him to say something about it being mud from Suffolk or something Sherlock Holmes-ish like that.

“You were threatened again,” he said.

There was no chance of being able to conceal it from him. She was too upset. “No shit, Sherlock.”

The flip phone began to ring, and she shuddered. He held out his hand, but she shook her head — her case, her responsibility. She tore off a piece of the toilet paper and used it to open the phone. She held it away from her ear.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Regan?” Jamie Gibbon’s voice came through the phone. Regan felt her eyes bulge. She leaned toward Jake, trying to angle the phone so they could both hear it.

“Jamie. Are you and the boys all right?”

“Am I all right? You’re the one who called my machine and left a message saying that you were in danger and not to call.”

Regan lied. “It turned out to be nothing.”

“Don’t scare me like that. I took off early from work to check on the boys; I was so worried.”

“And they’re okay?”

Jamie paused for a couple of seconds. In the background, Regan could hear the sound of Jamie’s ancient refrigerator kick on and rattle. “Something did happen, didn’t it? And you’re trying to keep me from getting worried.”

“I was pretty shaken for a few minutes; I have to admit.”

Another pause. “Better safe than sorry.”

“Agreed.”

“Well, I’ll get off the phone then. When you get calmed down, tell me what happened.”

“I will.”

The question that Regan wanted to blurt out — where did you get this number? — wouldn’t seem to leave her lips. But then Jake wasn’t giving her any kind of signal to ask it either, just looking at her with calm blue eyes that had gone a deep blue that somehow wasn’t pretty so much as it was a threat. She was glad it wasn’t directed at her. The sides of his jaw clenched.

She rolled her shoulders a couple of times. “Jamie, do me a favor. See if you can’t get someone from the neighborhood to check up on the boys while you’re on your shifts, would you? Or I can get someone.”

“Is there something wrong?” The response came quickly like Jamie had been expecting it. With reason, obviously.

 Regan wanted to say: If it weren’t for your pride, I would pull you and the boys out of that apartment, move you into my house and put guards over the three of you. I’d make you take a vacation so you could put your feet up and watch daytime TV all day, and put your boys in a real school, away from the gangs. And I’d do 100 other things because you’re being threatened. And I’d do it right now.

But she didn’t because she had no idea who else was listening to the call.

“I’m just shaken up,” Regan said. “I’m going to check in on Fred Schnatterbeck in a couple of minutes. Is there anything you want me to tell him for you? If he’s awake.”

“Tell him he’s a good man, and I’m sorry that he got mixed up in this.”

“Okay. Have a good night, Jamie. I’m sorry I worried you.”

“It’s all right. You keep working at this. I have faith in you.”

Regan smiled. If she weren’t careful, her eyes would start beading up. “Thanks. Talk to you later, Jamie.”

“Night.”

Regan turned off the phone and handed it, toilet paper and all, to Jake. Then she put her back against the wall and slid down to the floor.

They’d taken over her phone number, routed it to a completely different phone, and left a message on Jamie’s answering machine that had sounded so much like her that it had fooled Jamie, who was not so easy to fool. They’d known Jamie would call and had timed their manipulation of her so exactly that… that…

She put her elbows on her knees and put her hands over her face. She didn’t want Jake to see her upset.

The phone beeped. She glanced up; Jake was punching in a number from memory.

The phone in her pocket rang, no ID on the number. She turned the cracked screen toward Jake. He had a pen out and wrote the number down in a notebook. The phone stopped ringing.

“Oh, right.” She pushed her coat sleeve back on her arm, showing him the other number.

“What’s that?”

“Write it down, would you?”

He did.

“I was checking messages; that’s what originally took me so long. One of them was a computer-generated voice that told me to call this number if I wanted more information on the Gibbons case. It was buried in the middle of a bunch of requests for interviews on the Tarloff case.”

She dialed into her voicemail and handed the phone over. Jake walked across the room with one finger in his ear, listening to messages while pacing. Regan got back up to her feet, still feeling shaky and light-headed.

Jake glanced up at her, his eyes still dark. “It’s gone,” he said.

She wasn’t surprised. “The message is gone?”

Jake nodded. “You need to get someone with some serious computer skills,” he said. “I know a guy...”




 Chapter 13 - I’m willing to accept that this is serious 

It didn’t look like much of a place — a brick three-story building crushed between an apartment building and a Thai restaurant, a bakery across the street, skinny trees coated with ice and trapped in holes in the sidewalk, cars with half a foot of snow still on their roofs. Finding a parking place took him half an hour. A small sign read Coffee and Thumbprint Cafe underneath. The tree in front had been yarn-bombed, a knitted sheath of colorful yarn had been wrapped around the trunk and stitched shut. In the shadow of the buildings, LED mini lights twinkled around the outside of the yarn and up into the branches.

He spotted a mini security camera wired to the LED lights and had no doubt there was more than one.

He walked in. The air was hot and filled with the sound of laptop fans buzzing. Nobody looked up except a girl in a lambs—wool lined coat near the door. She was wearing earmuffs, fingerless knit gloves, and a nasty expression on her face as the cold air rushed at her through the open door. Jake raised a hand at her and closed the door behind him. She went back to her laptop screen, fingers flying over the keyboard.

Long tables lined the room, each filled with people packed in elbow to elbow at laptops. The bare brick walls were hung with blackboards decorated with pastel chalks announcing the available menu and the specials of the day. Electrical outlets were built into the tables. Instead of family photos, collections of TV stars hung on the walls: actors from Star Trek, Star Wars, Firefly, Xena, and who knew what else. A lot of them were signed. The back of the espresso machine was covered with decals and the quote of the day read, ‘With A Warning Label This Big, You Know They Gotta Be Fun!’ A printer near the wall spat out sheets of paper. A cooler full of energy drinks hummed contentedly under the sound of fingers hitting keys. Three kids cursed and laughed at the same time as they flinched back from their laptops, then leaned back in.

Jake walked up to the counter, where a blue-haired girl covered in tattoos chewed gum and played a game from behind the counter on a small netbook. One of the perks of the job.

She looked up. “Hey. Whatchoo want? You look like a beer guy, not a coffee guy. We don't serve booze here.”

“I need to talk to Alex.”

“Alex? He’s busy. Doing a raid.”

“Tell him it’s Jake.”

She shrugged. “Okay. But plan to wait for a while.” She ducked into a door marked Employees Only next to the bathrooms, a Batman logo for men and Wonder Woman for women.

Jake spotted four more cameras, mostly nestled between the posters and picture frames on the wall. A couple of motion sensors covered the till and the Employees Only door.

Most of the people here had no idea that this place had started out as a money laundering operation for a group of computer hackers that lived in the basement. Now it was a little more complicated.

The girl came back looking impressed. “The king will see you now. You want an espresso to take down with you?”

“Some regular joe, if you got it.”

She poured the dark, hot liquid into a mug and handed it to him.  He glanced, amused, as his hand covered a picture of a blond guy in sunglasses making a ridiculous macho pose. “Cream? Sugar?”

“No thanks,” he said and edged past a woman with a screen full of evil trolls chopping away at a guy in armor. He pushed open the ‘Employees Only’ door, ignored the stairs upward and headed down to the basement.

Jake had met Alex Carr when he was 27 and Alex was 18. Now the kid was 29 years old and nowhere near the top of his game. In his line of work, he was never going to run into the limit of what his body could do on a professional level. He was never going to have to wonder if someone was going to die based on his lack of physical capabilities.

Sometimes Jake was a little jealous of him.

He took the narrow stairs two at a time as he descended, making sure he didn’t hit his head on the low ceiling. The security door was open and waiting for him, a pair of large, obvious security cameras in either corner above it.

If the upstairs of the cafe had been decorated in heavy Hipster Geek, the basement was pure Aesthetically Oblivious Hacker. The walls were brick where they weren’t lined with bare gray metal shelves. The lighting was 100 percent neon lights in cheap fluorescent light fixtures. Tin air ducts, copper pipes, and wiring ran under the acoustic tiles of the dropped ceiling. The intervening space was filled with noise-absorbing foam and a steel plate to secure it from the cafe above.

He stepped under a vent spewing cold air. The basement was packed with so much computer equipment they had to run the A/C constantly, even in the middle of winter.

Six guys and one woman sat at terminals along a big table in the center of the main room. They all wore noise-canceling headphones and typed at keyboards in front of an array of monitors, at least six big extra-wide ones per person. Another five or six empty chairs sat in front of similar arrays. It had the feel of a room full of Warfighters reading satellite information, trying to determine whether or not to inform the president that the big red button needed to be pushed.

They were all playing the same video game: Wizards, dwarves, swords, elves, you name it.

The finest minds in the country, taking a break from working for the FBI.

Most of the work they were doing was for the FBI these days, Alex had said —Most of the work.

Alex was standing at a cooler full of the same brand of energy drinks as Jake had seen upstairs. He was downing a slim can full of something that would probably make Jake’s eyes bleed. But, like a poisoner building up a tolerance to arsenic, Alex could down enough of the things to kill a horse at this point and barely blink.

Alex finished his energy drink and dropped the can into a recycling bin beside the cooler. “Let’s take this into the quiet room,” he said in his impressively deep voice.

He was dressed in gray slacks, a purple dress shirt, and a gray vest; his goatee was trimmed into a devil’s point. His hair was getting long enough to turn curly, and he was starting to build up a paunch. He was naturally handsome, but genetics and metabolism would only take you so far. Eventually, the guy was going to have to start working out.

He led Jake through a door covered in eggshell sound-absorbing foam tiles and into a small conference room that, as far as Jake had ever been able to figure out, was completely devoid of electronics other than the battery-powered overhead lights.

He waved Jake over to the long plastic folding table. It was grungy and surrounded by cheap folding chairs. The walls and ceiling were covered with more eggshell padding, and the cement floor was covered with hexagonal rubber high-grip mats. The air temperature was at least twenty degrees cooler than the room outside.

Jake grabbed a seat and slurped his coffee as Alex sat down.

Alex folded his hands in front of him on the table. “You want to hire me.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re working on the Andrew Gibbons murder case, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“With the Honorable Regan St. Claire.”

“Yeah.”

“Whose father has also hired you to keep an eye on her.”

“That’s about the size of it, Alex.”

They both knew there was no way Alex could say no. The senior Judge St. Clair, Regan’s father, had done the kid a favor back when he was in college. He’d hacked into a major bank’s accounting system and had moved some funds around in a couple of accounts, making it look like the accountant handling the accounts had screwed up and put the money into accounts belonging to him.

The problem, as it turned out, with being a computer genius is that sometimes you get swindled by people who call themselves your friends. Alex hadn’t been trying to steal the money for himself; he’d just wanted to show off to a small listserv of fellow computer geeks.

A couple of them, however, weren’t just computer experts, they were also masters of social engineering — and female. One wild night later, the money had disappeared out of Alex’s accounts before he could transfer it back to the bank, and Alex had almost spent a serious chunk of time in prison.

Fortunately, he’d gotten completely wasted and confessed what had happened to an attractive FBI agent who was lurking in the off-campus bar in downtown Brooklyn where Alex had gone to drown his sorrows. He would have been busted either way — but the agent had felt some sympathy listening to Alex’s sob story.

And she’d taken Judge St. Clair aside and spread that sympathy around, making sure the judge understood that Alex would be under supervision while he was on parole. Close supervision.

Jake had followed along with the story with updates from his younger brother Sean, who was a fellow computer geek and Alex’s roommate at NYU-Tandon. Sean had eventually gone into programming for Lockheed-Martin. He didn’t have the nerves to venture too far away from legality, but Alex was another story. If he hadn’t been a hacker, he might have made a decent sniper. As far as Jake knew, he hadn’t lost his nerve since he’d been scammed by the two female hackers from his listserv. The guy was like a piece of socially inept ice.

“So tell me what you couldn’t tell me over the phone.”

“Do you have a few minutes?”

Alex raised his eyebrows. They were slightly peaked at the top, completing the slightly devilish air. “I’m open. Talk away.”

Jake pulled a USB stick, Regan’s busted cell phone, and the flip phone out of his pocket and slid them across the table. Alex pocketed each of them without breaking eye contact and waited, his full attention on Jake.

Alex was a good kid, the only one of the old hacker crowd that Sean was still in touch with.

Jake sketched out the case for him, starting with Jamie Gibbons contacting Regan, and ending with the situation from the previous evening.

Alex drummed his fingers on the table top. His eyes looked straight through Jake.

“I’m going to have to cancel some operations,” he said finally. “Not all of them, obviously. The Feebs can’t suspect anything. But the Russians —”

Jake raised his hand. “You’re talking out loud and saying things I don’t need to hear.”

“Sorry.” Alex leaned back with his fingers laced behind his head. “I have to have a couple of days to wrap up some projects and shift some others onto subcontractors. The rest of the team has been vetted, but not for something like this. I’ll get them moved out and make excuses. I should be ready to start with a few minor pieces in two days.”

Jake nodded. “I’m willing to accept this is serious. There were too many systems that had to be breached and a lot of timing that had to be handled. Whoever these people are, they have some serious backing.”

Alex started twisting the end of his curly goatee.

“We’re talking con men meets genius computer hackers meets corrupt cops. What about that situation doesn’t sound nuts to you?”




 Chapter 14 - Trembling with dread 

His name within the organization, Pavo, came from the Italian word for trembling with dread, pavor. It had come to mean that he was the one who made his enemies shake with fear, which was not a goal he had originally set out to achieve. Who did, but madmen? But he had grown to appreciate that quality of the fear he had instilled in those who knew him from the Organization. It was not the fear of a hurricane which swept away everything before it without discernment. It was not the fear of a homicidal lunatic who had brought a gun to a school and begun shooting indiscriminately. It was not even the fear of man who had made an unintentional mistake that cost his superiors money or status.

It was the fear of the man who dared betray that to which he had sworn loyalty — and who had finally come to understand the depth of that betrayal.

Although it had not been the original trembling with dread that he wished to remind himself of when he had first entered the Organization, it was a perfectly acceptable one. Traitors should find themselves dangling over the pit they created for themselves — sometimes literally.

His office overlooked the Brooklyn Bridge, although he kept his back to it most of the time in order to prevent himself from becoming distracted. The interior walls of the building, designed by a top architect, seemed to ripple across the hardwood floor. A small conversational grouping of comfortable chairs waited to his left, in case a meeting required a slightly less formal setting. His secretary waited in an anteroom, available at the touch of a button.

It was time for one of his associates to arrive. He closed his laptop and pressed the top of the desk so that the laptop disappeared into a concealed recess, literally clearing his desk.

A red light flashed from underneath the black glass. He pressed the intercom button. “Yes?”

“Someone to see you, Pavo,” his secretary said.

“Send him in.”

The door on the other side of the chairs opened, and his associate entered.

Pavo had seen quite a few men enter through that doorway who had subsequently betrayed him; certain patterns had emerged. The simplest types of betrayers exposed themselves with indications of guilt. They smelled of sour sweat, which often beaded their brows and erupted from their armpits. Their eyes were wide. Their hands shook. Even men who had not yet betrayed him would evince the same signs.

The more sophisticated betrayers would appear more feral, despite the expensive Italian suits and immaculate grooming. Their cleverness would be barely contained within their beastlike skins. Their eyes would slide around the room. They would pace and crack their knuckles, and they would lean forward in their seats as if to pounce upon him the second his back was turned.

He made sure it never was.

His associate was neither of these types.

He was dressed in a pearly gray suit, purple shirt, and gold and silver tie. He held a gray trilby in one hand which he tapped against the leg of his trousers. Without being invited, he crossed the room and extended a hand to Pavo, who stood to receive him. Pavo shook the man’s cool, dry hand.

The both sat at the same moment, Pavo in his expensive and comfortable office chair, and his visitor in the expensive but less comfortable visitor’s chair that Pavo had arranged for this occasion. Pavo had purchased the chairs to match in appearance at a casual glance, but to greatly vary in their level of comfort to the person seated on them.

Today, he had selected a visitor’s chair with a neutral level of comfort. His associate sat upon the very front edge of the chair with a perfection of posture not normally seen in those who were not professional ballet dancers. Pavo had the impression that the man would have seated himself the same way on any chair he was offered in this office. Another office might require a different posture — a habitual slouch, for example, that was not truly a habit.

“Fiducioso,” he said. The name meant one who was trusting but had come to mean something as different from its original intention as that of his own.

The man inclined his head. “Pavo.”

Fiducioso specialized in betrayal. He had infiltrated over a dozen organizations for Pavo and opened the door to allow them to be destroyed from within. Pavo had never been sure whether or not Fiducioso was a sleeper of some kind, whether private or public. Sometimes when he was facing a particularly knotty problem, he would lay it to rest and research one aspect or another of Fiducioso’s background, attempting to discover a material discrepancy between what he had said and what was available to be found. When he returned to the original problem, his thoughts would be clearer on the problem in front of him. The mysteries of Fiducioso were so convoluted as to make any other problem seem straightforward and plain.

If he, Pavo, were ever successfully betrayed, he knew it would have to be by this man.

“Tell me the progress,” Pavo said, bringing his hands together in front of him in a steeple. “I want to hear everything.”

Fiducioso didn’t bother to relate past details. The Honorable Regan St. Clair’s ineffectual search for the truth of the Andrew Gibbons case had been doomed from the start. She simply wasn’t an experienced enough detective to manage it. Her intentions, her connections within the legal world, her money, and even her intelligence weren’t enough to make significant progress.

She had, nevertheless, been warned, as had Andrew Gibbons himself. Pavo was nothing, if not fair, to his enemies.

Pavo also knew of her meeting the detective hired by her father to keep an eye on her. Jake Westley was an excellent judge of people, a quick thinker, and sometimes even inspired. He sometimes followed his instincts into situations that would prove a fatal trap to anyone else. He hadn’t been out of the Special Forces for long and had found himself frustrated with the ordinary run-of-the-mill divorce cases that were the bread and butter of many investigators.

He, like Regan, was known to have an excessive amount of pride. Pavo had considered any alliance between the two of them to be a self-correcting problem. They would eat each other alive, offending and counter-offending each other until their association was that of mutually assured destruction.

According to the terse message Fiducioso had left him late the previous evening, the two of them had at least temporarily resolved their egos and had worked together long enough to make some interesting surmises.

Fiducioso had decided to put Pavo’s last warning, which was to be abandoned if it was judged unnecessary, into play. Umbra had delivered the message inside the ladies’ room and then escaped without being followed.

He hoped he would not have to carry out the threat, but sometimes children needed to be spanked.

“And this morning?” Pavo prompted.

“As you know, she is presiding over the Tarloff case today. She did not contact Westley before the case began this morning; she checked in with her office during recess to see if there were any messages. She had about a dozen from local and national news stations and instructed to have them deleted.”

Pavo found himself leaning forward slightly. “In your opinion, will she continue working on the Gibbons case?”

“She reassured Jamie Gibbons that she would.”

“She might be lying.”

Fiducioso smirked, the most personal expression he’d made so far during the meeting. He had a talent for expressionless faces. “She doesn’t lie,” he said. “Not on purpose. It would ruin her sense of righteousness, and that would break her. She is uncompromising.”

“If she cannot compromise, why is Westley still working for her?”

Fiducioso shrugged. “Perhaps I misjudged her.”

“One other matter,” Pavo said, “the message that she received offering her more information on the case?”

“Yes?”

“Was that another one of your manipulations?”

Fiducioso shrugged again. “I was not aware of it until this morning, after one of my technicians double-checked her phone records as a matter of routine and then looked deeper. She has not called the number. Westley instructed her to hire a hacker to look into its source. He has been negotiating with a possible candidate this morning. My technician has set up alerts to let us know if such a candidate is selected and what progress they make.”

Pavo nodded. If Fiducioso was lying to him, it was not in any details that he was able to verify independently. He still felt the need to remain cautious and reserved.

Fiducioso wrapped up the last few details of his report and waited for instruction, but Pavo dismissed him with a flick of his fingers. Fiducioso stood, took three steps backward, then turned and walked out of the room, putting his trilby back on his head just as he crossed the threshold. As always.

Pavo could never work out whether Fiducioso’s little ritual was a gesture of respect or if it represented the reverse.

Within the unbreakable privacy of his mind, Pavo made minute adjustments to his plans. The organization must be served. His associates must be supported until he could be certain they had betrayed him. To do otherwise was madness.

Nevertheless, he made adjustments — just in case.




 Chapter 15 - It’ll get worse before it gets better 

Jake waited for her in the parking lot of the Westchester Courthouse. He parked near her car — a Lexus — but not too close. Once there, he took the risk of taking a walk around the car. It looked like a light dusting of snow had fallen that morning but had since melted, leaving a scattering of clear droplets half-drying on the black surface. He couldn’t see any sign the car had been touched since the snow had fallen. The parking lot underneath the car had mostly cleared of snow, except for a pile of dirty, half-melted stuff that the plows had pushed to the far end of the parking lot over the winter. That was unfortunate. He would like to have had an easy way of telling if anyone had stood next to the car any time during the day.

He did a quick check to make sure nothing had been stuck to the bottom of the car but didn’t spot anything. The examination didn’t make him feel any better. He still felt like he was missing something.

The day had warmed up some, but not enough that he could leave the car off for more than half an hour at a time. He drank cold coffee out of a gas station cup, just fast enough to keep him in a heightened state of alertness.

He’d shifted into surveillance mode somewhere between the hospital and White Plains, and it wasn’t the kind of surveillance mode where you’re half asleep most of the time either. His subconscious was picking up on something that he didn’t like at all.

The fact that his conscious couldn’t find it just made him more anxious.

It reminded him of one of the Delta Force missions he’d been on that had gone wrong. They’d stopped the bad guys — no prison time for them, not with five angry operators on the scene — but it had been too late. An eight-year-old kid had died.

Jake shook his head and punished himself with a big gulp of the cold coffee.

If he’d learned anything on that mission, it was he shouldn’t ignore his instincts while he was performing what seemed like routine surveillance.

Now was not the time to get lost in thought.

A slow stream of people had been leaving the courthouse all day. TV crews wandered in and out, setting up in front of the main doors, doing a short segment for the news, and packing up again. The vans stayed in the parking lot, taking turns running their engines for heat and waiting for the trial to wind up for the weekend.

Jake resisted the urge to check his cell phone for any updates on the trial. If things got hairy, the local affiliates would pass on their reports to the national news stations. The big cable networks were probably keeping an eye on things, waiting to see whether something big developed.

Until then, they didn't need a reporter on the scene.

Even a multinational corporation based news network had to take its chances. You couldn’t be everywhere at once.

He jiggled one foot on the floor of the car. He checked the clock on the dash. Four fifty-five. The trial had to be wrapped up for the day by now. But it might take a while for Regan to come out.

She didn’t have a cell phone at the moment. He’d picked her up a couple of disposable phones that morning from Alex, but he hadn’t been able to give them to her yet. Alex had gone through her old one after dismissing his crew, saying that he’d just been hired by a gaming company to pull a couple of high security ARG tricks. The crew had groaned, and Alex had promised that Jake and his sponsors would pay them all two days’ pay for the short notice, as long as they got out of his hair in the next five minutes.

The groaning changed to a couple of quick high fives and a couple of fascinated glances in Jake’s direction.

Jake decided it probably wasn’t worth arguing about. Regan wanted the information as soon as possible. She'd already approved Alex's rates, which were embarrassingly higher than Jake's, without a second thought.

Already, Alex had been able to report the number of the cell phone that had sent the message to Regan, a prepaid phone with fake registration. At least Jake was pretty sure they weren’t being called by an eighty-year-old woman in a nursing home in Nebraska.

He was also able to establish the cell phone tower that had originally handled the message en route to Regan’s phone. It was in Brooklyn, a few blocks away from the hospital.

These people were starting to get under his skin.

Alex said he would keep digging on the mysterious text message and the number they were supposed to call, but it would take a little while. He had to make sure that he didn’t alert anyone with what he was doing. So far, what he had done was what the geeks called “gray hat” — not technically illegal, but certainly unethical. Okay, sometimes illegal.

Now he was headed into black hat territory and that meant definitely illegal – the stuff Regan wouldn’t want them to be doing. Jake had grinned at the metaphor at first. Computer guys liked to think of themselves as tougher than they really were. Five minutes alone in a room with a Special Forces guy would convince them otherwise.

But now, sitting in a cold car in a cold parking lot glistening with slightly thawed snow, drinking cold coffee and wondering what he’d missed, he had to wonder if it wasn’t a good metaphor after all. Black hats and white hats and all kinds of gray hats, fighting with guns with practically an infinite number of bullets that traveled all over the world as fast as a fiber optic cable could carry them. Good geeks, like Alex, were the Special Forces of cyberspace.

To get Andy Gibbons out of prison in one piece would require both kinds of Special Forces.

The busted cell phone sat in his coat pocket. Alex had put a plastic cover over the busted screen, loaded it with a bunch of applications, and declared it fit for at least one more phone call. All she had to do was keep them on the phone for at least a minute, and Alex would be able to narrow the signal down to ten square feet. If they answered the phone at all, chances were good that he could get the original cell phone tower that handled the call. It was their best chance of tracking down at least one of the parties interested in the case.

So why did it feel like he had a bomb in his pocket?

The camera crews had set up at the front doors again, and multiple reporters were waiting by the doors with camera operators hovering over their shoulders. It didn’t have the shark tank feel of a major news story, but these people were obviously hungry for whatever story they could get.

Each of the stations would have a reporter in the courtroom, but they couldn’t do any reporting until they got outside.

The first trickle of people started to pour out of the courthouse. The reporters seemed to have an instinctual sense of who was fair game and who wasn’t. People in street clothes were allowed to pass. Business casual dress — also ignored.

Then a cluster of suits exited the courthouse walking alongside a group of cops and two kids in jailhouse orange, holding their hands in front of their faces. Flashbulbs went off. The sun had gone down, and anyone caught in the glare of the cameras’ lights would be blinded.

Jake slipped out of his car, closing the door softly behind him, and started working his way around the outer edge of the walkways toward the front doors. He had a baseball cap on — he’d learned never try to do surveillance without something to shade his eyes and had chosen the Red Sox to protect him today — and used it to keep the camera lights out of his eyes.

Someone was moving around in the shadows on the other side of the building, coming in from the street. It was another guy wearing a baseball cap after sunset. Jake didn’t like it.

He tried to parallel the other guy, keeping the defendants and the group of reporters between them. He assumed that he’d been spotted. The two of them worked their way toward the main doors of the courthouse.

The guy kept the brim of his hat down — New York Knicks — and his hands in his pockets. His coat, a leather bomber not too far off from Jake’s, wasn’t long enough to hold a sawed-off or a rifle, but it was bulky enough to hold a couple of handguns, easy.

The bulge in his jacket pocket might have been a cell phone — might.

Jake paused behind a column and watched the other guy do the same. There was something familiar about him. He couldn’t put a name to the guy — not without a clear look at his face — but the way he stood reminded him of someone.

The other guy glanced up at him for a split second. Enough to register that Jake was paralleling his moves, but not enough to ID him.

Jake hung back and shifted his attention to the group of suspects and the media, then reached into his pocket slowly, as if going for a camera or a gun.

The other guy hesitated for a second, and then walked quickly toward the front doors, pulling the brim of his hat down even further.

The automatic doors swept open for the guy. Jake turned and followed him, relaxing his shoulders and putting a friendly smile on his face. He left his hands in the open.

Another group of people in suits was coming toward the doors, this one including an old woman in a wheelchair with an oxygen tube situated below her nose. Jake recognized the defendant and her entourage. Jake’s evil twin walked toward them but swerved at the last second, going around toward the bank of elevators.

One of them chimed, the elevator buttons flashing white. The door slid open.

Regan, dressed in a long wool coat and heels, stepped out.

Jake ducked around the group of suits and lost sight of Regan for a split second behind a lawyer. When he caught sight of her again, the guy was pushing past her into the elevator, the doors closing after him.

She turned around and watched the doors close.

Jake reached her. “That guy, who was he?”

She turned back to him, a puzzled look on her face. “I don’t know,” she said. “You know what was odd? He was dressed just like you.”

“Did you see his face?”

“No. He was staring at his feet. He said ‘Excuse me,’ and pushed past me.” She put her hands into her pockets and pulled out a pair of smooth black leather gloves. A slip of paper came out with it.

“What’s that?”

She frowned at it, frozen in place. “It wasn’t there before …” She spun around to the elevator door. “He must have put it in my pocket.”

Jake took the paper from her, holding it delicately by the edges. She put on her gloves and took it back from him.

It was a sheet of cheap, wide-ruled notebook paper, the kind that you give to kids in elementary school to do assignments. On it were the words ‘You won’t even know what hit you, bitch’ written in a black pen that left blobs of ink along the letters.

Jake leaned over and pressed the up button on the elevator. Unfortunately, they weren’t the kind that showed what floor the elevator was currently on, just up or down arrows.

Another elevator door opened. Nobody came out.

“He’ll be gone,” she said. “He’s more likely to come down the emergency stairs, wherever he got off. If you want to follow him up, I’ll wait by the door to the stairs for him. See if I can knock his hat off and get him on the lobby cameras.”

Jake shook his head. “That’s too dangerous.”

The elevator doors closed again.

“Do you want to try to get some fingerprints off it?” she asked, still holding the paper with her gloves.

“I can try,” he said. “But we’re probably not going to get anything. And I am not leaving you alone, in case this guy’s more than just another warning.”

He pressed the elevator button again, but the doors didn’t open; someone else had called the elevator away already. A second later, the third set of doors opened, releasing a crowd of what looked like clerks in semi-formal business attire.

He grabbed the doors and waited for them to clear out. “Come on. I want to check that he’s not hanging around your office, doing something to the door.”

***

All day long, Regan had been itching to call her father to talk about what was going on. This made her constantly aware that she didn’t have a phone, even though she couldn’t have had it in the courtroom. At least Gary had guarded her office all day during the trial, except for bringing her lunch during recess. And the door of the chambers was locked — not that much protection from people who could remotely lock and unlock doors.

When the court went into recess at the end of the day, she had gone back into the judge’s chambers as fast as she could, disrobed, and stood there in front of the mirror, rubbing her hands up and down her arms, wondering if she was being spied on at the moment. She’d literally felt chilled.

She had gone upstairs, grabbed her coat, said a curt goodnight to Gary, and fled. She wanted to get home as soon as she could, and she didn’t want to think about how little safety that would probably give her.

She was starving. Ellen, her regular maid from the maid service, had left a message with Gary that she had made Regan “her special cake” because she was having such a hard trial. It was even on the news. But she didn’t really have anything else in the fridge to eat, and she would eat the entire cake if she didn’t have something else first.

Right, La Ruche it was.

Before she knew it, she was on the elevator with Jake, headed back to her office. The thought that the guy might be targeting her office while Gary was still inside it — or just coming out — made her stomach clench.

Her stomach growled loudly, and Jake glanced across at her. She suppressed a reaction, and he looked away again. Maybe Gary would have a stash of energy bars she could wolf down. Someone less ethical than she was might have raided the break room and stolen an entree out of the freezer.

The lights flickered, and the elevator shuddered.

Jake said, “Easy now.”

She had her fists balled up in front of her, raised like she was about to punch someone out. She was overwhelmingly sick and tired of people making threats against her. She’d almost rather have someone act openly against her at this point — although maybe not while she was stuck in an elevator.

She felt like she was being watched. The back of the elevator was a shiny piece of brushed steel, too hazy to serve as a mirror but still reflective enough that she could make out her and Jake’s shapes — along with a third shadow over her shoulder.

She jumped slightly, turned around quickly, and saw nothing more than the control panel. She was being irrational.

The elevator’s lights fluttered again. She put her thumb over the alarm button. Her nostrils were flaring. This wasn’t just unfair, it was unsportsmanlike.

“I’m going to kick someone’s ass if this doesn’t stop,” she said.

“It’s okay. They’re just trying to scare you.”

“They’re pissing me off.”

“We’re almost there.”

The elevator continued to rise slowly and jerkily, with intermittent flickering, until it reached the seventh floor. Then the doors opened, and the two of them stepped out.

She waited until the doors were closed, then gave them a vicious back kick with one heel. She’d worn three-inch pumps today so she could tower over practically everyone else in the room, even when she was off the bench.

The end of her heel left a shallow dent at the bottom of one of the doors. Served it right. Jake laughed as she swept away from the doors and marched down the gray carpet of the hallway.

The corridor was empty. Lights shone down either side of the long hall running through the top floor of the building, revealing nothing more threatening (or deserving of a deadly heel kick) than a row of doors on either side of the hallway. The walls were hung with black and white pictures of historic White Plains and Westchester County buildings, mostly from the 1800’s. Somewhere on the fourth floor was a creepy oil painting of her father that she avoided like the plague.

Jake, now wearing a pair of insulated gloves, checked the handles of doors as they passed. She reached her office door, stopped, and let Jake check the door before she went in.

It pushed open easily.

Part of her expected to see a scene out of a TV show, with papers strewn all over the place, chairs on their sides on the floor, lamps turned over, Gary’s collection of action figures stomped into unrecognizable forms on the floor —maybe even Gary’s dead body in a puddle of blood.

Instead, everything was perfectly in order. Gary was still in. He glanced up. “Back again?”

“You’re still here,” she said stupidly.

“Yes, yes,” he said, waving his hand toward the door to her inner office. “I know that I appear to be such a model of efficiency that I never have to work past five o’clock to accomplish everything that I do for you, but that’s just a pleasant illusion. You should definitely give me a raise.”

Jake had done his thing, sizing up the room as soon as he came in. He took a long look at the wood paneled walls, bare of anything other than a few silver-toned floral prints.  Then he took a longer look at Gary, taking in the immaculate desk, his dress shirt, neatly trimmed goatee, skull-cropped black hair, and the small row of superhero figurines on the top of the cupboards behind him. What he thought of Gary she couldn’t tell.

What Gary thought of him was obvious. His mouth had tightened, and his nostrils held the slightest bit of flare. According to Gary’s body language, he considered the man a Philistine.

Jake said, “No one else was by here in the last few minutes, were they?”

“No, why?”

“Nobody leaned on the door or shook the handle, for instance?”

“If someone had, I would have mentioned it the first time you asked me.”

Jake turned back to her. “Lock the door behind me. Don’t open it unless it’s me. If I say ‘please,’ then it means that I’m being forced to ask you to open the door. In that case, call security.”

She wasn’t sure whether he was taking too many precautions or not enough. “All right,” she agreed.

He disappeared, and she locked the door, kicking the door wedge under the door for whatever added protection it could provide — probably none.

“What’s going on? Is that...” another wrinkle of the lips “...that private investigator you’re working with? Jake Westley?”

“I received another threat. A man dressed like Jake brushed past me getting on the elevator and left a note in my pocket.”

Gary popped up, swiveled on his heels, and popped open one of the cabinets behind him. A row of plastic binders filled half the cabinet — the other half had a first-aid kit, a couple of novels, a water bottle, and a box of plastic baggies. He pulled one out and handed it to her.

“Evidence,” he said.

She took the note out of her pocket and dropped it into the open bag. Gary closed the top of the bag. He opened a drawer and pulled out a page of sticky labels. He wrote the date and time on the label, Regan’s full name, “threatening note received,” and initialed it, then dropped it into a folder in the same drawer.

She leaned forward and saw that the folder wasn’t empty, but held several plastic baggies with sheets of paper in them.

“What are those?”

“The other threats you’ve received this week,” Gary said matter—of—factly. “Rog from Forensics goes over them for me on Mondays.”

“Every Monday?”

“Usually.”

“And there’s more than one.”

“Let’s just say this trial has been a real pain for everyone involved. In other news, various people have been trying to get you via cell phone and have panicked because they can’t reach you, so they’ve been calling here.”

She’d told Gary that she’d dropped her cell phone and would have it replaced over the weekend; the less he knew, the better.

“Who called?” she asked.

“The Fourth Estate,” he said. “The press, that is. I told them that you weren’t interested in interviews today either. However, successful members of the press aren’t known for their lack of bull-headed tenacity, so I doubt we’re going to see any decrease of that until the trial is over.”

“Do you have, or could you get, anything for me to eat?” she asked. “If I have to deal with one more thing tonight on an empty stomach, I’m going to bite someone’s head off.”

“There are plenty of frozen dinners in the break room that I could appropriate.”

“Please don’t do that.”

He chuckled and bent over, pulling open one of his drawers and holding out a cardboard box full of granola bars. He shook it, and the little plastic-wrapped packages inside slid around.

She grabbed the box, pulled out a couple of bars, unwrapped one with her teeth, and shoved the whole thing in.

A soft knock came at the door. Both of them froze.

“It’s me, Jake,” a voice said. “You can open the damn door.”

Her mouth was as full as a chipmunk’s. She opened the door, admitting Jake. He took his hat off and gave Gary a nod.

“Sorry about busting in on you like that.” He held out a hand. Gary reached up over the desk and shook it briefly. “I’m Jake Westley, and I’m working with your boss on the Gibbons’ case.”

“I know,” Gary said. “She tells me things.”

Jake gave her a look, and she nodded. She was going to get nagged for talking about cases with her confidential secretary, and she was going to have to tell him that sharing info with Gary was not negotiable. Great. This was going to be fun.

Gary said, “Your father called, by the way. He wants you to call him back when you get settled tonight. No rush.”

Finally, she was able to swallow. “Thank you, Gary. Jake, are we all clear and safe to go home?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t spot the guy. That might mean he’s gone already or he’s on a different floor waiting for us to leave. Or, he has nothing to do with us at all.”

“What about the note?”

“Maybe someone shoved it into your pocket earlier. Come on, you know what lawyers are like about evidence.”

She took a deep breath. “I do. I gave the note to Gary to hand over with the rest of my weekly death threats. Is that all right?”

“You have an evidence bag?”

Gary leaned over and produced the baggie, lifting it up into the air and turning it from side to side to show off the neatly-printed tag. Jake leaned over the top of the desk and looked into the drawer. “Five other ones, huh?”

“It’s the trial. It’ll get worse before it gets better.”

“That it will,” Jake said. “That it will.”




 Chapter 16 - This was serious 

Regan’s house was big, but not the kind of cheap big showy house that Jake often saw in his divorce cases. He’d done so many of them that he could predict how much money he was going to make to the nearest hundred dollars based on the Google street view of the house. The worst ones — ironically the ones that made him the most money — were big and sprawling with a huge custom kitchen, a family room upstairs that looked untouched, matching offices, and a room in the basement with a ratty couch, a big TV, and a console gaming system. The kids always huddled together on the couch in the basement, playing games with dull eyes. They were professionals at ignoring raised voices and slammed doors. They had no problem ignoring a private detective.

The place had a stone facade in front and looked more like a small, well-behaved church with a garage than a house. Inside the front door an empty wrought iron coat tree stood in the foyer. She took off her long black wool coat and hung it up, then took off her shoes and put them beside it on the white tile.

She activated the alarm system. “Don’t leave without letting me open the door for you. It sets off a silent alarm.”

He stifled the comment that it must be hell on a lover trying to sneak out before dawn. She didn’t strike him as the type to bring people home with her — friends or lovers. The place felt too private.

The front room had smooth gray furniture that seemed to float over the cream-colored carpet, but the room didn’t look lived in. Walls in subtle shades of gray and two ceiling fans with dark brown and silver blades coordinated with the furniture. The rest of the light fixtures all matched. Throw pillows in silver-blue with angular braid patterns on them in silver were carefully arranged on the couch next to the dark wood coffee table that didn’t have a single book on it — or a speck of dust. The stone fireplace looked like it had never been lit.

The rest of the house was carefully coordinated as well, including the kitchen. Gray and blue coloring, dark-brown wood, and silver accents — the theme was carried throughout the house. Even the pictures on the wall were devoid of warmth: abstract black and white photographs on silver paper; grape leaves; part of a gargoyle’s face from a waterspout; feathers of a bird. The work looked like that of the same photographer as in her office. He didn’t see a single picture of her father, let alone any other human face.

She took him into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee, pulled an oozing, wet looking cake out of the fridge, and started to dish him up a piece.

He’d already eaten enough when they’d gone to La Ruche — he drove. They left her car untouched in the parking lot. He was going to have to talk to her about not going to the same restaurant every night. There was nothing an intelligent attacker liked better than a routine to make plans around. He held up his hand, “None for me thanks.”

“My maid brought it to me this morning,” she said. “You should at least try some.”

The fact that she had a maid didn’t surprise him — but the fact that her maid thought enough of her to bring her cake was interesting. “All right, I will.”

She scooped up a piece of cake on a fork and held it out to him, handle first. He opened his mouth, and she reversed the fork and settled the cake nimbly in his mouth.

He bit down on the cake, and she pulled out the fork, turned around, and cut off a fat slice for herself.

He let the cake melt over his tongue. It wasn’t really cake; it was some kind of delicate lace held together with some oozing chocolatey stuff that wasn’t quite pudding and wasn’t quite caramel.

“Ish good,” he said.

“Chocolate tres leches.”

He grunted and swallowed. She shoved a forkful in her own mouth. Two spots of pink had appeared on her cheeks. “Let’s go to the library and get started. I take it you have a lot to tell me about your meeting with Alex. And then, of course, we have to make that call.”

“Didn’t you just eat?”

“You don’t understand what this cake does to me.” She must have realized how what she’d just said sounded as her cheeks turned pink again.

It didn’t bother her enough to put down the cake, though. She shoved a bite of cake in her mouth and took off through a door on the other side of the kitchen.

He chuckled to himself and put a thin slice of cake onto the plate she’d left out for him. A puddle of what looked like thick chocolate milk leaked around the bottom of the plate. It was probably one of those things you had to eat fast before it went bad.

He went through the door and into the first room he’d seen so far that looked like someone lived in it.

The room that would have been a formal dining room in one of his divorce case houses, Regan had set up as a library. From floor to ceiling it was packed with dark wood bookshelves which went up so high that she had a rolling ladder attached to the bookshelves on either side of the room.

Most of the books were legal cases in cloth-backed file folders. But there were also all kinds of books on philosophy, logic, history, and biographies on the shelves around the window and the opposite wall.

A big dark wooden dining table filled the middle of the room. The first mess he’d seen in the house was there, spread out over the table. About 100 case files looked like they’d fallen from the ceiling and exploded on the table top. Most of the chairs had been pushed away from the table and shoved into the corners. She shoved a space clear on the table, put down the plate, and then began chucking case files into a heap in the middle of the table.

“Don’t mind the mess,” she said. “Just shove it out of the way and grab a chair. These aren’t for my current trial anyway — just some research.”

“What?”

“Forensic medicine,” she replied.

He elbowed himself a clear spot, then moved the case files out of the way so he wouldn’t get crumbs on them.

She ate most of the cake while staring over his shoulder, although her eyes didn’t seem focused on the titles behind him.

“What are you thinking?” he said.

“About the elevator.”

He’d been thinking about that as well. He pushed the last of his cake away; she took the plate. She was serious about that cake.

“What about my car? Why wouldn’t you let me drive it? I assume it wasn’t because of some kind of male code of honor or something.”

He snorted. But he still couldn’t get the feeling out of his gut — that there was something off about her car. “I have a bad feeling about it. I gave it a quick check under the bumper, but...” He shrugged. “With that threat showing up in your pocket and that guy disappearing, I’d rather have it checked before you get back in it. Even if there isn’t a bomb —” she winced, “— I want it checked for RFID chips, transmitters, that kind of thing.”

She shook her head. “I don’t like the idea that someone put a tracker on the car — or a bomb.”

“Or a hand delivered threat note in your pocket. Be prepared to think about a lot of ideas that you won’t like.”

“I’m used to not having to deal with that kind of thing. Gary handles it; it’s so rarely something to get excited about. Honestly, it’s hard for me to take seriously. I’m more upset about the elevator.”

“I’ll have the car checked out tomorrow. Until then, do you have something else you can drive; maybe even for a few days?”

“I could get a rental.”

“Not a rental. A car from a friend, ideally someone who keeps it locked up in a garage.”

“My father is a car nut. If I have to, I can call him. But that will mean handing over most of the information about the case to him and telling him about you.”

“Can’t you just borrow a car without getting the third degree?”

“You don’t know my father.”

He left it at that. “So let me start with this morning and my buddy, Alex Carr.”

As he expected, she didn’t react when he told her she was going to have to make up the other techies’ wages. She either didn’t understand or didn’t care the kind of money it meant when Alex kicked them out and dropped his other projects. The information (or lack thereof) Alex obtained off her old cell phone didn’t faze her, and she listened to the instructions for the upcoming phone call without so much as a raised eyebrow.

Afterward she said, “Did you want to come along tomorrow and meet my father? He’s quite the character.”

He was almost positive she didn’t have any idea he was also working for her father — but the three of them in the same room at the same time was not a good idea yet.

He shook his head. “I’m almost positive I’ll have too much to do tomorrow as it is — especially after we get off this call.”

He pulled a disposable flip phone out of his pocket and set it on the table.

“How do we do this?” she asked.

“First, I text Alex and make sure he’s ready.” Matching deeds to words, he pulled the first of the two new prepaid phones out of his pocket and typed a message to Alex: Are you ready? 

 Regan raised an eyebrow. “It must be eleven o’clock. Are you sure he’s still awake?”

She wanted to know if the computer geek she’d just hired was still awake at eleven pm? Cute. “I was more surprised when he was awake before noon today. These guys are nocturnal creatures.”

The phone buzzed. Ready steady go. Use other phone for call.

Jake took the other phone out of his pocket and set it on the table between them. Regan swallowed, then pushed her empty plate out of the way.

He got the message. No more cake. This was serious.




 Chapter 17 - It’s a long story 

The next morning following Jake’s instructions, Regan took a bus to the airport, then picked a cab out of a row. The cab driver, a middle-aged woman wearing a tweed cap who spoke endlessly about the different roads she either would or would not be taking on the way to Judge St. Clair’s house in Harrison, seemed smug about getting such a juicy ride, but otherwise pretty uninterested in Regan or her father.

She pulled up in front of the house with a comment of, “Nice place your dad has there,” accepted cash payment, kept the change, and drove off without a backward glance.

 Regan walked up the sidewalk to the front door. Her father was already waiting for her with the door open, letting the hot air out of the house — a sin for which she would have received a heavy scolding as a kid.

Charlton Heston’s double if ever there was one, he was still dressed in a robe, pajamas, and slippers. He called it an old man’s luxury, not having to get dressed on weekends. The sun shone into his face, and he shaded his eyes. From Regan’s position on the bottom step, it looked as though he were checking her over after coming home after curfew to see if she was drunk or high.

She stepped onto the step and held out her arms. He grimaced and gave her a brief hug while sniff-checking her hair, then turned away and went into the house.

She laughed to herself and followed him in.

“What do you need a car for?” he asked.

“It’s a long story.”

“No story, no car.”

He led her into the kitchen. The rest of the house had a creepy, unused look. It had always seemed empty after her mother died, but something had changed since the last time she’d seen him. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it at the moment.

“No coffee, no story,” she said.

It was an old ritual from her high school days. No matter what time she came home — late or otherwise — her father would demand an accounting. The two of them had been such caffeine fiends that drinking another cup of coffee before bed would hardly affect either of them. Regan had to slow down her coffee intake after law school, but her father seemed to be completely immune to the effects of all that acid in his stomach.

“I put on the pot already.”

The small dark dinette table had been cleared but for a few crumbs, which her father swept into his hand as they passed. His hair was getting a little too long, the hairs jutting out at angles from having been slept on. She could see pink scalp on top of his head, but only barely. Most of his hair was still thick and iron gray on top.

He poured two cups of strong coffee from the silver pot, then brought the cups to the table and set them down with a pair of bangs.

“Sit,” he said.

She sat.

“Talk.”

He stayed standing, drinking out of his coffee cup while leaning with one hand on the back of the kitchen chair. She almost smiled; it was such a familiar scene. Only now she wasn’t frantically trying to remember whether her curfew had been ten or ten-thirty that night.

“It all started with a letter,” she said.

He grunted.

She told him about Jamie Gibbons, then Andy Gibbons, about her final meeting with him, the threat written in the dust of the back of the car, the fight at the bar, and the way Jake had rescued her. She told him about hiring Jake, then having him turn around and disobey her orders, about their discussion at the hospital, the mysterious text message, and being locked in the women’s toilet.

“You called the number,” her father said.

“I did, the next night.”

“What happened?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t keep them on the line long enough. Alex, the computer guy, couldn’t trace the call through all the transfers and jumps they made with it.”

“An idiot could have predicted that,” her father said. “What information did you get?”

“They wanted to set up a meeting.”

“Where?”

She shook her head. “No, Daddy, I’m not going to tell you where.”

His eyes narrowed for a split second then widened again. His knuckles were white on the handle of his mug.

“And the reason for that is because...?”

“Because Jake asked me not to,” she said.

“Your private investigator,” he grinned.

“He said you would likely follow me or have me followed, and that could throw everything off.”

Her father grunted and took a drink of his coffee, even though she was almost positive that his mug was empty. It was interesting to see him and know that he was holding back, that it was even possible for her father to hold back. It was also just a little bit embarrassing to know where she’d picked up her habit of hiding behind her coffee cup. It wasn’t that she minded following in her father’s footsteps. It was just that she didn’t want to end up with the same style.

“What do you think of this Jake?” he asked. “Is he someone you can trust? What if you’re followed by someone else? What if you’re locked in the women’s room again? Is he going to be able to swoop in and rescue you? And don’t tell me that you don’t need to be swooped in and rescued. You might be the queen in this little chess game, but that doesn’t make you invulnerable.”

She smiled up at him. “That’s the longest speech I’ve heard from you for years.”

“I’m worried.”

She eyeballed the bottom of her coffee cup. Her father pulled the pot out of its holder and refilled her cup, then took his cup back over to the counter and refilled it with his back turned. There was no question of either of them adding cream or sugar — no sweetener given and none received.

She took a sip as a delaying tactic — hiding behind the mug. It was a difficult question to answer. It wasn’t like she’d known Jake long enough to get a real sense of how his mind worked; and she hated making guesses without enough information.

“He’s retired Delta Force,” she said. “He doesn’t always follow directions, and he probably won’t always think things completely through before he acts. But, he seems to make reasonable choices nonetheless. At least they seem reasonable in retrospect, and after I’ve calmed down. He hasn’t pressed me for extra money or tried to talk his way into my pants. Watching him enter a room and examine everything in a second and a half is an interesting experience. And, despite appearances, he errs on the side of caution. Every piece of evidence I have points toward him being trustworthy and protecting me as best he can. Although admittedly I didn’t hire him to protect me.”

“Long speech on your end too.”

She took another drink of her coffee to help cover the fact that her cheeks were getting hot.

“Do you like him?” her father asked.

“Does it matter?” she countered. “And don’t tell me the story of how you and Mom met. I’ve heard it.”

He shrugged. “I’m just your father. What do I know?”

“What do you think about him?”

“What do you mean, what do I think about him?”

Her hand tightened on the mug. She forced herself to relax. He was just trying to get under her skin. Just because she was his daughter didn’t mean he had any interest in taking things easy on her.

“You should meet him sometime,” she said.

“I don’t need to meet your private investigator unless you’re thinking of marrying him,” her father said.

“Daddy!”

“Well?”

He’d shifted the conversation away from what he thought about Jake twice. He’d have to be nuts if he thought that Regan hadn’t noticed. But then she’d shifted the conversation away from the same subject as well because she felt it was such an unnecessary topic of conversation.

She sighed. Playing games with her father always led to doubting herself and becoming her own worst enemy. She’d learned to walk away from chess, pool, and poker where he was involved. Maybe someday she’d learn how to walk away from his “friendly” teasing.

“Yes?” he asked. “Are we in high school again, with all the sighing?”

She giggled under her breath. She just couldn’t win.

“Oh, Daddy,” she said, “Please may I borrow the car?”

He was chuckling now, too, “Yes dear, since you asked so politely.”

***

Regan backed out of the giant garage in the back yard in a dark blue 1990 Cadillac DeVille, a classic car with more soul to it than all the Hummers on the planet smashed together. She looked uncomfortable in the driver’s seat, leaning forward with her eyebrows pinched together. It must feel like driving a tank.

Jake’s cell phone rang. He gave the number a glance, then answered it. The Honorable John St. Clair the third said, “If you sleep with my daughter, I will have you neutered.”

“Good morning to you, too,” he laughed quietly as he started the car engine and switched over to his headset. The old coot definitely had a way of getting his point across without leaving any doubts. Regan was moving around the corner at a fair clip. She’d have to slow down in a moment or two after she realized how heavy of a car she was driving compared to her Lexus. She didn’t seem to have noticed him. Is this the way she normally drives? He wondered as he heard the tires screech against the pavement.

He put the car into gear and pulled into the street.

The old man chuckled. “She says she trusts you.”

“She actually said that?”

“No. But she provided the relevant evidence.”

He turned the corner. The Cadillac had already disappeared onto another road. If he wanted to keep visual contact, he was going to have to hustle.

“Sorry sir, but I gotta go. Your daughter obviously wasn’t issued a camping permit; she drives like a bat out of hell. She seems to think the speed limit is a suggestion, and traffic lights are only guidelines.”

“Who do you think taught her?”

Jake hung up and dropped the phone onto the seat beside him. It was all right for the old man to laugh. He didn’t have to worry about Regan getting pulled over and missing the meeting, getting into a wreck, or worse.

Or maybe he did.

He’d asked his friend Alden to drive up from Boston to White Plains this morning to check out the Lexus. Alden had checked cars for Jake before while he was working divorce cases. Sometimes the spouse got a little too enthusiastic with wanting to know where one of Jake’s clients was — and a couple of times, the client had been the one to cross the line. Alden had found them every time.

Alden hadn’t found a bomb, and he hadn’t found a tracking device — at least, not one that generated its own signal.

He’d found over a dozen RFID chips, though — small ones the size of a fingernail, and one the size of a flake of pepper buried in a patch of dirt on the rear license plate. The chips were passive and couldn’t transmit; they could only respond to a transceiver signal. But that signal could be transmitted dozens of meters away.

In the end, Alden had taken the car to an automatic car wash and told Jake that securing the car from unwanted tracking was more than he could accomplish. Alden said the car probably hadn’t been broken into — but he couldn’t be positive. The car had a keyless remote lock and was supposed to be completely safe. But Jake had seen a device that forced the lock to release from hundreds of feet away.

How close was the courtroom to Regan’s parked car? And how much better were the devices now? How far could they transmit: hundreds of feet; a quarter of a mile; a mile?

Regan pulled onto the highway and merged the Cadillac as smoothly into traffic as if the car were a trout disappearing into a fast-moving stream.

How long would the Cadillac be safe?

Or had the old Judge’s cars been targeted already?




 Chapter 18 - Too good of a distraction 

Regan knew that Jake was behind her. She couldn’t see him in her rear view mirror; she couldn’t pull him out of hiding by speeding up or slowing down. Changing lanes accomplished nothing. After half an hour, she decided he must be ahead of her. Stubbornly, she switched routes at Yonkers. If he had lost her, he could call on the prepaid phone lying in the seat beside her.

He didn’t call.

He’d specialized in divorce cases after he’d left the Special Forces. Of course he had no trouble following her.

It still put her hackles up, not knowing where he was. The only thing that made it bearable was knowing that her father probably hadn’t followed her.

She pulled the car into a parking garage in Bed-Stuy and walked to the address they’d been read by a computerized voice over the phone the previous evening. She was a few minutes early.

The address led to an unnamed storefront next to a deli. The Internet had spat out records it had been a coffee shop a couple of months ago but was currently vacant.

It looked vacant. The front window had a couple of typed pages taped to the window — construction plans. The front window held a people watching bar with upside down stools, haphazardly laid across the top, their feet pointing toward the glass. The front door had patches where paint had been half-scraped away and Scotch tape partially peeled back. A tagger had painted the sidewalk in front of the door with what looked like some kind of arcane symbol, a pair of arcs with a key. The paint had been chalked over in places and almost completely scuffed out at the bottom.

A bike rack stood at the other side of the sidewalk, filled completely up. A bench sat next to it with a couple of tipped over bikes chained to the posts and a guy in his twenties dressed too cold for the weather sitting on top of it — long shorts, a brand-name hoodie, and a fisherman’s cap. He stared at her disinterestedly, like a cat watching a car drive by the window.

She walked up to the front door of the vacant building and pulled on the handle like she belonged there. If the guy had a problem with her going inside, he didn’t say so.

The inside of the building smelled like old grease and wall plaster. The counter where a cash register would go had been covered over with a dirty tarp; the walls had been stripped down to the brick. Half the floor had been pulled up, and a roll of carpet lay in the back of the shop.

“Hello?”

She glanced over her shoulder. The youngish guy was still staring in her direction. When she waved a hand slowly back and forth, his eyes didn’t track it. He must be staring at his own reflection now. The shop was dark, shaded by the awning.

She walked toward the back of the shop, stepping around a sheet of broken glass and a hole in the floor leading down to some pipes. The back rooms were just as empty as the front — toilets missing, a sink that had been smashed to bits, linoleum tiles askew on the floor. The storerooms were empty, leaving no clue to give her an idea of what had been stored there. The kitchen was a tiny closet of a room, made bigger by the missing oven and other fixtures. A hole in the ceiling led into darkness.

She called a greeting several times. The only answer she received was the sound of someone stomping on the floor above her, trying to get her to keep it down.

She walked back into the dining room, and the phone in her pocket buzzed.

She pulled it out and stared at it stupidly until it stopped. Then it buzzed once more; a text message had appeared on the cheap screen, green text giving her nothing but another address and a new time less than a half hour away.

She cursed under her breath and pulled out the other phone, the one she was supposed to use to stay in contact with Jake and nobody else.

She flipped it open. The lights on the phone had gone out.

Her stomach lurched.

She pressed and held the power button — no response. She closed the flip and opened it again, tried to restart it again.

She blew air out of her cheeks.

Without her smartphone, she had no way of finding out where the address was. Without her prepaid phone, she couldn’t call Jake — he’d already warned her that the second that she used the other phone to contact anyone other than the mysterious caller, it would become an even bigger risk for the caller to meet with them.

She walked back out of the shop and up to the younger guy, still sitting on the bench and staring her way.

“Excuse me,” she said. “My phone is dead, and I need to find another address.”

“Wrong place, huh?” he said. “If you’re looking for Jimmy’s Coffee Shop, its plumb closed now. They’re supposedly going to put in a taco shop here. But I ain’t putting any faith in it until I see it, you know? You get your hopes up for tacos, a lot of the time you get disappointed.”

“Right,” she said. “So can you help me with this other address?”

“Sure,” he reached into the pocket of his hoodie to pull out a new iPhone. “What is it?”

She read the address off to him. He looked it up and squinted at the screen. “Uh...lemme just show you.”

He flipped the phone around to show her the screen. She looked at the signage on the corner. Four blocks northeast, take a left, two blocks northwest. “Thanks,” she said.

“Anytime, anytime,” he said.

She patted her pockets, and he waved a hand at her, shooing her away. “You run into a good taco, send up a prayer for me,” he said. “I mean the kind that drips down your chin and gets grease all over your clothes.”

She nodded and took off in the correct direction — only taking a look over her shoulder when she reached the end of the block.

She still couldn’t spot Jake anywhere.

But instead of feeling frustrated that she couldn’t spot him anywhere, all she felt was a cold shiver of fear.

What if she really had lost him screwing around in Yonkers, and he couldn’t call her because the phone had already been out of business?

***

Jake watched Regan go into the empty storefront. The door was unlocked. The sidewalk in front of the shop had been prominently warchalked — probably an artifact from when the place had been a hipster coffee shop.

 Regan quickly disappeared from view in the shadows of the shop. He pulled out his phone and checked it. She hadn’t called. Either she was doing all right or pretending so well that it didn’t make much difference. He’d expected at least one panicked call from her on the way to Brooklyn with the way that she’d been speeding up and slowing down, changing lanes, and switching routes.

If she wasn’t out in five minutes, he was going in after her.

At four minutes and forty-five seconds, she came out of the building with her eyebrows pinched together and a puzzled look on her face. She walked up to the player sitting on the bench on the sidewalk across from the storefront and spoke to him for a couple of seconds. He pulled out his phone and showed it to her.

It was what Jake had expected but hadn’t brought up — that the first location was a blind. Someone would be in one of the upstairs apartments across the block, watching for someone to go into the empty storefront — and watching to see if they were followed.

That meant he was being watched too, unless they were working with a bunch of complete incompetents.

If they had been completely incompetent, Alex would have been able to track them down already; therefore, they weren’t. He put up two fingers and gave the watchers an ironic wave, then went back to watching Regan.

She had turned away from the guy on the bench and was walking toward the end of the block, not heading back to her car. The next location must be close.

He waited until she was almost at the end of the next block before he started the motor. She should have called him to tell him the next address. She was probably just wrapped up in her pride again, too stubborn to ask for help, determined to do it all on her own.

He pulled out into the street. The guy at the bench looked over his shoulder at him for a second, then turned back to stare at the empty storefront. He must be waiting to meet someone upstairs in one of the apartments, or he’s been kicked out after a fight.

There were all kinds of reasons for a guy to be sitting on a bench in the middle of the morning staring at a blank storefront. Jake pulled down the street, stopped at the stop sign, and then followed a red Prius down the street.

Regan looked back a couple of times, but he could tell she still wasn’t seeing him. The red Prius was just too good of a distraction.




 Chapter 19 - The damned thing was locked 

Regan turned the corner a block early. After barely pausing at the stop sign, the red Prius kept going straight down the street. Her shoulders relaxed. The tan Buick behind it came to a full stop at the stop sign, then suddenly turned in the opposite direction without throwing on its blinker. It burned rubber halfway down the block, slammed to a stop at the end of the block, and turned again.

She might have lost Jake, but at least she wasn’t being followed. She continued walking down the block. Fortunately, she’d had a feeling about getting jerked around by the computerized voice on the other end of that phone call. She’d switched not just to her flats, but to a pair of decent walking shoes her father had purchased for her a couple of years ago while trying to get her to go fishing in Colorado with him. She’d refused the “vacation” and had instead spent her time off on Martha’s Vineyard at a Victorian bed and breakfast with her phone locked in the B&B safe. It was a glorious break, binge watching TV series and avoiding her father’s insistence that she would “love” gutting trout for him while he caught them, as well as his brutal needling that she needed to produce grandchildren sooner rather than later - retroactively if possible.

They were good shoes. She kept her hands stuffed in her pockets and tried to look like she was wandering in a relaxed and entirely unremarkable way, nothing to see here. Instead, she found herself striding rapidly forward, almost running into other pedestrians on the sidewalk.

People were watching her from storefronts, laundromats, delis, and insurance agencies alike. The skin between her shoulder blades itched. It felt like eyes were crawling all over her. She wanted to pop the collar on her coat but didn’t — it wasn’t the Eighties anymore and would just attract more attention.

Trying to stay cool when she was this wound up was harder than it looked. If she’d been in a courtroom, she could have handled it. The whole purpose of her being in the courtroom was to be an obvious representative of the unbiased fairness of the judicial system. It was her job to be seen.

Trying to hide in plain sight was self-conscious torture.

She turned another corner and got back onto the correct route, then doubled back with the turn. She didn’t trust the roads between the two locations to be straightforward. It was Brooklyn. Most of the time things made sense — but sometimes they didn’t.

Finally, she was standing in front of a fire hydrant facing a beauty supply store whose windows were packed with wigs on Styrofoam head stands, bottles of hair gel, shampoo, hair spray, hairbrushes, hairbands, and such.

It was the correct address. She’d just been expecting another empty storefront or a coffee shop.

To the right was a frozen yogurt store, to the left a grocery store prominently advertised ice cream. About a dozen people were walking toward her in a group, crossing the street. Three or four cars — no red Priuses or tan Buicks — were driving down the street in her direction.

She waited until the crowd of people was right behind her before stepping inside the beauty shop.

***

Jake watched the tan Buick tear off toward the northwest and then looked back toward Regan. She covered the rest of the block, turned right, and returned to her original street. After another two blocks, she turned left again, walking three blocks until coming to a stop in front of a beauty shop. She kept her hands stuffed in her pockets and continued to avoid calling him.

A group of about a dozen people — dressed similarly enough and formally enough that he thought they might be coming back from a wedding or a funeral — crossed the street and walked toward Regan.

She wasn’t stupid. One second the group of people was walking behind her. The next they were gone and so was she — into the beauty shop.

The fact she had stood in front of the shop before her “disappearing” act and therefore given herself away was an amateur’s mistake. It was always better to walk straight into a place than to hesitate outside. The fastest way to get spotted doing something was to look like you had something to hide. If you wanted to be forgotten in Brooklyn, the best way was to act a little self-involved — to swerve around objects at the last minute, moving or otherwise, or wear a headset and mumble to yourself.

Switching cars every once in a while didn’t hurt either.

The phone he’d reserved for talking to Alex buzzed in his pocket. After groping around an extra second for the right phone, he attached his headset to the right jack.

“Yeah?”

“You didn’t tell her to turn her phone off, did you?”

“No.”

Jake glanced around. Not a single empty parking spot was to be found. Fortunately, there was a fire hydrant in front of the beauty shop. He pulled up behind the bumper of the PT Cruiser in front of him, trying to will the thing to pull three feet forward so he could park. If it didn’t move in five seconds, he was going to hit the bumper and push it forward.

“I can’t track it,” Alex reported. “Either she has it completely powered down, or she’s dropped it.”

“What about the other phone? Still have power?”

The Cruiser inched forward. Jake laid on the horn, and it gave him another six inches. Good enough. Jake eased the car forward, scraping the Cruiser’s bumper, and pulled into the space in front of the fire hydrant with maybe an inch to spare.

The driver was screaming out his passenger window. Jake flashed his PI license at the guy and rolled over the hood of his car. He put his hand on his revolver but didn’t pull it out — not in the street.

Alex said something that he missed under the outraged screaming. “Say again.”

“It still has power. But if we use it —”

“We already have a breakdown of plans. Abandon the plan. Call her on another line.”

Alex didn’t answer. Jake grabbed the door handle of the beauty shop and pulled.

Locked! The damn thing was locked.

He cursed himself for a fool and tried again.

***

Regan crossed the threshold of the beauty shop and was overwhelmed by the smell of hairspray and face powder. The store was packed from floor to ceiling with boxes, bottles, and packets of hair care products for women of all hair colors and races. A row of blank white heads lined the top of every rack, shelf, and cranny — most of them held wigs, ranging from the realistic to the fantastic.

A single sink and chair lay at the far end of the shop, near the cash register. The chair and sink were stacked with yet more boxes. Posters of women in wigs obviously from the Seventies and Eighties had been stapled to every blank surface of the walls and peeked past the bottles with big hair and knowing smiles.

A small Asian woman sat behind the counter, chewing on the inside of her cheek.

Regan smiled at her and pretended to look at a row of shampoos. She pulled the phone out of her pocket.  She was a few minutes early, luckily. She’d been worried that her detour had slowed her down too much. She put the phone back in her pocket and picked up a bottle of conditioner. It was for dyed hair, to preserve the color. She put it back down.

The phone buzzed in her pocket.

She pulled it out, half expecting it to be another text message. But it was a phone call.

She answered it, “Hello?”

The same distorted voice as before.

“Regan St. Clair,” it said. “You are in danger. When you have completed this call, calmly put the phone back in your pocket and walk out of the store. A familiar face will be waiting for you.”

“Jake,” she said. “You must be —”

She had been about to say, you must be Alex, but the connection cut off; the phone started humming at her.

She closed the flip cover and put the phone in her pocket. She turned back toward the cash register to say something to the woman sitting there, but she had vanished.

 Regan turned toward the door, took one step, and promptly kicked over a pyramid of half-gallon plastic bottles. They crashed onto the floor and rolled everywhere.

Regan looked over her shoulder.

The woman hadn’t come back. Regan was torn between picking up the bottles and making a guilty break for it.

A figure came to the door. She couldn’t see who it was because of all the papers and posters taped to the door.

The figure grabbed the door handle and pulled.

The door didn’t open.

Regan dropped the pair of plastic bottles that she’d picked up and walked forward through the pile of bottles toward the door. The man at the door pulled at the handle again.

Then she realized that the door was locked, not just stuck in the door frame. She could hear the door slamming into the bolt. The bells over the door jingled, the man on the other side was jerking on it so hard.

“Jake!” she shouted.

A bottle rattled on the floor behind her.

She turned around.




 Chapter 20 - Following a suspect 

He yanked the door handle harder the second time. It had been bolted from the inside, no question. It wasn’t just stuck. He heard a crash from the other side of the door that sounded like a hundred plastic balls or bottles had been kicked across the floor and gone rolling.

“Jake!” Regan shouted.

Then she gasped.

“Regan!”

He heard the sound of more bottles being kicked and then a thump.

Jake couldn’t take a risk that Regan might be right behind the door. Instead of pulling his gun he aimed a foot at the glass door and kicked.

The safety glass crackled as it shattered inside the frame but his foot didn’t smash through. The glass was reinforced with wire. He kicked it again, and it began to fall out in small, rough diamond shapes, tinkling on the sidewalk.

“Hey!” someone shouted from the street.

He kicked again. “Regan!”

The glass was broken enough that he could hear sound from the other side. He could see fragments. Several white and silver plastic bottles had fallen on the other side of the poster covered door. Another one rolled into them, making them bounce back and forth against each other.

“Regan!”

He kicked again, this time aiming higher for the door lock. The door shook in its frame. More of the glass fell out, but he still couldn’t get in.

From his earpiece, Alex said, “Calling the police to your location,” in a flat, everybody-stay-calm-nobody-panic voice.

“Regan!”

Enough of the glass was gone that he could see the bottoms of her feet in dark brown leather walking shoes being dragged across the floor, knocking against the plastic bottles. The bottom of her coat — he could see the bottom of her coat. He kicked again.

The metal bar dividing the top of the glass panels from the bottom bent and the wire at the bottom started to come loose. The entire panel of glass was coming out.

“Regan!”

Someone grabbed his shoulder. He spun around.

A small guy who looked about 80 years old backed away from him, raising his hands. “What’s going on, son?”

Jake ignored him and turned back to the door and kicked again, aiming for the top of the glass where it was already coming loose. The corner came free and fragments of glass scattered.

He gave it one more kick and it collapsed halfway across the panel, bending inward. He ducked down and slithered through the hole, the glass scraping across the back of his leather jacket but not getting caught.

Inside the beauty shop, a stack of bottles had been spilled across the floor, covering most of it from the front door to halfway up the shop. A couple of the bottles had split open, leaving streaks of creamy white conditioner smeared on the floor.

A pair of trails in the goop pointed toward the back of the room.

There was nowhere for anyone to hide except behind the register...and the back of the shop, blocked off by a thick blue cotton curtain.

Jake pulled his revolver and got out of the direct line of fire. The old guy was sticking his head through the busted pane of glass.

“Do you want me to call the police or maybe an ambulance? What’s going on?

“Get away from the glass!” Jake shouted. “They’ve got guns!”

Hey, better to be safe than sorry. The old guy must have agreed. He pulled his head out of the window, and the shadows across the front panes of glass, curiosity seekers, quickly retreated. How long they’d be able to resist the siren call of gossip material he didn’t know. Long enough, he hoped.

He sidled up to the cash register desk and glanced over the side. Nobody was huddled on the floor. No tracks led from behind the register. The clerk must have ditched before it all went down — or was the one responsible for sneaking up on Regan.

A long-handled gripper — for the clerk to reach some of the eerie, old-fashioned wigs lining the shelves closest to the ceiling — hung behind the counter. He grabbed it and extended it slowly toward the curtain.

He gave the curtain a poke. It separated across the center, falling into two pieces.

Nobody fired a weapon toward the movement. If anyone was moving around on the other side of the curtain, he couldn't hear it.

A set of sirens started going off down the street. He didn’t have time to screw around.

He could use the backup, but he didn’t need any amateurs screwing up his rescue attempt, and he didn’t think NYPD would be in any mood to accept orders from a guy who had just broken into a business.

He grabbed the edge of the curtain and pulled it back to where he could reach it, then grabbed it in his hand and ripped the curtain rod out of its niche.

The curtain rod went flying, dragging the two halves of the curtain with it. Bottles rattled against each other as they rolled.

“Regan,” he said, “if you can, make a noise.”

The sounds from outside were getting louder. Several sirens were approaching now, definitely coming this way. The crowd outside was getting noisier and, therefore, bigger. Any second someone was going to try to be a hero and climb through the busted door.

But rushing could mean getting shot, which could leave him in no fit state to rescue Regan.

He stepped across the doorway, aiming his revolver through it, then over to the other side to give himself a couple of seconds to process what he saw.

The other room was dark, filled bottom to top with white shipping boxes as well as black, round-sided boxes with metal trim, maybe zippers. He’d glimpsed a desk stacked with papers and lit with a green banker’s lamp. He didn’t see any faces, but there were lots of places to hide. All those boxes created one hell of a maze back there.

He ducked back into the doorway, stepped through and moved toward the desk. Nobody was behind it, cowering or otherwise. He walked around the side of the desk toward the boxes as he swept the room with his gun.

The trails of conditioner disappeared into the shadows cast by the banker’s light. They seemed to lead deeper into the building.

He pulled his shirt sleeve over his fingers and used it to turn off the banker’s lamp. Now it was dark. He stepped into the aisle of boxes and started walking forward, stopping to cover the rows that had been built into the stacks of boxes. He had to walk sideways to keep his coat from dragging against cardboard and making hissing sounds. He had left the tile of the other room behind; now there was nothing but concrete underfoot.

Behind him, someone was shouting for everyone to stand back even as someone half climbed through the doorway. The figure retreated. Boots crunched on glass.

In front of him was an even thicker darkness than the rest of the storeroom. He found a wall covered in white plastic paneling and followed it to a narrow doorway. His eyes were adjusting a little. He didn’t have to flip the light switch on to identify the room as the toilet — his nose told him enough. Beyond that was another door — this time to a set of stairs leading downward.

He knew there should be a door in the back of the building that led to an alley, a place for trucks to bring deliveries. Downstairs would most likely be more storage, a thousand pipes leading in all directions, and maybe a janitor’s closet.

He hesitated. Going downstairs felt right, but it had to be a bad hunch. They wouldn’t want to get trapped in the basement with Regan. They’d want to take her somewhere where they’d be less likely to be disturbed.

He didn’t want to think about what they’d be doing with her.

He had to head out the back door.

Had to - no matter what his guts said. If he hesitated —

The front door smashed inward. “Freeze! It’s the police!”

A pair of flashlights shone through the darkness, not aiming at him yet. They were still in the other room, still checking for attackers — or victims.

Jake trotted past the door to the basement, reached the far wall, and had a moment of panic. He’d reached a dead end.

He backed up and found an alley through the boxes that looked slightly wider than the others and went down it. The darkness rose up around him, black wig boxes on all sides towering overhead. The smell of dust and old hair made him want to gag.

Flashlight beams played across the ceiling of the back room. The cops had searched the other room and were following the trail back.

They had to be able to see his footprints in the conditioner.

He kept following the alley. It took him around another corner toward the back of the building, running parallel until it reached the back door.

The overhead lights flashed on.

“Come out with your hands up!” a cop shouted. She was bluffing, though. Nobody could see him from where he was. And now that the lights were on, they might not be able to tell when he opened the door.

He glanced over it checking for the alarm. He found it; it was a brand he knew. He slid his fingers around to find the manual switch under the case and switched the alarm off. Then he slowly leaned on the door.

The light outside was dim. The sun had shifted enough to put the alley in shadow. He grabbed something off one of the boxes beside him, realized it was a handful of hair, and winced. Then he got over himself and shoved it into the hole in the strike plate to keep the lock from clicking when he let go of the door.

He slipped out the door and let it slide softly closed behind him.

Nobody shouted from inside.

The alley led in both directions all the way to the ends of the street. Cars drove by in either direction. A couple of padlocked trash bins were the sole inhabitants of the alleyway.

Another dilemma — go the wrong way and he could lose her forever.

Jake swore. His gut was still telling him that he should have gone downstairs into the basement.

A car drove by the end of the alleyway just as he looked in that direction. He glimpsed a semi-familiar face, a baseball cap, a leather bomber jacket.

It was that bastard from the courthouse.

Jake sprinted toward the end of the alley. The car passed the end of the alley before he did and moved out of sight.

“Jake?” Alex said.

“Yeah -”

“The cops have just been pulled out of the building. No reason was given. Where are you?”

“Following a suspect,” Jake snapped.

He pivoted at the end of the alley, swerved to avoid a father jogging with his kid in a stroller, and hit the street just behind the car.

It was a dark blue late model Hyundai. He focused on the license plate, HAA 8268. He repeated it to himself under his breath to lock it in his memory.

The car sped up.




 Chapter 21 - This is what it must feel like 

Regan opened her eyes and closed them again. A radiator hissed. She could smell mold in the air, which wasn’t surprising considering how damp and hot the air was. It was like being closed up in a sauna. She opened her eyes again.  The light turned her head into a fishbowl full of pain as well as blinding her. Every joint ached. It was like being sick with the worst kind of flu, or what Gary described having a migraine was like. She knew somehow the second she turned her head she would be overwhelmed with nausea. There was a pressure of acid building up in her stomach and trickling up her throat causing her to swallow repeatedly.

Underneath her cheek was a linoleum floor — at least, that’s what it felt like. She wasn’t about to open her eyes to check. Even the spaces between her teeth hurt, but she didn’t seem to have lost any.

She wasn’t sure how to tell if she had any broken bones. She knew that if she was being watched her observers had already determined she was awake. She took a tentative breath. Her ribs hurt so badly she started to hiccup, making everything from her head to the tiny bones in her feet hurt even worse. Thick oozing tears burned down her cheeks. Shame and rage kept her shaking on the floor, even though she knew she should try to get up.

Somewhere nearby a television had been turned on. It was a cable news channel. She could tell because most of the voices were announcer type voices —-serious and restrained but with an arch delivery that hinted at gossip, but didn’t necessarily deliver.

She didn’t hear any living voice or sounds of evidence that another human being was in the same room with her. An apartment, that’s what it felt like. She could hear the sounds of traffic nearby, although the street outside was relatively quiet.

When she had calmed down enough to stop shaking, she forced herself to open her eyes and leave them open until her eyes had adjusted. The pain in her head stayed about the same. It felt like her bones were grinding into needles that ran from the back of her neck into her eyes.

She was staring at a white radiator along a painted plaster wall. The floor under the radiator was black with grime and dirt. The floor wasn’t much cleaner. She pulled her arms and legs into a crawling position and rolled onto her forearms and knees.

Her stomach immediately started hitching, bringing up what was left of her last meal. Fortunately, it wasn’t much. She spat bloody froth onto the floor and licked her teeth. Most of the blood had come from her mouth. Her tongue burned from having bitten it, and of course she had a couple of loose teeth on the side where the boot had kicked her face.

She’d never been punched in the face before. She’d never been threatened with any real violence. If this is how battered women feel, I’ll skip it.

Regan spat on the tile again and waited for someone to beat her for it. She was overwhelmed with feelings of shame and rage. Shame — that she had let someone hurt her. It made her feel like a weakling, like it marked her as being someone who deserved being beaten, for having let it happen.  And rage — that someone had dared to hurt her when she had no real chance to hurt them back.

She looked up. In front of her was an ancient refrigerator straight out of the Fifties — gold-flecked aqua paint and all. The floor in front of it was just as black as the floor under the refrigerator.

She looked around the room, feeling like an animal, less than human. If someone had been within arm’s reach, she would have grabbed and bitten them. Every day all over New York City and State, all over the world, people were having violence inflicted on them, just like this.

They were beaten, abused, raped and traumatized over and over until they were animals.

And then they were beaten some more for being less than human.

She climbed to her feet. Behind her was a small dinette tabletop, square with two cheap plastic stacking chairs on either side. Grime was packed into every crevice and crack. Nothing was in good repair. The porcelain sink was scratched and stained; the cabinet doors were cracked and split down the middle, patched up with duct tape. Dishes stood next to the sink in neat stacks, spoons inside of glasses, and mismatched plates in tidy pyramids waiting for suds and elbow grease. Eight glasses and at least that many plates sat on the counter with fresh looking food stuck to them.

She still had her wool coat on. She remembered being grateful for it when they had first started beating her and kicking her. They had swung a baseball bat into her side once, but mostly they had used their fists and feet. Later she hadn’t been able to feel much of anything but hurt. She had curled around her soft parts. Let them kick her in the ribs as long as she didn’t take another boot to the groin or the solar plexus — as long as she didn’t have to think about what would happen if someone kicked her in the throat.

Roll-up blinds had been pulled down in front of the window. She grabbed for the bottom of the blind, but it was behind a layer of plastic to seal the heat inside the apartment. Whoever lived here must be crazy. It was already cooking in here — a real steam bath.

She stepped into the hallway. In front of her was a tiny living room filled with thrift store furniture with stains and tears in the fabric. The scrawl across the bottom of the television screen was unintelligible. Her eyes just couldn’t focus sharply enough.

The top of the television and the shelves along the wall were packed with photographs. According to the pictures, the people who lived here were sixty or over, a man and a woman along with two young kids. It was like the generation between them had completely disappeared.

She let go of the door frame and took a step toward the door of the apartment. Her legs weren’t broken — thank God — but it felt like someone had torn the muscles in her legs to shreds. One hip didn’t seem to want to support her. She reached out and grabbed the recliner next to her. The carpet underfoot was grungy and old but had been vacuumed – perhaps in honor of her arrival.

Blood welled up in her mouth again. She could let herself spit on the tile floor, but she couldn’t stand the thought of the couple, or their grandkids, finding a lump of phlegm and blood on the floor. She didn’t know where she was, but if she had had to make a bet, it would have been that the couple wasn’t involved, and would have no idea what was going on.

She stumbled past a pair of bedrooms with the doors open. One room had a pair of bunk bed and stacks of plastic storage tubs.

The other held all four members of the family, huddled together on the same full-sized bed.  The man, woman and two boys in tshirts and blue jeans all sat motionless with wide terrified eyes.

She froze.

They didn’t move, not even a blink of an eye or a twitch. She could hear the sound of the man breathing harshly.

“Sorry,” she said.

Nobody moved. Nobody answered.

She continued stumbling forward, found a bathroom, and glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her face was covered with dried blood. Both eyes were black and swollen. A cut on her cheek had crusted over, matted with hair that had dried into the wound. She reached up and touched her nose, then stifled a whimper. It was broken all right.

The question was whether to wash her face and try to find a cab, or to walk out of the apartment and hope that someone called for help.

She put her hand into her pocket. Both flip phones were gone — her wallet, too. She took another step toward the door. Oh God, she was going to have to get out of the apartment and try to go down the stairs, not knowing whether she was about to be attacked again.

She started to weep. She felt so alone, so useless, so afraid. There was a hand-towel hanging from a wood hoop on the wall; it was white with pink flowers on it. Two damp towels hung on towel bars on the walls. They were both a faded, threadbare tan color.

She pulled a long wad of toilet paper off the roll and held it under the faucet for a second, then used it to dab at her face. It just made things worse. The blood only seemed to smear around, and now she had pills of bloody toilet paper stuck to the cut on her face. She dropped the wad of toilet paper into the small trash can beside the pedestal sink.

“I can’t,” she told the mirror. “I won’t make it out there.” The face that reflected back to her told her that she knew she was lying to herself. She could and she would.

A hand touched her softly on the shoulder. In the mirror she saw the old woman standing beside her, her wrinkled hand and short fingernails resting on Regan’s shoulder.

“Can we help you?” she asked softly. She was barely five feet tall and so thin she looked like a strong wind could have snapped her in half.

“Oh God,” Regan said. Everything that had happened to her during the last few hours — she desperately hoped it hadn’t been any longer than that — was bubbling up inside her. She hated showing the woman how vulnerable she was, but it didn’t seem like something she could stop. Her world, her whole idea of what was safe and what wasn’t, the idea that she couldn’t be attacked and beaten — it was gone. She felt like she’d been jerked off her place on the bench and thrown into the worst gutter in Brooklyn. She felt like an invisible shield had been stripped from her.

“Please help me,” she said. “Please help me.”

The woman put her arms around her. Regan sobbed like a baby onto the woman’s shoulder. She was probably smearing her clean clothes with blood, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop.

This was what it must feel like to be Jamie Gibbons; only what Jamie Gibbons was going through was worse.




 Chapter 22 - Two seconds away from an explosion 

“I’ve got a call from Regan,” Alex said in a voice hoarse with forced calm. “I’m patching you in.”

The car had escaped a long time ago after a serious chase. Jake was hoofing it back toward his own vehicle, half limping on a sprained ankle. He had just passed the beauty shop where he’d lost Regan. The broken bottom panel of the door had been covered with plywood, but the neon OPEN sign was turned on in the window. He couldn’t remember whether it had been on earlier or not.

A woman came out of the shop with a wig box under her arm and looked up and down the street surreptitiously. She had three layers of head scarves, black, gray, and leopard-print, and wore chunky sunglasses. Her camel colored wool coat looked too expensive for the neighborhood. So did her Gucci purse. Her gaze turned toward Jake for a few beats too long and then turned away. She escaped down the street in the opposite direction, lingered at the curb, and was picked up by a black Infiniti sedan.

“Jake?” Her voice cracked over the phone.

“I’m here, Regan.”

He heard her lips smack. “I’m at the 67th Precinct on Snyder. Do you know where that is?”

“Yeah, I’m on my way. Are you all right?”

The sounds of the precinct house popped into clarity as she paused: Beeps, the police-band radio droning in the background, voices chattering, the particular rhythm of someone getting read their Miranda rights, a coffee pot slamming onto the heating element.

“No,” she said. “They wanted to take me to the hospital, but I wouldn’t let them.”

“You should let them. I can meet you there.”

“No. Come and pick me up. I don’t want to...” She broke off. Her voice sounded higher pitched and stuffed up. He’d heard a lot of desperate people’s voices — men and women both — turn childlike at their first taste of real terror. Later, with more experience, those voices could turn numb and flat.

When she spoke again, she’d put some iron back in her spine. Good for her.

“I don’t want to move out of the police station without talking to you first. I’m not so badly wounded that I’m in any real danger. I’m mostly just sore, possibly have some broken ribs. I need to have my nose set.”

“What happened?”

“I’ll tell you when you get here,” she said with something almost like dignity. Then she hung up.

The line was still open; Alex had stayed on.

“Was she calling from where she said she was calling?” Jake asked. He had stopped in order to talk to Regan. Now he started walking quickly down the block. He was still a few blocks away from his car, and it would take time to get to the police station.

“Correct. Did you manage to follow the suspect?”

“No. He got lucky with the lights. He was driving a dark blue Hyundai sedan, New York license plate HAA 8268, empire yellow. It was the guy who looked like me that I saw at the courthouse.”

“The Westchester Courthouse?”

“Tell me you’re looking up that license plate while you’re talking to me.”

“Correct.”

“What are you finding?”

“Rest assured that I will tell you as soon as I have something. Please tell me you aren’t standing around waiting for the information.”

“You’re a smartass, you know that?”

“Correct. I have to be if I want to keep my geek credentials.”

Jake moved into a smooth jog down the street, smiling and giving a friendly no-threat-here jogger’s wave to the pedestrians on the sidewalk. He even kept jogging when he was held up at the corner of a block, but ran across as soon as traffic left him a gap. People gave him a second glance. His clothing didn’t fit with his actions. But they didn’t panic, just took a step or two to get out of his way without seeming to acknowledge his existence.

He passed a guy sitting on a bench who gave him more than a second glance. The guy muttered something about tacos. A dozen yards later, it hit him. It was the same guy that had been sitting outside of the vacant storefront.

He glanced back. The guy was gone. Shit!

Jake walked back toward the bench. There were enough people on the sidewalk headed in either direction that he couldn’t be sure that the guy had just stood up and walked away naturally. He scanned the cars parked on either side of the street. Nobody was climbing into the ones nearby. The traffic flowing down the street beside him was steady, about 15 or 20 miles an hour. He didn’t catch a glimpse of any shop doors slowly closing.

“Jake,” Alex said.

“Yeah?”

“No dice on the car. I found out who it belonged to. But they reported it stolen earlier today — carjacking in Queens.”

Jake cursed.

“Interestingly, it was someone who was doing rides for an independent car ride company, a new startup. She received a call to pick up a passenger, and when she arrived, someone pulled her out of the car and drove away.”

“That’s one way to steal a car,” Jake said. “Free delivery service. Could you trace the passenger who made the call?”

“Already have. They were picked up by a second car a minute or so later. Said they had no idea that the first driver had been attacked. The second car wasn’t registered with the company. The passengers didn’t notice.  It was the same model car, and the driver looked roughly similar to the picture of the driver in the ad.”

“Smooth,” Jake said. He gave the street another good look. No suspicious movement. No sense of being watched. It was like the guy had vanished – mist before the sun. Sometimes success depended on being able to walk away and try again later. He started jogging down the street again.

Jake put his not-a-threat face back on. An old lady who’d been glancing at him returned his smile. She was on her phone, nodding and smiling. She followed him with her eyes as he passed her. Then she was out of sight — probably still staring at the back of the friendly looking handsome guy who was jogging in blue jeans and a leather jacket.  She was probably telling someone about him, but there was no way to tell whether she was talking to a girlfriend or someone belonging to the same group who’d hurt Regan.

Too bad his paranoia couldn’t really make her any safer.

***

The precinct house was a building straight out of White Plains — gray cement and ugly pseudo columns along the walls. He pushed his way through the revolving door and found Regan near the reception desk, pacing back and forth with a heavy limp. She looked like hell. Her long black wool coat had grayish smears on it, including what were clearly shoe prints. Her nose was swollen and crusted around the edges with blood. Her hair had been brushed out and pulled back in a bun with a borrowed hair tie — but still had brown streaks of blood dried in the fibers.

Jake’s stomach gave a twist.

He wanted to put his arms around her, hold her, and tell her it was going to be all right, to tell her how beautiful she was to him. He wanted to tell her about all the horrible things he was going to do to the people who had hurt her.

Yeah, right. She would probably slap him.

The officer at the desk kept his eyes down on his paperwork, but his body language said that he knew exactly where Regan was in his waiting room at all times. She wasn’t being questioned to find out who had done this to her. She was being pushed back onto the street. Clearly the police had better things to do than listen to a woman battered by her husband or boyfriend or partner or whatever.

“Jake,” she was trembling. Two raw, swollen black eyes stared at him. With the swelling, it was hard to tell whether she was terrified or angry.

“Regan.”

“Get me out of here.”

Angry, he decided. Probably about two seconds away from an explosion. He held out his elbow, offering support. Instead, she grabbed his hand hard and jerked him toward the revolving door, only letting go when the glass threatened to chop his arm off as she strode through.




 Chapter 23 - You don't gossip 

Jake got her checked into the hospital before calling her father.

By the time his ears finished ringing, Regan had submitted to an overly invasive examination, including a rape kit she didn’t think she needed. She refused to submit to a phone call from her father, brought to her by a wide eyed orderly on a cell phone held in his fingertips at arm’s length as her father bellowed in rage. She’d picked up the phone and said, “Later Daddy,” hung up, and handed it back to the terrified man. She allowed herself to be wheeled in a wheelchair to a private room in a locked ward. Two more nurses had inspected her to get her vitals, offer her supper, and caution her that she shouldn’t exert herself for the next 72 hours.

She even seemed calm.

As soon as the nurses left, she threw off her blanket and sheet and swung her legs out of bed. Jake winced. From her ankles to where her legs disappeared under her nightgown, her legs were covered with bruises and small cuts. They’d been cleaned and patched with shiny surfaced liquid bandages, but still looked ugly.

She grabbed the robe that had been left at the end of the bed and threw it on. He turned away until she had it belted, getting a glimpse of more flesh through the flimsy hospital gown’s armhole. The bruises and bandages made him feel sick.

“We’re going to see Schnatterbeck,” Regan announced, her voice hoarse.

He carefully did not offer to push her in a wheelchair or tell her to take it easy.

People took their first taste of violence in different ways. Some curled in on themselves and became cowards — once bitten, twice shy. Other people, like Jake, found themselves attracted to the rush. He still wasn’t sure how Regan was taking it. She seemed to be reacting more like a chess player — or a general.

The two of them reached the locked door of the ward, which had a camera and an intercom. The orderly, safely on the other side of the door, refused to let out a patient who hadn’t been given permission by a doctor to wander outside the ward.

Regan gave him a look through her two black eyes that seemed to say, you have 30 seconds to deal with this before I bring out the nuclear warheads. Jake explained they had a friend in another ward who was in pretty bad condition and they were worried that he wasn’t going to make it. After getting Schnatterbeck’s name, the orderly called over to the critical ward and let them go through.

He could have been a bastard and kept Regan locked up — for a while anyway. Jake made a mental note of the guy’s name, in case he needed to get the guy out of hot water.

Regan walked barefoot through the halls, leading him toward Schnatterbeck’s room. They were watched but not stopped by the orderlies and nurses in the hallways. They got some strange looks from a number of visitors, especially near the elevator when a pair of teenagers carrying two bouquets of daisies froze outside the elevator door, refusing to get in the car with the crazy lady with two black eyes and an attitude from hell.

Finally, they were alone.

“What happened?” he asked.

She glared at him. If her eyes could have shot fire, he would have been burnt to a crisp. “I was punished for being sloppy. I deserved this.”

“Wait a —”

“I have no idea how to do this. I have no idea how to maintain the kind of security we need in order to survive this. Do you know how lucky I am?”

He did, actually. He’d seen it when things had gone badly in hostage situations. The question was whether she did.

She leaned against the elevator wall and wrapped her arms across her ribs, then winced. She straightened up again. Slouching with a couple of broken ribs was a rotten idea. But she’d learn that fast enough.

“I’m putting my own life in danger. I’m putting other people’s lives in danger. I have been thinking in terms of a dirty cop or two. They warned me, and I’m still thinking as if it’s not that serious. Ha-ha, a bunch of computer nerds have figured out how to hack my phone — big whoop.”

So she was figuring out how foolish she’d been. In about a second she was going to realize how stupid he’d been. And then the blame was going to start crashing down on him.

He deserved it, though. Unlike her, he knew better. She hadn’t even been wearing a wire.

“But we’re not playing a game of cops and robbers, are we? It looks like one. There have to be corrupt officers involved. But saying that it’s cops and robbers doesn’t even scratch the surface.”

The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. A couple was waiting to get on; they stepped back as Regan strode out. Jake nodded to them as they got on.

“We’re not playing cops and robbers. We’re playing chess.”

He thought about that. He didn’t know if she was right — but being a chess player, she might act smarter if she thought of the situation like that.

It’d be even better if he could convince her not to think of it as a game at all. But maybe that was a bridge too far at the moment. At least, she wasn’t melting down into a ball of terror.

“And you’re the queen.”

“I’m the idiot,” she said. “I’m flinging my pieces and myself around like a beginner. I’m not paying attention to good advice from experienced players,” she waved a hand in his direction, “and in fact, I haven’t even met all my pieces, including the new castle that I picked up. I have no idea how they can move. I have no idea who my pawns are. I’m putting my king in danger — Andy, Jamie, and the boys. Have either you or Alex checked on them? Has anyone called Gary to tell him I’m in the hospital? No. And why not? Because I’m an idiot.”

She turned toward the critical ward.

“I promise you that once they release me, we’re going to have a council of war. You, me, Alex, Gary, my father, and anyone else that you care to recommend. Jamie Gibbons, if you think it’s appropriate.”

“Good.” He cleared his throat. “Ah, I called Jamie on a pretext. She doesn’t know about the beating — at least, she didn’t when I called her. She and the boys were all right when I called. I’ve had Alex put a couple of cameras on her apartment, though.”

She nodded. It was illegal and a violation of trust. It was taking steps that were neither strictly ethical nor ones that he’d discussed with her ahead of time. And yet that was her only reaction — a nod. “I am going to move her and her kids out of that apartment, whether she likes it or not. She can have her self-respect back when it isn’t about to cost her and her boys their lives.”

“Schnatterbeck?”

“He knew more than he should, and on top of that, he spoke to you. We have to warn him that it’s serious, and we need to find out how he knew so much about what Andy Gibbons was doing in the neighborhood.”

“He said his poker buddies told him.”

“Uh-huh. Because that’s what you do on poker night — gossip.” She stopped at the critical ward’s front desk and began signing herself in while the orderly lifted her eyebrows and looked back and forth between them.

Jake shrugged.

“My father is a decent poker player,” Regan said. “You don’t play poker to gossip, especially about strangers’ lives. You play poker to smoke cigars, drink good scotch, and create the illusion that you’re a bunch of men who think about nothing less manly than fishing, fixing transmissions, old romantic conquests, and how to seduce Lady Luck. You don't gossip.”




 Chapter 24 - It was a promising night 

The door of the limousine opened, and Fiducioso entered, lowering himself into the tan leather seat with the grace of a hunting cat. His hat was sprinkled with specks of melting snow; the night had turned cold. With any luck the snow would soon begin increasing its pace, forcing Regan and her associate to stay within the city for the night.

As the door closed, Pavo tapped the glass between them and the driver, and the car accelerated into traffic. They had hesitated for only a moment in the street, barely enough time for the cars behind them to register the hesitation, let alone raise a chorus of horns.

Fiducioso lifted off his hat and put it on his knee. He ran his fingers over his shaved face as though making sure his goatee was orderly.

“Well?” Pavo asked. They didn’t have much time, only a few blocks before the driver would pause to let Fiducioso out of the car again.

Fiducioso leaned back in the seat. Clearly he was inclined to take his time making his moves. He wouldn’t survive five minutes on one of the chess boards in Central Park. But rapidity of thought was not the only hallmark of intelligence, as Pavo had been forced to learn. No doubt the man was formulating the exact response that would keep Pavo’s opinion of him — traitor or otherwise — perfectly balanced.

“If you had intended to scare her away from the case, I think it is safe to say the effort has failed,” Fiducioso said. “I expected her to panic and flee back to White Plains and her father’s house.”

He paused, looking steadily at Pavo, judging his reaction.

“But she has not,” Pavo said.

“She has not. She rebounded immediately.”

Pavo allowed himself a momentary smile. “She was left at the Longden apartment as instructed?”

“Yes.”

“The Longdens delivered the message as instructed — that she had been punished?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“Shortly after that, our cameras and microphones in the apartment went offline.”

“Interesting.”

The limo stopped at a light. The windows glimmered with half melted flakes of snow. The weather was turning — spring was approaching. It made the struggles of winter that much more vehement. People on the streets walked quickly, holding up black umbrellas, wearing thick coats and scarves, or huddled in corners, starving.

“And so she makes preparations to gather her resources and formulate an attack.”

Fiducioso shrugged again. “If you like. She went to the police station and was ignored. Another warning, as instructed. Or some might say, a provocation — which is how I see it.”

Pavo would have liked to have seen Regan St. Clair come up against personal violence and systemic apathy for the first time in her life – and on the same day no less — but of course, he had too many drains on his attention as it was. “Your opinions are, of course, your own. What happened afterward?”

“She called her pet detective and had him take her to the hospital where she was harassed with everything we could throw at her, including a rape kit and a call from her father.”

The corner of Pavo’s mouth twitched.

“And then?”

“And then she went to the critical ward to grill Schnatterbeck.”

Pavo had anticipated the possibility of Regan behaving contrary to expectations but had assigned a low probability to her being able to question Schnatterbeck. She would be stubborn, but the hospital staff would be more so and would turn her aside.

If they could or would not…

“And after that?”

The limo paused in the middle of the block, and a green light flashed at the door; the lock disengaged. Fiducioso gave one last shrug. It indicated nothing of regret, pity, or even disgust.

“Your orders have been executed.”

Ah. Then the old man was dead. It would not have shamed him to say that he felt a twinge of regret.

“Await my further instructions — the usual channels.”

Fiducioso opened the door and slipped into the street. A swirl of snow entered the car as he put his hat back on and closed the door behind him. From the way he walked as the limo pulled away, he might have appeared from anywhere on his way to an appointment or an assassination, so little did it matter to him.

The snow was colder now. It slid past Fiducioso’s hat and wool coat, finding its way to the pedestrians with their black umbrellas and the homeless crouched on the streets. Nothing could touch Fiducioso, not during the cold. Even the rain seemed to avoid him as much as possible.

The windshield wipers of the limo swept back and forth, pushing the snow into the corners of the windshield.

It was a promising night.




 Chapter 25 - She didn’t remember anything 

The nurse’s aide at the desk said, “You’re not allowed to see him.”

“Yes, you said that.” Regan was finding it increasingly uncomfortable to remain standing.  However, if she had accepted all the pain medicine she had been offered, she would have been in a coma. “But I asked what’s happening, not whether I can see him. It’s obvious there’s been a change in his status.”

The aide looked back and forth nervously, but every other available authority had vanished or been sucked into the situation in Schnatterbeck’s room. The door was closed, and loud, panicked shouts were coming from inside — loud enough they echoed down the hallway and curled around the nurse’s station.

The aide had obviously been told not to allow anyone in the room — but there hadn’t been time for further instructions.

Jake coughed into his hand. “Regan...we should go. Your lips are turning gray, and your knees are visibly knocking together. You should at least go back and get some pain medicine, a wheelchair, and some slippers.”

Her knees were not knocking together; that was ridiculous. “I’m fine,” she insisted.

He put his hand on her back and drummed his fingers against her robe. “Regan, you look like death warmed over, a resurrected corpse. You’re about to collapse.”

He was either being patronizing or giving her a hint. She clutched the countertop with both hands and repeated her earlier statement in a quavering voice. “I’m fine! Stop trying to push me around.”

“I’m not trying to push you around. I’m just trying to get you to take care of yourself.”

“I can take care of myself! I can make —”

She had only been in one play in high school, one of the background dancers in a musical. Everyone had assumed that the tall, long-legged blonde girl would be a shoe in for a chorus line. Never again would the theater teacher make that mistake.

Nevertheless, her performance went off without a hitch. She let her knees go out from under her while still grabbing onto the counter.

“Whoa,” she said, then let go.

She fell on the tile floor with a thump. It hurt like hell, but she didn’t think she had broken anything that wasn't already broken.

She shouted in pain, then started cursing loudly — almost loudly enough to drown out the sounds still coming from Schnatterbeck’s room.

The nurse’s aide ran around the desk. “Don’t get up, don’t get up!” she shouted, pulling Regan’s hands away from the floor and holding them in her own. “You might have broken something. We need to get a doctor to look at you!”

 Regan exploded in outrage, slapping the girl’s hands away and resuming her struggle to get up — a struggle that, horrifyingly, she didn’t have to fake. “I’m fine!”

“Let’s get her a wheelchair,” Jake said, in a voice that dripped with resignation: You’ve done it again, haven’t you? “Do you have one around?”

“In the supply closet,” the aide said. Really, it wasn’t fair, bamboozling the girl. She looked like she was in late high school or early college. Experienced enough to know how to respond generally to emergencies, but not experienced enough to look beyond the surface event. She turned away from the two of them and disappeared into a nearby room whose light shone brightly across the dim hallway.

Jake turned and jogged toward Schnatterbeck’s room. If his footsteps on the tile made any sound, it was covered by the sound of a long, agonized bellow.

 Regan said, “I don’t care, go get it now!”

“Fine, just stay there on the floor until I get back.”

“I will.”

Jake disappeared around a corner. The nurse’s aide pulled a folded wheelchair out of the storage room with a multipart crash. She swore, sighed, and then turned toward Regan.

“Where did he go?” she asked.

“I told him to go back to my room and get my purse,” Regan said loudly, mustering all the haughtiness she normally used on the bench against an unruly witness. “Now help me up into that wheelchair.”

“You really should stay here until a doctor is able to look at you.”

“And how long will that be? Put one of those cushions in it. I’ll take responsibility for my own snapped tailbone, thank you very much. This floor is hard and cold, I am in more than a negligible amount of pain, and my friend is having some sort of event no one will tell me about. The least you can do is help me into a wheelchair so I can wait in relative comfort until Jake gets back.”

Mentally, she cursed herself. She shouldn’t have said his name. For all she knew this girl was one of the players controlled by her opponent. She probably wasn’t, but probability hadn’t been working in her favor lately either.

The aide took a little more convincing — including the promise of a bribe when Jake returned with her purse — but eventually conceded there was probably no real risk in letting Regan rest in the wheelchair. The thought of being able to get rid of Regan faster might have been a factor. She slipped a wide web belt around Regan’s waist and lifted her off the floor and into the chair as easily as a mother might have settled a baby from one hip to the other.

She gasped from pain and surprise and let herself tear up a little. It probably was less than noble of her, but if it helped keep the girl distracted from where Jake had gone off to, so much the better.

Regan gave herself a couple of moments to recover from being transferred. The woman put a seat belt on her and then returned to the storage room. After a few seconds of returning the fallen items to the shelves, the girl returned with a lap blanket which she tucked around Regan’s legs covering the ugly bruises.

 Regan found herself strangely touched but tried not to show it. Instead, she popped the locks on the wheelchair and began pushing herself down the hallway toward the exit.

“Where are you going?” the aide asked as she walked beside Regan, clearly exasperated. The girl had a face like an angel from a Christmas play, plump-cheeked and dimpled. She looked like the kind of girl that you wanted to take home to your mother.

“I’m in pain and tired of waiting. I’m going back to my room now. I’ll have my friend bring you a little something later. It’s almost eleven now. I’ll have him leave it in an envelope for you if you’re not here —” she glanced at the girl’s name tag — “Taylor.”

The girl shook her head. “You should wait for someone to take you back. It can get confusing in the hallways here. It’s easy to get lost, especially when you’re hurting and tired.”

Again, the girl’s concern touched her. It was probably automatic, just part of her job as far as the girl was concerned. Regan grabbed the wheels and started pushing again. She needed to keep the girl distracted for as long as possible.

The girl sighed and said, “Just a moment. I’ll see if Rob at the desk can push you. It should be okay if there’s nobody at the door for visitors for a few minutes.”

She walked back to the desk and made a phone call, putting her hand over the receiver and grimacing when she didn’t get the answer she wanted at first. But soon she had talked the orderly at the door into coming to get Regan to take her back to her room.

The orderly came and collected Regan, wheeling her slowly out of the ward. The sounds from Schnatterbeck’s room had faded in volume and frequency, the loud bellow completely disappearing.

She thanked Taylor and waited until she was out of sight, then slumped in the chair. It made her ribs feel like they were scything through her skin — but they had started to hurt that badly regardless.

“You’re not gonna faint on me, are you?” the orderly asked.

Regan breathed shallow breaths through her mouth. In truth, the corridors had started to swim around her. She turned her head slowly from side to side trying to keep it from feeling like it was going to explode, but with limited success.

“Yeah, I know how it goes,” the orderly said. “You get hurt, and your body tells you that it’s fine, everything’s fine. It’s the adrenaline talking. It tells you that you don’t hurt as bad as you do, and that you have more energy than you really have. It keeps telling you that until you’re all out, until every last reserve has been drained out of you. Then it says, ‘Oh, by the way, all systems are shutting down in ten seconds.’ You need to pass out. You go ahead — no shame in it. You’re in the north wing on the third floor. I’ll get you home.”

Regan blinked; it seemed to take an hour. “How —?”

The orderly pointed over Regan’s shoulder at her wristband. “I scanned that when you came in. There’s an RFID chip in all the bands. It lets us track patients in case they decide to wander or forgot where they were. You gave us permission on the paperwork when they signed you in.”

“Oh,” Regan said. Then she let her eyes close. She didn’t faint — it wasn’t that sudden. But she didn’t remember anything else until she woke up the next morning, either.




 Chapter 26 - I have already made my decision 

The morning dawned rosy and bright with sunshine streaming through the open curtains of her window and onto her face like liquid fire. She raised her forearm to shade her face and heard the sound of a slow clap from the other side of the room.

“The angel awakens,” her father said.

She muttered something less than flattering under her breath. Out loud she croaked, “Coffee.” Just as the orderly had said, the previous evening had taken more out of her than she had realized.

“What time is it?”

“Almost nine am. I hope you slept well.”

“I slept through the nursing checks if that’s what you mean.”

Jake cleared his throat. Better and better, she had quite the audience for her groggy, dull minded awakening. “You didn’t, actually,” he said. “You sat up and cursed at the nurses several times.”

She frowned. She didn’t remember a thing. “Do I have a concussion?”

“Not according to the doctor,” her father said, drawing out each syllable like the promise of a lawsuit.

“Temporary memory loss,” Jake said. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“Talking to the orderly on the way back from the critical ward,” she said promptly.

Jake sighed. The window shades purred, and the room went dark.

Regan blinked and put her arm down. Sometime during the night, she had been fitted with an IV tube on her left arm in addition to the ID bracelet on her right. The blankets were pulled up over her breasts, and she hadn’t soiled herself, which was slightly better than she had a right to expect.

Her father was sitting in an easy chair next to the bed watching a cable news show on the television, which was turned down low. He had his legs crossed over each other, and his arms crossed over his chest. His jaw jutted out so severely he looked like a cartoon of Dick Tracy.

Jake stood next to the window, arms also crossed over his chest. She hadn’t really paid attention to what he’d been wearing the previous day, other than his leather bomber jacket, blue jeans, and baseball cap, but from the sags in his jeans, she would have wagered that it was the same outfit, including the polo shirt.

“How long until the next staff visit?” she asked.

Jake looked at the wall over the sink. It was a couple of minutes before nine. “You have a couple of minutes, maybe.”

“Then we don’t have time for a full recap.”

Jake looked at her, puffing out his cheeks. “I don’t know if this is the greatest place to talk, period.”

Her father said, “The doctors have already spoken to me this morning. You will be staying here for several days, possibly several weeks.”

She frowned at him. “I can’t stay. I have a trial.”

Jake slipped away from the window and out the door. He had good instincts. For someone who’d never met the man, he was good at ascertaining that the best tactic for handling a disagreement with her father was to flee as far away as possible.

The door closed softly. “It’s been postponed,” her father said.

“Postponed?” It wasn’t possible. She’d never missed a day of a trial in her life. Like anyone else she’d missed other days off work, sure, but never a trial and certainly not a murder trial.

He sniffed and turned toward the window. “Did I stutter?”

She slapped the bedclothes next to her. “Daddy, this is not the time.”

“This is the perfect time to try to scare my daughter into staying in the hospital until she’s well, and to make her leave some things well enough alone. I want you off the Gibbons case.”

Her heart seemed to stop for a second. “No.”

“Regan, I am your father.”

There was no escape.

“Please leave,” she said.

“You want me to take you seriously,” he said. “I understand.”

She turned on her side away from him, being careful not to kink up or pull on her IV tube. The sheets felt brand new, rough fibers scraping against her oversensitive skin.

The door opened, and Jake returned with some coffee in a large paper cup with a plastic lid. She could smell it across the room.

“Tell my daughter to drop the Gibbons case. Maybe you can talk some sense into her head,” her father said.

Jake hesitated, his face carefully blank. He took two strides forward past the door to the bathroom, set the coffee cup on a swing table beside the bed, and raised the table so that she could reach the edge of it.

“Sir, with all due respect, I sincerely doubt that.”

She closed her eyes. “Jake, please get my father to leave so I can rest.”

Jake faced her father with his arms crossed over his chest. “Judge St. Clair, I have to ask you to leave.”

“Remember I hired you first! And that was to look after her,” her father snapped.

Somehow it didn’t surprise her. Her father had his notions of how to protect her. The idea of her possessing her own freedom outside his control or knowledge had always disturbed him, especially after her mother had died.

“Yes, sir,” Jake admitted, “but your daughter is an adult. If she asks that you be removed from her room, you have no legal or moral right to stay.”

Her father snorted. The smell of coffee became one more reason to desperately desire her father to leave. So she could drink it, and maybe even have breakfast, and, miracle of all miracles, use the bathroom and even take a shower in peace.

He wouldn’t go. He would shout at the two of them until she gave in and said he could stay. Her father never lost. She knew her father wanted the best for her, but he also wanted to be able to define what was best for her.

“She asked you to leave, sir,” Jake said coldly.

Her father snorted. “That’s gratitude for you.”

She smelled his cologne as he leaned over the bed and kissed her on the head. Then he grunted and made a fast exit toward the door. She heard the door swish open on its hinges. Her father’s footsteps echoed down the corridor until the hospital door swished once again shut.

“What was that all about?” Jake asked.

“He hired you.”

“Yes. To keep tabs on you while you were working the Gibbons case.”

“Did you sabotage any of my work to ‘protect’ me?”

“He asked me to. I didn’t.”

She took both hands and dug her fingertips into her forehead, which hurt when she touched it but hurt worse when she stopped. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It was a condition of my employment. I was supposed to avoid you if possible, and to say nothing about your father if it wasn’t.”

“You haven’t sabotaged anything on the Gibbons case.”

“I just said that.”

“I have to make sure.”

“I swear that I have not sabotaged anything on the Gibbons case.”

She took a deep breath. It hurt, but not as bad as it had yesterday. It was the drugs that let her drive her father out of the room. That’s what it was. Her second-deep breath drove her to start coughing. She scooted slowly onto her back and then fumbled around with the controls until she was able to raise the head of the bed.

She pulled the table in front of her and picked up the cup of coffee. It was black, bitter, and still burning hot. She smiled at Jake in approval.

He smiled back, and her throat tightened. She could see the tight worry lines at the corners of his eyes. She wanted to tell him she hadn’t meant to get hurt, she hadn’t meant to make him worry — that it was worse than actually being hurt in the first place.

But she was supposed to be angry with him, wasn’t she?

She cleared her throat. “Are you working for him or me now? You can’t work for us both. And don’t lie to me about it.”

He leaned back against the wall. His arms hadn’t come uncrossed. “I have a few questions for you first.”

She gnawed on her lower lip for a second. It was swollen and split and tasted like blood. She was dying to ask what he’d found out about Schnatterbeck, but this had to be done first. Otherwise, everything else would be tainted. “Ask.”

“I repeat. What was that all about?”

“Daddy told me that I was off the Gibbons case.”

“Ah.” Now he was chewing on his lip too.

“As well as postponing the Tarloff trial, presumably so I could heal. Had he stopped with announcing that he’d arranged that...” She spread her hands. “I might have given in.”

“He loves you, you know.”

“And he has a terrible way of showing it. Can you imagine how many times I’ve heard those exact words? And they didn’t start at my mother’s funeral. Oh no, they started long before that. My mother was a great one for saying them herself.”

Jake rubbed one hand across his face. She could hear the scrape of stubble under his palm. “And what are your plans now?”

“I plan to continue to investigate the case.”

“And do your plans involve changing your M.O.?”

Suddenly she wasn’t comfortable looking at him. The ceiling was flat white, the walls pastel yellow. The light around the edges of the curtains had faded — not because clouds had covered the sun, but because the sun had risen more directly overhead. The nurse hadn’t come in to check her vitals yet, but it was well after nine am. The trash was a quarter filled with paper towels. Another of her father’s coping techniques was to wash his hands repeatedly while worried. It gave him a chance to blow his nose and dry his eyes without anyone noticing.

“Yes,” she said, “I agree with you. We need to build a team, an actual team, to accomplish this. I propose starting with you, Alex, Gary, and…” Her throat tightened. She couldn’t say it.

“Your father.”

She blinked and swallowed. “I no longer want to include him. His instincts in this matter are unlikely to assist us in resolving the issues surrounding this case.”

“Spoken like a lawyer.”

“I do have a law degree.”

He smiled slightly, “I’ll try not to hold it against you. Anyone else?”

“Yes, my accountant, Jane.”

Jake squinted at her. “Your accountant — what has she got to do with anything?”

Her voice came out in half a squeak. “I find it obvious that the next thing they’re going to do to me, if they haven’t already, is try to find a way to neutralize me.”

“Yeah, by killing you,” he responded.

She shook her head. It made the bones in her neck grind together; she stopped. “They can’t kill me without triggering a huge investigation. While they might be able to shift the blame onto something related to the Tarloff case, it’s more likely that some level of information about Andy Gibbons will come to the surface. Once the media gets hold of something like that — I don’t care who they are, it would be a lot of work to cover it up again. It would be far easier and better if they could break me and blackmail me, scare me so badly that I no longer have any interest in fighting them, and in fact, am vulnerable to joining them.”

She started to speak again, but he raised a hand. “No, I think I got it. If they have the kind of hold over you that they’d need to blackmail you, they own you. And if they own a judge, that could be useful.”

“So I’d like to include my accountant so I can protect myself financially.”

“I’d want to research and vet these people first — including Gary.”

The way he said Gary’s name grated on her nerves, but she ignored it for now. Gary could rub people the wrong way, but he could also work miracles.

“Of course,” she said.

Jake tapped two fingers on his palm. “Your father doesn’t want you on the Gibbons case.”

“He specifically told me to leave it alone — be done with it.”

“And yet he hired me to protect you while you were on the Gibbons case. I don’t like that. It says that he knows more about the case than he’s letting on. He knows it’s dangerous.”

“He knew that I would dig in my heels if he tried to put me off it.”

“Obviously.” The two fingers still drummed on his palm.

She drank more of the coffee. It was starting to loosen the knot in her throat and ease her headache — but gradually, in tiny increments. She’d need another cup, at the very least.

He switched palms, still drumming his fingers. “He doesn’t want to let you know that what you’re doing is dangerous, but he does want you protected. Now the danger is clear, now you’ve been warned several times, he wants you out of the situation.”

“What are you trying to say?”

His palms clapped together, trying to catch a thought. But it slipped away. He rubbed his hands together. “I don’t know. There’s something. But I can’t get at it.”

They both needed more information, and more than likely, sleep. “It can wait for a round table with all of us, if you’re still working for me, that is, and not my father.”

“I have to talk to him before I can decide,” he said.

She tried to take a long sip of coffee to hide her discomfort, but she wasn’t sitting far enough up in bed for that. Besides, holding a paper cup with a plastic lid in front of her mouth made her feel silly.

It sounded like the two of them were still conspiring, which was exactly what she didn’t want.

Her throat tightened again.

“Go ahead,” she said. “Talk to him all you want. But once you tell me your decision, I expect you to stick with it.”

His hands dropped to his sides; he stood up ramrod straight. All expression, all personality was stripped away from him for a moment. She blinked. He wasn’t Jake anymore.  He was Captain or Sergeant or some other title Westley for the moment.

“Ma’am, once I make my decision, I will stick with it. I knew this setup would be trouble, and I didn’t like it. I am done with it now, one way or another.”

She nodded awkwardly, trying not to aggravate the pain in her neck. She would see, that was all — they would both have to see.




 Chapter 27 - Poisoned? 

Two days later it was Tuesday. Regan was still in no condition to go back to work, but she was at least on her way home. That was the tradeoff Jake had managed to make with the hospital staff to keep Regan from driving them crazy. She could go home where a home nurse would take care of her, but she could not go back to work.

It had snowed four or five inches the previous night, and for a while Jake thought he was going to have to tell her that she wasn’t going to be able to go home that morning because of the road conditions. Fortunately, the weather had cleared up, and the main roads had been fine. The plows had been clearing them all night long, and gray ridges of snow had built up along the roadsides and in the ditches — gray ridges sprinkled with tire tracks from vehicles that had gone off the roads the night before. Sometimes the vehicles were still in place. But that morning, traffic was only ten miles an hour under the speed limit

He pulled up to the driveway which had already been cleared by someone with a snow-blower.

Regan said, “It’s the boy across the street. He knows I’m good for it.”

Jake put the rental car in park and turned off the engine. It ticked loudly, and almost immediately the warm air in the car started to chill. “Stay here,” he said. “I want to check it out first.”

She reached into her pocket, winced, and pulled out her keys. “Here.”

He left the car and checked the house. The fact that it had snowed the night before meant that he was able to see any tracks around the house. These consisted of a couple of squirrels, some birds, and some large, ungainly footprints in the shoveled snow along the driveway and walk to the front door sprinkled with salt crystals. A piece of paper fluttered in the storm door. He pulled it out. It looked like a note from the kid who’d cleared Regan’s drive.

Too bad the snow also covered any other signs of intruders who might have been there before the storm.   

He tucked the note into his pocket and opened the storm door. The door key was a standard one. He unlocked the deadbolt, put his hand on the handle, and then stopped.

Regan opened her door a crack and shouted out the security code. It was unnecessary. He’d driven down on Sunday afternoon, broken into the house, forged about a dozen signatures, and had a couple of additional security systems installed. He just couldn’t remember whether he’d reactivated her current alarm system after he’d reconnected the wires.

A judge shouldn’t have such a simplistic security system anyway.

He entered the code for the main alarm system, registered his presence for the two additional alarm systems, and gave a wave in case Alex was watching from one of his hidden cameras aimed toward the front door and living room.

Then he checked the house, going from room to room looking for signs of attempted or successful entry. He didn’t see anything, and his gut wasn’t screaming at him, which would have to be good enough for now. He didn’t want to leave Regan in the car much longer. He should have left the motor running for her, but he didn’t want it to mask any suspicious noises.

Finally, he went back to the car and opened Regan’s door for her. “I didn’t spot anything, but that doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

She looked at him, and her chin twitched. They’d made her promise to wear a neck collar until she could be checked by her local doctor. It kept her chin almost painfully high.

“Do you think we should risk it?”

“My gut says yes.”

She held out a hand, and he helped her to her feet, then assisted her back toward the house, his hand under her coat and holding onto the waistband of the pants he’d brought her. They toddled up the sidewalk like a pair of senior citizens. The front step took them an absurdly long time to navigate. She was lucky she didn’t have a second story on the house.  A basement full of paperwork and legal books, yes, but her bedroom lay on the ground floor.

Inside the doorway, she stopped and said, “Help me with my coat, if you please.” She lifted her legs feebly one at a time and scraped off her walking shoes. She didn’t bother to try to put them in order beside the coat tree. He helped her off with her coat.

“The bedroom,” he said.

“I want to argue with you but I can’t. I’m exhausted. What time is the nurse coming with the pain meds?”

“A half hour after we call and tell them we’re here.”

“You should call them soon.”

They navigated the hallway to the bedroom, passing the kitchen and the library — which still had the same papers and books scattered everywhere. The dishes and crumbs had been cleared away, of course. The maid had been contacted and would be by in the morning, with Jake there to talk to her about a few things before she reported to Regan. He’d already checked her out; she was fine. But he needed to warn her that she might be putting herself in danger just by being Regan’s housekeeper.

They had enough people in danger already -- they didn’t need any more.

Regan’s regular bed had been moved to the far side of the room. It was so sparsely furnished this wasn’t a problem. She had a dresser with a mirror, a single bedside table with a lamp, and a flat-screen television on the opposite side of the room. Other than a couple of photographs of her as a child on top of the dresser and more of the same elegant, cold art prints on the walls, that was it.

He’d had a hospital bed installed, complete with bed rails and a call button. The call button went straight to Alex’s nerve center in the basement of his coffee shop, where it was forwarded to whatever phone Jake happened to be using that day. It also rang in the spare bedroom, where a nurse could be set up, if necessary.

She’d been docile all the way back from the hospital, but tensed up when she saw the bed. “So thoughtful,” she murmured.

“I know you hate it,” he said, “but that was part of the deal.”

“I’m not complaining.”

Yeah, he’d noticed. He didn’t want to say it out loud, but maybe a little practice in humility would do her some good.

He helped her over to the bed, pulled back the blankets and sheet, seated her, and helped her swing her legs up. “The nurse can help you change later.”

“Thank you.”

He pulled the blankets up to the stiff piece of plastic under her chin and raised the head of the bed. “You want the TV on?”

“No. I’ve waited long enough, Jake. Tell me, what happened to Schnatterbeck? Is he —?”

“He’s dead,” Jake said.

“What happened?”

“You don’t want to know.”

***

The hospital corridor had smelled like ammonia, so thick that his eyes watered. Either someone had spilled a bottle or was trying to cover up a smell. He made it around the half-lit corner before the nurse’s aide called out to him. He could hear Regan coming up with some nonsense cover story about sending him for her purse. She didn’t even carry a purse. She kept a wallet and her keys in a pocket — that was all. The nurse’s aide seemed to buy it, mostly because Regan was keeping her too distracted to think straight.

He followed the corridor down to Schnatterbeck’s room, the door surrounded by various carts and pieces of equipment, including an unlocked nurse’s cart, complete with meds.

The door was shut, but the lights were on, shining from a strip under the door. Shadows danced across the bright light. Shouts were coming from behind the door.

“Keep him on the bed!”

“I’m trying, I’m trying!”

Then he heard a sickening thump and a yell that sounded like it came from the bowels of Hell itself.

Jake checked the hallway. Nobody was coming. He tiptoed past the nurse’s cart and leaned his head against the door.

There was more shouting, and the smack and thump of something hitting the tile floor – repeatedly.

“Stop him!”

Someone shouted “I’m trying,” and then he heard a terrible collective gasp.

Jake grabbed the handle on the door and turned it carefully, making no noise. When he had the latch drawn back, he leaned on the door a tiny fraction of an inch.

Nobody in the room was moving. He heard hoarse, shallow, fast breathing. But that was it.

“Oh my God,” someone said. “I...”

A woman’s voice snapped, “There will be time to discuss how unbelievable this is later, Thompson. Get one of the pads under his head — right now.”

A rustling of paper and plastic was heard.

“Should we move him?”

The woman said, “No. I want breathing rate and blood pressure, stat.”

“I’m on it,” someone else said followed by more rustling.

Jake pressed inward with the door until he could see through the crack. Still no one was moving in the hallway — everyone was in the room except the nurse’s aide helping Regan at the desk.

He could see a pair of gnarled white legs, blue veins standing out prominently on them, peeking between the crouched forms of several aides and the white uniform of a nurse. The bed rail was still up. Drops of blood glistened from underneath the bed and along the rail. An IV tube lay on the floor near the bathroom door.

Another thud sounded on the floor. Someone cursed.

“Hold him down.”

“I am holding him down.”

“He needs a sedative.”

“What do you think I’ve been giving him, espresso?”

Jake slowly pushed open the door further. 

“He’s...not breathing.”

“I still have a heartbeat.”

“Oh Lord. Oh, Lord. Make him stop that.”

The woman’s voice: “Shut up, Thompson.”

Jake crept into the room, one slow footstep at a time. Each step brought more of the scene into view. Schnatterbeck lay on the floor in a smear of blood, his back arched stiffly off the floor, his limbs thrashing as if he were electrified. The aides were trying to hold him down, but it was impossible. The man had superhuman strength.

Jake was lucky that the staff all had their backs to him, and they were completely engrossed with trying to keep Schnatterbeck restrained. He had to move quickly, though. More help would certainly be on the way.

Another hard thump came from the floor, followed by the rattle of plastic. Jake leaned to the side just far enough to get a glimpse of Schnatterbeck’s head. His face was in a rictus grin, teeth bared, and the wound in his chest was running with blood despite the efforts of a nurse’s aide to keep a compress made out of hand towels pressed against it. The nurse herself was trying to administer something in a syringe but was being distracted by Schnatterbeck knocking against her.

Jake pulled his head back and backed out of the door. He closed it so silently it didn’t make a sound. Then he went down the hallway, away from Regan, the nurse’s station, and the arrival of additional medical staff.

He found a mop bucket in the hallway, the source of the smell of ammonia. A bottle of cleaner had been spilled across the floor. He checked the nearby janitor’s closet. It was open. He stepped in for a minute. He was shaking so badly that it was affecting his ability to keep quiet. His nerves were shot. He had to take a minute and get control of himself. He leaned against the wall inside the closet.

Schnatterbeck had either fallen or climbed over the side of the bed rails and then fallen, subsequently smashing his head against the floor so hard that he’d broken his skull. Underneath his head had been an incontinence pad covered with pink sludge. The man was dead. His body just didn’t know it yet.

***

Regan waved one hand. She was squinting at him from behind puffy black eyes that had started to turn bright purple. It might be just before noon, but the woman was going to be lights out in a couple of minutes, she was so exhausted. He couldn’t believe they’d let her out this soon, even with the promise of a home nurse to check on her every few hours.

“Just tell me,” she said.

“He was poisoned — with Strychnine.” Jake paused, “It wasn’t pretty.”

“Poisoned? With strychnine? Aren’t there a dozen different tests that you can do to determine the use of strychnine? And doesn’t it leave some kind of signs on the body?”

He had a flash of Schnatterbeck’s body pulled taut on the floor, muscles in convulsions even though his brains were being pounded flat on the floor. “You bet it leaves signs on the body.”

“Why be so overt? To scare me?”

“You think?”

Her eyes closed, the muscles around them relaxing, allowing the bulging bruises around them to smooth a little. “I’m already scared.”

“You might try acting like it,” he said.

She grunted and rolled over. He pulled out his cell phone and backed out of the room, leaving the door open a crack, and retreated to the kitchen to start up a pot of coffee and call the nurse.

A few minutes later when he walked down the hall to check on her, she had started to snore.




 Chapter 28 - The enemy wasn’t as clearly defined 

The nurse, a competent but loud voiced middle-aged woman with a heavy Asian accent, woke Regan and was checking her vitals and alertness while telling her about her sons in college in an incessant stream of dialog that echoed down the hallway.

He moved into the kitchen, slurping his coffee.

It had been two years since he’d left his unit, honorably discharged after a knee injury during a mission. They had located the hostages they’d been sent for, but had lost one of their own — Steve Luttrell, the youngest member of the team. He’d been twenty-three and left behind a girlfriend and a little boy, Danny, aged two.

The mission had involved a night drop from a Black Hawk helicopter into mountainous terrain and then hiking through a ravine to a tightly-packed stone and clay village clinging to the side of a plateau.

He’d twisted his knee on the drop but had pressed onward with his squad. Then he’d taken a nasty slide in the ravine that hadn’t done him any good. But it was securing the village that had done him in.

His squad of eight had moved into the northern side of the village. Another squad had taken the road leading up from the south. West was straight up the side of the cliff, and East was almost straight down. There were about 100 civilians in the small sheep and goat herding community, and just five tangos to deal with — chicken feed for a team of Delta Force operators.

The north and south squads had arrived at the designated location without a hitch. Other than Jake’s knee, everyone was in good shape. They had surrounded the building where an operator had inserted himself earlier that day to confirm the location of the hostages. They had secured all likely sniper locations — including the one with the sniper that had brought Steve Luttrell down.

And then the “civilians” had attacked.

Jack’s outfit had given a good account of themselves. They’d held the enemy down and killed 20 of them, extracted the hostages, retreated, and were airlifted back to base.

It wasn’t until he’d been hefted back into the helicopter that he learned Steve Luttrell was dead — a sniper bullet through the head.

They mourned his death. Steve had been a good kid with a bright future. Jake visited his girlfriend and held his little boy, Danny. There was not much he could say aside from acknowledging that Steve had been a good guy, a brave soldier, and that his buddies were going to miss him.

Everyone told Jake that Steve’s death had nothing to do with him. He just couldn’t make himself believe it.

The doctors examined Jake’s knee, taking X-rays and scans, and finally preformed arthroscopic surgery.  The specialist told him he wished he had better news, but the injury meant the end of the line for him in Delta Force.

Jake grieved. He mourned for the operator he used to be, the camaraderie, the adventure, the adrenaline, the feeling of being useful.

Then he let go of Lieutenant Jacob Westley, 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment Delta.

For two years he’d been a private detective. He kept in shape and refused the knee replacement they offered him. So far it had worked.

Being a PI was about as much fun as cleaning toilets – divorce cases was what paid most of his bills. For two years he’d been infiltrating, documenting, and destroying what was left of rich people’s marriages. Digging around in the sewer of other people’s lives had driven him to the brink of depression.

Getting dragged into this kind of situation was exactly what he had been trained for. Here was a challenge a Delta Force operator could understand and face — a covert group executing threats on civilians. They’d murdered at least one person, Schnatterbeck, and possibly a second, Angela Ligotti. They were making threats against a district judge and using sophisticated intelligence techniques. They had kept an innocent man “hostage” in prison for more than ten years. A single mother and her two teenage boys were in dire straits.

The enemy wasn’t as clearly defined as they were back in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria, but they were no less ruthless and brutal.

The operator, cold and calculating, was starting to wake up. Two years was nothing but a nap for an operator like he’d been.

Jake wasn’t sure he was ready. But it was hard to keep the lid on Lt. Westley when he was so obviously needed.




 Chapter 29 - Justice by PowerPoint 

Regan’s queen-sized bed had been dismantled and leaned up against the wall, and her curtains had been pulled tightly closed. Jake had talked about stapling them to the frames, but Regan had vetoed the idea immediately. Even so they were fastened down with masking tape.

The bedroom was packed with dining room chairs and a card table with three laptops on it, all humming busily. Crowded around the table were Alex Carr, a tall old-fashioned but obviously young computer geek with a curled mustache, Gary, and a stiff-backed Jake with ramrod straight posture. He’d been acting strangely ever since he’d left to start organizing this meeting. It was as if the laid back Jake had been replaced with another version, one that had little or no sense of humor — only the professionalism of his military training.

Jane sat at a small desk brought in from one of the guest rooms downstairs. She didn’t have a laptop or a tablet but kept a paper ledger book in front of her. With the way that Alex had been rambling on about new ways to hack into computer systems, Regan was starting to wonder if Jane wasn’t the smart one. Paper, at least, could be permanently and beyond recovery, destroyed.

Jamie’s boys were downstairs watching TV and playing on the game console that Alex had purchased and set up for them. At first, they had run up and down the stairs every few minutes to grab something from the kitchen or drag their mother downstairs to look at something. Just as they started to glory in their lack of school, they fell into despair at the homeschooling program that Gary had already set up for them. Soon after that came the raging and despairing as they discovered the locks on their electronics that popped up with reminders to get their homework done.

Now they had both completed their assignments — even James who had to be threatened by Jake to get motivated enough to get started — and had settled down enough to join forces to save the universe, one game at a time.

Jamie Gibbons leaned against the wall in the bedroom in between bouts of pacing. Her chair stood empty with several manila folders stacked on it, copies of the information she’d put together. She hadn’t liked being given a leave of absence from her job and being pulled out of her apartment. She hadn’t liked hearing about what happened to Fred Schnatterbeck. She told Regan she felt trapped in Regan’s house, as if she and the boys were imposing, and they could find somewhere else to stay.

Regan told her she was needed to help take care of her. The day nurse that Jake hired had, upon deeper investigation, been discovered to have recently paid off her car — two years ahead of schedule.

Jake insisted she go — end of story.

Jamie might be only a nurse’s aide, but at least she could be trusted to take a blood pressure reading, administer medication, and see when any medical emergency developed without reporting on what was going on inside the house.

Regan had avoided painkillers that morning so her mind would be sharp for the meeting. It was 12:30 pm and already she was starting to ache and breathe more shallowly. It was time to get started before she lost focus. “All right. Are we ready to start? If the preparation for this meeting takes much longer, I’m going to need another nap.”

The three guys at the table looked up. Jane was already looking at her, rolling her pen between her fingers, pulling the metal cap off and snapping it back on. Jamie looked narrowly into Regan’s eyes, and she had the feeling that Jamie was gauging her pain level pretty closely.

“Ready,” Gary said.

Alex cleared his throat.

“Ready,” Gary insisted. She already knew he had an uncanny ability to tell how much stress and discomfort she was in. “We can work on the rest later.”

Jake walked over to the television and turned it on. The screen read ‘The Andrew Gibbons Case’, Justice by PowerPoint. “Just to make sure we’re all on the same page, I’d like everyone to state their roles.”

The roles weren’t difficult to figure out. Alex clicked his mouse, and the slide changed to that of a bulleted list of their names along with their titles.

“Out loud, please,” Jake said.

From her hospital bed, Regan read off the slide, “Regan St. Clair, commander. Subject matter — expert in legal matters.”

Jake said, “Jacob J. Westley, operational lead. Regan’s in charge of the direction we’re going. I’m in charge of getting us there — Capiche?”

Everyone checked off with a “yes” as Jake pointed at them, even Jamie and Gary.

“I am the subject matter expert in security, tactical operations, intelligence gathering, and attack and defense.”

He seated himself at his laptop.

Alex said, “Uh, Alex Carr, computer geek.” Jake pointed over his shoulder at the TV screen and Alex added, “Subject matter - expert in networks, computer security, and a bunch of other stuff that I am not going to read off the screen.” His entry on the list was the longest one and included terms Regan had never heard. “As a reminder, don’t call out on any of the phones, not even the house phone, without following the directions that have been taped to the phone.”

“I’ll remind the boys,” Jamie said.

“And no pizza delivery,” Jake said. “If they want pizza, they have to go through me first.”

Jamie chuckled. For a moment Jake looked blank as if he didn't see the humor. Then he smiled.

Regan felt a pang for the other Jake. She wondered whether she would get him back anytime soon — probably not until after the case had been resolved and Andy exonerated.

Gary was next.

“Gary Titschmarsh.” He raised his hands. “It may be an amusing last name, but it’s also my aunt’s last name. She and her husband adopted my brother and me after my parents went nuts, got divorced, and joined a spiritual commune in California together; then they killed themselves when the founder went bankrupt. So, I call myself a Titschmarsh with pride.”

Jake cleared his throat again.

“I am the admin,” Gary said. “I have a degree in library science, which means I know everything, can find everything, and can attribute quotations properly with sources. I am a subject matter expert in coordinating everything that needs to happen. I am a ninja of…”

“Gary,” Regan murmured. Her ribs were burning and felt like they were being twisted out of alignment by the way she was lying in bed. “Just read the slide.”

He put his hands down. “Fine, I’m Gary Titschmarsh, administrative tasks. Subject matter — expert in research and library science.”

“Thank you.”

Jane said with a perfectly bland facial expression, “Jane Hendricks, the financial genius. I’m the reason Regan can pay all of you. We went to college together and made a blood bargain. I get to play with all the money Regan received from her honorary uncle, Paul Travers - the New York Sewage mogul - when she was twenty-one, and she refuses to spend the insane profits I give her on anything more expensive than her mortgage — and now this case. If you can get me the data, I can find where the money goes.”

Jamie’s dark eyes were fastened on Regan as she struggled not to adjust the head of her hospital bed, or pull herself up, or scream. She said, “My name is Jamie Gibbons. I’m the person who stirred all this up and who is regretting it more every day.”

“Read the slide,” Jake said.

“Jamie Gibbons, wife of Andrew Gibbons, the unjustly accused — pursuer of justice and the mother of two sons who need their father back. I specialize in keeping Regan from overdoing it, which reminds me…”

She walked over to Regan’s bed, grabbed a part of the sheet and lifted Regan upward so she was bending the right way. Her ribs eased their throbbing, and she let out a breath of relief.

“You want to take a break?” Jamie asked.

Regan shook her head.

“Next slide,” Jake said.

Alex clicked the slide. The picture was of a younger Andy Gibbons, smiling a big charming smile, still dressed in street clothes. The background looked like a pub of some kind.

“Andrew Gibbons,” Jake said unnecessarily, “approximately twelve years ago.”

“Eleven,” Jamie said, “I recognize the shirt.”

“Next.”

The next slide showed a list of bullet points summarizing the case and the title Marando’s “Evidence.”

Jane wasn’t as up-to-date on the information as everyone else. She flipped open her register and started taking quick notes.

“Andrew Gibbons was accused of murdering Angela Ligotti on April 7, 2003. The next morning, blood stains were seen on the 200 block of Kent Street by several people but were not reported until after the investigation began into the murder. The body was found that afternoon by a security guard inside a walled parking area for 265 Kent Street, a building associated with a nearby water treatment plant. She had been stabbed to death and was covered with newspapers. While there was some blood at the scene, it was not enough blood to account for the murder happening at that location.

“The investigation was led by Detective Peter Marando. A witness, Abe De Wit, was out bicycling the night of the 7th. He testified he saw two people, a large black man in a red jacket and a Caucasian woman sitting in a green sedan parked on the 200 block. He stopped to watch as the black man opened his door, walked around the car, and opened the passenger door. He bent over and appeared to be about to lift the woman out of the car, but stopped when he saw Mr. De Wit, returned to the driver’s side door, and got in the car. Mr. De Wit rode to the place where the car had stopped but did not see anything out of the ordinary at that time. He returned to his apartment in the neighborhood.

“Andrew was pulled in as a suspect by Detective Marando based on an anonymous tip that he was the man with the red jacket. A red jacket was found in Andrew’s apartment, and Andrew also admitted to owning a green car, a Lincoln Town Car.”

Jake looked over at Jamie to see if she was going to protest or add more details. Still leaning against the wall, she shook her head. Jake was clearly on a roll.

“Andrew was arrested on suspicion of murder and Mr. De Wit picked him out from a lineup of similarly sized men. Several DNA samples on the body of the victim were processed. Among them was a strand of African-American hair.

“While Andrew was in jail, he spent a single night in the same cell as Nate Barstowe, a regular police informant with connections to Detective Marando. The next day Mr. Barstowe reported that Andrew had bragged to him about the murder, saying that he had made advances to the woman, then killed her and dumped the body when she refused him.

“Andrew denied being in the area that night. He stated he was not near the area at the time but was driving around in a friend’s car after having had a fight with his wife, Jamie. He was unable to produce any witnesses confirming his location and claimed that he didn’t know exactly where he had been driving. He said he had not been drinking. He was given drug and alcohol tests when he was arrested which came up negative for everything except for a small amount of marijuana which he admitted to smoking that night.

“He was convicted and sentenced to 25 years to life. Next slide.”

Another bulleted slide came up under the heading Jamie Gibbons’ Evidence.

“Jamie was given a packet of information by Detective Marando, which we believe now was meant to silence her calls for a more thorough investigation on his part. She was able to go through the information and match up the ‘evidence’ Marando provided with several holes in the story.

“Jamie came up with four main discrepancies between the evidence provided by Detective Marando and the situation as she knew it.

“First: another witness, Frederick B. Schnatterbeck, came forward and said that he had seen the green Lincoln Town Car backing out of a gated area belonging to the water treatment plant. He gave a statement to an unnamed officer but was not questioned by Detective Marando and was not called by either side as a witness. Jamie tracked him down and questioned him. He stated that the man driving the car had been wearing a red jacket and there had been a passenger in the passenger's seat, slumped down so that only the top of their head was showing.”

Jamie had more time to talk to Schnatterbeck, but apparently she hadn't picked up on the significance of the Lincoln backing out of the gate. It was Jake who had put that together.

“Second: the jacket. Jamie identified the actual jacket the police seized as evidence as belonging to a friend of the family, Michael Liu, who is approximately five feet, two inches tall, and who left the jacket at the apartment a few days previously. It is Jamie’s opinion, and Regan and I concur, that it would have been impossible for Andrew Gibbons, who is over six feet tall, to wear the jacket.

“Third: the car. The green Lincoln Town Car that Andrew Gibbons owned was out of operation at the time of the murder and was at the home of a friend, Tony Aquilone, who is a mechanic. Again, Mr. Aquilone was not questioned about the car, which he said was not in a drivable state — the transmission was out. The car was not searched for evidence of blood, fingerprints, or DNA.

“Fourth: the murder weapon. Jamie says that no search was made for the murder weapon, which the autopsy report stated was probably a knife of about three to three-and-a-half inches long with a blade approximately one-inch-wide, and used by a right-handed attacker positioned directly in front of the victim. The victim had been stabbed several times in the chest area and died of blood loss and shock from the stab wounds, one of which cut the pulmonary artery.”

Jake turned toward Jamie again. Her lips were pressed together so tightly that a pale ring formed around them, but she didn’t speak.

“Next slide…”

The next slide read, Additional Evidence.

“Here are the main points that we have, whether intelligently or otherwise assembled about this case since Regan started looking into it, roughly in order of discovery. Let me stress that in no way was this additional evidence gathered with any kind of system. We need to be better about that.

“First is that Regan was asked by Mr. Gibbons to stop her investigation of the case at the same time the detective she had hired to look into the situation quit without providing her any of the material he had acquired. In fact, one of her tires was slashed outside the prison while she was visiting Mr. Gibbons. Shortly afterward, she was attacked inside a bar where I happened to be.”

Jane raised her hand. “Mr. Westley?”

“Jake, please.”

“Jake. You just happened to be at the same bar?”

He paused. “It’s close to where I live. I went there to relax, have a beer, and play pool.”

“But Regan’s father hired you.”

“Yes. He heard through the LEO grapevine that his daughter had been attacked and hired me later that night.”

“You. Not a different private investigator — you. Did he learn about you from the grapevine too?”

“We had met previously through a criminal investigation. You can continue giving me the third degree at a later time. We have a lot of ground to cover today.”

“One more question,” Jane said.

“Yes?”

“Were Regan’s attackers that night in the bar involved in the larger plot?”

“I was unable to find any evidence whatsoever that the three young men who attacked Regan had any ties to anyone involved with the case. They had, in fact, only decided to come to that particular bar at the last moment because another bar they were in the habit of frequenting was closed.”

“So you think it was a coincidence that the other bar had closed?”

“I did then. Now, I’m not sure.”

“Thank you.”

Jane settled back in her seat, putting the cap back on her pen and rolling it between her fingers again.

Jake said, “The points that need to be investigated next are as follows. We need to obtain security camera footage from the parking lot security cameras and prison records related to Andrew Gibbons’ behavior — especially any altercations leading to injury, whether inflicted or received by him.” He glanced at Jamie. “While the incidents themselves may not have occurred as portrayed, the records will indicate whether there are any patterns. We can also track down the backgrounds of those involved and find out whether they have any connections to other participants in the case.”

Jamie nodded looking at Regan. “You know that you’re going to get railroaded if you ask for that information through legal channels.”

Jake turned toward her as well. It was almost like they’d planned it. “And it will allow our opponents to know where we are in our investigation, as the requests themselves will leave a trail.”

“If you’re asking me whether I approve of your methods, the answer is that I am extremely uncomfortable with them,” Regan said. “We have this saying in the legal profession: ‘The poisoned fruit of a poisoned tree.’ It means that anything we obtain illegally cannot be used in court, and anything we obtain legally because of suggestions that we’ve picked up using illegal information also cannot be used in court.”

“Do you think,” Jake said, “that we are going to be able to obtain justice through the courts in this case?”

“No,” Regan said. “However, because our goal is to make sure that Andrew Gibbons gets freed from prison, we have to be careful in our methods. We cannot create a situation that makes it more difficult for him to be freed. We all know that justice has failed him. But it would still be better for us to drop the case and let him wait for his normal parole review hearing than it would be to pollute the situation with evidence that can be shown to be tainted.”

Gary said dryly, “So does that mean you’re going to let us break the law to get your evidence or not?”

If she hadn’t known Gary for almost 15 years, she would have hesitated. It was a leading question, the kind of thing that would be absolute death to her career and her freedom if he, or any one of them, were wearing a wire.

“The rules are easy. If in doubt, ask me or Jake; and our rulings are final.”

Gary leaned back in his folding chair, then put his hands to his head, puffed out his cheeks, and spread his hands outward like they were pieces of debris. “My head explodes. Regan St. Clair acknowledges that it might be possible, in certain circumstances, to put a toe out of line.”

“Oh yes, it’s the end of the world,” she said.

“Not true. It’s only the beginning.”

Jake continued. “Additional investigation needs to be done on the location of the murder, specifically where the body was found. While there are cameras covering the area now, at the time of the murder there weren’t any. However, there was a camera covering the most likely point of access — the entry gate. Again, we need to obtain records — if they still exist or can be retrieved.

“We need to investigate Angela Ligotti. We need to know whether she was having an affair or any other relationship with Andrew Gibbons, or if she was associated with any other type of suspicious activity.”

He began flipping through slides as he talked. The points of evidence became a blur. The tasks implied were both illegal and extensive. She couldn’t imagine how they would be able to keep their work from becoming so tainted that it was useless. Her head pounded, caught between the rock of illegality and the hard place of injustice.

Ibuprofen — she needed something to take the edge off the pain — and some caffeine. She felt like she was going into withdrawal.

“We need access to the physical evidence as well: hair and fiber samples, autopsy reports, and the newspapers found over the body at the site.

“We need access to the green Lincoln Town Car the Gibbons owned so we can find out whether any DNA or other evidence remains. We also need to talk to Andy’s mechanic friend, Tony Aquilone, to find out: what he knows about the car; who, if anyone, asked about the car; about the brown Honda Civic that he loaned to Andy; what happened to both cars; and probably a few other things.

“We need employment records and anything else we can dig up on Detective Peter Marando, organizations he’s involved in, if he has a pattern of using any additional informants, pressuring witnesses. We need his financial records —”

Jane did a fist-pump in the air.

“— to see whether he’s been accepting bribes. We also need records on Fred Schnatterbeck, financial as well as anything else we can dig up. Who does he have connections to? Is or was there a standing poker game made up of gossips, as Regan questions? Could that have been a source of money laundering in the area?”

“The cars,” Regan murmured, “the internet taxi service.”

“I’m getting to that. We need the records on an informal, possibly illegal taxi service operating in the area.”

Alex snorted, “Which one?”

“No idea. It might be more than one service involved too. We need to see what kind of operational and financial records they keep; we need to know how many of their cars are tied to criminal activity, including carjacking. Tony Aquilone might be a resource there.”

Jamie looked panicked; Jane was starting to look worried. It was a lot of data to obtain and sort through without leaving a trace they had it. Even Gary was starting to look concerned.

Alex made come on, come on gestures with his fingers. “Jake. You made this sound like it was going to be something difficult.” He looked around to see the rest of them staring at him. “Er...I mean none of this should be too hard — a little social engineering, a little exploitation of loopholes which I may or may not already have set up in anticipation of this meeting, a bit of three-card-monte while I’m transferring files. I can definitely get you any digitally stored information that’s been mentioned so far, and I can even crunch it to some extent if you can tell me what I can weed out.”

Regan’s jaw dropped.

Alex twirled one end of his mustache nervously between his fingers. “It might even be — fun?”

Jake said, “We need to make another, deeper effort to trace the phone call that Regan received that led her to the beauty shop. We need to track who hacked the hospital systems to lock the door of the women’s restroom while Regan was in it and shut down the lights, including the emergency lights. We need to trace who hacked the loudspeakers in the room. We need to go over that bathroom to see whether the female operative who had been waiting in there left any physical evidence in there — fibers, DNA.”

“That’s a lost cause,” Jamie muttered. “A thousand people have been through there by now.”

“It’s all just data,” Alex said.

“Uh-huh. You have a DNA testing lab sitting around? I tried to get the hair they used to put away my husband. You know how much time and money they wanted for just one testing? And time”

Gary said, “Mmm, let me guess. You paid well over a grand, waited at least three months, and got back results that said that it was one hundred percent positive that it was your husband’s hair...but didn’t supply any specifics.”

“How did you guess?”

“Next,” Jake said, “we need to track down the person who confronted Regan in the courthouse. The courthouse should still have the video surveillance records from that day. We have the note he gave her. We need that fingerprinted and tested for evidence and the paper itself sourced in case it’s something unusual. The license plate of the car the person was driving when I saw him on the day Regan was abducted, we need that looked at again, deeper this time, and find out where the other car came from that was involved in the carjacking and swap.

“We need to interview people throughout the neighborhood to determine whether they saw Regan, the man outside the empty storefront who spoke to her as she went in and came out, and who was seen near the beauty shop after Regan was abducted.”

“The taco guy,” Regan said.

“The clerk at the beauty shop also needs to be tracked down and questioned. The ownership of both shops needs to be traced, and both shops need to be searched for physical evidence, especially the basement of the beauty shop. We need to search the financial information related to both locations. Based on the behavior of one of its customers, it’s possible the beauty shop is involved in some type of extralegal activity. The officers responding to the call need to be investigated to see whether they have connections to anyone related to the beauty shop or any other evidence of extralegal activities.

“We need to investigate the location where Regan was found, the Longdens apartment, to see whether any physical evidence was left behind. We need to investigate the Longdens themselves and find out why they were selected as the location to dump Regan — are they involved in this somehow? Are they involved with, or being targeted by, the group of people that had Regan kidnapped and beaten? If they are being targeted, we need to find a way to protect them.

“We need to look at the 67th Precinct and find out how Regan’s obviously desperate situation was ignored by the officers. At what point or points did the ordinary legal process of someone trying to report a crime break down?

“We need to find out how Schnatterbeck was poisoned. Was a human element directly involved? That is, was he knowingly given strychnine, or was it administered after misdirection sent via digital methods? Was strychnine actually used, or was some refined or artificial chemical equivalent used? Schnatterbeck’s apartment needs to be searched for physical evidence, and we need his autopsy report. Schnatterbeck’s attacker, Lance Powell, has to be investigated and his autopsy report obtained.”

“Autopsy report?” Regan asked.

“He died at approximately the same time as Schnatterbeck,” Jake said, “from the damage I did to his skull. Fortunately, no charges have been pressed — probably because someone wants to keep things quiet.”

“Then they shouldn't have poisoned Schnatterbeck,” Regan said.

“As long as they're willing to settle a malpractice suit out of court, they should be in the clear on that one — an unfortunate mix-up.”

Regan grunted in disgust. “Granted, go on.”

“The fact that they haven’t had you killed is significant. But we don’t know what it means. We also need to investigate the day nurse that you hired, and that paid off a significant chunk of debt just after being hired. That might be a good way to find out where the money’s coming from.”

“In that particular case,” Regan said, “I can almost guarantee what you’ll find. It’ll be my father, trying to find a way in.”

He shrugged. “We’ll deal with that if it comes up,” she said. Through gritted teeth. She didn’t have much longer before she would have to ask them all to go.

Jake flipped to a blank slide. “That should give us a start on assessing the danger involved in the case and at least a start on finding the killer. Now for the legal system, I think we can all agree that justice was perverted in this case. We need to find out whether the prosecution and the judge were involved and to what extent the defense was involved.”

Regan nodded, even though it made her heart fall. All of this was only a start. It was not what she wanted to hear, but not something she could really disagree with either. It was overwhelming.

Jake looked around the room making eye contact with each person, one after the other awaiting comments.

There were none.

“Last but not least,” Jake said, “Andy’s police dossier has gone missing.”

Regan looked at him incredulously, then at Alex. Alex shrugged and then nodded.

Gary drawled, “Why am I not surprised?”

“Wait, what?” Regan asked. “Andy Gibbons’ dossier — you mean the case files for the murder?”

Jake nodded but didn’t say anything.

She’d slid down in bed again. On top of everything else, bones she didn’t know existed inside her face ached and felt like they were coming apart.

“Where is it, do you think?”

Jake said, “Marando. Either he has it, or he knows who does.”

“You’re asking me whether … you can break the law with regards to getting it back.”

No hesitation. “Yes.”

Her head felt like a drill bit was at work, going from the inside out. She felt nauseous from the pain.

Now was the test. Either she was going to knowingly allow Jake to start breaking the law, or she wasn’t.

She took a deep breath.

“Do it. Send Jane and Gary after them while you and Alex work on the various physical evidence and data trails. Now please someone get me some Vicodin and get out of here before I start screaming.”




 Chapter 30 - The Honorable Judge John St. Clair 

Jake waited in the hall. He hadn’t heard any screaming from Regan’s room, but the few gasps and moans of pain had put his teeth on edge. She shouldn’t have pushed herself so hard.

Jamie came out, closing the door behind her and standing between him and it. She was, at least, six inches shorter than he was and looked like she might have weighed 100 pounds less. She was too thin through the face. Her hair had been straightened and pulled back into a bun. If she’d been military, she would have been Army — no nonsense, just pure determination.

“How is she?” he asked, stepping out of her way.

“Vicodin is a wonderful thing,” Jamie said. She didn’t move. Great. There was some kind of test he would have to pass in order to get past the woman.

“I have to talk to her.”

“I just bet you do.”

Jake took a deep breath and released it. “What is it, Jamie? Be straight with me.”

“You better find a way to let go of some of this macho stuff — at least when you’re around her. She wants to be able to rely on you. Instead you’re acting like this is World War III and nobody needs to crack a smile ever again.”

“So what if I am?” he said defensively.

“Your attitude isn’t going to make her follow your directions or trust your judgment. It’s just going to make her go behind your back if there’s ever a difference of opinion.”

Jamie was making him sound like an authoritative father — and Regan, a rebellious teenager. “You’re saying this because of how Andy treated you.”

She grinned at him. “Nope, I’m saying it because of how I treated Andy. He’s no angel, and he’ll admit it if you ever ask him. He was always in trouble when he was a kid. He needed someone to take him under his wing when he was a young man, if you know what I mean.”

Jake did. He’d been lucky to have several men in his life who’d fit that bill, the Honorable Judge John St. Clair being one of them. He nodded.

“When I got pregnant with Tyrone, I got hard on him. All I could think was that I had to shape him up and make him a better man or Tyrone would get stuck in the same position as Andy — no father, nobody to keep him out of trouble. I thought the only way I could make him shape up was to put a stern face on everything I did.

“I’m not saying that it’s my fault that Andy got into trouble. I didn’t drive him to it; he drove himself. But then it started to look like it was never going to matter anymore. So I stopped being such a hard ass and let him see what was going on with me. I needed someone to talk to. I told him about all the worry and the times we came up short, the way the boys were driving me nuts, all the dumb things that had me tearing my hair out, and the ways they made me proud.

“That’s when he started acting like a man — like he would be a father to those boys if he were ever to find his way out. He said it was a real eye-opener, listening to me and reading my letters, telling him how it really was instead of seeing me glare at him all the time.”

Jamie didn’t understand. It had been Jake's acting soft, like Regan’s friend, that had left her vulnerable. He had to be a professional, not a shoulder to cry on. But that wasn’t something Jamie could be expected to understand. He tried not to react. She wasn’t trying to derail him, just trying to help in the way she knew how. He’d barely spoken to her before. “Question: Did you give this same speech to Regan?”

“No,” Jamie said. “I did talk to her, though, mostly about her father. But I think that my words fell on deaf ears, and I decided not to press it with her. The meds were kicking in.”

“I should see her before she falls asleep.”

“If she is asleep, don’t wake her.”

“No ma’am.”

She started to step out of the way, finally, but then she grabbed him by the shoulder and shook it. Not gently, either. “If only I could shake sense into you. You do know how fond that woman is of you, don’t you?”

He just looked at her.

“Let me put it a little more clearly. She doesn’t need this Mr. Macho shit. She needs some TLC, and you better give it to her. It’s not like the whole world can’t see the look on your face when she smiles at you.”

“I —”

“Words from you are not necessary at this time. Just go in there and be nice to her.”

Then she not only stepped completely out of the way but opened the door for him.

Speechlessly, he nodded at her.

Regan lay on her side with the head of the bed laid flat. She was breathing in little gasps and clutching her pillow with one hand and the bed rail with the other. Her face was pale. Even her bruises looked a little washed out. A wireless call signal had been clipped to her bed near the head. She kept glancing at it.

“Hey,” he said. Now that he saw her, he didn’t know what to say. Seeing her in pain was a kick in the gut. Images of losing her at the beauty shop flashed through his mind: seeing her go through the door, trying to kick the glass in, shuffling through the dark aisles stacked with wig boxes, hesitating at the door to the basement.

“I’ll be fine in a minute,” she said. Her voice had gone hoarse. “You don’t need to call her. I can feel the drugs kicking in. Just leave me alone and I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t need your pillow or to be moved or something?”

She shook her head. It must have hurt; he could see her eyes tighten around the corners. She kept panting.

The dining room chairs had been set against the hall wall to get them out of the way. The card table and the desk had been dragged under the TV. He took a chair and set it beside her bed.

“No really, you don’t need to stay,” she said. “You have things to do and people to organize.”

“It can wait,” he said.

He sat next to her, one hand hovering next to the rail. He wasn’t sure whether to reach out to her or not.

She sniffed hard and pressed her forehead against the bed rail. “The things that could have happened to Jamie and her boys, to Andy. We have screwed this up at every turn.”

“That’s why I’m being such a hard-ass now.”

“I know,” she sniffed again. “Please, may I have a tissue? I’m so tired. I don’t know where they are.”

He looked around and grabbed one from the tiny nightstand on the other side of the bed. A biography of Lincoln lay next to it.

“You want your book?”

“Maybe later. You know what’s dumb? I want to play stupid games on my phone — to take the pain away. Only I don’t have a smartphone anymore. I keep telling myself that having a smartphone will put me in danger, that I don’t need it. But then I forget, and I almost yell at you for taking mine away.”

“It is broken.”

“I’m in a shitty mood, and I don’t care.”

She smiled.

He smiled back. He couldn’t help it.

She held out her hand between the bars of the bed rail, and he took it, trying to ignore the bruises and the row of stitches across the back. She’d torn a couple of nails. Jamie had cut them all short and put a bandage over the worst of them so she wouldn’t scratch her face. Her skin was cool, not feverish — a good sign. The last thing she needed to be doing now was fighting an infection.

“Let me tell you about my relationship with your father,” he said.

“Okay.”

“He did help me out in a criminal investigation. But it wasn’t when I was a detective. It was when I was a kid.”

Her eyes closed, and in a sleepy voice she said, “If this is a story about why I should suddenly trust my father, it’s not going to work.”

“This is a story about how I’m not going to hold out on you. I’m asking you to trust me as a person, a former Delta Force operator, and a private investigator.”

The thought of old Judge St. Clair being treated with anything less than respect — no matter what the circumstances of his leaving Brooklyn — was a burning offense in his guts. But that wasn’t what was important here. Confessing to Regan, getting her to trust him instead of going around him, was what mattered. Jamie was right about that at least. Trust was essential. In the Delta Force, you learned how to trust the rest of the team through years of training and over dozens of operations.

Here he didn’t have that much time.

“Good. What’s the story?”

***

He’d been just a kid. raised in Boston, dragged to Brooklyn as a teenager against his will after his parents had split up. He’d wanted to go with his father — as cold and mean-tempered as the man was, he’d still felt a kind of fascination about his father, the Army sniper. He resented every minute under the control of his office job mother.

He’d fallen in with a bad crowd.

Not an actual gang, per se. His father would have skinned him alive. He stayed in high school, showed up for classes, did the homework, and spent the rest of his evenings running around with a bunch of basketball jocks — the ones who strutted their stuff more intensely than they devoted themselves to basketball.

Basketball was a sport that came easily to Jake. It wasn’t the kind of high school where people obsessed about sports. He didn’t have to work too hard to get on the varsity team as a power forward. He was quick, made clean shots, and enjoyed blocking other kids’ throws, showing up where he was least wanted and shoving himself into the way. He’d come home with bruises and developed a lackadaisical free throw shot that drove opposing teams nuts.

The feeling of skill gave him a thrill. It was like being in the Army — being in a unit with people you trusted. He might not be a sniper like his dad, but at least, he wasn’t turning into his mom.

They hung out together. According to the school principal, they could do no wrong. They were just boys being boys – until they stole a car.

It was a joke. The car belonged to the history teacher who was an old dried-up stick of a Hispanic woman with a voice that could drill through cement. They’d just had a test in her class, all flunked, and it was April Fools’ Day. They thought it was a good time to teach her a lesson.

Jake, who had half a brain to sign up for Army recruiting and read probably way too many crime novels as a kid, knew how to break into and hotwire a car. But it was his friend Morrison, the point guard, who put him up to it. It was always Morrison with the plans, from how to destroy the opposing team through selected fouls, to how to practically get away with murder.

It was Terrell Wyatt, a small forward, who did the driving.

They stole the car in between school getting out on early release day and the teachers getting done with their in-service. The breakin and hotwiring went smoothly. Morrison kept a lookout. The three of them piled into the thirty-year-old Mercedes and took off.

The plan was to ditch the car in Bed-Stuy and catch a bus home. As far as the plan went, it was an excellent plan. The three of them wore leather gloves and baseball caps. Terrell drove under the speed limit, resisting Morrison’s urging to drive faster and more recklessly.

Nobody should have ever known it was them. It was just a stupid joke.

Except they’d been seen by a couple of their classmates who had called the principal’s office. The one part of their plan that had fallen down was they had counted on the history teacher being so hated that everyone would look the other way when their three-star basketball players climbed into her car and driven it away.

They were a bunch of stupid kids.

Unfortunately, the history teacher hadn’t seen it that way and neither had the cops.

Jake’s father lost it. For once Jake was glad that his father was hundreds of miles away.  In fact, his father being only hundreds of miles away was too close for comfort. In retrospect, he wished he’d waited to pull the stunt until his father was overseas.

His mother stood by him with the same kind of workaholic mindset she brought to her office job. “He’s just a kid,” she said over and over. “He thought he was just playing a joke.”

That’s what made him feel bad — making his mom repeat herself to the cops, sounding just a little more defeated every time.

The case was brought before Honorable Judge, John St. Clair — Regan’s father.

He could have thrown the book at Jake. Instead, he’d pulled him out of court and into the judge’s chambers. It was a green room with old woodwork and radiators, a big table with heavy wood chairs around it and a bench against the wall with a stained seat cushion. A couple of blackboards stood together on the far side of the room; he could smell the chalk. A garment bag was thrown across the table, and a briefcase lay next to it.

The judge pointed at one of the chairs, and Jake sat.

He was terrified for his life. Judge St. Clair had that kind of harsh steely face that looked like it came out of an old Western. If ever anyone looked like a hanging judge, it was old St. Clair.

He’d said, “Your friend Mr. Wyatt has made a complete confession of what happened. He is throwing himself on the mercy of the court. Your friend Mr. Gray has said this is all a mistake, it was just a joke that was played on a mean old woman who deserved it. What’s your opinion?”

If ever Jake had felt his life hanging in the balance, it was then, not later with gunfire going off around him in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. That was just life or death — and he’d been trained for that.

He said, “We stole a car.”

“That is correct. We pulled up the security tapes in the parking lot; we have you on camera. You were the one who broke into the car and hotwired it, isn’t that correct?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What is your interpretation of these events?”

Jake’s mouth tasted like he’d been chewing tobacco for hours. He wanted to spit. “We were angry at a teacher and thought we would bully her so that she wouldn’t flunk anyone ever again. Because she’s an old woman that nobody likes, we thought we’d be able to get away with it, but we didn’t.”

“And how do you feel about that.”

“Very bad, sir.”

“The way you treated her, or the way you got caught?”

Jake shook his head. “My father’s going to kill me.”

“You feel bad because you got caught.”

As a 17-year-old, Jake had trouble putting what he meant into words. It was still something that didn’t come easily to him when it came to how he felt. He could give a speech in front of his debate class without a problem, but then he was only handling facts. What he felt wasn’t something he could deliver clearly in 30 seconds or less.

“No sir.” He clenched his fists. He felt his face getting hot. The judge was walking back and forth behind his seat. Jake wasn’t going to twist around and try to keep up. “My father’s an Army sniper. He’s going to take one look at me and think that I’ve picked a damn fine target to take down, a defenseless old woman.”

The judge snorted. “I might have to have words with your father at some point.”

“Please don’t. He’ll lose it as it is. I’d let my mom handle it.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

“About what?”

“About letting your mom handle it.”

Jake pressed his lips together. He’d never thought much of his mom until now. She was reliable, invisible, and boring — completely unshakable.

“I don’t like it.”

“Do you have a better solution?”

“No sir. All I can see is that I should be sent to prison for stealing a car. We did it. We told ourselves it was a joke, but it wasn’t. It was just being mean to an old lady. Even if we never got caught, it was mean.”

“I’ve known a lot of mean men, Jake, people who throw their weight around because they think it’s fun to push other people around. You don’t want to grow up to be one.”

“No sir.”

“You’re a smart kid, resourceful, a lazy basketball player, and an A+ student with B— grades. Do you know what that tells me?”

“No sir.”

“That you don’t know what to do with yourself. You’re bored. You work just hard enough to keep your mom and dad off your back and to have the girls cheer for you when you’re on the court.”

Jake chewed on the inside of his cheek. “So what, in your opinion, should I do with myself?”

“Have you ever thought about joining the police force? You handled that breakin pretty smooth for someone that both your friends swear has never broken into a car before.”

Jake’s skin felt like ice. Of course he’d practiced on other cars before. Was the judge messing with him and Morrison and Terrell ratted him out? “No sir. I want to be in the Army like my dad.”

“And what do you think you want to do there? Be a — you said he was a sniper, yes?”

Jake shrugged. From the way his dad had described the missions — and how hard it had been to get into the sniper program — he thought he probably wouldn’t cut it as a sniper. That sounded kind of like a shooter guard position anyway.

“Then you may want to think about directing your efforts toward joining the Special Forces. They handle everything from kidnappings to counterterrorism. Someone who could break into a car and hotwire it — those talents can be used toward a greater purpose. Your physical agility could be a real asset, I suppose. You should be doing something useful with your life — not bullying old ladies or turning to more serious crimes.”

The judge pulled out the chair sitting across from Jake. Still in his robes, he folded his hands in front of him. “I’d like to see you walk out of here with a purpose in life, son.”

“Sir?”

The judge pulled the briefcase over to him, flipped up the latches, and opened it. From inside he took out a leather folder, too big to be a wallet. He flipped through it then, turned it around to Jake.

A pretty girl, maybe fifteen years old, sat at a three-quarter angle to the camera. She was blonde and looked like she’d have to be tortured before she’d crack a smile. She wore a prep-school uniform.

“That’s my daughter,” the judge said. “What if someone had stolen her car because they’d decided she’d been mean to them? How would you feel about that?”

“Pretty bad, sir.”

“She says she’s going to study law,” the judge said. “She wants to be a judge, just like me. I understand the desire to follow in a parent’s footsteps. I admire it when you have a good parent to aspire to. But you also have to be able to forge your own path. A good moral compass will ensure you’re on the road you want to be on — and not the road to prison and shaming your father. Imagine how he feels now.”

“Hurt, sir.”

“That surely is correct.” The old judge closed the leather folder, slid it back into his briefcase, and closed the lid.

“What would you do if your daughter did something that made you ashamed of her?” Jake asked. “Sir?”

The old man looked at him with his hanging judge face. Then he smiled. “You sure you don’t want to go into law, Mr. Westley?”

“I’m sure I don’t, sir, unless that’s what they want me to do in the Army.”

“Just so. To answer your question, I would like to think I would be there for her, in whatever capacity she needed me, whether it was something I agreed with or not.”

Jake tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. The judge stood up, slid his briefcase back to the middle of the table, and said, “When the judge stands, Mr. Westley, you’re supposed to stand as well. It’s a sign of respect for the law.”

Jake hopped to his feet, turning around to catch the chair before it tipped over. “Yes sir.”

“Let’s go back into the courtroom and finish this up.”

***

“He gave me a deferred sentence of six months for auto theft and made part of my probation that I had to finish high school with a diploma as well as performing some community service. Part of it was I had to help teach basketball in a low income school in another district, which was…”

Something else that he didn’t have words for. Life changing didn’t seem to cover it. He shrugged, even though he knew Regan couldn’t see it.

“And?” Regan’s voice seemed a million miles away, and her grip on his hand was limp. She had to be almost asleep.

“And what?”

“Was he proud?”

“Eventually,” Jake said. “Mom had to talk him around.”

“Mmm,” she said.

He gave her hand another squeeze before letting it go. It flopped over the side of the bed. He pushed it back onto the mattress and under the covers.

Two black eyes, a broken nose, a split lip — she was lucky she hadn’t lost any teeth.

“Jake?” she said.

“Yeah?”

“I still don’t trust my father. I’ve known him longer than you have. He’ll say whatever it takes to get what he wants. Looking noble while being a bastard is his specialty.”

He laughed. “Do you want me to sit here and read to you from your book?”

She breathed deeply for a few breaths. In a second she was going to be out.

“Nnn,” she mumbled. “Nice. But you have things to do. And I have to sleep.”

The breathing deepened until he was sure she was asleep. Nobody even remotely awake would let themselves snore with little peeping sounds like that.

He turned off the light and went out.




 Chapter 31 - Mr. X 

Jamie shook Regan’s shoulder, “You all right in there, hon?”

Her head hurt, and her mouth was dry as a bone. Her lips were stuck together, and she felt a sticky patch under her cheek. She must have drooled. She felt like she’d been sleeping for a hundred years — Rip Van St. Clair.

“What time is it?”

“Its two o’clock, in the afternoon.”

“It can’t be two. The meeting was at one and Jake talked —” she stopped to swallow, or at least to try. “Jake talked at least that long.”

“That was yesterday.”

Regan grunted. No wonder she had to use the toilet so badly.

Jamie had to help her get up and move around, but honestly, she felt better. That was, she felt like she had a hangover combined with the flu from the way her head throbbed and her joints ached. But considering how out of it she’d been the day before, it was an improvement. Now if she could just keep from pushing herself too hard again, she might heal.

She’d never been too good at that though.

The room had been set up for another meeting. They had to navigate around one of the dining room chairs, the one that Jamie had been sitting on. Her muscles were loosening up pretty well. By the time she made it across the room and into the bathroom, she was able to walk on her own, her hand on Jamie’s arm. Her head didn’t feel any better — and neither did her ribs — but it was something.

She kept her mouth shut the entire time Jamie was changing her bandages and cleaning her stitches. Somehow, it didn’t make Jamie stop to compliment her on what a good patient she was being. Maybe it was the way she kept gritting her teeth and leaning away — totally involuntarily — whenever Jamie switched to a new patch of gauze.

But finally it was over. Jamie helped Regan get dressed. She got her bottom half on her own, but maneuvering her clothes over her top half was out of the realm of possibility.

Finally, Jamie gave her a glass of water and some pills. Regan checked, they weren’t Vicodin, just ordinary extra-strength Motrin.

She nodded and downed the pills, then drank about half the water. When her stomach begged for more, she finished off the glass. Tears flooded her eyes, and she blinked repeatedly. She must have been completely dried out.

“Are we having another meeting?” she asked.

“Uh-huh. As soon as I give them the go ahead.”

 Regan looked herself over. She was still standing in front of the sink.

She licked her lips, letting her tongue rest on the tender spot. Yesterday her lip had been split. Today it just looked tender and red. It had healed quickly.

“I don’t think I’ve had all my hell beaten out of me yet sir,” she said wryly.

“Excuse me?”

Regan shook her head. Her neck was a little stiff, but not too bad. The first time in days she’d been able to nod or shake her head without feeling like her spine was made out of shattered glass. She would be all right. Then she raised her arms about halfway and stopped. Her ribs made a pretty strong argument for her mortality.

Her face was a mess. The black and purple mask around her eyes was fading to purple and green with speckles of red and blue. She felt like she was some kind of Mardi Gras monster. Her re-set nose was covered with a plastic brace and fresh tape. At least it wasn’t bleeding.

“I need something to eat,” she said. Now that she had some water in her, hunger was moving in like a gigantic predator ready to pounce. If she didn’t eat soon, she’d be knocked flat again.

“I’ll bring you some sandwiches and juice.” Jamie led her out to her chair. “Now sit here and wait. I’m going to make your bed, and then I want you to lie down in it.”

Regan made a growling noise in the back of her throat. She’d just gotten up; she wasn’t ready to be waited on hand and foot again. It showed a lack of progress.

“You’ll follow directions like a good girl,” Jamie said, “unless you want to distract everyone else when you suddenly get too tired to keep up the act.”

Regan laughed and spread her hands, “Yes ma’am.”

***

Jake looked around the room. Everyone was ready and waiting for him to start the meeting. Regan looked better than she had the previous day; there was more of a normal color in her face underneath the bruising. She looked focused on what was about to happen rather than on concealing her discomfort. Jamie looked more relaxed too, like Regan wasn’t a bomb about to go off. Regan must be doing better — not just pretending.

Alex looked ready to bounce out of his seat. Good. That meant he’d found something — hopefully somethings, plural. Jake had told him not to contact him via the phones — not yet. The information would be safer to deliver in person than over their personal network.

Jane looked as inscrutable as she had the other times Jake had seen her — sharp as a tack and straight to the point … no sense of humor whatsoever. If he’d seen a flicker of emotion from her, it was sympathy for Regan and nothing else.

If she was their traitor, then they were probably screwed.

And then there was Gary.

It was highly likely that someone in their midst was providing information to the bad guys. And if Jake were forced to pick one of them at that moment, it would have been Gary — no contest. The man knew everything about Regan — where she was, what car she drove, where she lived, and even had a spare key to her house and the code to her security system. Would he have had access to her cell phone, her computer records, her agenda, even her financial information? No, but everything else the bad guys needed, he had access to.

But he’d been working with Regan for so long Jake would have to actually catch the guy betraying Regan before she would believe it.

Just because Alex hadn’t been able to come up with anything in Gary’s background didn’t mean the guy was clean.

Jake said, “All right, let’s start with the low hanging fruit. Alex, what did you manage to dig up on your own?”

Alex cleared his throat before taking over the TV set.

“I was unable to find out who or what triggered Andy to tell Regan to leave the case alone. However, I was able to get access to the video records of the prison’s parking lot during her visit.”

He clicked his mouse, and the screen changed to a blurred video of someone walking across the well-lit parking lot, a man dressed exactly like Jake.

“If I hadn’t seen his doppelganger at the courthouse once already…” Regan murmured.

Jake said, “It appears that the man who delivered the threat to Regan at the courthouse and then disappeared, and may also have been spotted outside the beauty shop after Regan’s abduction, is the same person who slashed her tire. Alex?”

Alex clicked his mouse again, and another video ran, this time an image corrected version. The man drove up in a brown Honda Accord, parked, stepped out of the car, slashed Regan’s tire, and waited for a moment staring at the back of her car. After a moment, he drew in the dust on the trunk with his finger. Then he got back into the brown Accord and drove away.

“You didn’t happen to catch the license plates on that one, and they didn’t happen to be the same as those of the brown Accord that Andy was driving that night?” Gary asked.

“License plates and photo picked up by a traffic camera show that the same license plate number was not used,” Alex said, clicking again.

Gary sniffed, “Oh well, it was a nice thought while it lasted.  I suppose that would have been too easy.”

“I propose we label my doppelganger Mr. X,” Jake said. “I feel that he is a major suspect in this investigation. What were you able to get from the courthouse security cameras?”

Alex clicked his mouse, and another video played. This time it was of the back of Regan’s head as Mr. X approached her. The speed of the video slowed, and they all saw Mr. X slip something into Regan’s pocket as he stepped by her into the elevator.

“He exited on the sixth floor,” Alex said. The next video began to play, showing Mr. X’s back retreating from the elevator. “He entered the men’s room on that floor and was subsequently not recorded elsewhere by the cameras.”

“What do you think happened?” Regan asked. “Did he change disguises?”

“Not that I can tell,” Alex said. “The cameras near the restrooms didn’t record anyone else exiting from them until the next morning. He either exited the men’s room by another exit, waited inside until the next morning, or there was trickery with the camera footage that I haven’t yet found.”

“Next,” Jake said.

The mug shots of the three men who’d attacked Regan at the bar showed up. Alex said, “Additional research came up clean on these guys — if you consider multiple arrests for DWI and domestic disturbances clean.”

“In my opinion, either these guys are uninvolved, or they’re involved at such a low level that they wouldn’t know much. I doubt they’re worth pursuing unless we come up empty everywhere else,” Jake said.

“Noted,” Regan said.

The pictures of the three thugs disappeared. A picture of Andrew Gibbons came up.

“I was unable to obtain records regarding Andy’s behavior in prison,” Alex said.

“Couldn’t hack in?” Regan asked.

“Err —” Alex looked at Jake while twisting one end of his mustache. Jake gave him a thumbs up. “— that wasn’t the problem. I couldn’t actually show Regan the records.”

 Regan’s eyebrows rose.

“Let me make a small correction,” Alex said. “I found records admitting him to the prison as well as yearly health and dental checkup records. His records exist. But there’s nothing else in them. He should be having, at least, a semi-annual behavioral review, records of meeting with councilors, records of what classes he has been taking, and hours worked in the kitchen, that kind of thing. But there’s nothing like that.”

“Noted,” Regan said. “Next.”

Alex cleared his throat again, then forced himself to let go of the end of his mustache.

The next slide showed the location of the murder, near a chain-link fence, next to a picture of the place where Angela Ligotti’s body was found. “Because of the absence of security cameras at the time, I was unable to show Regan much more information regarding either the bloodstain on the sidewalk, the place where the body was found, or where the murder weapon might have been ditched.”

“The murder weapon’s probably in the river,” Jake said, “along with a hundred others. It’s probably a lost cause. Next.”

A picture of the murdered woman, an olive-skinned Italian woman with reddened eyes, showed up.

Alex said, “I went through Angela Ligotti’s criminal, employment, phone, and education records, and did a search for her on social media sites. At the time of her death, she was a nineteen-year-old data entry specialist for the water treatment plant. Her marital status was single. Her parents lived in New Jersey. She was a B student in high school. She had started a college education at Brooklyn College, her father’s alma mater, but had not yet declared a major. She was taking classes in the evenings and working full time at the plant.

“She had no pattern of contacting Andrew Gibbons, either by phone or by the Internet. She did not clock in or out at the same times he did. They worked in the same building but not in the same department. I was unable to provide Regan any office scuttlebutt about the two of them having any kind of affair or casual friendship.

“What I was able to find was that Angela Ligotti had a pattern of drug and alcohol abuse, starting with marijuana and OxyContin when she was in high school. Her high school records show she was in counseling for drug and alcohol abuse problems. She was arrested twice for shoplifting in high school. When she moved to Brooklyn, the pattern of drug and alcohol abuse intensified — she was written up for coming to work intoxicated.

“I accessed her financial records and was able to see a pattern of large amounts of money being deposited and withdrawn from about her senior year in high school until about six months before the murder. I handed the records over to Jane.”

Jake said, “Jane, any results?”

“Not yet, although I did see the same patterns Alex saw. If she’s tied to the drug trade, this would be a stupid way to handle the money on her part. I’ll get back to you when I have something more definite to say.”

“Thanks. Next.”

A stock photo of a vial of blood next to a syringe appeared.

“I have been unable to access the physical evidence,” Alex said, “so I have been unable to show any to Regan. The fact of its existence is in the system, however, the chain of evidence has been broken. It was signed in by the Front Street Property Clerk but upon later review was recorded as one of several boxes of evidence that was missing.”

“Of course,” Jamie said.

“I also am unsurprised,” Alex said. “The green Lincoln Town Car owned by the Gibbons and listed specifically under Andrew Gibbons’ name on the title was seized by NYPD and has since been sold at auction. I have not yet tracked down the buyer of the car, but only because I didn’t put a high priority on it for today’s meeting. The information is there — I just didn’t happen to have a back door set up for that particular system.”

Regan sighed.

“Next,” Jake said.

A picture of Detective Marando appeared on the screen. He had his feet up on a desk at a police station, looking arrogant, smug — and about 20 years younger.

“Detective Marando’s records are very similar to Andrew Gibbons’ records,” Alex said. “They exist, but they have been stripped of all possibly useful information. In Marando’s case, however, the stripping of information is subtle, as though it had been removed at an earlier date and the culprits had time to, uh, make stuff up to fill in the blanks.”

“How do you know it’s false then?” Gary asked.

“Nobody consistently gets both an average rating on their yearly review along with a larger than average raise,” Alex said. “There were other signs, but I found that one particularly telling.”

“Sure,” Gary said.

“I began the process of examining Marando more thoroughly from other sources, but once again ran up against time limitations. That is, I obtained the information but didn’t have time to do any analysis on it. The financial records have been handed over to Jane.”

“Jane?”

“He’s subtle, more than Ligotti was, if he’s getting paid off,” Jane said. “More than that, I can’t yet say.”

Jake grunted. It shouldn’t have surprised him that an accountant wouldn’t go out on a limb. He just didn’t want her caution to slow them down. “Next.”

Fred Schnatterbeck’s photo came up, an old one of him in his Coast Guard uniform. Jake blinked. Schnatterbeck must have been forty at most — a handsome devil with arched eyebrows and a lopsided grin. A good guy, the end of his life sadly wasted.

“Fred Schnatterbeck’s records were available but not especially remarkable. I was able to advise Regan of the names of the other members of his standing poker game, but haven’t had time to research them in any depth. They’re all old retired military guys. Financial records have been turned over to Jane. As far as his poisoning goes, it looks like the orders were changed somewhere inside the hospital computer systems, although I can’t be sure of that yet. That will take some more research on my part. I don’t have access to the autopsy reports at the moment. The system the morgue at the hospital is using hasn’t been integrated with the one the rest of the hospital is on. It’s all systems from the Eighties, though. It shouldn’t be too hard to get in once I have a few minutes.

“One thing to note with Schnatterbeck, however —” He cleared his throat and twisted the end of his mustache again. If Alex didn’t lose some of his stress, one side of his mustache was going to be shorter than the other in a couple of days. “According to his will, his next of kin was a nephew who died a few years ago in an accident; he has no other living near relatives. If anyone has any experience in dealing with estates, it might be a good idea to see what we can do to have his estate donated to the Coast Guard rather than eaten up in legal fees.”

Gary said, “Unless someone else has that, hand it to me. My brother’s an estate lawyer in town.”

“Do you trust him?” Alex said.

Gary crossed his arms over his chest. “As a brother, no. As a man who hates to see anyone’s estate get eaten up by the state, absolutely.”

“Is he vulnerable to blackmail, bribery, or extortion?”

“Not to me. I’ve tried.”

“Would having him work on the case lead anyone back to this investigation?”

“If someone takes a look at it, all they should see is that Regan’s cleaning up after the mess she left behind when Schnatterbeck was killed. I should have thought of it myself.”

Alex looked at Jake. Jake nodded.

“Sending you the information I have,” Alex said, twisting his mustache so hard that Jake could hear the ends rubbing together dryly.

Jake stretched his neck from side to side until it popped. “Next.”

A picture of traffic packed along a street, bumper to bumper. “Illegal taxi services in the area ten years ago. This is not the easiest thing to track down. I need more time. It’s obvious from the decrease in the number of legitimate taxi cabs operating in the area that something was affecting the taxi industry. I was able to track down one by looking up the license plate of the car Jake chased with Mr. X inside. But that was a current service started in 2012. Trying to track down services from ten years ago will be more difficult.”

“Noted. Next.”

A picture of the beauty shop appeared. Alex blew air out of his cheeks and leaned back in his chair. “The beauty shop — I’ve traced the ownership to a series of holding corporations. It’s a mess. The information appears to be openly available, but it just feels weird. I don’t know enough about business ownership to be able to tell you whether I’ve found anything or not. I think the fact that it’s not obvious who actually owns the place means something fishy is going on. But is it some kind of money laundering place for the Mob or just a normal business owner trying to evade taxes? When it comes to business, there’s so much lying involved that it’s drowning out my ability to follow up on relevant leads. I dumped everything in Jane’s lap.”

“My pleasure,” Jane said. “I love sorting through different layers of financial lies. I feel like this is something I should prioritize. Is that correct?”

Jake looked at Regan; they both nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I want priorities on anything having to do with Mr. X and with the beauty shop at this point.”

“Agreed,” Regan said. “And one other thing too, but you’ll get to that I’m sure.”

“Okay,” Alex said. “Next up is the empty storefront.” He showed a picture of the former coffee shop. “I’m in a similar fix with this case. Ownership is a mess, and I’ve turned it over to Jane.”

He clicked to the next slide which was a picture of a group of cops entering the beauty shop. “The police — They were dispatched as normal, arrived at the beauty shop, and followed all procedures correctly as far as I can tell. I’m not an expert though. The cops at the 67th Precinct, however, didn’t follow normal procedures. However, I’m not sure whether that’s normal for the precinct or not. It could be this was a conspiracy to keep Regan from reporting her attack, incompetence of those on watch, or belligerence against citizens coming to report any attack.”

“They sent the team to the beauty shop,” Jamie pointed out. “So if they were just ignoring everyone, they would have ignored that call, too. Something happened between one thing and the other.”

Alex shrugged. “No idea. It sounds reasonable, but it’s over my head at this point.”

“I’ll take it,” Gary said. “I have more experience with sorting out when cops are being obstructive or just idiots.”

“Sent,” Alex said, clicking a few keys. Another click and Regan’s first homecare nurse popped up on the screen. “I have confirmed that the nurse Regan hired was bribed by her father to report on her. Upon being fired, he discontinued payments to her but did not require that the original payments be refunded. At least, her car’s paid off now.”

“There’s that,” Regan murmured.

“Moving on to the big stuff now — The phone call and the attack in the —”

The phone in Jake’s pocket buzzed. Alex froze in place with eyes wide. The TV screen went blank as Alex jerked the network cable out of the side of his laptop.

Gary blinked, then pulled the network cable out of his own laptop — then leaned over and disconnected Jake’s laptop as well. Alex unplugged his laptop and was wrapping up the cord and packing his laptop in his backpack, his eyes blank. It was like he’d just received a hypnotic cue.

Jake pulled the phone out. The caller ID was blocked.

“Hello?”

Alex was already halfway to the door. Jake strode over to him and put his hand on the kid’s shoulder. He was shaking.

“It’s impossible. It’s a secure phone. Only you and I know the number. How the fuck did they…”?

The digitized voice said, “Mr. X is approximately five minutes from the residence of Regan St. Clair. Message repeats. Mr. X is approximately five minutes from the residence of Regan St. Clair.”

The phone disconnected.

“We need to evacuate,” Jake said, “quickly and calmly. Mr. X may be approaching the house.”

“What direction?” Gary said.

“No information.”

Jamie had vanished from the room.

Alex stood shaking with Jake’s hand still on his shoulder. “They shouldn’t have been able to get that number. They shouldn’t have been able to get either phone.”

 Regan was swinging herself out of the hospital bed, walking stiffly toward the bathroom, stepping over the power and network cords with exaggerated care. “Mine buzzed as well.”

“I don’t know how to keep us safe,” Alex said. “I can’t give you clean communications. I’m useless.”

Jake gripped his shoulder hard until Alex winced and looked at him with the expression of a kicked dog. “Don’t panic, even if it’s worth panicking about. Shut it down for now. You can panic when you get back to your place.”

“It’s not safe to go there. It’s not safe to go anywhere.”

Jake shook his shoulder again. “Panic later. I want you to come with me. Leave your car here. Bring your equipment. Do you have anything else in your car?”

Alex took a series of deep breaths and shook his head. “No, Jake. Never leave materials unattended. Yours truly is good to go. Sorry for the freak-out.”

“No worries.” He gave Gary a look and pointed toward the back of the house. Gary had already packed his laptop, as well as Jake’s, and had the straps over his shoulders. The card table was empty and slightly askew. Gary headed down the hallway; a few seconds later the front door slammed.

Pill bottles rattled in the bathroom. Jane, who had brought a laptop this time, had made her equipment disappear into what looked like a normal woman’s handbag. Shouting echoed up from the basement as Jamie rounding up her boys.

 Regan came out with a plastic bag full of meds in one hand and a first-aid kit in the other. “Ready.”

Jake led her toward the back door. The back yard was fairly large, and they’d leave footprints — but they wouldn’t be bunched up at the front door when Mr. X arrived.

“Backdoor, Jamie!” he shouted down the basement stairs. Then he headed for the front door. They wouldn’t all fit in the same car.

He still had time to get his car from the street out front — probably.




 Chapter 32 - I Know Him 

The alley behind Regan’s house had a single pair of tire tracks leading down it — Gary’s car. He’d picked up Jane, Jamie, and the boys, and driven off with them; no one knew where. None of them had burn phones.

It was probably safer that way.

She and Alex were shivering in the shade behind her neighbor’s garden shed.

Jake’s car whipped around the corner, the back end sliding through the slush at the end of the alley, and he raced toward them, scattering slush and snow all over both of them.

Alex had already turned away from the car before it approached, protecting his gear.

Jake stopped about twenty feet past them and backed up slowly.

She hobbled into the passenger seat. Alex took the back seat behind her, throwing his laptop bag and her pills into the other seat.

As soon as she had her seat belt fastened, she quickly pulled down the visor to use the attached mirror to watch to see if another car passed the driveway. She thought she saw the tail end of a sedan disappearing — but it might have been just a shadow.

It would be stupid to lie to herself. It was Jake’s doppelganger. She felt it in her gut.

Jake waited a few seconds and then put the car into reverse.

He moved slowly at first, accelerating as the car gained some traction. They hit the street and slid.

Regan put one hand on the dashboard and grabbed the strap overhead with the other.

“Hang on,” Jake said while shifting gears.

The car, now on the plowed pavement, lurched forward. Jake kept the speed just low enough that the tires didn’t shriek.

Ahead of them the street was clear.

“Heads down! Now!”

Regan ducked down as they passed the entrance to her street. “Is he —?”

“He’s pulling up into your driveway.” The car kept rolling forward, picking up speed. “We’re good. You can sit up now.”

 Regan straightened up and saw a car behind them in the rearview. “Jake...are we being followed?”

“No distractions.”

She leaned back in her seat and put both hands on the dashboard. Jake put on his blinker.

Still driving too fast, Jake swerved around a corner onto another residential street. It looked like the kind of street that dead ended or went around in circles, but it wasn’t. A small turnoff led into a back alley behind a strip mall filled with small shops, a couple of restaurants, and a mail delivery service.

He sped up and swerved down the back alley to the strip mall without hesitation. He must have memorized the streets in her neighborhood. Regan was impressed.

Then he followed the alley onto the main traffic artery, matching speeds with the surrounding traffic. Regan wasn’t fooled. She kept her hands on the dash. Jake followed the traffic for another few blocks, gradually slowing down until he was driving under the speed limit.

She could feel the tension radiating off him, yet it still seemed as if he had practiced this a hundred times before.

Alex said, “Jake...?”

“Keep your laptop from flying around and keep your mouth shut kid.”

The car swerved down a narrow drive, hit a speed bump, and bounced into the air. By the time they came down they had swerved onto a side street. Jake pulled into someone’s driveway next to a big repair van, slammed on the brakes, and turned the engine off.

“Duck.”

Down she went, slamming her head against her knees. Pain exploded in her face and ribs. A groan escaped her.

“Sorry Regan,” Jake whispered.

The car engine ticked loudly. Jake breathed loudly. A dog barked — loudly.

A car engine purred down a street. Whether it was the street they’d left a second ago or the one they were parked on now, she couldn’t tell.

The engine got louder and then passed them.

Jake, his face red, grimaced but didn’t sit up. “I shoulda changed the plates.”

“Think they saw us?”

“They had to.”

But the engine kept purring down the street until all was silent but for the sound of them breathing and the dog which was still barking like he couldn’t believe that the three of them hadn’t been found: Here! Here! They’re here, you idiots! Here!

They waited another minute – then two minutes. Regan had pulled her burn phone out of her pocket and stared at the readout on the outside flip cover.

She’d missed one call. And it was 2:03 p.m.

Jake sat up. “Stay down.”

He backed out of the driveway, then drove back the way they’d come. He turned deeper into the neighborhood of twisted, speed-killing suburban streets, but headed toward Regan’s house.

The car seemed to creep forward with incredible slowness. He had to be driving 15 miles an hour or less.

The blinker went on. The car slowed.

They took a left.

“Anybody?” she said finally. She couldn’t take it anymore, the smell of rubber mats, wet snow, and little burps of nausea. Keeping her head down like this was making her feel sick.

“Can’t tell yet. We’re still a few blocks away from your house.”

“I can’t stay down here much longer. I’m going to be sick.”

“Hold out as long as you can. We can clean the car out later if we have to, but there’s no way we can —”

The floor of the car went black and white like it was a moonlit night.

Then a noise and a force hit them and shoved the car to the side. Regan’s head slammed against the door handle hard enough that she started heaving spit onto the car floor. She had a vague sense that both Alex and Jake were swearing.

The car jerked again.

She screamed and tried to brace herself. It was no good. She rebounded in the other direction and hit the stick shift on the side of her face. She screamed again.

The seat belt locked in place in mid-jerk, leaving her dangling over her knees. Stars fell over her as the window glass fell in.

Finally, the car came to a stop. A roaring sound like a massive fire in a fireplace filled her ears.

She pulled herself up using the door handle and the panic bar.

Down the block was a ruin. A car she didn’t recognize, a Jeep, was parked in her driveway. Coming out of its windows and blast opened doors was an inferno.

Her front door, including the stone wall and all the windows along the front of the house, was shattered. She could see all the way to the back wall of her living room. The sofa was on fire.

Jake cursed and turned the key.

It seemed like a miracle but the engine started. Jake pulled forward, driving around pieces of twisted metal. After he’d passed the worst of it, he accelerated and whipped around another corner.

The bones in her neck ground together. She’d undone whatever healing her body had been able to do.

“Pills,” she shouted. A second later a plastic bag appeared beside her shoulder as Alex handed it up.

As she dug out a handful of Motrin, she saw the car that Jake was following — a black sedan.

“He parked it down the street,” Jake said. Cold wind blew through the shattered front window. “He brought the bomb in a Jeep and parked the getaway vehicle down the street. It looked just like one of your neighbor’s cars and was parked in the same place. The license plates are dirty. I should have wiped them clean.”

“Too late now,” Regan said.

“My gun’s in the glove box. Get it for me.”

She opened the glove box and pulled out a revolver. She’d never been a gun person. She pinched it across the barrel and handed it to him hilt first.

Then she dry-swallowed the handful of pills and handed the bottle back to Alex.

“Help yourself,” she said.

“Thanks.”

Jake sped up, racing after the black sedan. He was right. There was no way to read the plate. It looked like black mud had been sprayed over it.

The sedan swerved around a corner. If the driver thought he was going to get away from Jake like that, he was nuts.

The back of the car skidded around the corner. It was almost shocking they didn’t have a flat.

The sedan tried to speed up, but Jake was faster, more aggressive. He was fixed on his prey.

Regan gritted her teeth. The back of the other car seemed to fill their windshield.

Then her head whipped forward as they smashed into the sedan.

The car ahead of them spun and twisted, its tires spinning on ice. Jake had knocked it out of reach.

Not for long. He slammed it again, hitting the back passenger corner.

The car turned sideways.

Jake slammed on the brakes and due to the thick layer of snow and ice, his car slid several feet before coming to a stop.

The sedan skidded sideways down the street, turning until it was facing them. The wheels spun like crazy. Any second the car was going to take off, charge toward them, and smash them head-on.

Jake beat him to it. His car jumped forward and slammed into the sedan, knocking it backward onto a patch of clear asphalt.

It just made things worse.

The driver had already slammed his foot down on the accelerator, and the car launched itself over the curb into a yard, through a bush, and into a plate glass window. The engine was smoking, and the driver slumped unconscious over the steering wheel.

Jake stopped the car in the middle of the street, opened the door, and jumped out.

Regan stayed put.

Jake walked up to the other car, pointing his gun toward the black sedan.

Doors up and down the street were opening, smoke was rising over the neighborhood, and sirens were making her sanity start to shred.

Jake jerked the car door open and threw the driver into the snow. The man rolled free.

Blood splattered onto the snow from what looked like a bad head wound. Jake knelt next to the man, grabbed a handful of snow, and rubbed it over his face.

The snow came back red.

Jake stood up, cursing, and stared down at the man in front of him. Just as the police were starting to arrive, he looked over his shoulder to check on the two of them.

“It’s Gray,” he shouted. “I know him — Morrison Gray.”




 Chapter 33 - Play stupid 

The sirens accelerated in both pitch and tempo until there was no doubt that they were headed toward the three of them, Morrison Gray, and the wreck of his car.

Jake said, “Play stupid. You have no idea who this guy is, and I don’t either.”

Regan pressed a hand against her ribs and leaned against the back of his Corolla. She needed to get somewhere she could lie down. “I got it.”

“Alex?”

The kid stood next to Regan along the side of Jake’s car, biting thoughtfully on his thumbnail. “I can confirm I have no idea what’s going on.”

“Let me do the talking.”

“Done.”

The first of the cop cars came around the corner. Regan looked up, worry in her eyes. After what she’d been through lately, Jake didn’t think he was going to have to tell her not to trust anybody in the legal system. The guys on the beat might be perfectly reliable — or they might be on someone’s payroll. There was no way to tell and no way to control who anybody talked to.

When the first pair of cops saw Morrison Gray, they called in an ambulance.

When they saw Regan’s purple face, they called another one.

Jake had a hell of a time keeping her away from the paramedics, who thought nothing of strapping someone down to a gurney against their will. But they finally settled for a blood pressure cuff, a stethoscope to the chest, and a promise from Jake that he’d bring her in himself after the cops were done with them.

The cops kept questioning Regan at the same time the paramedics were fussing over her. For a second he wondered whether she was going to lose her cool and say something she shouldn’t.

He shouldn’t have worried.

The officer confronted Regan as she sat in the back of the ambulance, legs swinging over the side.

“Do you know the man who attacked you?”

“No, officer.”

“Have you seen him before?”

“I don’t think so. His face is completely unfamiliar.”

She winced as the paramedic slipped the stethoscope between the buttons of her blouse.

“Breathe deeply.”

She inhaled.

The cop said, “Why did you leave your house before the suspect arrived?”

 Regan held her breath.

“Okay,” the paramedic said.

 Regan said, “We’d been working all morning, and I needed a break.”

“Were you injured in the attack?”

“No.”

“Where did you get these bruises from?”

“I was mugged last week. It has been a hell of a month, officer.”

“You’ve never seen the suspect before.”

“Not to recognize him.”

The paramedic tore open the blood pressure cuff and helped Regan off with her coat.

“Why do you think you were attacked?”

She blinked owlishly at the man as the paramedic pumped up the cuff. “You mean the mugging?”

“No, the car bombing.”

“No idea, unless it has something to do with one of my past or current cases.”

The officer settled back on his heels.

The paramedic listened intently to his stethoscope and watched the dial on the blood-pressure cuff.

Suddenly he deflated the cuff with a hiss of air. “110 over 71.”

“Typical,” Regan said.

“Keep it that way.”

The cop said, “Do you think it is related to the Tarloff Case?”

 Regan shrugged. “Who knows? But all this media attention always brings the crazies out of the woodwork.”

“He could be involved.”

“I could care less, as long as he’s off the streets.”

But the cop didn’t hear a word she said. He was already putting together a story, fitting Morrison into the drama of the Tarloffs and their sordid lives. Who knew? Maybe there was some slight connection. Maybe Morrison had seen Regan on the news or something.

They questioned him and Alex too. It occurred to him that all three of them were highly experienced in fending off unwanted questions — playing with terrorists, the FBI, and lawyers had all rubbed off on them about the same.

Answer the question truthfully, but not honestly. Keep your answers short and sweet.

It took longer than he wanted, but eventually they were done. They were told to make their statements at the station within the next three business days.

***

He found them three motel rooms at a place so cheap and far back from any major highway that it didn’t have interior hallways, let alone a swimming pool. At least the rooms had microwaves and cheap coffee makers. Both Regan and Alex were caffeine hounds, and he was almost ready to strangle them before they got their fix.

He chased Alex out of Regan’s room so he could get her settled in.

She glared at the bed. “I’m sick of lying in bed.”

“You say that now. Just wait until the adrenaline dies down. You’ll be asleep in five minutes.”

“You’re kidding,” she said. “I’m not going to sleep all night.” Then she yawned.

He checked her over, assessing her condition. She looked tired, with dark circles under her eyes, but her color was good and her stats, as taken by the paramedic, had been normal. Her bruises looked a little better than even that morning.

“You’re staring at me,” she said.

“Can’t help it, you’re just so darn pretty.”

She rolled her eyes and felt her cheeks burn pink. Then she pressed her hand against her side and winced.

“I need to hear you breathe,” he said.

“You do not.”

“If those ribs are digging into your lungs you are going to be a sad cookie in the morning.”

“A sad cookie, huh?”

He nodded. She sighed and lifted her chin.

He knelt on the floor by her chair. The arm of the chair was in the way, so he got up on his heels and leaned forward, putting his head on her chest.

“Breathe,” he said.

“You sound just like the paramedic.” She breathed deeply and held it.

On the one hand, he couldn’t hear anything bubbling, popping, or snapping in her lungs. On the other hand, it was kind of distracting to have her breast right next to his ear.

Her heartbeat sped up.

“You can let it out. Take several deep breaths.”

She breathed in and out for a few long seconds. Honestly, he wanted her to continue so that he could feel her warmth and listen to her heartbeat.

“Are you done yet, Captain Hawkeye?”

“Sounds good,” he said, straightening up.

“It hurts to say this, but I do need to lie down soon, and I think I need help.”

“As you wish.”

He helped her into the toilet and shut the door. A few minutes later he assisted her to the sink, and finally he walked her over to the bed. He had his suspicions that she didn’t need as much help as she seemed to, but he kept them to himself.

He hadn’t forgotten what Jamie had told him — TLC.

If Regan had been shaken up before, she had to be positively rattled now.

She let him help her to bed. Unfortunately, she was already wearing sweatpants and a pajama shirt from her house.

After she was tucked in but sitting up on a stack of pillows with another Styrofoam cup of coffee in her hands — she reassured him that it wouldn’t keep her awake at all — he gave Gary’s home number a call from the phone in the room. Nobody picked up, and Jake didn’t leave a message.

Just as Jake was about to go looking for him, Alex gave a knock and Jake let him in. He was carrying a pair of large paper bags.

“Paid in cash,” he said before Jake could ask.

They smelled heavenly — hot meatball subs from the combination gas station and deli down the street.

They all ate quickly; they were hungrier than they had realized.

Regan finished first, wiped her hands and mouth on an already greasy paper napkin, and adjusted the stack of pillows behind her.

“I don’t get these people,” she said. “Tell me what they could possibly be thinking. One second they’re technologically savvy and seem to be everywhere. The next they’re a single guy, seemingly without backup, trying to bomb the front of the house. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Agreed,” Alex said.

They both looked at him.

Jake finished his sandwich, chewing thoughtfully. “We know they can penetrate our security at will.”

“And the hospital’s,” Alex said.

Regan looked at him.

“It’s kind of a big deal. Hospitals get sued for millions of dollars. They protect their assets more than most companies or governments.”

Jake said, “The question in my mind is, who warned us? If they sent Morrison after us, why warn us? If they didn’t send Morrison, how did they know?”

“They can obviously get past Mr. Gray’s security as well as our own,” Alex pointed out. “Although I suspect that our security was tighter than his.”

“Do you think there are two separate groups?” Regan said. “The one attacking us, and the one warning us?”

Jake raised his hand. “Not necessarily. I’ve worked with splinter cells in terrorist groups that warned us. Not because they wanted to help us, but because they had a personal grudge against another part of the group. This whole situation reminds me more than a little of those guys.”

“Do you think that’s what’s happening here?”

“There’s no way to tell for sure, at least not yet. But it does lean that way.”

“Can we, I don’t know, use the situation somehow?”

“Not without knowing more than we do at present,” Jake said.

“So where does that leave us?”

He looked at Alex. The two of them had briefly discussed the possibility of changing tactics a couple of weeks ago before Regan had been abducted and beaten, but at the time had decided it was more effort than it was worth.

Now the situation had changed — more than once.

Regan leaned back against the pillows and closed her eyes. More than the bruises and broken nose, her face looked battered, almost defeated. Alex was so tense even sitting in a motel chair that he looked hardly better.

Jake remembered the last time he’d seen himself in the mirror — while helping Regan. If he was honest with himself, he had to admit that he looked almost irrational with anger and frustration. He could easily become a man who was tearing himself apart with a sense of failure.

Looking directly at Jake, Regan asked, “You’re going to tell me that it’s time to quit, aren’t you?”

Jake said, “That’s one option. But first, let me make a suggestion…”




 Chapter 34 - I’ll send you a Christmas card 

The Thumbprint Cafe was exactly what Regan had expected from Jake’s description: a hipster/geek coffee shop in Brooklyn. Whether it was the perfect cover or just Alex’s opinion of a perfect coffee shop was immaterial; the two things were one and the same.

She really shouldn’t be feeling so jumpy. It was just a coffee shop.

Regan winced away from a chain of swinging bells that jingled as the door hit them. The faint smell of coffee on the street turned into a full bore blast of the stuff. She walked up to the counter and ordered a double espresso from a girl with teal hair who took one look at her and pressed something underneath the cash register.

Regan hoped it was a signal for Alex and not a signal to the bad guys.

In a room full of sweatshirts, headphones, and sloppy tennis shoes, Regan stood out like a sore thumb in her black wool coat and dress flats. Fortunately, the rest of the coffee shop patrons were so involved in their laptops, tablets, and phones they were completely oblivious to her presence. Only a young couple in matching hand knitted bobble hats glanced up when she came in, looking up with eyes that really only had attention for each other.

Regan paid in cash and swallowed repeatedly as she waited for the barista to work her way slowly through her rituals behind the counter at the fancy Italian machine. She felt like someone had drawn a red X between her shoulder blades.

The machine screamed, and Regan took a step away from the counter. The teal haired barista looked at her over the top of the white espresso cups lined up on top of the showy brass machine. One eyebrow twitched.

Regan flushed. Even the girl could tell she was overreacting.

But the girl didn’t live in a world where people would attack her because she was doing her job — or because she was standing up for what she believed in. Or maybe she did, and like Jake had become so acclimatized to secrets and violence she was able to inhibit her natural reactions.

She did work for a computer hacker after all.

The girl yelled, “Cappuccino, Frank.”

One of the patrons straightened up from his laptop and stuck a hand in his pocket. Regan stepped away from the counter even further, almost backing into the two-top table behind her.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Regan quickly ducked, her body shivering involuntarily. She almost threw her arms up in front of her face.

The banging sound stopped.

Regan checked the other patrons. Some of them were looking at her. She scanned the windows. On the sidewalk, people navigated around each other easily, calmly, with faces reflecting nothing more serious than annoyance with the chilly weather, the necessity of going to work, or to do some unpleasant task.

Another bang came from behind the counter. The barista was just knocking the coffee grounds out of the filter.

She stood up. The hipster dude in black skinny jeans was standing over her with the large cappuccino cup in front of his face and his hand held out to her.

“Hey lady, are you all right? Do you need help?”

She was panting. She took a deep breath to try to override the urge to hit the front door of the coffee shop and run as fast as she could down the street, pedestrians and traffic be damned.

“No,” she said. She shivered. Suddenly the room felt like ice. She was panting for air again, gasping. Tears had started running down her face. Her throat felt like it was on fire.

Her knees felt loose like she was going to faint.

She grabbed onto the bar to steady herself.

“Lady...”

A hand tapped her shoulder. “Regan, it’s Alex.”

Frank, the hipster, said, “Hey, Alex? Your friend’s been beaten up.”

“Yes, I know. She was mugged recently. She isn’t taking it well.”

“Oh. I know how that goes.”

Alex’s hand tapped her shoulder again. “I’ve got your espresso. Do you think you can make it downstairs?”

“Yes,” Regan said, even though she wanted to moan no.

The basement of the coffee shop was just as much a fantasy world as the upstairs — a secret lair, computer hacker style. A bench full of computers lined the center of the room, massive monitors surrounding each station like something out of a spy movie. A small espresso machine and a — she forced herself not to roll her eyes — name brand convenience store style refrigerator full of energy drinks sat against the far wall. A coat rack with an Inverness cape and a deerstalker hat stood just inside the heavy steel door.

Alex probably could have been far less conspicuous and far more effective by keeping his profile lower and more mobile.

But then again, it was impossible for Regan herself to imagine what it would be like to be cut off from her source of inspiration — her courtroom. The room itself had been done in dark-stained wood, with heavy carpet that muffled the footfalls of the lawyers as they paced back in front of the witnesses and the jury box. The walls seemed to absorb sound so that Regan’s words stood out when she spoke from the bench, yet the noises from the seats at the back of the room were muffled. And she would have felt positively naked without her chambers off to the side to allow her to talk to people without the stenographer right in front of her — and her robe. She always felt a little stronger when she was wearing it, a little more - right.

There was something about playing dress-up and let’s pretend that adults apparently never got over. Jake in his bomber jacket, blue jeans, and baseball cap. He was some handsome, devil may care hero out of the movies.

He played it well.

She was still shivering inside her coat. Alex led her through a side door and into a room whose interior was completely covered with eggshell foam.

He closed the door, and the room went so silent that her ears started to ring.

“Thank you for coming. This is as secure as we’re going to be able to get,” Alex said. “I could probably give you the details of how this works, but I doubt that it would make you feel any better or more secure. But you may speak freely here.”

The two of them hadn’t spoken directly much. Mostly Jake had supervised communications between them. She sat in a folding chair in front of a cheap plastic buffet table. The fluorescent lights overhead were bare and too bright. The room felt more like a torture chamber or a room for shady cops to question suspects in a noir movie.

“All right,” she said.

“I’ll cut to the chase,” he said. “I’m afraid I have to walk away from this job, Ms. St. Clair. I didn’t sign up to be car bombed nor have my systems broken in to. I understand that you’re in a difficult situation, but…” he shrugged.

She felt numb. “I’m sorry you feel that way. Is it a matter of money?”

“In part. I’m losing out on a couple of big opportunities, but I owed Jake a favor. He called it in. I’m more worried about disappointing Jake...but he says he understands.”

“I can —”

Alex drummed his blunt fingernails on the plastic table, and she cut herself off. “I know that you can come up with a good deal of cash, Ms. St. Clair. I’ve talked to Jane about the kind of money that you have invested.”

“She told you that.”

“She didn’t mean to. I just ... suggested to her that I was looking for something profitable to do with a windfall, and she said enough for me to guess. When you hack into computers for a living, you end up learning a few ways to get information out of people without them knowing. Social engineering saves time, and we computer geeks are all about the shortcuts.”

“I see.”

“I’ve already told Jake that I intend to get out. He offered to pass along my intentions to you himself, but I wanted you to see where I was coming from.”

“Literally,” Regan said. The man was coming from — a basement.

“Exactly, I have a business to maintain. Two businesses, if you count the coffee shop. I have employees, people who depend on me for their living. You might be able to pay me enough to make it worth my time, but you can’t give me the security I need to make life stable for the people who depend on me. What if someone bombs the coffee shop next? You might think I’m as casual about other people’s lives as if it was some kind of video game with a reset button, but I’m not.”

“Have you ever been involved in violence before?” Regan asked.

He had left his hands clasped together on the table throughout his speech. Now he raised his arm and started twirling the end of his mustache.

“Honestly, other than the normal bullying that a nerd gets via the educational system, no. I’ve certainly never been car bombed before or been in a car chase. I’ve never even broken a bone or had a black eye.”

“You didn’t find it exciting?”

She’d meant to keep her voice light, but it came out rough, wrong, angry, and far too loud.

There was no echo.

Alex leaned back a little in his chair and then straightened up. “No, not in the slightest. Honestly, it gives me acid reflux. If I want a sense of danger and excitement, then I’ll hack into someone’s computer. I won’t mess around with the real world.” He looked upward. “Why do you think I have a legitimate business upstairs? Why do I work mostly with the FBI and other white hat organizations?”

“I’d say because you have a sense of justice.”

He gave her half a smile and started twisting his mustache again. “I’m not one of the good guys, Ms. St. Clair. I’m afraid, and I want protection. And the white hats are, in the end, stronger than the black hats. Being legit keeps me safe.”

She raised a hand. All of this sounded unreal, like fake dialog. It was as much as she could take.

“I understand,” she said.

“Do you?”

“I didn’t come to throw money at you,” Regan said. “I’ve already had a talk with Jake too, about possible security measures we could take, about other people we could hire to put more layers between the bad guys and us. I work for the white hats. In a way, I am the white hats, but I’m just one person. It’s too big for us Alex.”

She chewed on the inside of her cheek.

“I didn’t come to bribe you. I came to tell you that it’s off.”

“Oh,” he said leaning back again. “I’m sorry.”

“We’ve packaged up the information we have and sent it to someone in the FBI that Jake knows. It’s out of our hands now. Jake’s going to look a little deeper into the guy who bombed the house to see if he can find anything, but that’s it. We’re done.”

He blinked stupidly at her. Jake must not have warned him. Not about this.

“I came here because I wanted to tell you in person. Also, I did want to see where you’re coming from, what kind of person you are.”

Alex gave her half a smile, still twisting his mustache. “I’m a computer geek. WYSIWYG — what you see is what you get — the super—secret underground lair, the high tech equipment bolted onto thrift store furniture, the low tech conference room, even the fridge full of energy drinks so nobody has to sleep. I know it’s not much. It’s not a wife and kids and a house in the suburbs.”

“Not everybody wants that.”

“That’s true.”

They looked at each other. Regan saw sympathy, maybe even pity, in the softness of his expression.

“I’m sorry,” Alex said again. “I’m sorry this isn’t working out for you. I know how much you wanted to be the one to get Mr. Gibbons out of prison.”

“I’ll just be happy if he gets out at all. Despite what you might have seen, it’s not all about me. It’s about Andy.”

“How is Jamie taking it?”

Regan looked down. Alex had left her tiny espresso cup in front of her. She picked it up and downed it, barely tasting it. Then she put it down and pushed it away from her. “Poorly. She feels like I’ve betrayed her and the boys.”

“Is she still…?”

“Staying with me? No. There’s a cousin upstate she’s moved in with. I’m sending the cousin money discreetly, of course. To help with bills while Jamie gets back on her feet. I…”

She spread her hands. She’d done her best, but hell hath no fury like a mother whose children have been put in danger. She couldn’t blame Jamie for the cruel things she had said to Regan when the two of them had met in Regan’s kitchen, still smelling of ash and chemicals from the fire department. She couldn’t blame Jamie, but it had still hurt.

“What about the others?” Alex asked.

“Gary and Jane are back to normal – as normal as the two of them get, anyway.”

“That’s good.”

“I’ll give them both an extra week’s vacation next summer — after this is over.”

“That’s nice.”

She stood up, pushing her chair backward. Alex stood up too and held out his hand. She shook it. His grip was firmer than she’d been expecting, the skin soft but not delicate.

“It’s not so bad. I’ve worked with the FBI before. They’re all right,” he said.

“I know,” she said. “This just isn’t how I saw things working out.”

“Hmmm,” he said. “Well, take care.”

“Take care,” she repeated. “See you sometime.”

“I’ll send you a Christmas card.”

The pointless exchange of pleasantries had to stop. She grabbed the doorknob and turned it.

For a split second, the round handle spun uselessly, and she had the image of some awful thing happening — another bomb, a SWAT team, an evil criminal mastermind attacking her out of nowhere — but then she realized there was a silicon cover over the doorknob. She gripped harder.

The doorknob turned, and she let herself out.




 Chapter 35 - You’re quitting too 

Morrison Gray’s apartment building in White Plains wasn’t much to look at, although with its dull gray walls and stingy windows it definitely fit into the background of prisonlike cement buildings. It looked more like an office building than someplace where people lived. In fact, it looked almost abandoned.

He shouldn’t have bothered dressing in a delivery coverall. He walked right in and up the stairs with his box under one arm. He could have taken the elevator, but Morrison’s apartment was only on the second floor, so he didn’t bother. Stairs were simpler. While he was climbing, he put on his latex gloves.

The carpets were cheap but clean; the hallway almost completely quiet. He passed a couple of apartment that had TVs or radios on low volume. Apparently it wasn’t the kind of place that allowed dogs or kids.

He stopped at Morrison’s apartment door, conspicuous for its absence of yellow police tape, gave the hallway a quick look, and knocked. Then he knocked again. No response, which was ideal. He put the box down and pulled out a small stack of sticky notes and a pen. He tucked the pen between his pinky and ring fingers so he could be pretending to write if he were spotted, and stuck the top note to the door: Sorry I missed you. Have left your package at the front desk. It only needed to be signed — and then, only if he were caught.

Between thumb and forefinger, he had a bump key, the modern form of a skeleton key. It was the same brand as the locks in the apartment complex. In his other hand he had a screwdriver. He slid the key into the deadbolt as silently as possible, then rapped it with the butt end of the screwdriver, using the same pattern he had used while knocking.

He got lucky. It worked the first time. He twisted the bump key, and the deadbolt opened. Fortunately, there wasn’t a second lock.

He opened the door, pushed the box in front of him through the doorway with one foot, peeled the sticky note off the door, and went in.

The front entrance was almost aggressively single guy normal, with framed posters of the Rangers logo and a 2012 group shot of the team signed by at least five different players. A ‘GO AWAY’ mat sat in front of the door with a couple of pairs of hiking boots and a pair of what looked like workout sneakers off to one side. Inside was a leather couch with its back to the door and a wide-screen TV in front of it.

Off the main room were the kitchen, a pocket-sized closet, a bathroom, and two bedrooms, doors closed.

He wasn’t sure how much time he had.

Morrison Gray wasn’t married and didn’t pay child support. He worked — and the coincidence had Jake creeped-out — as a private investigator who had retired as a detective from NYPD in Brooklyn about the same time Jake had left the Unit. Before that Morrison had worked in Boston as a police detective until about five years ago.

He’d made the change after Andy Gibbons and after old man St. Clair. It had to be a coincidence he was in White Plains now. It had to be.

Jake walked over to the short hallway holding the bathroom and the two bedrooms. Left or right, it didn’t make much difference, but the left-hand door had a black smear on the paint — not dried blood, more like newspaper ink. He took that one.

The door scraped across the stiff beige carpet. It was thicker somehow, like an extra thick layer of carpet padding had been laid down. The room was dark; the drapes not just closed but sealed over. Jake floundered for the light switch.

It was bad.

It was a cop kind of room; the kind of room they would set up when they were working on a case. There were file cabinets everywhere, a computer desk with three wide-screen monitors, manila folders scattered haphazardly on every open surface, loose photographs over the printer, knee-high stacks of badly folded newspapers next to the printer, and a trash can full with balled up sheets of printer paper, and cut out sections of newsprint.

The walls were covered with pictures of Regan — pictures from newspapers, pictures on computer paper, high school yearbook photos.

There were photos taken with a telephoto lens: Regan hunched over books in her library; Regan sitting up in bed, dressed in pajamas and reading a book; Regan in the shower.

It was a lot to take in all at once.

His skin crawled. Rage was a fraction of an inch below the surface.

Jake forced himself to ignore the pictures and scanned over the top of the desk. There was some specific plan to this, a reason, a method. Morrison had been a point guard. He might wing it if stuff got random, but he would never have gone in without a plan — his own plan.

Morrison Gray would not have car bombed Regan’s house without a plan.

Nothing called attention to itself on the desk. No sticky notes were on the monitor or lying out over the keyboard, and there was nothing with bright pink highlighter marks on it.

He shook the mouse. The three monitors woke up presenting him with the standard lock screen message asking for a password.

Granted, Alex was the real hacker, but Jake was no slacker. Also, he’d known Morrison Gray since high school. He knew the guy’s favorite passwords from 20 years ago, his mother’s maiden name, the first girl he dated, the first dog that died — everything.

He typed in Morrison’s old password from their first computer class, sex4life.

It worked. The man was a pervert.

The screens brightened. Jake instinctively turned around. The bedroom door was open; he got up and closed it.

The walls and the back of the door weren’t as bad as Alex’s silent room, but they were still covered with thick wallpaper that felt almost like corduroy fabric. The fan on the computer was loud, a thick white noise. Between the wallpaper and the noisy fan, a lot of sound could be made in this room without alerting anyone else in the complex.

He sat back down in the beat up office chair and faced the monitors again.

The desktop backgrounds on the system were pictures of Regan, of course. Regan, sitting on the bench in a courtroom, dressed in black robes with her blonde hair falling over her shoulders. A print of the scales of justice filled the background behind the picture.

It almost seemed like the guy hadn’t intended to attack Regan. More like he had the hots for her.

There were only a couple of icons on the desktop, one for the trash and another one, a text file, marked Emergency File.

Jake wasn’t sure if it was an emergency, but stuff had emerged. Close enough.

Nevertheless, it was too obviously a trap. He right clicked the file and opened it with Morrison’s word processing program. Lines of command text appeared.

It was a batch file that, if Jake had double clicked the file, would have reformatted the hard drive. Nice. He left the file open, opened the Word processor menu, and looked for the most recent files. The last one that Morrison had used was one called RSC02132016.

Regan St. Clair, February 13, 2016.

He clicked to open the file and looked around the room again while the file loaded. The back of the door, at least, wasn’t covered with photographs pinned to the wall with pushpins.

As he turned around, he spotted an area of the wall behind him that was less dense with photographs than the rest of the room. Behind it was a print of some kind.

He got up and pulled one of the pictures off, Regan walking through the snow with her long black jacket. It was a recent picture taken in the daylight, outside on a gray day. She was looking over her shoulder; there was a gray wall behind her. She was probably in White Plains —.

No. There were no windows behind her. It was nothing but a flat gray wall, stained with black streaks where the water had run off from above.

She wasn’t in White Plains when the picture had been taken. She was at Green Haven.

He flipped over to the back of the photo, but there was nothing written on the back of the stiff inkjet print.

On the other hand, what was behind the photo was interesting.

It was a map. The pinhole lined up with a pink splotch marked Green Haven.

Morrison had been there, at least once, at the same time she had. Maybe he’d been the one to slash the tire of her car.

Maybe he’d been the one to beat her.

Some of the photos pinned to the map marked sites that he wasn’t surprised to see: where Regan lived; the courthouse; La Ruche; her father’s house; Jamie Gibbons’ old apartment in Brooklyn; the 67th Precinct; the Brooklyn Hospital.

Other things that he would have expected to be marked weren’t: the location of the murder or where the body was found; Detective Marando’s apartment; the vacant coffee shop where Regan had first tried to meet with the mysterious caller; Alex’s coffee shop.

But a few of the points marked places that confused him. Why mark his apartment in Brooklyn? Why mark a bookstore near Alex’s coffee shop, a few blocks over, with a question mark?

Why mark the beauty shop where Regan had been abducted with an X?

He was wasting time. He turned back to Morrison’s computer.

The file had opened. It was a checklist — bullet points covering a page and a half. The first two items were:

	
Verify Mitsubishi was not disturbed overnight

	
Verify gloves, hairnet, sunglasses, and DNA swabs are in gym bag



Jake almost hit the print button, but leaned over to check the printer to make sure it was on. There was already a copy of the list in the print tray.

He downloaded the file and about a hundred others starting with the RSC file name to a thumb drive, deleted the system logs, packed up, and got out.

***

Regan flipped the paper over, trying to read some kind of sense from the blank backside of the page. “I don’t understand.”

Jake sat back in the chair, balancing on the balls of his feet. It had been a real pain putting the information together without Alex’s help. What he wanted was a real workout at the gym and a night off to get the pinched feel out from between his shoulder blades. “The guy wasn’t working for someone else. He was working on his own.”

“He was working on his own?”

“You’re working with an incredibly sophisticated criminal organization, and you leave yourself a memo to buy a new pocket knife so you can slash your victim’s tires and ditch the knife off the side of the road fifty miles later. And all you have to protect it with is a batch file set up to reformat your hard drive.”

“It would have fooled me,” Regan said.

“It would have fooled me too if I hadn’t known what to look for. And, if I hadn’t known Morrison, I wouldn’t have been able to guess my way in. My point is, the people we’ve been up against so far haven’t been this clumsy. This is amateur work.”

“So what do you think he is — some kind of stalker?”

“Yeah…”

The restaurant was busy that night for some reason, loads of couples everywhere. But they needed to be seen together, and it needed to be somewhere the people watching them couldn’t miss.

“Ugh,” she said. “Like...a sex stalker?”

“Not really.” He’d read through enough of Morrison’s files to know that wasn’t exactly the case, but she didn’t need to know that.

She screwed up her face and ate more of her soup. There was some kind of special going on she’d ordered, saying at least the kitchen wouldn’t be able to screw it up. He’d shrugged and let her order. His head was too full of the details he’d read from Morrison’s files for him to care much.

“You don’t think he was working with the other group,” Regan said.

“I can’t be positive, but it looks like you were his private personal obsession.”

“Why?”

Jake shoved a forkful of rare steak in his mouth, which had come with some kind of peppercorn and cream sauce.

“Bad luck?” he mumbled. He swallowed. “He started out as a member of the Boston police force. Later he transferred over to NYPD as a detective.”

“Andy,” she said. “He was there when Andy got arrested.”

“No, Andy’s arrest was earlier than that. This was only five years ago. Then two years ago he took an early retirement and became a private detective.”

“Hmm,” she said.

“That’s right, hmm. I did more research when I came back. He’d been investigating a homicide in the Bronx that led upstate to a smuggling route through Canada for drugs and guns. Drugs came in, guns went out, and over —”

“— The Arctic Circle into Russia,” Regan said. “I remember that — the Lynch case. He was one of the drivers and was involved in a hit and run. It was tricky. His lawyer was involved in some shady negotiations with the prosecution to get the accused a longer sentence, among other things. I held them both in contempt of court.”

“You brought enough attention to the matter that it was picked up in the New York papers. A couple of people made connections that tied the driver to the smuggling case. That’s when the driver started to talk, and the whole organization started to fall, including the dirty cops who were in on the whole thing — and that included Morrison.”

“Why would an NYPD detective be involved in a smuggling ring?”

“To help cover up the bodies.”

“Like Marando.”

“That’s what it looks like.”

“So Morrison Gray is obsessed with me because ...”

“If you hadn’t dug deeper in the Lynch case, he never would have been asked to resign.”

“You didn’t say he’d been asked to resign.”

“Did I need to?”

“The timing adds up?” she asked, a little surprised.

Jake nodded. “The timing adds up.”

“He wasn’t charged with anything.”

“Hmmm,” Jake said.

“Yes,” Regan said, “hmmm. It still seems kind of flimsy, like a cover-up for something deeper.”

The tables all had candles on them, tiny flickering tea lights. It was very romantic. Across the table Regan’s face looked soft and thoughtful, just a couple of wrinkles between her eyebrows as she refused to believe the story he was feeding her.

He knew, however, she wouldn’t appreciate being dragged further down into the truth. As far as he could tell, Morrison was working alone, but he was a sick, sick man. He had to deflect her.

He shoved another bite of steak in his mouth and mumbled, “You’re like a terrier, you know that? You’re always digging.”

Her eyelids fluttered as she looked toward the ceiling. “Thanks.”

“It is what it is. You came out into the open and broke your routines because of Andy Gibbons. Morrison, who was looking for something like that, took advantage of what was going on to up his game. You were being an interfering bitch again — therefore, you needed to be gotten rid of.”

Regan drew back in her chair, pushing herself away from the table with both hands. “You think he was going to murder me?”

Internally he cursed himself while outwardly trying to keep his face blank. “It was a possibility,” he admitted. “Personally, I think he was too sloppy to accomplish much.”

“He managed to car bomb my house.”

“Which failed,” Jake pointed out.

“I have an insurance agent and an accountant who would beg to differ.”

“You know what I mean.”

She breathed deeply through her nose and pushed the last of her soup away. “All right,” she said.

Jake felt himself relax a little. She wasn’t going to push it. Really, she didn’t need to know.

“So about Alex…,” he said.

“Alex.” She picked up her steak knife and was about to start cutting into the meat. She hesitated. “He’s out. What are we going to do, Jake? If nothing else, this just proved that we must have a computer guy in order to pull this off. You don’t happen to have two world-class hackers who owe you favors, do you?”

He didn’t. He shook his head. It was obvious what was going to have to go down here. But it was better she talked this out on her own. No need for him to butt in.

“Then we’ll have to find someone else,” Regan said.

He waited, keeping his face blank.

Her eyes narrowed. “Jake, we have to find someone else. Didn’t you hear me?”

“I heard you.”

“What are you trying to say?”

Again, he waited. This time he didn’t meet her eyes but focused on the plate in front of him, cutting off another bite of steak.

She inhaled sharply.

“You’re quitting too,” she said.

“I’m going to help you clean up what’s left,” Jake said, “with Morrison Gray. I used to know him, and I feel a little bit responsible for him. But yeah, with regards to Andy, I have to get out of this.”

“You can’t leave me to do this by myself.”

He held back a response. He watched her steadily, waiting for her to break. This had to be rough on her, he knew.

Her eyes looked like steel. The blue had gone right out, leaving them looking like the color of a storm. Two spots of color had formed in her cheeks, and her lips twitched into a snarl. She was a goddess about to call lightning down out of the sky to split his head in half.

“You don’t want me to do this at all,” she spat. “That’s why you’re quitting. You know that whoever is behind this will get to whatever detective I hire after this and bribe them or damage them somehow so that they won’t actually help me. They’ll run me around in circles. You know I’ll figure that out sooner or later and give up.”

He nodded.

“They’ve contacted you, haven’t they?”

He shrugged. He’d received a call from an unknown number on one of the burn phones, but he hadn’t checked the message that had been left behind. Without Alex backing him up, it was a waste of time.

“They’ve bribed you.”

Now it was his turn to be angry. He threw his knife and fork onto the plate into the juices from the steak. “If you can even think something like that…” He shook his head. “Lady, I’m done with this, just done with it. It’s not like Andy’s a shining example of a good citizen anyway.”

“What did you just say?”

“I said he was a crook, a small-time crook. You and I both know it. Jamie and the boys are better off without him.”

She pushed her chair back and stood up. “You said you were done with this. That makes two of us, then.”

For a moment, the whole room seemed to be staring at them. Then Regan signaled for their server and went with the girl over to the hostess station where the two of them had words together, words that involved Regan’s shoulders shaking, either with tears or fury. With Regan, there probably wouldn’t be too much difference between the two. A credit card changed hands.

The server gave Jake the nastiest look he’d received in a while, and that was counting both Morrison’s face after he’d crashed as well as Marando’s unpleasant face in general. He was probably banned from the restaurant for life now — not that he had a huge fondness for French food.

He picked his fork and knife back up and calmly finished eating his steak. He felt the stares rolling up and down his back, crawling over his skin. He reminded himself this was the way things had to go.

He didn’t bother eating the asparagus on the side. In return, the server didn’t bother bringing him dessert. He finished up, wiped his lips with the napkin, and laid it across his plate.

Then he stood up, took his coat from across the back of his chair, and put it on with as much dignity as he could, surrounded by a restaurant of couples eating their pepper steak across a romantic candle flame. Most of the tables held a rose or two as well.

It wasn’t until he passed the maîtred and seen her offended look, he realized something both completely obvious and completely irrelevant.

It was Valentine’s Day.




 Chapter 36 - Forget I said anything 

Pavo sat at his desk and tapped his fingers together, breathing warming puffs of air on his fingertips. He’d been told the gesture seemed both intimidating and pretentious, which was an acceptable interpretation. The underlying truth was it was something he did when he was nervous — or if not exactly nervous, then at least prickly with a subconscious hunch that something was wrong.

Fiducioso sat in his usual seat across from Pavo’s desk. His hair was slightly untidy, as though he had run his fingers, rather than a comb, through it while riding the elevator up to the penthouse. A five o’clock shadow dusted the man’s cheeks.

“So that’s that,” Fiducioso said. “The team has been split up, and they’ve all gone home. Westley said a couple of unforgivable things to Regan at La Ruche, and Regan stormed out on him. She’s proud enough — that should be the end of it.”

“And if it isn’t?”

Fiducioso leaned forward. His eyes were showing more whites than normal. “Do you honestly, genuinely think they’re going to pick the case up again?”

As Pavo considered his answer — which would depend less on honesty than on how it might influence his associate — the light outside the enormous windows shifted from late afternoon to early evening. The shadow of another building fell across his window; the indoor lights slowly but automatically brightened. Pavo’s penthouse was an integrated machine, far superior to Alex Carr’s underground hacker lair with its pitiful attempts at maintaining security. The layers of Alex’s electronic protection had been no more than a flimsy negligee of discretion, no more difficult to bypass than the protections of the FBI — at best.

“I do not know what they will do,” Pavo said finally. “They are not the most predictable of opponents. They don’t do what they’re expected to do, whether it would be in their best interests or otherwise. That’s why so much attention is being paid to them. They are reckless and could cause unpredictable repercussions, including some strongly negative ones for the director who controls the area.”

It had been a delicate balancing act between loyalty to the Organization and - other concerns.

Fiducioso looked steadily over Pavo’s shoulder, obviously trying to resist the temptation to make a sarcastic — and disrespectful — remark. “Which could cause problems for everybody,” he said lamely.

Pavo resisted the urge to twist around and look out the window. “You will continue to monitor their communications?”

“I will,” Fiducioso agreed. “You’re paying me well enough.”

“Let me know if that is ever not the case.”

“Certainly.” Fiducioso started to rise, then hesitated.

“Yes?” Pavo asked.

“What did you want done with Morrison Gray?”

“Eliminate him,” Pavo said.

Fiducioso paused, “Really?”

“I was sent some materials recently that have made me reconsider my position. The man's very existence is pollution upon the earth. And I don't care for the way he seemed to be able to put things together – by himself. It was odd that Morison appeared outside the beauty parlor when he did. Almost as if he knew something more than he should have.”

Fiducioso twisted the side of his cheek, almost as if he were going to bite the inside of it. “Very well, consider it done.”

In what he thought was a normal tone of voice, Pavo inquired, “Do you think someone has talked?”

“No threats necessary, Pavo,” Fiducioso said with a grimace. “If someone talked, then I’ll find out who, and when, and to whom. If you don’t look good to the higher ups, then I don’t look good — and I have ambitions.”

“I continue to keep that in mind in all matters dealing with you, Fiducioso. Keep it quiet. I don’t want to bring more attention to Morrison Gray and his mysterious information than necessary for a variety of reasons.”

Fiducioso straightened up, taking his hat off his knee and slapping it casually, almost arrogantly, onto his head. Sometimes Pavo had to wonder who was in control of the relationship between the two of them.

Pavo said, “You aren’t disappointed they have given up, are you?”

Fiducioso shook his head, but there was a hint of doubt in the man’s eyes. “It’s better this way. We were never going to bend any of them far enough they would work with us, rather than against us. They aren’t bendable people. They were going to break one way or another.”

“Her father bent.”

“Only a little and he got back at us in the end, didn’t he, raising his daughter the way he did? He was, and still is, stubborn and proud.”

It wasn’t like Fiducioso to speak so openly about anything, let alone Judge St. Clair, the Elder.

“What is it?” Pavo asked. “Something is gnawing at you. Tell me. I may be able to help you — if it doesn’t cost me too much.”

It wasn’t the most generous of statements, but Fiducioso would hardly have accepted a gushing magnanimity on his part.

“It’s nothing,” Fiducioso said.

Pavo raised an eyebrow.

Fiducioso took a deep breath and lowered himself back onto the chair, taking the trilby off his head and lowering it onto his knee again, this time more gently. Today he was wearing a dark gray suit with a powder blue shirt underneath, a luxuriant silk tie with a purple and blue tiled pattern on it, a tessellation of angels. A matching handkerchief with the same but much subtler pattern was in his breast pocket.

Pavo caught a glimpse of a pair of horns and a barbed tail. Some of the angels weren’t as innocent as the others.

“I don’t mean to suggest that you’re not doing your job,” Fiducioso said, “but you are having the rest of the team watched, correct?”

“That is so,” Pavo said.

“The whole team, including Gary.”

Pavo tilted his head to the side. “What have you heard?”

“Nothing, and that’s the problem. He’s gone quiet.”

“Quiet?”

“He’s normally screwing around in Regan’s files, doing his own research into her cases, being a nosy busybody. He justifies it by claiming it’s for Regan’s own good, so he can anticipate what she needs from him. ‘A good secretary is required to be an excellent spy.’ is his motto.”

“So?”

“He’s not spying. He’s catching up on celebrity gossip pages and chatting up Hendricks on the phone.”

“Hendricks?”

“Jane. She’s the accounting wizard.”

Pavo clucked his tongue. Of all of them, she was the one he most regretted not swaying over. “Could she be a romantic interest?”

“I thought he was gay.”

“Find out. Be sure this time.”

Fiducioso nodded.

It sparked a thought. “And Jake and Regan…” Pavo asked.

“What about them?”

“Is there a romantic interest there?”

Fiducioso wrinkled his nose. “Definitely not. That blow-up at the French restaurant would have killed anything that was developing.”

“Hmmm,” Pavo said.

“Never in a million years. I’ll bet a contact name on it.”

Pavo’s eyebrow rose again.

“A name — what level?”

“A board member.”

“Impossible.” Fiducioso was suggesting he not only knew the name of one of the highest levels of the Organization, but that he’d be willing to exchange it over a silly wager. He’d certainly never done anything like it before.

Fiducioso shrugged. He had settled and seemed much calmer, like a jungle cat that had stopped to smooth its fur after a hunter had ruffled it. “I have my little ways, as you know. Forget I said anything.”

“As you wish,” Pavo said.

But he didn’t.




 Chapter 37 - It was what’d both expected 

Without the money from Regan hitting his bank account on a regular basis, it was time for Jake to pick up some extra work.

Fortunately, even though the Gibbons case hadn’t been, and might never be resolved, he’d still picked up the extra reputation from working for her — and for her father. Word got around.

The first benefit was that he suddenly had more divorce cases than he could handle. And, because of the influx of cash from Regan recently, his bank account was fat enough that he could afford to hire some help to do the boring parts of the job: the stakeouts and photo shoots — dull stuff. If he never had to sit for six hours in a cold car in February again, it would still be too soon. He was a man of action, not a man of patience, although he could pull off a hefty dose of it if he had to.

He pulled in some old friends, retired SEALs, who could use an extra payday here and there, and a guy named Gorman, an ex-cop-turned-private-detective who’d once bailed on Regan the way he had now.

He had more sympathy for the guy now, of course.

The only case he picked up that called for half his attention was an elder abuse case. Frankly, he didn’t trust the SEALs not to bust in and beat the holy crap out of the man’s second wife and her sister. He’d step in if things got too serious, of course, but he’d been able to catch a few minutes alone with the guy to discuss matters, and the old coot was willing to take another pounding if it meant that Jake could get incriminating photos.

Don’t get mad. Don’t get even. Get the bastards some jail time, and watch the holier than thou attitude that’s been sustaining them for years get stripped away. See the ugly lying bastards exposed before their friends, families, churches, and jobs for the abusers they were.

For that he was willing to wait out in the cold. It took three days, but finally Jake had the evidence. The old man had a black eye and a couple of broken ribs, and the cops had the two suspects under arrest.

After making his report and calling the old coot’s daughter, who had hired him, and listening to her cuss him out for not preventing the beating the two had given her father, he pulled into a coffee shop that looked like it was frequented by more men the old coot’s age than his own.

He was shivering. He decided to sit in the car for a few minutes before going inside.

It had taken everything he had not to bust in and break up the fight, and turn the tables more than a little. The cops hadn’t taken it kindly either when he’d told them he’d waited a few minutes after the fight started before calling them.

He didn’t tell them it was so the old man’s bruises would have a chance to develop and show up better in the pictures he was taking. He didn’t have to. One of the officers had a grandmother who’d been abused in a nursing home by a “boyfriend” of ninety-two years of age and knew just how important evidence could be. It was like child abuse. Nobody really wanted to know it was going on. Just sweep it under the rug.

He unkinked his fingers from the steering wheel, turned off the engine, and got out. He needed a serious drink, but that would have to wait.

As predicted, the coffee shop was filled with old men hunched over stained white coffee mugs so thick and heavy that a blow to the back of the head with one might kill a man. He let the waitress escort him to a small two-top table and hand him a plastic menu. The place also sold breakfasts — big, hot, and chock full of cholesterol.

He ordered a black coffee and a plate of what should have been called the Kitchen Sink. The waitress evaluated his apparent levels of unruliness, and then took a second look at him. Her eyes softened, and she returned with his black coffee in about two heartbeats.

He leaned forward over the table. Someday, he was going to look just like the rest of the old men. Hunched over and filled with regrets.

A shadow crossed over the table.

He looked up and saw her — Regan.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

She slid into the booth. The waitress bustled over to the table quickly, holding a pot of hot coffee. From the righteous look in her eye, she was prepared to toss the pot into Regan’s lap if necessary — if she were the one who had made Jake look so miserable.

In a way, she was.

He missed her – a lot.

Nevertheless, Jake raised a hand and waved at the waitress. She must be able to read minds. She brought over a menu and a second cup. Regan looked up at her and gave her a smile — not a winning smile, not even a friendly, polite smile, but a smile thanking the woman for taking care of the guy looking at her.

The waitress poured the cup of coffee with a much better attitude. She was obviously still keeping an eye on the two of them, though.

“So what brings you to my neck of the woods?” Jake asked.

Regan frowned at him. “Your car. I saw it as I was driving past. I circled back around to see if it was you.”

“It was,” he said. “What do you want?”

“To say I’m sorry.”

He raised an eyebrow and finally gave her more than a quick glance. Her face had healed up pretty well, just a slight grayish cast around her eyes underneath the makeup. Her nose looked a little crooked, but just a little. Again, the artistry of makeup covered a lot. She was stunningly beautiful. Her breath whistled a little when she breathed.

“For what?”

“You were right. We needed to get out.”

He shook his head. “You know what I did today?”

“Divorce case?”

“Normally, you’d be right. But I have people for that now. Movin’ on up in the world, you might say, thanks to some kind words from your father.”

“Mmm,” Regan said.

“This was an elder abuse case. The old guy was being abused by his second wife and her sister. He talked me into doing something stupid. We set up a trap.”

Regan sipped her coffee. Her eyes looked pained.

“I would wait outside his room with the camera, and he would provoke the other two into really laying into him. Doing something that couldn’t be explained away.”

“Did it work?”

“Oh, it worked. The old guy got a black eye and some broken ribs. And I watched it happen while I got the pictures I needed before I called the cops. It was hell.”

She nodded. “Is he okay?”

“He’s all right. A tough old bird — overjoyed he didn’t lose any more teeth, actually. I gather they haven’t been feeding him well or brushing his teeth.”

“That’s horrible.”

He waved a hand and drank more of his coffee. The waitress appeared with a plate of food and a slice of pie that neither of them had ordered.

“Pie?” she said.

Regan smiled up at her again, a face full of mingled horror and thanks. “Hot, with ice cream?” The waitress nodded and walked away, after slipping Jake his Kitchen Sink.

“Don’t you even care what kind it is?” Jake asked.

“No. It’s pie.”

He rolled his eyes and dug into the pile of hash browns, eggs, and about 110 different types of meat.

Regan said carefully, “I’m glad I saw you.”

“Oh?”

“I … look. Now that you’re not working for me, there’s a favor I’d like to ask you.”

“What? Name it.”

“I’d like to,” she said. Then stopped.  Her cheeks were turning red under the heavy layer of makeup she’d had to put on. She put her hands in her lap and grabbed the ends of her wool coat under the table, pulling on them until her coat was taut around the back of her neck.

“You’d like to what?”

“I’d like to take you out to…” now her face was beet red, “… I don’t know … a movie or something sometime.”

He half expected her to burst out laughing and tell him she’d been joking. Instead, she rolled her lips into her mouth and scraped the lipstick off them with her teeth.

“You mean a date?”

She barely nodded. Her face was completely blazing now.

“I…” His throat tightened up.

The waitress slid the small plate of pie in front of Regan. It was hot enough to steam — the scoop of ice cream was sliding off the top, it was melting so fast. “Anything else?” she asked. She was turned so that Regan couldn’t see her face.

 Regan shook her head.

The waitress winked at Jake. “Just let me know if there’s anything I can do.” She swept away.

Regan grabbed a roll of silverware off the table, unwrapped it, and dug into the pie. She winced at the first bite of cherry red pie; it was too hot to eat.

He’d had enough of a break that he could swallow again. He took a deep breath and said, “I think I’d like that. Just don’t take me back to that French place. I don’t think they care for me much there.”

“Sorry,” she said.

“Honestly, I didn’t care for the place all that much anyway.”

Regan stuffed her mouth full of pie. She looked happier.

But it didn’t last more than a moment. Suddenly she looked up and over his shoulder out one of the big plate-glass windows. Her eyes widened.

He twisted and looked over his shoulder.

A woman was standing outside the window, looking at them. She looked familiar. Tall, dark hair, dressed in a long coat that looked almost like Regan’s. But bulkier, almost as if —

He slid out of the booth as casually as he could. The last time he’d seen the woman, it had been walking past Regan out of the bathroom controlled by the bad guys.

It wasn’t the kind of place where he could sneak out the back. To get to the back, he’d have to maneuver behind the entire staff counter, past waitresses, and through the kitchen past cooks. And he was already in full view of the woman.

The back would be watched.

 Regan slid out of the booth too, but headed toward the waitress at the register, pulling her billfold out of her coat as she did so. Good. The staff wouldn’t interfere, thinking they were skipping out on their bill.

He looked back over his shoulder at Regan. Her face was calm, but her eyes were wide, skimming across the rest of the diner to see if anyone else inside was acting strangely. She was learning.

He mouthed the words, ‘stay inside.’ She nodded. He paused at the doorway and mimed turning the deadbolt of the lock. Then he stepped outside.

When he looked back, the woman was gone.

The wind was cold and seemed to slice across the front of the building. He caught a glimpse of a black Ford Explorer with dealer plates and an unreadable paper temporary plate taped to the inside of the tinted glass of the SUV’s back window.

They were being warned: You’re still being watched.

That was all right.

It was what they’d both expected.




 Chapter 38 - It’s called plausible deniability 

They were meeting in a back bedroom of the house of one of Jake’s friends, one of the retired Navy SEALs he’d hired when his business had expanded recently. A raucous party, attended by about twenty people, was going on in the living room The houses had been swept for bugs that morning and again just before the three of them had arrived. Jake and Alex had just swept the room in which they were now. The little room contained two folding chairs, a dresser, a bed made with almost painful exactness, and pictures of women, cars, and guns.

“With luck,” Jake said, “our subterfuge has blown enough smoke up the bad guys’ skirts to keep them off our backs for a while.”

They hadn’t had any more assaults or threats since they’d gone underground. It had even been kind of fun, playacting all that drama, especially the part where he got asked out on a date by a hot blonde.

But other parts of it weren’t so nice.

Gary, Jane, and Jamie hadn’t been invited for obvious, as well as non-obvious, reasons. They still hadn't found out who'd been leaking information to the bad guys. Alex was still shattered by the way his phone system had been hacked.

The official reason for the party was to celebrate Jake’s official launch of Westley PI LLC, a private detective agency.

Instead of working on his own and meeting clients in coffee shops, he now had an actual office, two rooms in a strip mall that used to belong to a private masseuse. The office now consisted of a front room filled with a couple of desks and filing cabinets, and a back meeting room with a boardroom table, comfortable chairs, and a projection screen so Jake could blow up pictures of wandering spouses to life size.

They didn’t have long before they would have to go back out to the party and start circulating again, in case their enemies were watching via telephoto lenses through the imperfectly closed curtains or maybe even someone on their payroll attending the party.

Jake was there because it was his business.

 Regan was there because she was helping bankroll the place — as a favor to Jake.

Alex was there because he was Jake’s friend, and because Jake had hired him as Westley PI’s IT specialist.

Regan sat on the side of the bed with the two men facing her. Jake leaned toward her, his hands clasped in front of him. Alex leaned back with his arms crossed over his chest.

Jake said, “Give her the rundown on how the new phones are going to work.”

Alex cleared his throat. “The information will be encrypted well beyond the ability of the FBI to handle, and we’ll be on our own private cell phone virtual network. They won’t even know we’re making a call. We are the only three people who can phone each other on these phones. No one else can phone us, and we can phone no one else. I’m working on getting us satellite phones, which would make them even harder to trace. But for now, this will be safe enough.”

“So stay out of sight when I’m using the secure phone, and keep the phone itself concealed?” she asked.

“Correct,” Alex said.

“There’s also a blind email drop that you can log into. Never send any emails from it. Just use the password and the code generator fob to log in, write your email, and leave it in the drafts folder.”

Alex said, “If you need someone to check the email drop, send an empty text to yourself. I have an automatic forwarder set up on our private network. If one of us needs you to check your email, you’ll get a blank text from yourself on the secure phone.”

“Nice,” she said.

“That’s it for communications,” Jake said. “Regan, stay away from Alex and vice versa. I’ll handle any deliveries of materials between the two of you. As much as possible, both of you stay away from the office and especially from this apartment. Regan and I are ‘dating,’ so I’ll have plenty of opportunities to drop physical materials off with her. Alex is my employee, so ditto. Regan, don’t scan anything. If it needs to be uploaded, save it for an exchange with me. You don’t know how to keep information from being read off a scanner, fax machine, or printer — it’s too dangerous.”

“Got it,” Regan said.

“But you’ll be able to view scanned information via the email drop. Just don’t forward it to yourself. If you want a copy on your public systems, let Alex or me know, and we’ll work out a way to make it look like a natural development. The actual case that we’re going to bring to get Andrew Gibbons out will have to be delivered on hardcopy.”

“It’s going to be almost as hard to hide the evidence of how we — I, that is — found this information without…” She trailed off.

“We’ll worry about that when we get closer.”

“What information do we have?” she asked.

Alex and Jake looked at each other. Alex tightened his arms across his chest and started chewing the end of his mustache.

“Before we get into that,” Jake said, “I have to say something important. You need to talk to your father.”

“About what?”

“You need to patch things up with him.”

She blinked several times, trying to keep her face calm. “I fail to see what relevance this has to our activities.”

“When we come up with the evidence to get Andy exonerated, he’s going to know exactly what we’ve been up to. And I am worried he might unknowingly, out of concern for you do something that could blow us sky high. It’s best he knows.”

She gritted her teeth and tried to swallow past the lump in her throat. Jake might not be right — but he wasn’t wrong. Her father would want to know exactly where she had gotten her information. And if she didn’t give him an explanation he liked, he was going to raise hell — loudly.

But that didn’t mean she needed to tell him what was going on. Just that she needed to come up with a convincing lie.

“I don’t trust him with a full disclosure,” she said. “He’s going to stick his nose in where it’s not wanted, no matter what we do. He’ll want to be involved constantly.”

Jake shook his head. “He won’t get full disclosure. That’s not what I’m talking about. You need to make things up with your father.”

She felt herself leaning so far backward on the bed she started to slide off. She sat up straight again. “No.”

“No?”

“He lied to me for years about being a crooked judge. Everything he taught me to stand for, he didn’t.”

“He did it to protect you.”

“That’s irrelevant. He presented himself as being above reproach, and he wasn’t.”

Jake opened his mouth.

Alex raised a hand toward him, cutting him off.

Even Jake looked surprised.

“Regan, what I’m about to say isn’t something that I tell many people. For various reasons, not least of which is the FBI has told me not to, but I think it’s important you know.

“I know your father.”

 Regan threw up her hands. “What is this, the John St. Clair fan club?”

“Well yes,” Alex said, blinking at her in surprise. “If I hadn’t been a fan of your father, I probably would have ditched this job when Gray bombed us.”

“Don’t tell me you’re on his side too.”

“Hmmm.” Alex twiddled the end of his mustache. “I’m not sure if I would go that far. Right or wrong, your father has never been an especially gentle or sensitive person. But he has been more than honorable toward me, in such a way that I feel he would be a net asset in this case.”

Regan sorted through the speech. “Wait, he kept you out of prison, too.”

“Yes.”

She sighed. “You’re saying he’s not just the hard ass that he comes across as. There’s a decent human being under all that bluster if you know where to find it.”

“Exactly.”

Regan blew air out of her cheeks. “I’ll think about it.”

“Thank you. I believe the effort to be difficult but worthwhile.”

She nodded at him before looking back at Jake.

He still looked annoyed that his hero, John St. Clair, wasn’t on top of the same pedestal for her that he was for him. But he hadn’t grown up with the man. He was just going to have to cope.

On the other hand, she was scared to piss him off.

She didn’t know how Jake felt, but his attempts to be nice to her and the change in his eyes when he looked at her had not gone unnoticed. She wanted to be honest and tell him that she had feelings for him, not that she’d be good at saying the words. She was horrible at that kind of thing.

And telling him might make him uncomfortable. He might drop the whole thing, which would leave Andy out in the cold.

She couldn’t risk it.

She reminded herself he couldn’t read her mind, no matter how much his trained gaze could take in. If she could keep it off her face, she could keep him from finding out for a while, at least — hopefully long enough to get Andy out of prison.

Then they could talk about things.

She raised her eyebrows, still keeping her gaze off Jake. “Now that we’ve covered that bit of trivia, what information do we actually have?”

“Marando,” Jake said.

“What about him?”

“He’s not just scum, he’s a broker of scum. The word in the neighborhood is if you need something nasty done to someone, from a mild threat to a baseball bat to the kneecaps to murder, he’s the guy you want to talk to.”

“Murder?”

“He doesn’t do murders. He’s no assassin. He just arranges things.”

“Does he have connections to the Mafia, by any chance?”

“Oh yeah, he’s useful. Doesn’t talk. Stays bought.”

“How did you find out about the connection to the Mafia?” Regan asked.

“Easy. I had Alex find it.”

Alex gave half a bow from his folding chair.

“Alex, tell the nice lady how you found out about Marando’s connections to the Mafia. It’s clever.”

Alex cleared his throat. “Uh… not really. I happen to have worked with the FBI tracking down several high level Mafioso at one point. I flipped through my files on the off chance that Marando was connected with any of their lieutenants or assassins. It turns out he had several connections — records of phone calls between them, that is — over open lines, if you can believe that.” He clucked his tongue. “I only have the numbers, though. This was before the FBI had enough servers to record everything that looked suspicious.”

“You have phone tapping records?” Regan asked.

“Don’t worry,” Alex said. “They’re not legal.”

“I fail to see how that’s supposed to make me worry less.”

“I didn’t pull them, the FBI did.” At Regan’s expression, he twirled the end of his mustache. “Regan, the FBI and I have so much dirt on each other now that if they tried to take me down, they’d lose more to the Chinese than they ever gained from me. And they know that I’d be crucified, probably literally, by a couple of darknets if they let out what I’ve been doing for them. There’s a kind of safety you buy for yourself when you let people have the power to blackmail you, as long as you can blackmail them back.”

Regan shook her head. When she’d opened the door for the team to work extralegal, she’d opened the door far wider than she’d imagined. Oh well, it was too late to go back now.

“Noted,” she said still worried. But how does this all help Andy get out of jail?”

“Now that we have some information, it’s time to pay Marando a visit. That prosecutor…”

“Laura Provost.”

“She’s involved somehow. What we need to do is find out who hired Marando to make sure Andy got framed for the murder, and how deeply Provost was involved.”

“You just said that Marando stayed bought.”

“He hasn’t been in the company of three retired SEALs and a Delta Force operator lately.”

Regan closed her eyes. “No torture.”

“Okay,” Jake replied, “whatever you like.”

Alex said, “Incidentally...I thought you should know. Morrison Gray had a heart attack yesterday. Apparently he was on some medication for high blood pressure that nobody told the police about. I suspect it might be somewhat stressful, being arrested after your obsession survives a car bomb that you carefully arranged.”

Regan shuddered. “Please tell me you and Jake had nothing to do with it.”

Jake threw his hands in the air. “I plead not guilty your honor.”

She looked at Alex.

He cleared his throat. “Same here Regan — I mean your honor. I had nothing to do with it.”

“A cover up, do you think?” Regan asked.

Alex shrugged. “I checked with his pharmacist. If it's a cover up, it's been going on for almost 15 years.”

Regan nodded.

They weren’t telling her something; she knew it.

“Jake, how are you going to neutralize Marando?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“If you’re not going to torture him, why not tell me?”

Jake stared at her for a moment, as if the answer were perfectly obvious. “Regan, plausible deniability, remember? You’re a judge. Whatever happens, we can’t afford to have you kicked off the bench.”

 Regan opened her mouth to say something.

An image of Jamie and her two kids looking terrified in Gary’s car came back to haunt her.

She closed it.




 Chapter 39 - Have they now become our problem? 

It was windy and cold, maybe fifteen or twenty degrees Fahrenheit out. The air was thick and wet, the clouds low and dark. The snow was supposed to start coming down at five in the morning. But in Jake’s opinion, it was going to start a lot sooner — say in an hour or two.

Just after midnight.

The two former SEALs and Jake, all wearing black clothes, black masks, and voice digitizers, held Marando over the edge of the roof, one for each leg, in case Marando got excited and started to kick.

“I’d like to point out here that screaming is not in your best interest.” Jake’s digitized voice warned him.

“I have powerful friends!” Marando said, raising his voice a little in case he wasn’t heard over the sound of the wind.

The SEALs gave Marando a shake, and his jacket scraped against the brick.

Jake said, “I have friends too, you know.”

When Marando refused to open his apartment door earlier, a pair of bolt cutters had been shoved into the gap and quickly snapped the door chain before Marando could close it.

The masked men were on top of Marando before he could get a shot off with his Colt. The man had hesitated; he was a cop. The four of them had never been cops. They knew that to reach for one’s weapon was to fire it. No doubt. No hesitation.

They knew it was better not to un-holster a weapon in the first place than to hesitate.

A gag in the mouth, a quick search of the apartment, and then they carried him up the stairs to the roof.

“You’ll never get away with this,” Marando said. “You can’t assault a police officer and get away with it. The entire NYPD will be hunting you bastards down.”

Jake crouched on the edge of the building next to Marado, looking down at the bottom of the guy’s chin. He could look out over a big part of Brooklyn from this angle. He might even thank them later.

Jake was done playing nice.

“Yeah, okay, I accept that,” Jake said. “The thing is, I’m in a short term kind of mood, and you aren’t cooperating.”

“I’m not going to tell you anything.”

“Are you sure about that? It’s a long way down.”

Doug, who had been standing against the wall on the other side of his buddies and watching the distance with a pair of high powered binoculars said, “You know, I think I see someone on a rooftop out there by the river with binoculars watching us.” He waved a hand.

“So?” Marando gasped.

“So you’ve been seen talking to us,” Jake said, “maybe by someone who you don’t want seeing us.”

No response from below. Jake glanced down to make sure Marando hadn’t passed out from all the blood going to his head. He’d hate to have wasted this performance.

But Marando was glaring up at him, the black holes of his upturned nostrils flaring.

“You want I should spit?” Chuck, one of the two SEALs on the legs, gave Marando another shake.

“That’s disgusting,” the other SEAL Graham said. “Try to have a little class.”

“I do try,” Chuck said. “But mostly I fail.”

“Here’s what I suggest,” Jake said. “You give me the information I want.”

“What information?” Marando panted.

A snowflake swirled past Jake’s face. “Where are the dossiers you removed from the police archives?”

“What dossiers? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Chuck let his leg slip an inch and Marando yelped.

“In that case,” Jake said, “I think we’re done here. Too bad we can’t leave you alive — since you’re not cooperative.”

“We really should get out of here,” Doug said.

Chuck let go of Marando’s leg again, this time holding both hands up in exasperation. “I’m out.”

Graham, the biggest and strongest of them was still holding on.

“What do you think, Number Two?” Jake asked.

Graham said, “I think he’s getting heavy.”

Marando choked. “Please. Don’t do it. I’ll talk. Please.”

Graham grunted, and Marando’s leg slipped downward.

“Jesus Mary Joseph,” Marando sobbed.

Jake jerked his head toward Chuck, who grabbed Marando’s free leg again.

“Okay Marando, Jake said. “I’m in a hurry. The dossiers, where are they?”

“But they’ll know,” Marando wailed.

“If anyone asks, tell them I made you an offer you couldn’t refuse — in more ways than one.”

A gust of air brought a burst of snow like needles on Jake’s skin.

“It’s getting cold out,” Graham noted.

“Yeah,” Chuck added, “cold and slippery.”

Marando gurgled in the back of his throat and pressed both hands against his face. “All right, all right,” he said. “Jesus. Pull me up. I’ll tell you.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Jake said. “You tell us first. Then we pull you up. And my friends here don’t take their guns off the side of your head until your story checks out.”

“All right, all right…” The wind moaned through the trees. Marando shivered. “Whose dossier do you want?”

Jake leaned over to him. “Don’t fuck with me, Marando. All of them.”

***

Jake sent Doug and Chuck to retrieve the dossiers. They were hidden behind the toilet. They had to break tiles to get at the hiding spot; everything had been sealed up behind the wall. Doug had been doing contracting work when Jake hired him. The sound of the wall being busted open was limited to soft thumps and a couple of chinks as a tile split.

He and Graham brought Marando into the living room and forced him to sit on the couch. Graham was holding his pistol to Marando’s head with the steadiness of a marble statue.

“They’re here all right,” Doug called softly.

In a couple of seconds, Chuck came out with one of the files.

It was thick and packed in a freezer bag, and it belonged to someone who wasn’t Andrew Gibbons.

Chuck went back into the bathroom, but he soon returned.

The more files Doug and Chuck brought out of the bathroom, the angrier Jake got.

“Last one,” Chuck said.

“Marando,” Jake breathed. “You piece of shit.”

Fifteen files in thirty or so freezer bags stuffed inside the drywall. It made a stack of paperwork as big as the body of a small child.

Marando sneered. Away from the rooftop and the icy cold, he was working himself up to have an attitude.

He was about to see how well that worked with this crew.

“Who do you work for? Jake asked.

Marando bared his teeth. “I can’t tell you.”

“Sounds like he’s being uncooperative again,” Chuck said.

“It’s time for another flying lesson,” Chuck said. “Final exam.”

They dragged him out onto the roof just as easily as they had the first time despite Marando’s struggles. Chuck and Graham started swinging the guy back and forth over the side, head first.

Jake was tempted to let them launch the bastard straight off the building. Hell, they might even be able to get enough distance on the guy to drive him headfirst into the wall of the building on the other side of the alley.

But no, he was pretty sure Regan would count that as torture.

“One...two...”

Marando wet himself. Graham grunted in disgust. In a second he and Chuck had switched their hold on him so he was head down, marinating himself in his own freezing cold piss.

The man sobbed. “I don’t know who hired me. Please, Jesus.”

It quickly became clear that Marando was telling the truth. He identified the man as soft spoken — not a local accent — wearing a suit and tie, a fedora, with dark glasses, a mustache, and a goatee. He hadn’t given his name, and Marando hadn’t asked for it. The prosecutor had already been leaning on him pretty hard to shift the blame to Gibbons.

A few minutes later, they pulled Marando back onto the roof where he collapsed like a bag of potatoes onto the snow.

Jake looked down at the bastard. He couldn’t say he felt sorry for him, but he did want to keep anything ugly from coming back to haunt Regan.

And if this useless piece of shit died, it probably would. She was a good person — not like him.

“Marando, get out of Brooklyn and do it quickly — without telling your bosses — for your own good. We’ll be back in a week, and you will be gone.”

The snow was coming down more heavily now. It swirled into the man’s face. He didn’t even blink.

“I have one last piece of advice for you concerning your health, Marando. If you come within a mile of any of the people in these police dossiers, you will see us again. And we won’t be in such a jovial mood. Capiche?”

Marando blinked slowly, then rolled onto his side and curled up into a ball in the snow.

Jake took that as a yes.

***

Jack was still shaking with fury when they got into the car. “He collected them like scalps, like notches on the grip of his gun.”

Doug said, “Bastards like that are everywhere: Iraq, Afghanistan, here. Scum is scum.”

“Just drive, okay?”

Doug put the car in gear.

Jake pulled the file out of the freezer bag and started to read by the dome light. The file showed that Laura Provost had known about Schnatterbeck, the second witness to the crime, but had chosen to withhold the evidence from the defense attorney, along with the rest of the key pieces of evidence that Jamie Gibbons had pointed out.

“At least the defense attorney looks clean,” Jake muttered. He turned off the overhead light and closed the file.

“You think he’s gonna talk?” Doug asked. “Marando, that is?”

“If he tries, he’s going to have even more fun on his hands,” Jake said. “Alex is monitoring his communications. If anything starts going wrong, he’s going to end up calling the district attorney and confessing that he collects child pornography, and that he is trying to sell police dossiers to the accused who are awaiting trial.”

“He does that?” Chuck asked.

“Au contraire,” Graham said. “If I understand Jake’s plan, all that evidence would be on Marando’s computer and social media accounts. And I would be disappointed if our friend Alex has not already assembled a recording of Detective Marando’s voice that says a few sentences he would otherwise never utter.”

“Got it in one,” Jake said.

“That’s not very nice,” Chuck replied.

They laughed.

Now he just had to figure out how to get the evidence legalized so it could be used to free Andy. Maybe it could come from a disgruntled clerk handing evidence over anonymously to the non-local judge who had been investigating the case? A paid stool pigeon “overhearing” Morrison confess that he’d found the information himself and held it back, to gain leverage over Regan?

The possibilities were endless — as long as Regan didn’t find out how the information had been obtained.

The dossiers would give them what they needed for a breakthrough in Andy’s case, but it also created fourteen new problems.

 Regan wasn’t going to just drop them, of that Jake was sure.

And he didn’t think he was going to either.




 Chapter 40 - This was the nice meeting 

The blame had been shifted onto Andrew Gibbons, but who it was shifted from was also a mystery. Marando had said, “When you’re told to make sure someone else takes the blame for a murder, unless you have a death wish, you stop looking for the real killer.”

He’d given Jake a look when he’d said that. It was a look that hinted Jake must have a death wish. Jake had let it go. Usually the reason for a cover up was the truth was so obvious it would be perfectly clear what had happened unless there was a cover-up.

Next up on Jake’s list was the cyclist, Abe De Wit.

Jake didn’t take the other guys with him that time. Except for Graham, they lacked subtlety. And he had Graham working on a divorce case in which both parties needed to be shaken up a little, for the sake of their kids.

So he handled it himself.

Abe De Wit worked at the water treatment plant in Greenpoint, the same place that Andrew Gibbons and Angela Ligotti worked ten years ago. The plant had seen massive changes over the years, transforming from an eyesore to a tourist destination. Eight big silver “digester eggs” rose from the complex, looking like a modern art sculpture or giant eggs from an alien invasion. But the place definitely smelled better than it had ten years ago.

Jake waited in the parking lot for De Wit to get off his shift. He worked the 10:00 pm to 6:00 am shift at the plant as an engineer. A smart guy with a college degree still doing shift work at the age of sixty; what’s wrong with that picture? Jake wondered.

He’d switched out his normal attire for a big fur trimmed black parka and was wearing the world’s ugliest pair of wrap—around sunglasses. They looked like something out of a sci-fi movie and would be completely distracting. The parka was so warm he was tempted to unzip it.

The sky was just starting to brighten up. Sunrise was half an hour away, maybe a little bit more.

A bunch of people came out of the plant at the same time, streaming toward their cars. A cloud of hot breath exploded with them, fogging the air above the doors. It disbursed as the group fanned out toward their cars.

De Wit was tall with a high domed bald head and a loping stride that made him look more like a failed basketball player than an engineer.

Jake waited until De Wit was almost to his car before stepping out of the car, hands in his pockets. He’d already swept the cars nearby for bugs.

This should be quick and clean.

De Wit froze in the aisle between cars, a briefcase swinging from his hand.

He squinted. “Do I know you?”

Jake said, “The Andrew Gibbons murder case. Remember that?”

De Wit’s shoulders tightened. He didn’t answer but pulled his briefcase up in front of him like a shield.

Jake said, “You testified you witnessed a black man in a green car with the victim, Angela Ligotti. Only there wouldn’t have been a way for you to be able to identify her from the back, in the dark.”

“Oh God,” De Wit said. “That was years ago. Can’t we just forget about it?”

“Tell that to Mr. Gibbons. He’s still in prison. Tell it to his wife and kids who are barely able to keep body and soul together.”

“Who are you?”

“An interested party — and depending on your answers in the next few minutes, I could be a good friend or your worst nightmare.”

“I have a number to call in case anyone ever came looking for me. Why don’t I just give you that number and you can do with it what you will, and leave me out of it.”

“I already have the number. He says he is more than happy for you to talk to me without him present.”

De Wit moaned.

Jake balled his fists up inside his jacket pockets. “Your keys, Mr. De Wit, hand them over.”

De Wit shook his head. Both hands stayed gripped on his briefcase.

“We’ll just take a short drive around the area, Mr. De Wit. When you’ve told me what I want to know, you can drop me off and I’ll disappear.”

“You don’t know what they’ll do to me,” De Wit said. “I’ll lose my job, for one thing, and that’s nothing. They’ll kill my family and me.”

Jake’d had about enough of De Witt. He grabbed the briefcase, ripped it out of the man’s hands, dropped it, and kicked it under the nearest car.

Then he grabbed the guy’s lapels. “Yeah, what else are you going to lose today, Mr. De Wit? You have already lost your honesty and my respect, and I’m about to lose my patience.”

De Wit shook his head again. Jake would have to turn the heat up a little.

“You know they have to be watching us,” Jake said. “They’re probably watching us right now.”

“Y-yes,” De Wit said.

“And you’re moving your lips.  I’d say that is a bad sign for you and everyone you’ve ever loved. You see, for all they know you could be telling me anything. Couldn’t you?”

De Wit shook his head again. He was still more scared of the bad guys than of Jake. “I’ll scream.”

“All right,” Jake said.

Keeping his left hand on De Wit’s lapel, he put his right hand in his own bulging parka pocket.

“I have a gun with a silencer in my right pocket. It’s aimed at your knee right now. If you’re going to scream, I’m going to give you a good reason first.”

“You’re bluffing.”

Jake pulled his 9 mm Sig Sauer P938 out of the parka and showed it to De Wit. It even had a silencer on it.

De Wit started shaking.

“Are we taking a ride or am I shooting you in the knee?” Jake asked. He’d hate for the guy to forget what he was supposed to be doing.

“Taking a ride.”

“Excellent choice. Now get behind the wheel and follow my instructions.”

De Wit swallowed and nodded.

Jake got in the passenger seat, shoved the barrel of the pistol into his ribs, and told him to drive out of the parking lot – slowly — and take a left turn. Five minutes later they pulled up in a little side alley and parked on the side of the street.

“Okay, De Wit. My blood sugar is low. I haven’t had anything to eat for more than 12 hours, I haven’t slept in 36, and some schmuck has already made my day more difficult than it had to be. I need answers, and you’re going to provide them without any delays. You understand?”

“Ye…yes...Sir,” De Wit stuttered.

“Your testimony against Andrew Gibbons ten years ago was false. What you told the court you saw happened — didn’t happen.”

“N…n…no… it was…”

“Listen, you piece of shit. Your lies have put an innocent man in jail for the past ten years. I know you lied, you know you lied, and Marando told me you lied.”

De Wit’s eyes almost popped out his head when he heard Marando’s name. “I am… I am sorry. Yes, that’s true.”

Jake had to exercise utter self—control not to strangle the man. “Why did you do it?”

“I don’t know. It felt like I had to.”

“Why you? Not for your good looks.”

De Wit slumped forward with both arms over the top of the steering wheel. “I got an anonymous letter. I knew it was an order from the same people who hired me to deliver packages – as a freelance bicycle courier on my nights off.”

Jake nestled the gun into the man’s ear. “Delivering what?”

“I…I…I… was d…d…distributing drugs. P…please don’t shoot me.”

“I’ll think about it,” Jake said. “Although I’m about ready to make this look like a nice clean carjacking so your family doesn’t have to suffer your miserable filth anymore.”

“Please.”

“Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to drive up to White Plains to the Courthouse, and when you get there, you’re going to ask for Judge Regan St. Clair, old Judge John St. Clair’s daughter. Got that?”

“White Plains Courthouse, Judge St Clair.”

“I am going to follow you and see that you do it. Inside that building are a few people I know very well. They will phone me and keep me up to date with what you are doing while you’re inside. When you get to Judge St. Clair, you’re going to tell her you just can’t live with your conscience anymore and want to make a confession about what really happened to Angela Ligotti.  If she asks you why you chose her to confess to, you’ll tell her it’s because she is the daughter of the man who is one of the few judges you respect.”

Jake paused to make sure De Wit was listening.

De Wit’s head bobbled like one of those dolls you put on the dashboard. “Yes sir.” But he couldn’t just leave it alone. “But aren’t they going to arrest me if I tell the judge what really happened?”

“Perjury is a serious crime De Wit, and in this case the consequences of your perjury had caused a lot of harm and suffering. I don’t know what they’ll do. I suggest you tell them the truth. Tell them what Marando did and offer to testify against him. That might help — but frankly I don’t give a shit.”

De Wit nodded.

“When you make your confession to the Judge you will be asked if you are making your statement voluntarily and out of your own free will. You will also be asked if you want an attorney present. What are you going to answer?”

“Ah …”

Jake pressed harder.

“I… I’m making it of my own free will.” De Wit broke down and started sobbing. “Oh my God! What have I done? I’m an old man now. I can’t take this anymore.”

Jake lifted the gun away from De Wit’s neck. “Good enough, De Wit. You can say that.”

“I just want this to be over. They never leave me alone.”

“Man up and get this off your conscience, and maybe you can get some peace in your life for once,” Jake said.

It might even be the truth.




 Chapter 41 - Confessing 

Jake had made De Wit park conveniently close to where he’d stashed his Corolla. Success in life was all about planning ahead, being prepared, and covering your ass — three apparently lost talents that were finally coming back to him.

He switched back into his bomber jacket and baseball cap, got into his car, and pulled out into the street. De Wit was just starting to put his car into drive. He must have sat there shivering, trying to work up the courage to do something — anything.

Fortunately, he’d worked up the courage to do the right thing — what Jake wanted him to do.

He was an easy tail, barely looking into his rear view mirror, turning on his signal every time he so much as changed lanes.

He knew he was being followed and still didn’t spot Jake. He must be looking for the weird guy in the parka and shades, not the Brooklynite that followed him all the way out of the city.

The heavy clouds over the city cleared up, and White Plains was bathed in sunshine. It didn’t make the place any prettier.

De Wit drove to the courthouse, following the directions on his smartphone, which he kept mounted on the dash. Not once did he raise the phone to his ear to call someone; not once did he send a text. Jake realized he must have scared the crap out of him.

Jake kept up the escort duty until De Wit reached the courthouse. He parked along the street and waited long enough to see De Wit leave his car and enter the building. It took him ten minutes, five of which were with the engine running and both hands white knuckled on the steering wheel. But finally, he got it done.

Jake made a couple of loops around the area to see whether anyone had followed them. As far as he could tell, nobody had.

He parked a couple of miles away from the courthouse and took a bus back. Across the street from the courthouse were several restaurants with big windows. He settled into the one that looked like it would have the best coffee and waited for De Wit to come back out.

If it was the best coffee that White Plains had to offer, no wonder the place was so ugly and depressing. No wonder Regan was addicted to that French place. At least they had wine.

***

It was Thursday, and the Tarloff case was scheduled to resume the following Wednesday. Regan had been “taking it easy” as long as she could. She had heard Gary answer the phone and give her status to several people several times already and could recite the answer by heart:

 Regan’s looking much better, and no, it’s not just the makeup. I think she’ll be fine for the trial next week as long as she continues to take it easy. She’s trying to get caught up on some paperwork right now. I’ll send her home if she looks like she needs it. Of course, she’ll listen to me; I’m her secretary. Bye.

On the last call, the speech changed: “Uh-huh. She’s doing fine; I can hear the keyboard clicking from the other room. She had some soup, a bagel, and some Ibuprofen. No, not a lot of Ibuprofen, just two capsules. No, I checked her desk before she came in this morning. She doesn’t have a secret stash. I know because I looked deep into her eyes about five minutes ago, and she’s fine.  Really she’s fine, so stop worrying. And yes, I will call you if she goes home or if I decide she’s had enough. Will you give it up already? If you’re so worried about her, call her yourself. She has her own line, you know. Do you want me to patch you through? Do you?”

He hung up the phone and laughed. Then he called through the open door into her office, “Regan?”

“Yes?”

“Jake called.”

She smiled. “Did he leave a message?”

“He’s worried about you, that’s all.”

“Okay.”

She went back to work, which mostly consisted of deleting emails asking if she was all right. Gary had sent out a group email covering the topic already, asking everyone to excuse Regan for not replying individually. He was a life saver.

Gary’s phone rang, and he picked it up. Instead of the standard speech, he said, “I’ll tell her. Hold on a second.”

“Regan?” he called. His voice sounded strained all of a sudden.

“Yes?”

“There’s a man downstairs who wants to see you.”

“Who?”

Gary paused, “De Wit.”

She lowered her hands from the keyboard and put them flat on her desk on either side of it.

“De Wit. Abe De Wit?”

“Sounds like it.”

“Have them send him up.”

“Do you want him searched for weapons?”

Her heart was already rattling in her chest. Leave it to Gary to make her even more nervous. “No, but stall him if it looks like he’s carrying anything.”

“Remember, there are metal detectors around the doors now.”

“I remember.”

Gary went back on the line and told security to escort the man to Regan’s office.

She turned off the monitor on her computer and rummaged around in a desk drawer. She had a recorder around here somewhere. If only she could find it.

Gary knocked on her door.

“Come in.”

He brought in a tape recorder and a glass of water. When he’d set them down on her desk, he doled out another Ibuprofen from the bottle he kept in his pocket.

“Are you ready for this? Do you want me to stay in here with you?”

She bit her lip. “No, I’m not ready. Go next door and see if Gardner has time to come in here for a minute.”

Gary nodded. He returned a moment later with Bart Gardner, another one of the district judges. He was about Regan’s age and was known to keep a jar of chocolate truffles and pictures of his six kids on his desk.

He sat down across from her. “What’s up?”

“A confession I hope.”

“Ah.” He leaned back.

She heard Gary moving papers around on his desk, something he only did when he was nervous.

A knock came on the outer door. “Security with a visitor,” a voice said.

“Come in.”

The door opened, and Gary chatted pleasantly with the security guard. The knock on her inner door, even though she was expecting it, startled her.

“Mr. De Wit,” Gary said and let the man in.

De Wit was tall and angular, with a large sloped forehead under his balding dishwater blond hair, and had small dark blue eyes. He gave Gardner a startled look.

“This is Judge Gardner,” Regan said, “a colleague of mine. Have a seat.”

De Wit held a leather cabbie’s cap in front of his stomach with both hands. He sat in the vacant chair on the other side of the desk, leaning slightly away from Gardner. His eyes were just a little too wide, but the pupils looked fine. He wasn’t high, although it was clear he was terrified.

He glanced at Gardner, then the recorder sitting on top of the desk.

“You know why I’m here,” he said.

“Yes.”

She didn’t, but she’d learned over the years that when a defendant or witness was about to spill their guts on the basis she already knew something, the correct response was always ‘yes.’

“I want to confess.”

She held up a finger, turned on the recorder, announced the date and time, and stated that the conversation was being recorded. “State your name, please.”

“Abraham De Wit. I go by Abe.”

“Bart?”

“The Barton Gardner, district court judge, here as a witness.”

“Please proceed.”

He did. While she kept an iron grip on her facial expression and he stared at the top of her desk, he told her what he had really seen the night of Angela Ligotti’s murder.

He had been out bicycling — it was his day off, and he was often up nights anyway, even when he didn’t have to be. A green sedan had driven up to the curb, and a black man had climbed out and started to pull a limp and unmoving passenger out of the front seat.

De Wit had stopped, dismounted, and walked his bicycle behind the chain link fence at the corner of the vacant lot. Then he laid the bicycle down on the ground and crouched behind some junk. A few homeless people in the lot at the time may have seen him, but he thought they were mostly sleeping.

He said he couldn’t help himself; he had to watch.

The man, who was wearing a red jacket, dragged a woman out of the car, left her on the sidewalk, then drove off.

De Wit waited half an hour, almost falling asleep. Then he heard a noise from across the street that sounded like a piece of metal being dropped on the sidewalk, startling him awake. He fled the scene and locked himself in his apartment.

Then, a few days later, a girl who worked at the plant contacted him. Not someone he knew, but someone from the day shift. She waited in the parking lot for him, handed him a piece of paper and walked away.

On the paper, which unfortunately De Wit had destroyed, was a note telling him he’d been seen at the scene of the crime, and asking him to contact the police as a good citizen. The note told him the writer had also seen the murder and described what happened — but it wasn’t the same scene De Wit had actually seen. It also gave the names of both Andrew Gibbons and Angela Ligotti.

The writer of the note claimed to be an old woman whose health prevented her from going through a court trial and said she’d be grateful if De Wit did what needed to be done. She was sure there was a reward, but only if he acted promptly.

De Wit took the hint, went to the nearest precinct house, and fed the story the note gave him — not the real one, but the one that ended up in his court testimony — to the police.

Later, he received a bonus in his paycheck for an award he’d been nominated for but hadn’t received — $5,000 after taxes.

“Looking at that check was one of the most terrifying things I’ve done in my life,” he said. “It’s been ten years, and I still have the same nightmare. I’m watching the man in the red jacket drag someone out of a car. Only this time it’s me.”

 Regan nodded. “And the reason you came to me now?”

“I… I’ve had some bad news at the doctors. I’ll feel better for having this off my conscience. And I thought… your father was known throughout Brooklyn as the man to see when you wanted to get something off your chest. If you came to him in good faith, he wouldn’t throw the book at you. I was hoping —”

She raised a hand.

“I have to take this to the D.A.,” she said. “It will be up to the D.A.’s office what kind of action will have to be taken. But I suspect they will go lightly on you. You’ve done the right thing. You shouldn’t be punished for it.”




 Chapter 42 - Licorice cats and bees in the snow 

Jake exhausted the possibilities of the diner across the street from the courthouse about ten times over, from reading the newspaper to ordering breakfast to reading the health inspection certificate on the wall. It didn’t, he noticed, have a “best of” community award on the wall anywhere in sight — so modest. He hated surveilling a place from a restaurant. He always had to look like he was doing something, even if it was just killing time.

His phone rang just as he saw De Wit walk out of the courthouse and into the parking lot.

“Hello? Regan, what’s up?”

“Jake. I just had the strangest...you won’t believe it.”

“Try me.”

“Are you busy?”

He checked his watch. It was a little after one. “I just sat down for a late lunch.”

“Good. You’re not driving. You’re sitting down.”

“I’m sitting down. Regan, what’s going on?”

“De Wit. He came in and confessed.”

“De Wit’s the murderer?”

She barked with a single laugh. “No, I’m sorry. I’m not being clear. He came in and admitted that he had perjured himself in his testimony at Andy’s trial.”

“Holy shit,” Jake said. “So what is he saying happened now?”

 Regan told him the story that De Wit had related to her. It was, as far as Jake could tell, the truth.

“Did you...get an official statement from him?”

“Yes. As well as recorded the original statement he made to me on audio with a second witness in the room, another judge.”

“Excellent.”

“It’s a miracle, Jake, a miracle.”

Jake grinned. He was glad she thought so.

Regan paused, and he started to wonder if she was already putting things together. I’d better head that train of thought off at the pass.

He started to change the subject. “So —”

But she was speaking too. “Jake —”

“You go first.”

“We, ah, you remember that thing I asked you last week?”

His eyebrows rose. De Wit’s car pulled out of the parking lot. He suppressed the urge to follow it, and instead kept his eyes open for anyone tailing the guy.

“Jake?”

“Sorry, double duty lunch. Watching a client’s ex drive off from someplace they shouldn’t be.”

“Do you need to go?”

“Nah, I got what I needed. But you were asking if I remembered what you asked me last week. Of course, I do.”

“I thought of something.”

“You did?”

“...how do you feel about a weekend getaway? The workmen are coming to do more repairs on the house tomorrow, and they’re going to be there all weekend, so I... I’d rather not be there. There’s a B&B at Martha’s Vineyard that I know...”

He frowned. Martha’s Vineyard was a tourist trap for rich people who didn’t know how to have a good time. Okay, Regan was, a) rich and, b) hadn’t had a lot of experience having a good time lately, but still…

“I have a better idea,” he said. “A weekend getaway, yes. At Martha’s Vineyard, no.”

“Where then?”

“Trust me,” he said. “I’ve got this.”

***

The morning was clear and bright. A fresh dusting of snow had drifted down through a layer of fog the previous night. Now it sparkled on every available surface: roofs, tree branches, the tops of fences, electrical lines, mailboxes, and garbage cans. Now and then, as Jake sat parked in front of Regan’s house, a pile of snow would fall off a branch as a bird landed on it and explode on the ground in a white puffball.

It almost made her house look like it hadn’t been bombed.

At least the final repairs would be done by the time he brought her back on Tuesday afternoon.

A snowstorm was scheduled to roll into the area on Wednesday morning, but they would be back in White Plains by then, or earlier if things didn’t go well.

He wanted to give her a day or two off to relax, but he was going to have to tell her about the other dossiers he’d recovered from Marando’s apartment.

She’d probably weasel the truth about De Wit out of him too. Then there would be hell to pay.

Regan had told him she’d call him when she was up and dressed. Instead, the front door of her house opened, and she emerged carrying one medium sized bag over her shoulder and hefting a large rolling bag out of the door and onto the front step.

He cursed, jumped out of the car, and jogged through the unmarked snow to grab her bags.

“Good morning,” she said pleasantly, checking to make sure the door was locked.

“You’re not supposed to be lifting more than ten pounds.”

“They’re just being overly cautious.”

“Right.”

He threw the strap of the smaller bag over his shoulder and hefted the rolling bag to carry it down the steps. At the bottom of the steps, he decided that a little snow wasn’t going to hurt anything and let it roll. It felt like she’d packed it with bricks.

“What’s in here?”

“Research materials — you said not to expect a decent Wi-Fi connection.”

“Did you bring your whole library? This weekend is supposed to be R&R, not work.”

He brought the bags to the back of the car and popped the trunk.

She hissed through her teeth. He’d brought copies of all the dossiers with him. The originals were locked up in a safe deposit box in Brooklyn with scanned copies racing through the electrons in Alex’s computers.

He’d stuffed them all in black plastic garbage bags, taped them down with duct tape, then dumped them in two oversized sacks he normally used for groceries. From the perspective of someone who didn’t know what to expect, he could see they might look like bundles of coke or something.

“What is all that?” she asked.

“Research materials,” he grinned.

She arched an eyebrow at him. She’d taken the trouble to cover her bruises with makeup this morning, and was looking like a movie star from the Forties — a blonde Katherine Hepburn maybe. He appreciated the effort, even if she was trying to look more healed up than she actually was.

He said, “Despite appearances, I do actually have some work to get done and not just on the Gibbons case.”

“So much for R&R, then,” she said as she climbed into the car. He had to stop himself from opening the door for her. She’d probably think that was going too far.

***

It was five hours to Malletts Bay in Vermont, and she didn’t criticize his driving once — mostly because she had her nose buried in a file. He stopped once for coffee and once at a fast-food joint, and she barely looked up.

At the start of the journey she asked, “How far is it?” and he told her. She didn’t react; she barely even looked up to check the time on the dashboard.

He flipped through radio stations and wondered if this was all a big mistake. She’d gone so long without having any fun that she didn’t have a clue how to relax now.  Well, he didn't want to start an argument.  She'd relax eventually.

He flipped through stations, chasing rock and roll around the dial as each station fuzzed out. The further north they went, the fewer options they had until he finally turned the radio off.

Regan grunted and turned her head. The manila folder she had in her hands slid onto the floor, scattering pages.

Her eyes were closed, and her head had tilted against the window. The blonde hair, which she had pulled back against the back of her neck, was coming out of its elastic band. A soft piece of hair had fallen over her face and was stuck to the side of her mouth.

He gave a soft sniff and took a second to brush the hair away from her mouth, back onto her neck.

***

The little cottage looked like something out of a fairytale: gray cottage with white trim and a red door, eight inches of snow on the roof, a tree next to the house, and the icy bay peeking around from the other side.

He let the car roll gently to a stop and turned off the engine. To wake or not to wake, that was the question.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to answer it. Regan smacked her lips and came awake like someone had punched a button. She brushed her hands across her legs, then looked down and spotted the dropped file. She bent forward and picked it up, then stuffed the wrappers around her feet into her paper coffee cup.

Then she straightened up and opened the door, holding her long wool coat away from the door as she got out.

Jake’s heart sank. She hadn’t even looked at the place.

Then she stopped with one hand on top of the car door.

“Oh,” she breathed and looked around her. A puff of air gusted from her mouth, rising over her head and disappearing into the sky.

She turned back and forth, looking over the cute little houses covered with snow as thick as frosting, the deep blue sky that stretched out over Lake Champlain, the ice of the lake stretching further than the eye could see.

“How did we get here?” she asked. “Where are we?”

A honking sound came from behind the house. Geese, she thought. She looked at him and said, “Is this the place?”

When he nodded, she tossed the file onto the passenger seat, slammed the door, and took off through the snowy yard in her shoes and disappeared. A second later he heard her call, “There are stairs! They go all the way down to the ice!”

He laughed.

***

Regan spent the rest of the day fighting the urge to fling her paperwork to the wind. The inside of the little cottage was kooky, completely covered with wood paneling. The low attic was open to the main room with beams showing where the old ceiling had been. The beams were stacked with snowshoes, ancient wood skis, slim leather ice skates that had to be from another century twice over, fishing rods — even a tattered birch bark canoe.

The fireplace had an iron rod to hang a kettle from and a miniature train sat on the mantle. The TV was an ancient vacuum tube type box that must have weighed two hundred pounds, and was built into a wood stand. The couch was pointed toward the fireplace, though; the TV was an afterthought at best.

It belonged to the family of one of the retired SEALs Jake had hired. It had two bedrooms, a single bathroom, kitchen, living room, tiny pantry, and a storeroom by the back door that was literally packed from floor to ceiling with matching white cardboard document boxes.

The kitchen was already stocked with food in both the pantry and the freezer, and someone had left fresh milk and bread in the fridge along with fresh coffee beans on the counter.

She had switched off her regular phone that morning when she got into the car — Gary could reach Jake if need be. She went outside, walking on the ice or the streets until her legs were cold and wet and she could barely feel her feet.

When she finally came back in, Jake handed her a mug of hot cocoa and tucked her onto the couch with a blanket.

He already had a fire going, and the wood burned steadily in the brick fireplace. It lulled her into a half slumber for a few minutes as she sipped the cocoa.

She snapped awake as Jake brought her a bowl of hot soup and set it on the end table next to her.

“Hang on,” she said. “I’ll come out to the kitchen, and we can eat.”

He disappeared through the open doorway of the kitchen. He’d tucked a towel into the back pocket of his jeans. “Stay put. We’re going to sit in front of the fire and relax for a little bit.  If you think you can handle that.”

She rolled her eyes.

He returned with a bowl of soup and a basket full of oyster crackers and retreated again. She glanced toward the kitchen. Glasses and silverware chimed from the other room. She stuck a pinky into the bowl.

The soup was chicken chowder, not too heavy and perfectly seasoned with lots of garlic.

Jake returned with a pair of wineglasses, a bottle of Riesling, spoons, and napkins.

“All out of crusty bread,” he said.

“Did you make this?”

He grinned at her. “It’s not your maid’s magic cake, but it’s all right. I made it while you were on your walk. Try some. Tell me if you like it.”

She made a show of pulling the bowl off the end table, putting it on the napkin, and slurping from it. “It’s good.”

“Good. This is supposed to be a vacation.”

“A working vacation,” she corrected.

“Yeah, well, from what I gather it’s still more of a vacation than you’ve let yourself have in years.”

She slurped from her soup.

The bottle of wine was open, and he poured them both half a glass, reaching across her to set it on the end table.

“Excuse me,” he said.

He settled onto the couch next to her and leaned back to watch the fire. Outside the windows it had already gone dark — sooner than she expected.

As she sipped the wine, her thoughts drifted to Jake. She’d never been good at dating or having a lover or any of that. She’d tried — but it had always ended up that she was spending too much time at work, that she didn’t like what her lovers were interested in, or they were more interested in her father or helping out their friends with legal favors than they were in her. They told her they admired her brains, but as soon as she acted like anything other than a dumb blonde, they found her inconvenient.

And so she’d just given up on the idea.

What would it be like with Jake? she wondered and then blushed at the thought.

He wouldn’t tell her she was spending too much time at work. He’d be able to keep up. He’d probably get overprotective for a while, and if she acted like a dumb blonde, he’d growl at her. She smiled.

“I don’t know if I can handle working on the case tonight,” she said, putting the bowl on the side table.

His eyebrows pricked up. “Not feeling well?”

“No, I feel better than I have since the beauty shop. I feel relaxed.” She could feel another blush coming on. “I mean…-”

Jake studied her face, looking it over carefully. “It’s a vacation.  That’s how you’re supposed to feel.”

Even if Jake didn’t have to deal with his feelings, she did. She’d never been that great at lying to herself.  Her hands were shaking, but she reached over and took Jake’s face in them.  The sides of his cheeks were covered with stubble.

Jake moved closer to her, guiding her hands to fold around his neck while he pulled her closer and placed his lips on hers. 

She let out a soft groan of pleasure. Putting her hands against his chest, she pushed him back slightly so she could look into his eyes.  What she saw there made her heart leap up into her throat.

***

The sky was starting to get lighter. Not daylight yet, not for a while, but the orange haze on the clouds was starting to fade as the streetlights went out.

The house was chilly. Outside he could hear a truck rolling along the streets — either a snowplow or a garbage pickup.

He lay next to Regan in the full sized bed in the room he’d mentally labeled as ‘hers’ when he first checked out Doug’s aunt’s vacation home. She was spooned up against his side with her head on his shoulder, limp as a doll.

He curled a tendril of hair around his finger and let it slide through.

That girl from Judge John St. Clair’s wallet many years ago had always held a certain kind of magic for him. But not in his wildest dreams could he ever have imagined how much magic until that first kiss last night. He smiled.

His arm was killing him. Carefully, he started rolling it out from under Regan’s neck. She snorted and grabbed his chest.

He froze and listened to her breathe for another minute. She was out, dead out. He tried to move his arm again.

She pulled him tighter against her.

He whispered, “Regan, I gotta move my arm.”

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “All the cats are picking the lottery.”

He chuckled. “Are they?”

“That’s why black cats are made out of licorice.”

“I see.” He tucked his arm up under his pillow and pulled her close. “What do they have to say about Jake?”

“Jake?” She sighed. “Oh, the snow is full of bees.”

He chuckled again and settled down to get more sleep. She rolled against him. He pulled the quilt up over her chin.

“I hope you stay,” he said.

“Bees,” she insisted.

He fell asleep again.

***

Regan woke up cuddled against Jake’s chest. The sky had brightened into daylight, and Jake made adorable little snoring noises against the top of her head.

Phee. Phee.

She got up carefully and made a beeline for the kitchen — and coffee. She wasn’t sure what Jake had for breakfast usually, but there was bacon and eggs in the fridge, and she probably wouldn’t humiliate herself too badly. She was no cook. French toast was about as complex as she could handle.

Outside the kitchen window, she could see the icy surface of the lake.

Would it be awkward once he woke up?

It hadn’t been last night. It was incredible: the tenderness, his touch, his voice, his gentleness… 

The coffee began to drip into the carafe. No espresso here, just some strong black coffee. She waited until the first two cups’ worth had run through, and then poured it into two old stained mugs. She never could wait for the whole thing to brew.

***

The side of the bed dipped, and a hand stroked his hair. “Jake?”

He stirred, trying to pull himself upward out of a deep sleep. It must be some emergency. He sat up.

A cup of coffee approached his chest, handle first. He took it.

“You don’t take cream, do you?”

He blinked.

 Regan sat on the side of the bed dressed in his shirt, her hair pulled back from her face. She had a cup of coffee in her hand and a stack of notes on the bed next to him.

Oh God. It was over. She’d gone all professional on him.

“Hang on a minute. I’ll get dressed.”

He started to put the coffee on the nightstand, but she pushed his arm out of the way and slid up under the covers next to him with her back against the headboard.

He backed up carefully until he was next to her against the headboard, their arms touching and her legs over his.

He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“I hope it’s drinkable,” she smiled.

“I’m talking about last night. I…I…don’t…”

“Then don’t.” She took the cup out of his hand and placed it on the table next to her and pulled him over to her.

An hour later they poured the cold coffee down the sink, started a fresh brew and made breakfast.

***

There was just one problem.

He hadn’t told her about the dossiers- - or how he had gotten them.

“Regan…” He couldn’t put it off any longer.

Her eyes widened in panic. “What? Oh, God. You have a girlfriend? A wife?” he shook his head.

“No, nothing like that,” he laughed. Her eyes relaxed. “No, listen. The papers I have in the trunk of the car. I got them from Marando. We pushed him pretty hard.”

She closed her eyes. The arm against his side seemed to stiffen. “You pushed him.”

“We didn’t torture him. We just dangled him over the roof of his building a little. He has no idea who we are. We made sure of that.”

“You dangled him over the roof of a building! Are you sure he wouldn’t know who you are?”

“Yeah, we dangled him, and yes, as sure as I can be.”

“The timing — when he hears Andy’s getting out of prison — he’ll guess.”

“Maybe,” Jake admitted, “but what we have to discuss now is what to do about the rest of the dossiers.”

“How many of them are there?”

“Marando had fourteen in addition to Andy’s.”

She breathed out, “Fourteen!”

“Fourteen innocent people, every one of them in prison, and Marando helped put them all there.”

She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye.

“Marando’s still alive, right?”

“Yes, as far as I know. We left him in good condition – just a little wet in the trousers.”

She sighed, slumped back in the chair, then finished her coffee. “You weren’t kidding about having work to do. I need a chance to go over those files. No. We need to focus on Andy and our strategy for getting the D.A.’s office to take our request to have him exonerated seriously. I’ll read the rest of the files later.”

“But you want to do something about it?”

“Of course, I do. But we have to take things one at a time, and we have to plan better…” She glared at him. “We can’t just rush into these things, Jake. Someone’s going to get hurt.”

He laughed.

Someday he had to tell her about talking in her sleep, licorice cats and bees in the snow.

But for right now — it was just for him.




 Chapter 43 - She sketched out her plan 

She watched the snow falling outside her bedroom window, soft and gentle but incessant. It was already stacked an inch deep on the branches of the trees.

It had been a magnificent weekend, but it couldn’t last forever. Jake had driven her home last night so she could spend a night in her own bed and get ready for the resumption of the Tarloff case.

Tomorrow she would have to take up the case again, but today she had to decide whether to confront Provost and try to get Andy freed or go after the real murderer first.

Regan laid the pieces of the case in front of her on the bed like a jigsaw puzzle.

If only she could focus. She was reliving the weekend with Jake.

She’d been putting off rereading her materials, and instead watched the snow fall in the back yard and thought about Jake.

A couple of White Plains detectives had come over to the house and questioned her this morning. No, she’d told them, she had no idea that Morrison Gray was obsessed with her. She’d had several friends over to cheer her up while she was recovering from her mugging, and they’d left the house on a sudden impulse to watch a movie.

She said it with a completely straight face while pressing her ribs. They did ache, but they also helped focus her attention away from the fact she’d been lying through her teeth.

Lying — it got easier, or at least more comfortable. Which in and of itself made her more uncomfortable.

They had enough information to confront Laura Provost in the DA’s office back in Brooklyn. They had the original Gibbons file, with all the information the DA’s office had collected — and then hidden. It was obvious evidence had been altered and repressed.

Marando’s testimony would be the key, and he would have to do it too. They owned that corrupt son of a bitch.

De Wit’s confession made a good corroboration.

But if they brought the file to Provost now, their chance of catching the actual murderer would vanish.

On the one hand Regan wanted to help the living, and Andy wasn’t getting any younger. Plus, the only way Jamie was going to forgive her for putting her boys in danger — if she ever did — was if Regan got her husband out of prison.

On the other hand, Angela Ligotti had been murdered. And, but for a few exceptions, Regan had never been able to see any justice in that.

She picked up the secure phone and called Alex. She’d received an empty text message half an hour ago, making the phone buzz. The encoded email drop had instructed her to call and let Alex and Jake know what she wanted to do — keep digging, or take what they had to Provost.

They were waiting for her to call and give them direction on what she wanted.

Alex said, “Hello Regan.”

Jake cut straight to the chase: “Do we take it to Provost or keep digging for her murderer?”

She took a deep breath.

She’d expected Jake to go all protective of her. She hadn’t expected the irrational need she felt to keep him safe from all possible harm to come up within her.

Like a coward she said, “It’s time to move on. We take it to Provost and stop stirring up the hornet’s nest.”

***

Jake tossed the phone onto the computer bench and stood up to stretch. Alex rolled his shoulders, slipped his headset off, unplugged it from the phone, and coiled the cord up neatly before dropping the secure phone into his pocket.

Jake pointed toward the quiet room. Alex nodded but walked over to the cooler to pick up an energy drink before following him. The kid had been awake almost the entire weekend, trying to find more information on the murderer to give to Regan before she made her decision, but no dice.

Jake sat down and leaned back in the chair, putting his hands behind his head.

He wanted to spend the rest of the day thinking about Regan. Remembering…

But of course with his feelings for Regan came responsibilities.

Alex popped the lid on the slim can of whatever nerve wracking semi poison he was drinking, closed the door behind him, and sat down across from Jake. Most people wouldn’t have noticed — but Jake had worked with the kid enough times to recognize he was dejected.

“I didn’t want to discuss this with Regan,” Jake said. “She has enough on her plate with Provost, but I want to keep looking for the murderer.”

Alex took a deep breath and let it out. When he looked up, his shoulders looked more relaxed, and his eyes had regained a little life to them. “You know this is a bad idea.”

“I’ll tell her later.”

“It’s your ass, not mine,” Alex replied shaking his head.

“Agreed.”

He sipped the energy drink, grimaced, and then drank half the can in a long gulp. “If that’s the case, I’m in. I don’t even want to have the murderer connect me to this — unless he’s already in prison.”

“Then let’s get back to work.”

***

Jake sat up in bed and looked around his room. The place was Spartan, not because he wanted it so plain, but because he never had the time to go shopping for what normal people put on their walls. He had a few photographs in frames, mostly pictures of his family or other people in the Delta Force. The bookshelf that divided his bed from the rest of the studio apartment was filled with nonfiction books and a few knickknacks; that was it.

He could have sworn he’d heard a knock at his door and took his handgun out of the bed stand. But the sound wasn’t repeated, so he put it back.

It was late morning already. He’d spent more than a few hours in Alex’s basement doing additional research on different hypothetical murderers.

It wasn’t like a mystery novel where you met all the possible suspects by page fifty, and the great detective got to send the sidekick out to do all the leg work. He couldn’t skip eight hours of research by flipping the page.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, climbed to his feet, and ignored the pain in his knee. It always felt worst first thing in the morning or sometimes in the middle of the night.

The rest of the apartment — white walls and cabinets, a wood floor, a sagging brown sofa that really should have been accessorized by a big hairy dog, and a small door toward the toilet and closet — was empty. No threats there.

The coffee was waiting for him, preprogrammed to run first thing in the morning. Usually, that was enough to wake him up, but today he’d overslept.

His secure phone rang.

It was Regan. Today was her meeting with Provost.

“Jake,” she said coldly. “Tell me you didn’t kill Marando.”

He leaned against the sink. “What?”

“Tell me.”

“I didn’t kill Marando. What happened?”

“It’s on the news. He was found dead in his apartment. It’s reported as a suicide.”

Jake swore. Without Marando, they would only have De Wit’s confession to back up their story. They needed to be able to put pressure on Marando in person, otherwise there was no way they could use the dossiers he’d collected. As Regan would say, it was ‘poison fruit from the poison tree.’

“It wasn’t suicide,” he said. “That guy was a weasel, and they never kill themselves.”

“You didn’t do anything to make him kill himself?”

“No!” He clenched the phone too hard; it dug into his hand. “We scared him, all right, but that’s as far as it went.”

“Then he was killed, probably by the bad guys.”

He poured himself a cup of coffee. “Regan, you have to back out of this meeting with Provost. It’s too dangerous. What if…”

What if the killers made Marando talk? What if he told them more than he knew he knew? Jake had seen it before. Some people were sharp enough to put together a puzzle from one corner and a middle piece, with the rest of it missing.

“I’m not backing out,” Regan said. “It’s now or never. In fact, if I intend to scare Provost, now is the perfect time. Listen.”

She sketched out her plan.

Jake had to admit it was a good one — except for the part where it required Regan to lie to the woman’s face.

She wasn’t all that good with lies.




 Chapter 44 - And then they would all be safe 

The homicide bureau of the Brooklyn D.A.’s office looked like something out of a movie, one of those places where old mysterious artifacts — or in this case paperwork — went to die.

There were cardboard boxes, filing cabinets, cheap shelves bolted to the walls, wire shelves that ran almost to the ceiling, all of it stacked with paper, plastic binders, file folders, manila envelopes, brown accordion files stuffed to bursting, and more.

Welcome to the Information Age – just not necessarily the Well Organized Age.

A copier was running, fan humming, and bright light flashing from somewhere deep inside a pile of brown accordion folders that spanned several desks. The woman at the copier, wearing a cardigan and reading glasses on a chain, looked up.

“Laura Provost’s office?” Regan inquired.

The woman looked toward another clerk slumped in front of a computer terminal. He nodded. The woman looked back at Regan and pointed toward a door half hidden by the cheap shelving.

The door was open a crack. Regan and Provost had met several times before at conferences. The woman had always struck her as some kind of predatory bird. She’d insulted Regan’s father in front of her and then watched to see Regan’s reaction.

Regan considered her a power hungry ladder climber, a trait which would have made it easy for the bad guys to pull her into their orbit.

She knocked.

“Hello? Are you officially in?”

“Come in.”

Regan ducked in and closed the door behind her. It was like entering another world. The office was filled with oak bookshelves packed with gold trimmed books, awards, and ass kissing, hand shaking, gold framed photographs on the shelves.

Provost rose from her desk and extended a hand. She was a thin faced woman of about medium height with brassy colored dyed hair, wide spaced eyes, and a hatchet for a nose. In general, she made herself taller with a range of impressively tall and narrow footwear. She had been known to use her heels to spike an instep or two.

“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” Regan said.

“It’s not a problem.”

 Regan smiled. It would be – shortly.

“What’s this about?” Provost asked.

“As I’m sure you’ve heard by now, last week I had a visit in White Plains from a man named Abe De Wit regarding the Gibbons’ case.”

Laura’s eyebrows went up.

“Oh?”

“He had a tale to tell — he’d been anonymously bribed to change his story at the trial.”

“I don’t remember him,” Provost said.

Both of them sat at the same time. Now the desk was between them.

“It’s been ten years,” Regan agreed.

“Why didn’t he come here? It’s closer.”

“Apparently he remembered my father fondly from his childhood.”

Provost snorted.

Regan suppressed a brief urge to punch her. “At any rate, I’ve been interested in the case for a while, and when I heard what he had to say, I dug a little deeper and contacted a friend of mine in the FBI.”

Provost was good she had to admit. The woman’s gaze barely changed.

“I was able to obtain this.” She slid a manila folder out of her briefcase and set it on the desk.

“What is it?”

“A copy of a dossier found in Detective Peter Marando’s apartment.”

Provost stood up, knocking her rolling chair back. She looked like she was about to peck Regan in the face, she was staring at her so intently. “Detective Marando was murdered last night.”

“I heard that on the news this morning,” Regan said, “except they implied it was a suicide. However, I would tend to agree with your assessment. You see, prior to his death he was being investigated by the FBI. He was apparently working with several different competing drug cartels in the area. I wouldn’t be surprised if you discover he was murdered when information leaked to the wrong people.”

Provost pressed her knuckles into the blotter on her desk.

“But that’s not what I came to discuss. I found something interesting in the file I received from my friend. The file contains information that isn’t in the public version.”

“What do you mean the public version? There’s only one version of a case file.”

“Oh, I assure you this one’s different.” She flicked open the cover of the manila folder and turned several pages. Provost’s eyes twitched, trying to follow the movement while keeping an eye on Regan’s face at the same time.

Regan reached the photograph of the crime scene. It showed something that had surprised her, Jake, and Alex when they’d seen it: a photograph of Fred Schnatterbeck.

“Recognize him?” Regan asked.

Provost didn’t look down. “No.”

“Fred Schnatterbeck. He died recently of an overdose of strychnine, a mix up at a hospital he was in after being attacked during a break in. He was a witness to the case who had some very interesting information to present to the court — information that might have cleared suspicion from Andrew Gibbons.”

She flipped the photograph over.

“And look — a signed statement from Mr. Schnatterbeck. You might want to read it.”

Provost’s nostrils flared.

“Strangely enough, Mr. Schnatterbeck’s evidence was not provided to the defense, and Mr. Schnatterbeck was not called upon to testify in court.”

Regan flipped through the pages of the statement until she reached a page that held a black and white copy of a sticky note.

It read, Hold from public file — Provost.

“I’ll just leave this here for you to read, Laura.” Regan stood up, holding her briefcase in front of her. “I’m sure you’re very busy today.”

She turned to go.

“Wait,” Provost said.

Regan stopped with her hand on the doorknob. “Yes?”

“What are you going to do with this?”

“This is merely a courtesy call, Laura. I’m going to bring the file to light so I can get Andy out of prison. It’s been ten years, you see, and he has two boys who are growing up too quickly without him. He needs to be home as soon as possible.”

“Who gave this to you?”

 Regan tensed. “I told you, a friend in the FBI.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Oh?”

She didn’t think Provost was about to say the FBI couldn’t have had the files — because they’d been stolen by a gang of masked men several days ago.

“What if… if… I took up the case?”

Regan turned around. The woman was leaning over her desk, practically standing on tiptoe.

“I don’t know,” Regan said. “Would that help Andy get out any sooner than taking it to the media?”

Provost snarled. “You know it would.”

“Then that might be beneficial — all around. I have one hesitation, though.”

“What?”

“According to my friend, there were other cases in which Marando looked to be involved — fourteen of them at least, he said.”

Provost’s face shuddered. Her teeth were bared now.

“I would expect a similar level of cooperation from you, and all the other, hmmm, let’s call them surviving personnel involved with those cases,” Regan said. “The FBI itself might only be interested in certain aspects of those cases, but my friend and I have broader interests of justice on our parts.”

Provost’s face seemed frozen in an agony of hate and fear.

“I... don’t know...who I’m working for,” Provost said. “But they will find you.”

 Regan brushed her hair back from her face. She’d deliberately worn it down today and left the makeup off her cheek. Provost blinked at the swollen bruise.

“Go on, go running to the bad guys and tell them you’ve been found out,” Regan said. “I’m sure that will go well for you. Just like Marando.”

***

A few minutes later, it was over.

She leaned against the carpeted elevator wall, headed back to the parking garage. The smell of perfume mingled with the stink of fear was still in her nostrils.

It hadn’t been much of a lie — Alex worked with the FBI but wasn’t an agent. And it had been Jake who had found the file, not Alex.

But it had come out of her mouth as smoothly as if it had been the truth.

Everything had gone by so quickly.

But it would be over soon.

And then they would all be safe.




 Chapter 45 - Abandoned 

Admittedly, Jake knew the theory of disguise better than he knew the practicalities. What he had done to his hair and face wouldn’t have fooled someone in the theater. A professional makeup artist would have raised one eyebrow and given a little snort at the transparency of his disguise, but most people wouldn’t look twice.

There was a reason he wore the same clothes most of the time: bomber jacket, jeans, hiking boots, and a baseball cap. Most people recognized him more by his outfit than by his actual features.

For example, today he probably could have walked right past Regan, and she wouldn’t have recognized him. He was wearing a suit.

He’d also brushed some dark hair color into his hair and parted it differently, abandoned the cap, and changed into some dress shoes that he didn’t like and would give him blisters after more than three or four hours on his feet. A titanium watch, a pair of sunglasses, and a briefcase completed the outfit.

He was a new man.

He knocked on the door of the Ligotti residence, a small white clapboard house in Bensonhurst with cement for a yard.

An old woman opened the door, tiny and Italian. She was wearing an apron and brought a waft of garlic and tomatoes with her that flooded Jake’s mouth, nearly causing him to drool.

“Yeah?”

He swallowed quickly. “Ma’am, do you have a minute? I’ve come to ask some questions about your granddaughter, Angela Ligotti.”

“Angie,” the old woman said, shaking her head. “I knew that girl was going to be trouble from the day she was born. I told Mike and Tina, you better use the whip on that girl, or she’s going to wind up pregnant or dead or both. Let me see some ID.”

Jake blinked then took out his private investigator’s license and showed it to her.

She gave him a look, switching back and forth from the ID. “You’re not dressed like a private investigator. You’re dressed like you’re a government man — FBI or something, I don’t know.”

He grinned at her and leaned forward. His disguise was so good it couldn’t even hold up for an old Italian grandmother. “I’m in disguise, ma’am.”

She grunted and handed the ID back. “Then you better come in.” She pushed open the screen door. Jake stamped his shoes on the rug in front of the door but didn’t take them off.

She led him to a tiny living room with two recliners and a small couch. The walls looked like they’d been plastered with thick, minty fresh toothpaste. However, the air smelled like someone had quit smoking recently, but not so recently the shag rug had given up the butt ghost yet.

He handed her his card, the one that matched the detective license. He didn’t want to have to complicate things. Plus, the number went straight to Alex.

“Angie,” the old woman said, waving toward a cluster of photographs on the wall behind the entryway, “my granddaughter.”

Pictures of Angela Ligotti in a cap and gown, in a prom dress, as a little kid, wearing a yellow dinosaur pool float, hair in pigtails — about a dozen photos in all. She was a cute kid.

“My name is Olympia,” the old woman said, “Ollie for short.” She sat on one corner of the couch next to an end table with a stained cork coaster that sat exactly at the end of her arm. A basket of knitting sat under the end table.

“Mr. Dovolis —” The name from the investigator’s license had been changed, more to protect the old woman than anything else. “— I have wondered for years whether her murderer had been brought to justice. You’ll be working for Mr. Gibbons, won’t you?”

He opened his mouth and closed it.

She nodded and pushed herself backward on the couch until her feet dangled off the floor. “I thought so. Nevertheless, it’s a good thing you’re doing, even if it isn’t for my granddaughter. Ask your questions.”

Jake cleared his throat. “Ah...can you tell me whether your granddaughter Angela was having an affair with Mr. Gibbons?”

“Can’t,” the old woman said. “I didn’t keep track of her every waking hour. All I can say is that he wasn’t the guy she was going around with at nights. Tina won’t let me leave out the pictures of the two of them where they’re together. But I have a photo album with him in it.”

“Him?”

But Ollie had already hopped off the couch and headed for a shelf full of books beside the fireplace. She pulled off a photo album and handed it to him. “Sit. Either chair’s fine. They won’t be home for hours. Just don’t lean your head back — wouldn’t want to get hair dye everywhere.”

She must think he was a complete clown. He’d come during the day, specifically because he’d thought the old woman would be the member of the family most likely to be deceived by his disguise.

At least she was the one most likely to give him information.

He sat in one of the two recliners, the one nearest him. It felt old and overused. One of his hips sank lower than the other, and something poked him. He kept his head off the back of the seat.

Ollie grabbed the edge of the photo album and pulled it open at the three-quarters mark. “There.”

Angela Ligotti stood next to a large black man in a red leather jacket. It looked like they were in a bar together, the kind of place with dark wood booths and plastic seats. They were both drinking out of beer bottles — neither one of them looking at the camera.

The other pictures on the page had more pictures of Angela, big hair, olive skin, earrings that draped past her shoulders. She had a love of ’80s fashion and no sense whatsoever. In about half the photographs, she was completely bombed out of her mind, pupils dilated. In one picture he even spotted a trace of white powder next to her nose.

The big black guy showed up in several pictures, always looking away from the camera, as if the only way to get his photograph was to wait until he wasn’t looking.

“Who is he?” Jake asked.

“Nobody knows,” Ollie said.

“He’s in your photo album,” Jake pointed out.

She thumped one heel against the base of the couch. “Nobody looks in this photo album but me. I asked around for any pictures of her when she died. I wanted them for the funeral. People sent me everything they had, which means that a few people sent more than they realized. She never brought him home to meet anybody. She just ran around with him.”

Jake skimmed through the pictures again.

From behind, it might be conceivable that Andrew Gibbons was the man she was standing with. But there was something about the man that Jake thought didn’t match up.

“Can I take some pictures of these?” he asked. “I’ll leave the originals — just some pictures with my phone.”

“Sure,” Ollie said. “What harm is it gonna do?”

Jake took snapshots on his phone, one picture at a time.

“The first time I saw Andrew Gibbons’ picture on the news, I thought, ‘Good’. Then when I saw the pictures I was getting back from her friends, I thought, that must be the right guy. Big and black, you know? But things didn’t add up in the trial. The red jacket they showed as evidence wasn’t the same one he was wearing in the photos. The shape of his head is wrong. You can’t see his face in any of the pictures. So, I told myself that I wasn’t sure. But I was sure. Whoever that man was, it wasn’t Andrew Gibbons.”

“You’re sure you don’t have any pictures of his face?”

She shrugged. “What you see is what you get.”

“It’s more than I was expecting,” Jake admitted. “I’m sorry. I have to ask. Was your granddaughter using drugs?”

“You think?” Ollie asked. Her face had twisted up. Ten years later, and it still got to her. His heart went out toward her. “She was an addict. She stole things from the house. You couldn’t leave cash in your purse. All the time when she was younger she was always stealing things, shoplifting. It just got worse and worse. About the only place she didn’t steal from was work.”

“Strange,” Jake said.

“That place — most of her friends worked there. They would go to parties together.”

“All right, I have another painful question. Why do you think your granddaughter was killed?”

“She messed up big time,” Ollie said promptly. “Right before she died, she was talking like she was about to come into some money. She talked about moving out of her apartment in Greenpoint, not a nice place I might add, and getting a place of her own in East Williamsburg. Then she was dead. I can only think she was killed for screwing something up.”

It sounded like what he and Regan had been thinking.

Ollie said, “I just keep thinking she was supposed to move some drugs around but stole them instead. She liked to live like she was in a movie.”

***

The car sat across from the Ligotti house under the shade of a dead tree, half parked on a ridge of snow in front of a fire hydrant.

He hadn’t been ticketed; it must be his lucky day.

Jake pulled off his suit jacket and tie and tossed them in the back seat. He slid his bomber jacket on and shivered. The lining was cold against the dress shirt. He put his hat back on and slouched a little, relaxing. Wearing a suit made him feel like a member of the Secret Service, standing stiff and tall and wearing an earpiece with a curled wire leading into his jacket.

If he’d been thinking, he would have brought his hiking boots with him — the dress shoes were already killing his feet.

He dialed Alex. “I have some pictures on my phone’s drive. I need you to upload and delete them.”

“Hey. What’s up?”

“We have a possible suspect. The guy looks just like Andrew Gibbons from behind. He habitually wore a red leather jacket, and Ligotti was doing a lot of drugs. Even the grandmother saw it. The guy might be someone she was having an affair with or might be her dealer.”

“Hmmm,” Alex said.

“I didn’t get his face,” Jake admitted. “He’s either turned away from the camera or holding up his hand in front of the lens. We need to see if there’s any other way to identify this guy, any clues in the rest of the photographs.”

“I see,” Alex said. “Well, keep me updated. I wouldn’t want your girlfriend to feel like her friends have abandoned her.”

Jake frowned.

“Got it,” he said.

“Let her know I’ll be thinking of her,” Alex added. “Fingers crossed.”

“Sure,” Jake said.

Alex hung up.

They’d set up a danger word — Abandoned.

Alex had been careful not to say Jake’s name — or Regan’s.

What made it worse was Alex sounding like he was saying goodbye.




 Chapter 46 - Staying calm 

The murmuring in the courtroom felt like a needle running from the back of her eye deep into her skull. The faces of the people in the audience seemed to leer at her like demented clowns. Her skin hurt from twitching so much.

Her first day back on the Tarloff case and she was having serious thoughts about whether she should have come back or not. During her weekend with Jake, it had been easy to ignore the remaining hurt and soreness, but not back in the courtroom sitting for hours on end.  She was reminded of every bump, bruise, and sore muscle a thousand times over, and had to admit she wasn’t giving the case her full attention.

Murder cases took time. Fortunately, this case didn’t look like it was going to take much of it, relatively speaking. The defendants, who had insisted upon their innocence, were rapidly getting an education in how quickly an alibi could be ripped apart, especially when backed up by good DNA and witness evidence. The defense attorney looked like he wanted to slap his clients. The main question now wasn’t whether the defendants were guilty, but whether premeditation could be established.

Finally, it was time for a break.

Regan rose; the rest of the court rose with her. She proceeded out of the room and to her chambers. The courtroom buzzed with chatter as she left the room.

After loading herself up with a significant number of painkillers that she hoped wouldn’t be too many, she fished around in her coat pocket for her phone.

She still hadn’t replaced the broken screen. Instead, she had put a plastic screen guard over it, so she didn’t scratch her face.

There just wasn’t enough time.

The usual messages were waiting for her. Everyone who was anyone had called her, in case she was thinking about handing out exclusives.

Even more than the case, everyone wanted to know about the bruises on her face — or, if they were on the ball, about the lunatic who had tried to bomb her house.

She deleted the messages one by one, only listening to each one long enough to make sure it wasn’t important.

What she should have done was leave the phone with Gary and have him go through the messages as they came in. But he had enough to deal with. She was making him assemble dossiers on everyone involved in the Tarloff case.

They were dealing with an organization with resources so deeply related that there were no apparent connections between them.

Regan intended to start tracking down the non-apparent connections.

She put her cell phone back in her jacket pocket.

Out of habit, she pulled out the secure phone from her locked briefcase, the hard sided leather one her father had given her when she graduated from law school.

She flipped open the phone.

She had a message, a blank one, from just over an hour ago.

Jake and Alex knew she was in court today. They wouldn’t have called unless it was an emergency. Nothing should have happened. They were waiting for Provost to push Andy’s exoneration through the system — that was all.

She couldn’t check the email account from here; it was too risky. She didn’t know enough about what she was doing. She also couldn’t stand to wait.

She dialed Jake’s secure phone.

No answer. He must be busy somewhere.

She stared at the row of photos of judges on the wall. Her father stared back at her.

She hung up with a sick feeling in her throat and called Alex.

“Regan…” His voice sounded like a croak.

“What is it?”

“Jake’s been kidnapped.”

She stopped breathing. She’d told him he was exposing himself too much, taking too many risks.

“Kidnapped?” she said.

“They left you a message. Are you ready for it?”

“Do I need to write anything down?”

“No. But I would be sitting if I were you.”

She pulled a chair away from the table and sat down. She felt like passing out. “Go.”

“‘If you want to see Mr. Westley alive again, you will find a way for the Tarloffs to go free.’”

“What?”

“‘If you… ‘”

“I heard you. I just can’t — Jake?”

“Yes, he’s been kidnapped. They called just over an hour ago. I ran a check on Jake’s car; I have a tracking device on it. It hasn’t moved since the last time Jake was in it, which was at the Ligotti residence. The last time I talked to him was right after he left the house. He sent several photographs that Ms. Olympia Ligotti let him take from her photo album. The photographs were of a black man that vaguely fit Andrew Gibbons’ description, but didn’t show his face.”

Alex stopped talking as if he’d just realized she wasn’t responding.

Regan couldn’t force herself to respond. She had to remind herself to keep breathing.

Why was he at the Ligotti house? Because he’s still searching for the murderer. Oh, God. Of course he was.

“He habitually wore a red jacket. Regan, are you still there?”

She felt dizzy. “I’m here.”

“I’m going through the photographs, trying to see what I can find out about the guy in the red jacket. Can you stall things from your end? How long do you think it’s going to take to wrap up the case?”

“I’m not sure. The prosecution’s case is almost over. They’re being extraordinarily thorough, and so is the defense. But it looks like the defense attorney is about to lose his mind. He may not have much. It could be over soon.”

“And — forgive me — could you do what they’re asking at this point?”

“I could try to find an excuse to declare a mistrial.”

“Wouldn’t that just be a delaying tactic?”

“It depends, but yes, usually.”

“Hmm,” Alex said. “If they contact you, what are you going to tell them?”

“I’m going to tell them that I need more time. Isn’t there any way you can find him?”

“I’m tracking his phones, but they look like a bust — literally. They’re both in a large trash container in an alley next to Angela Ligotti’s parents’ house.”

“Oh, God,” Regan said.

“I’m sending someone over there to check on an ‘important document’ that may have been thrown away. She’ll call back if she finds anything…uh…bigger.”

“If anything happens to him, I'm going to shoot myself,” Regan murmured, more to herself than anyone else.

“Sorry?”

“I'm just reminded that it's hell playing chess with real people.”

“Is it? I wouldn't know. I'm a checkers’ man. You never know when someone off the board is going to come back, more powerful than before.”

“That's nice,” Regan said. “But it doesn't work like that in real life. Dead is dead.”

“True.”

“What are we going to do?” Regan asked.

“I don’t know. Uh… try to…uh…stay calm?”

She said goodbye to Alex and hung up. Then she spent the rest of the break sitting at the table, staring at the silent phone and shaking.

Staying calm was good advice. But staying calm wasn’t going to be enough.




 Chapter 47 - Keep my little girl safe 

Regan sat at the dinette table in her father’s kitchen with her hands wrapped around a cup of coffee and her teeth chattering. She kept the mug in front of her face and her eyes on the top of the table. The polished wood table was so clean the only fingerprints she could see were the ones she’d put there herself when she’d lowered herself onto her seat. She felt like she was coming down with the flu.

She stuck her tongue between her teeth to keep them from making noise.

Her father stood over her for a moment, then set his coffee mug on a cork coaster on the dinette table. He sat across from her, still dressed in his robe, pajamas, and slippers, even though it was six in the evening.

“You hungry?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Good.” He drank about half of his coffee with a series of loud long gulps. It was piping hot. “Tell me.”

“They’ve kidnapped Jake.”

He grunted. “I didn’t have anything to do with it if that’s what you’re wondering.”

She raised her eyes to his. He was looking at the table with his coffee cup in front of his mouth. His hand trembled. Fortunately, he’d just drunk half the liquid out of the cup, so it didn’t spill.

His skin was thin and papery across the backs of his hands. She could see hazy brown spots on them — the beginning of liver spots maybe. His forearms weren’t sticks, but they were thinner than they should have been. His neck had wattles. He was getting old.

Her eyes filled up with tears. “Oh, Daddy, I didn’t think you did.”

“You’ve blamed me for a lot of things.”

“That's because you did them.”

He put his coffee mug down in front of him, completely missing the coaster. “We need to talk this out. Get this out of the way.”

“It’s not important,” Regan said.

“If something gets in the way every time one of us opens our damn mouths, it’s important. We can take five minutes and put this to bed so it doesn’t get in the way of saving Jake.”

It made sense, even though she didn’t want it to.

“All right…”

“When you were young, I was ambitious. I didn’t just want to be a judge. I wanted to go all the way to the top, to the Supreme Court. I was an arrogant son of a bitch.”

He grimaced.

“Your mother always told me that I was too arrogant. She was right. Not that I wanted to listen to her. She would say things that hurt my pride. She told me that I was making the wrong people angry. What hot blooded young male wants to hear that kind of thing from his wife? Making the wrong people angry — wasn’t that what I was supposed to be doing?”

A few months ago, she would have agreed with him.

Now she wasn’t so sure.

“Then I was handed a lesson. Your mother was involved in a bus wreck, along with about thirty other people. She busted open her head right here —” He ran a wrinkled, gnarled finger along an eyebrow. “— and broke her left arm. If she hadn’t left you with a neighbor that day, you would have been with her and possibly injured as well.

“It scared the crap out of me. I told her to stay home after that, and she laughed at me. She asked me who was going to do the shopping and run the errands while I was out saving the world. She got her arm in a cast and completely ignored me.

“I was steamed at her. You can imagine.

“Then I got a letter — no return address on it. It had been hand delivered to our mailbox. It was one of those letters that had been cut out of newspapers and pasted together.

“It said, ‘If you want to keep your wife out of bus accidents, get out of town.’”

Her father stopped to wet his throat with the coffee.

“The accident had been in the papers. The threatening letter included a picture of the bus that had been clipped out of one of the papers. But more to the point, it also included a print of my wife on the bus, before her arm was broken. I recognized the dress she was wearing. They had been watching her.”

“So you left,” Regan said, “and you lied to everyone about the reason why.”

“No, that was only the beginning of it,” her father said. “There were other threats. They didn’t directly attack your mother again. Instead, they threatened attorneys, clerks, defendants, even my secretary.

“I held up until they threatened to hurt you, and then the heart went out of me. I never found out who they were, or why they were so insistent on having me out of the way. I was too beaten down.”

“You lied,” Regan said. “And even after I was all grown up and Mom died, you didn’t tell me the truth. And you went behind my back to have me watched in order to ‘protect’ me.”

She felt numb. She wasn’t sure what she felt anymore.

But if they were going to talk things out — and not just have her father tell her his side of the story — then they needed to be said.

“I did,” he said. “I didn’t think you could handle it.”

“Really?”

He cleared his throat. “I’m a proud man. I didn’t think I could handle it if you found out...you’d be all over me like white on rice. And I was right.”

“That doesn’t mean…”

“You have a lot of your mother in you,” he said. “I try to tell myself that you look, and act like a softened up version of me, but that’s not the whole truth. Your mother would have said the same thing, more politely, of course.”

She gritted her teeth. “I’m too much like you to be polite about having someone lie to me.”

He leaned forward and put his hand on the back of her head, drawing her forward across the table until their foreheads touched. “I know. Regan, I should have told you. I should have warned you. I was too proud. Even now I don’t like to have old trouble raked up and dragged out in the open. I’m at peace with my skeletons, thank you very much.”

He let go of her, and she sat back in her chair. A little of her coffee had spilled on the table. She looked around for a napkin but made do with a kitchen sponge on the back of the sink. It left behind a wet streak.

“You still my girl?” her father asked.

She tossed the sponge in the sink. He clucked his tongue, got up, and put the sponge back in its original position.

She sighed. “Yes Daddy, I am.”

“Good. And just so you know, I don’t want to hear about this ever again.”

He hugged her.

And then she was hungry.

After she’d made bacon, eggs, and toast with strawberry jam, her father complaining about the cholesterol even as he lifted almost half a pound of bacon onto his plate, they talked about Jake.

“He knows what he’s doing,” her father said.

“You can’t seriously think I can ignore the threat to him,” Regan said.

“Are you sleeping with him?”

“That’s none of your business.”

But her face felt hot.

“If you aren’t, you should and get it over with.” Her father snorted.

“Daddy!”

He chuckled into his coffee. He was just yanking her chain.

She straightened her back, wiped her mouth with her napkin, and said, “I like him, Daddy, very much.”

“Does he know that?”

“I certainly hope so.”

Her father held up his hands and looked toward the ceiling. “Someone has to go first. You’re a modern independent woman. It should be you.”

She gritted her teeth again. “This isn’t helping.”

He grinned at her. “We’re clearing the air again.”

“No, you’re pushing my buttons to make me mad, which, by the way, doesn’t clear out anything — and it doesn’t help me find Jake.”

“Didn’t you hear me? He can take care of himself.”

“So what do I do, just leave him there?”

“Unless you plan to wreck the Tarloff case; yes.”

She stopped. The thought of acting to alter the outcome of the case was repugnant. Her stomach had actually lurched.

Her father ticked off on his fingers. “You can’t find him on your own. Alex says he can’t find him. You’re not going to wreck the case, no matter what they threaten. I can see you delaying it if you have to, but justice will be done to the best extent possible.”

“Okay.”

“You’ve had the money you needed to quit for years, and you haven’t. You’re not going to quit now.”

“What if I do?”

He lowered his hand. “I’ve known you since you were old enough to trade cleaning out the cat litter for dollar bills. Your mother could tell you to do it, and you’d just do it. With me, you always made me give you a dollar. But that was because I charged you a dollar every time you didn’t get an A on your homework. No matter how much I threatened you, you wouldn’t clean a damned thing unless I gave you a dollar first. I know you. Bribery might work — if you saw a reason for doing the thing anyway. But threaten you? Your heels dig down to China.”

“I wish I could feel that confident about myself.”

“Look at it this way,” her father said. “At least he’s not your child — or your husband. You’re in as good a position to resist these people as you ever will be.”

“So I should do nothing?”

“I didn’t say that. Tell me, do you trust this Alex character?”

Regan blinked and leaned back in her chair, her palms pushing her back from the table hard enough to make the chair rock briefly back on its legs.

“Of course I trust Alex, and so do you. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have given him a second chance.”

“So he told you.”

“So did Jake.”

The old man waved his hand. “Never mind that now. Jake said someone was giving away secrets in your group. He thought it was Gary, but he wasn’t sure.”

“But…” She shook her head. Now was not the time to wonder how her father knew Jake’s suspicions or argue with her father about how wrong he must be. “If Alex is the traitor, then we’re done — Kaput. He works with the FBI. If he wanted to, he could have me in jail in a heartbeat, the same way he set up Marando for child porn and selling police dossiers as a threat, just in case.

“He can’t be the traitor. He wouldn’t need to kidnap Jake to get what he wants. All he'd have to do is call the FBI.”

“Jake doesn’t even have to be kidnapped,” her father said. “Regan, don’t think like a normal person. Think like a chess player. Alex blocks Jake’s phone calls and tells you that Jake’s been kidnapped. He tells Jake there’s a problem with the line, and they need to switch phones. He asks Jake to lie low for a few days.”

“Then I wreck the case,” Regan said, “Jake comes back, and because we’re not complete idiots, all of this comes out. And, Alex is no further ahead than he would be if he just…gave the information to the press.”

“Wrong,” her father said. “By the time you and Jake would have talked to each other, you would already have compromised your integrity. And, you would be a thousand times easier to control. That’s what these people want: Control.”

“They told you to leave Brooklyn,” Regan pointed out. “That’s if we assume it’s the same people. It might not have been the same group, and maybe they think they have a better chance of turning me than they did you.”

“The same people,” her father murmured.

“What?”

“I never knew who was threatening me,” her father said. “Not for sure. But sometimes I had a suspicion that the notes came from someone I knew.”

“Who?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want to accuse where I don’t have proof. And if he did do it, I wouldn't want to warn him by having you confront him over it.”

It was someone she knew.

“But Alex,” Regan said. “What kind of proof do you have there?”

“No proof, just opportunity. What about Gary?”

He was going to give her a migraine. “What about Gary?”

“Could he have done it? Guessed where Jake would investigate next, and then waited for him — abducted him?”

“Either Jake was abducted, or he wasn’t. Make up your mind.” She raised a hand. “No, no, I see what you’re saying. Gary has all the case notes. He could narrow down the next steps and take his chances with which witness Jake would handle first. He finds Jake at the Ligotti residence, waits until he comes out, and then, knocks Jake out with sleeping gas or threatens to hurt me or something. I don’t know.

“Gary calls the threat into Alex using Jake’s phone before taking Jake to an undisclosed location.”

She closed her eyes. If only the whole world would go away.

“What if it’s Jane? Or Jamie Gibbons? Or me?”

“Oh, Daddy,” she said. “Please stop. I can't take any more.”

“You can’t trust anyone,” he said. “Not even your own pieces. Once corruption gets on the board, it’s like playing someone who is constantly cheating. You know it’s going on, but you don’t necessarily know when, where, or by whom. Turn your back, and the whole board could be changed.” He paused. “It gets to you, after a while. You have to be sure you’re ready for this.”

“I’m not,” she said. “But I have to deal with it anyway.”

“True,” her father said. “All I ask is that you keep my little girl safe.”




 Chapter 48 - The sound of a lock 

Jake dropped the secure phone into his lap; his mind was racing. Abandoned — it meant Alex was in trouble. He had made some mistakes in his life, but this one took the cake.

The first thing to do was get back to Brooklyn and the cyber cafe, and find out what had happened to Alex. It might be FBI agents checking up on suspicious activity.

FBI agents would be a relief compared to what Jake was imagining just then. He should never have dragged the kid into this.

He put the key in the ignition and started to turn it just as a shadow fell across the windshield. He looked up.

The car was surrounded by four guys in suits and dark glasses, the same kind of outfit he’d been wearing a couple of minutes ago.

At least he knew for certain now that his disguise had been effective. Looking up at them — and the muzzles of the handguns they pointed at him — was definitely intimidating.

The muzzle of the gun nearest to him tapped on the glass twice.

Jake could take a hint when it was pressed up against his window like that.

He put his hands up.

His door was pulled open. The other doors were still automatically locked from him having just driven.

“Get out of the car,” the one nearest to him said.

Jake slid out of the car, not using his hands. It wasn’t the first time he’d done that, and it was always harder than it looked.

He stood up. The man behind him shoved Jake’s hands onto his head, then patted him down.

Meanwhile, the guy in front of him opened a badge case with a silver medallion on it. He might have been with the cops, the FBI, anybody — or nobody at all.

The guy behind Jake relieved him of his revolver, as well as a knife he kept strapped to his calf, and the small multi-tool that he kept in his pocket. That was annoying.

All three went into a plastic baggie. The guy doing the patting down had put on latex gloves somewhere in the process. He handed the bag over to one of the other men before he stripped off the gloves.

The question was whether to go with these guys or not.

If he was a civilian, say if he were Ollie in the house across the street, he would have advised her to start screaming her head off and make a break for it. She wouldn’t escape, but at least she’d call attention to herself.

He wasn’t, strictly speaking, a civilian.

He’d been working his ass off to convince these jokers he was one.

And now his bet was paying off.

But, because he didn’t want to make it look too easy, he tackled the guy in front of him. He slammed him in the stomach, lifted him up, and knocked him onto the hood of the Corolla.

The guy slid backward and off the other side of the hood, onto the sidewalk. His gun went flying.

The guy behind Jake said, “Don’t move.”

Jake must have been hard of hearing. He ducked under the second guy’s gun.

This time, he didn’t have a handy car roof to shove him onto. The Corolla’s trunk was a narrow strip. You could fit a body inside — but only if it wasn’t a six-foot-tall, 300-pound man.

Jake and the second suit bounced off the back of the Corolla. The guy fell backward onto the sedan behind it, which promptly started shrieking.

Car alarms — wonderful inventions.

The guy groaned and rolled off the hood, landing in a pile of half melted snow beside the sedan’s tires.

Jake rode the guy down to the ground to make sure the wind was knocked out of him.

A split second was all it took to judge his move successful.

He twisted the gun out of the guy’s grasp and whirled around.

The other three men were pointing their revolvers at him. The first one had retrieved his gun and was standing up again. Too bad, Jake had been hoping to get a black eye out of this, at least.

“Drop the gun,” the first guy shouted over the car alarm.

“Make me,” Jake said.

The first guy nodded toward his friend by the rear passenger door, the shortest of the four. Shorty sidestepped through the crunchy snow toward Jake, still covering him with outstretched locked arms.

Jake waited. What he wanted to do was disarm the guy and use him as a bullet shield. A split second was all he needed.

He forcibly restrained his instincts.

He’d been working for days, if not weeks, to make this happen.

The alarm was still going off, deafeningly loud.

The curtains twitched across the street at the Ligotti house, and he knew Ollie would be watching all this. Yes, she would.

The muzzle of Shorty’s gun reached Jake’s. Shorty glanced toward Number One, whose eyes widened as he jerked his head toward Jake.

Shorty lowered his arms, put his gun in his pocket, and reached out to take Jake’s revolver.

He hated to let the bozo touch it.

So he allowed himself one last moment of struggle. He swung the muzzle across Shorty’s face and felt the satisfying crunch of cartilage.

Shorty clapped both hands across his face, but it was all right. Jake had made sure not to hit bone.

Not that these bastards deserved the consideration. But he didn’t want them out for too much revenge.

Not before he found out who had sent them.

The guy who’d set the car alarm off kicked his legs over Jake’s. He went over, rolled, and slipped on a patch of ice as he came up.

A hand grabbed the back of his neck and swung him, face first, into his own car.  His face hit the side of the car, making the world turn dizzy and bright for a second. Then he was dragged to his feet, leaned against the car, and worked over by a pair of fists more enthusiastic than skilled. A couple of punches to the gut, and then the guy started working over Jake’s face.

He felt his nose go. Oh well, he probably had it coming.

Hot blood sprayed over his clothes.

The guy hitting him didn’t really have a taste for it. He took one more punch to the temple and was shoved into the back seat of his car with a guy on either side of him. The three of them were like the Three Stooges bleeding on upholstery.

Jake leaned against the shoulder of the guy on the passenger side.

It was a good thing he wasn’t too attached to his car. It was going to be hell getting all that blood out.

He closed his eyes. Hopefully, they’d think he passed out.

***

Jake kept his eyes to thin slits that let him absorb where the car was going without making it look like he was watching. If anyone had pulled his eyelids up, all they would have spotted was the whites. Jake had the trick of rolling his eyes back up into his head on command.

Unfortunately, they were either on to him or more cautious that he’d hoped, and a fleece jacket was draped over his face and chest after a few blocks. He was reduced to trying to listen for clues — but he was no Sherlock Holmes, able to determine what part of the city he was in based on the sound of the road underneath the Corolla’s tires.

They drove for over an hour — maybe an hour and a half.

When they pulled to a stop, he let himself stay limp as the others pulled him out of the car. He couldn’t completely pass for being unconscious, but he was hoping they’d think he was at least stunned.

The dried blood under his nose itched. It was hell trying not to pay attention. If he’d even thought about it too hard, he might have flinched.

They dragged him up six stairs that felt too smooth around the edges to be cement, but were too solid to be wood.

A heavy silent door was opened for them, and Jake was dragged inside someplace dark that was almost as cool as the outside air.

His skin prickled. Other people were nearby.

His dress shoes dragged over a bare floor, then a rug, then back onto the floor with barely a thump. Another door was opened, this time a narrower one. The two men holding him under the arms turned sideways to go through, then down some stairs.

Once again, Jake was left completely mystified as to where he was.

On the other hand, it wasn’t like he had anything better to do.

There were 22 or 23 stairs. As usual, when he was forced to count higher than the number of his fingers and toes, he lost count.

The air got colder — but not much.

From the bottom of the steps, he was dragged down a short hallway, then into a room. He could tell it was a room because the jacket fell off his face as they tossed him onto a bed.

He bounced, fought the instinct to roll off the bed and leap for an attack, and heard the door closing near his feet.

Then he heard the sound of a chain followed by the click of a lock.




 Chapter 49 - Almost family 

Pavo’s room at the top of the tower overlooked the city. It rose above the petty squabbles that drove the humanity below him. But it also felt exposed.

He stood at the window. His secretary had been sent away, and other than the guards at the elevator door and the trees next to the window, he was the only living soul in the penthouse.

The traffic moved in jerks along the streets below him. At night, the rivers of lights would seem like the pulse of a slow moving heart of an enormous beast.

The city was always a split second away from collapsing on itself, turning into its own cancer.

He didn’t have to like what he did.

He only had to be a surgeon performing triage on his patient.

Regarding his latest cancer, he said, “They haven’t given up. They’ve only gone underground.”

He knew he couldn’t have tracked the computer hacker’s byzantine nest of connections and deceptions in time to do any good. So instead he had watched the detective and the judge going through a romance, at the same time plotting against him, to undo his good works — again.

Andrew Gibbons was a thug and a criminal, a man who neglected his family in favor of insignificant thrills while delivering drugs.

He was disposable — as had been the thief Ligotti.

If the Organization was to eliminate the drug trade, it first needed to control the drug trade.

There was a demand. If the Organization did not control the supply, then someone else would.

Sacrifices had to be made. Justice sometimes had to be delayed, misdirected. Pavo had ensured those who received the brunt of the punishment were, at least, in some sense guilty.

He tried to shift the harshest burdens on those who had lost whatever value they had to the world.

Other members of the Organization were not so particular. All in all, they were lucky to fall under his jurisdiction.

The detective had run brashly into the light, attacking Marando with his little band of thugs, then harassing De Wit, and finally intruding into the lives of the Ligotti’s, to stir up painful memories of a worthless daughter, memories that had settled years ago.

It was a challenge intended to draw out the Organization.

The man blundered about like a mad elephant — which meant he wasn’t blundering at all.

Pavo’s fingernails were short and blunt out of habits formed in days long past, and now they dug into his palms.

The endgame was forming.

It would happen quickly, sweeping pieces off the board in a cascade. He would try to save the healthy cells — but the cancerous ones must be removed.

First, he would take the hacker, then the detective, then the queen — and finally, checkmate.

There was nothing worse than a betrayal –- and this one was almost family.




 Chapter 50 - If he didn’t answer 

The prosecution’s last witness left the witness stand after cross examination by the defense lawyer.

The prosecutor, a woman named Robyn Nealy, got up and said. “Your Honor, the State rests.”

It was time for the defense to present their side of the story. The defense attorney, Nick Sikes, looked green around the gills. He was sticking through to the bitter end — but it was clear he thought nothing of his clients’ chances of success. The suggestion the mother had framed the two siblings had fallen through.

He stood up to call his first witness, his gray suit looking slightly disheveled as if one sleeve had been cut shorter than the other. He had light brown hair with a little bit of a curl to it, and a gentle forgiving smile — one that concealed an apt legal mind most of the time, but today seemed like a premature apology for fainting in the courtroom.

He paused and looked at Regan with a sick question in his eyes.

She kept her face blank and stared him down. If he was in communication with whoever had or was concealing Jake, she would gut him.

He cleared his throat and said, “The defense would like to call Edna Connor.”

The guard escorted an old woman in a flowered print dress with a wide collar into the room. It didn’t look warm enough to be wearing in the middle of the winter, and Regan wanted to wrap her in a blanket.

Edna leaned on the guard’s arm and looked brightly around at the audience, the prosecution, the jury, everyone but Regan, who was probably too far away for the woman to see clearly.

The bailiff swore her in, and she was gently seated in the witness box.

The defense attorney walked over to her and began questioning her. Regan kept half an ear on the proceedings, just to make sure Nick wasn’t leading the witness. But he was keeping things clean.

The old woman was a next door neighbor of the Tarloff sisters. On the night of the double murders, she hadn’t heard a thing all night from the sisters. In fact, the older of the two sisters, Frances, was supposed to have been out of the house that night.  She had gone out to visit an old school friend, leaving the younger of the two sisters (by 20 minutes), Mildred, home by herself. She had thought it was odd when the night nurse had come to check on Mildred and found both of them dead in their beds. Of course, she, Edna, would have known if Frances had come home early.

She had, she affirmed, seen Frances leave earlier that morning. Her front window faced theirs, didn’t it?

The courtroom exploded with noise.

This was a big surprise to the prosecution.

Regan couldn’t believe that the police hadn’t questioned the woman already.

If they were repressing evidence, they were doing a damned poor job of it.

The prosecutor, Robin Nealy, gave Regan a look. Regan knew what Nealy was thinking: Aren’t you going to say something?

Regan raised an eyebrow and tilted her head toward the witness box. She wanted to hear what Sikes got out of the witness first. Nealy shrugged.

Nick Sikes wrapped up his questioning of the witness, asking no more or less than he needed in order to drive the implication home: his clients might have broken into the Tarloff home, but their crimes might not have been as extensive as the prosecution had painted them.

The two old women might have already been dead when they got there.

The jury seemed to be all ears.

Nealy started her cross examination, “Your original testimony to the police was different than what you have stated here in court. Allow me to remind you what your statement, which you signed, says ...”

She read out the statement. It said nothing more than the old woman hadn’t heard anything the night of the murder.

Edna said, “Yes, I said that.”

“Explain why your statement has changed.”

“The police didn’t ask me. Mr. Sikes asked me. He said, ‘Tell me Edna, was there anything that you were surprised not to hear or see that night?’ And I thought about it, and I told him that I was surprised not to hear Frances come in, the way she was found dead in the house and all.”

Nealy’s jaw clenched visibly.

“And yet you said earlier you saw Mildred leaving the house. Is that correct?”

“Well, I had to run to the toilet about then. I saw the car drive away, though.”

“What car?”

“The car belonging to Mildred’s school friend’s son. He’s a tall boy with dark hair. I don’t know his name, though.”

Nealy looked over at Regan, looking incredulous. Can you believe this?

Regan left her face blank again. She hadn’t heard anything that had crossed, or even come close to crossing the line.

Nealy said, “Would the Court entertain a request for a brief recess?”

Regan checked the clock, then tapped the gavel on the sound block. “The Court is recessed until 2:00 p.m.”

“Thank you,” Nealy said.

Nick Sikes strangely didn’t look happy or relieved, but his clients did. The attorney himself merely looked numb.

“Counsels for the defense and prosecution meet me in my chambers in ten minutes,” Regan said.

“All rise,” the bailiff said. She swept toward the door of her chambers, crossed the threshold, and then doubled back on a hunch, looking out over the courtroom.

The bailiff noticed her, but she shook her head and gave him a little wave. She wasn’t coming back in. He nodded.

Sikes and his clients had seated themselves again.

He closed the folder in front of him and stared at it for a few seconds, then stood up. The two defendants were chatting to each other at the table, looking utterly unconcerned.

In contrast, the skin on Sikes’s face drooped as if he’d aged ten years in the last day. He stumbled against his chair, almost tripping over it.

Then he took two steps toward the aisle and swayed on his feet, grabbing the bar to keep from falling over.

He left the folder, the briefcase, and his jacket behind.

His pants pockets were slim and flat enough that she could tell he didn’t have a wallet or phone on him as he made his way down the aisle toward the back door.

Sikes walked like a man who’d just heard about a death in the family.

The jurors filed out of the room. Nealy stood next to a cluster of people across the bar, all of them shooting rapid fire statements at each other. The D.A.’s office would be in chaos right now.

Sikes exited through the doors at the end of the courtroom.

Regan backed into her chambers and closed the door.

She had a bad feeling about Sikes. Something was wrong with him.

She skipped checking her regular phone — the opposing counsels would be in the room in a few minutes — and went straight to her secure phone.

The secure phone had a blank text message on it.

She dialed Alex’s number. It rang about a dozen times, no answer.

She hung up.

Jake’s number was on her mind. She tried to put the phone away, but it made her throat tighten.

She dialed his number. It was going to hurt even worse to hear the disconnected number message...

“Hello?”




 Chapter 51 - Begun his move 

The room was fifteen dress shoes by eight dress shoes.

It had cement walls, an electrical outlet for a washer and dryer, and a drain in the floor.

Lifting out the ceiling tiles one by one revealed nothing more interesting than solid flooring, water pipes, and an air conditioning duct.

The bed was an extra-long twin with a thin mattress, pink flannel sheets, and a matching pink plaid coverlet — the kind of blanket set you’d send off with your daughter to college.

Wondering what the bed was doing down here was frankly making him sick.

The light switch worked.

A covered plastic bucket under the bed told him his captors were thoughtful but not the smartest uniforms standing in line.

The water and vent hookups had been removed. He was going to have to be reasonably polite if he wanted water.

He paced until the rush of adrenaline left his body. It was okay. He knew where to get more if he needed it.

He didn’t spot any cameras or microphones. As far as his captors were concerned, Jake was now neutralized — taken so far out of the picture that it didn’t matter what he did or said, as long as he remained healthy enough to threaten Regan with.

He stayed alert until he felt sleep calling him, and then he lay down on the bed and let himself fall into the light sleep that he’d learned all the way back in boot camp.

He didn’t dream. He waited.

The next morning, they brought him a clean bucket, this time with hot soapy water and a washcloth, along with two rolls of gauze for his nose. Two of the men in suits guarded the door while a third brought in the clean bucket and took the dirty one away.

Jake faced the wall with his hands pressed against the cement.

He had to give Regan time.

First, they had to threaten her. Then she would have to think about it for a while.

Either she’d come up blank, or she’d see where he was going with this. She was going to be angry either way.

If she came up blank, she’d call Alex first, then maybe Gary — or her father.

Her father would see where he was going with this.

Alex might too. He was usually a couple of mouse clicks ahead of Jake. He probably wouldn’t tell Regan though. If Jake hadn’t told her what was going on, then Alex wasn’t going to get in the middle of it.

Gary. Who knew with Gary?

The suits finished up with the bucket exchanges. The one with the busted nose was not in attendance, but the other three were the same.

He let them go.

The next time they came back, he was hungry and thirsty, and eyeing the bucket of now cold, somewhat bloody water he’d washed in. Wads of gauze floated on top.

They brought food — a bowl of Chinese takeout and a soda.

This time, the guy with the broken nose was with them. His nostrils flared around the gauze packed in them as he picked up the bucket and put the lid on.

“Your girlfriend must not love you,” he said, sneering around the tape on his nose.

Jake didn’t answer. He was watching the other two guys. This time, it was the tall one from the driver’s seat who was out.

“She doesn’t have much time to make a move. And if she doesn’t, it’s crrrrick!” The guy drew his thumb across his throat.  It was really quite impressive. “You better hope she changes her mind.”

One of the others cleared his throat. The one with the broken nose backed out of the room while the other two covered him. Then the door was closed, chained, and locked.

Another period of waiting.

After giving himself long enough to get truly bored, and then another half hour after that, Jake spent some time teasing the door open one hair at a time, to see how tightly the chain had been attached.

It was sloppy. Even with the door only slightly cracked open, he could see that he had enough slack to put his arm out of the door all the way up to the elbow at least. Plenty of room.

If he hadn’t changed his shoes, he would be on easy street. Several helpful items had been glued between the boots and the soles.

It wasn’t like he was completely helpless, though.

A single guard sat outside Jake’s room, reading a magazine by the light of a lamp on a table.

He looked vaguely Middle Eastern, olive skin, and a prominent nose. He might have been Italian with overgrown locks. He shifted uncomfortably on his folding chair.

A slight whiff of spice came from the corridor. The sounds from above were muffled by the thick floor, but Jake thought he might have heard the sound of someone banging a wooden spoon against a metal pan — as if he were being held below a restaurant.

It was like the beauty shop all over again — a random storefront being used for illegal activities, taken over by the bad guys on what must have been short notice.

Like an online B&B service for criminal activity.

The guard by the door was probably just one of the people who worked at the restaurant, picking up some extra cash.

On the table beside him, Jake saw something metallic and black. Not a gun. A walkie talkie.

The bad guys didn’t seem like professionals. Not just the guard by the door, but all of them.

They gave him too many opportunities to attack. They didn’t anticipate Jake being a real bastard. They acted like they got their experience from acting school.

Even rookie cops knew better than to leave a guy his shoes when you were locking him up.

It hit him — they might not even be the bad guys. They might just have been hired from somewhere.

He grimaced.

In a couple of hours, they were going to come at him with a cell phone or a video camera and either beat the crap out of him or tape him being tortured — something melodramatic to send to Regan to convince her to cooperate.

His plan had been to wait until that moment to turn the tables. He’d keep one of them conscious enough to answer questions.

Hopefully he’d be able to get at least the of name of someone out of these guys. With luck, he might be able to find out what their connection to the Gibbons case was.

But if the suits were just another layer of hired help…

It was no good worrying about it beforehand. Either he would find out something or he wouldn’t. If they were nothing but hired help, he’d at least be able to get the way they’d been hired out of them.

And then?

Easy come, easy go.

Jake settled back on the bed and ran through scenarios. A question stuck in his mind if the place was a restaurant, why had they brought him takeout?

***

They came for him earlier than he was expecting.

He had a few seconds to snap himself fully awake as the chain rattled and the round padlock was opened, and then the door slammed open.

Two of the suits entered, their handguns held stiffly in front of them, elbows locked.

Whoever had taught them trigger discipline should have been shot. They both had their fingers inside the trigger guard.

The third guy who entered, however, wasn’t one of the other two.

Instead, he was a tall, hawk nosed older gentleman in a suit that looked like it cost thousands of dollars.

It was so classy that Jake couldn’t tell how classy it was.

Jake sat up. The tall man entered, glancing around the room.  His glance took in the bucket they’d left him, the ceiling tiles, the electrical outlet, the bed that wasn’t bolted to the floor, and the fact that Jake wasn’t handcuffed to it.

He looked into Jake’s eyes. For a second the guy looked familiar.

Maybe it was just the sense they were the only two people in the room who knew how bad the setup was. Maybe it was something military in the guy’s stance. He was definitely an alpha male.

Jake rose from the bed.

The guy came up close, so close there wasn't more than an inch or two between them.

“You did this,” he said.

“Did what?” Jake asked.

The guy swung a backhand directly at Jake's cheek without moving his enormous green eyes away from Jake's.

It wasn't a gentle love tap, either.

Jake waited for a follow-up. When it didn’t come, he rubbed his jaw and cheek with his hand.

“Don't insult me,” the guy said. “Your games are over. They were always too thin to succeed. At first they were amusing, but now they must come to a stop.”

He should know this guy.

No rings on either hand, no telltale white skin on his fingers. No watch. Ears never pierced. Eyes normally dilated. Hair gray and thinning, neatly trimmed and brushed back from a sharp widow’s peak. Long, thin chin. High cheekbones. His Caucasian skin that had seen the far side of 60.

He should recognize the guy from somewhere: the newspaper; some king of high finance; something.

“You did this,” the guy repeated. “Don't bother to deny it. You went behind Regan's back and arranged the whole thing. It was unconscionable.”

Jake still didn’t have a clue what was going on, but it must have been pretty bad if it bothered this guy.

“Well?” the man said.

“You asked for it,” Jake said. It seemed like a reasonable statement to be making if he had the slightest idea of what was going on.

“Hah!”

It was like standing in front of Sherlock Holmes. The only reason the guy hadn’t figured out why Jake had done what he had done was because he hadn't done it.

He still had no idea what was going on, but it didn't really matter.

Whatever had happened had brought this guy here, within Jake's reach.

Clearly he was some kind of boss.

“There's one thing I don't understand,” the guy said.

“Yeah?”

“Why put Regan in danger?”

The guy answered his own question. His eyes widened. Jake could have sworn he mouthed a single word: Checkmate.

Jake still had no idea what was going on, but it didn't matter.

The guy took a step backward, but it was already too late — Jake had begun his move.




 Chapter 52 - The wall disappeared 

“Regan,” the digitized voice on the phone said, the same one as it had always been.

She glanced around the chambers. The wide framed paintings and photographs of the pictures of the judges along the walls watched her with bland, expressionless eyes, judging her.

“Who is this? Jake?”

“A friend,” the voice said.

She shook her head. If that was supposed to be a hint, she wasn’t getting it.

“Mr. Westley is under your enemy’s control,” the voice said. “If you would like to see him again…”

Regan held the phone at arm’s length. She felt like taking the thing and throwing it against the wall.

Not again. Not another threat from yet another direction. “Whatever you want, forget it,” she breathed into the phone. “I cannot do this.”

“I am trying to warn you,” the voice said. Even though it was digitized, it still managed to sound puzzled.

“I don’t care,” Regan said. “Do whatever you have to do. I’m not cooperating. Go to hell.”

The phone stayed silent so long she almost thought it had gone dead. She moved her thumb over the disconnect button. The voice cleared its throat. With the distortion, it sounded like a miniature thunderclap. She put the phone back up to her ear.

“Regan, Nick Sikes is wearing a bomb. Get out… now.”

“What about Jake?” she asked.

“Get out,” the voice said.

“What about Jake?”

“Sikes is about to knock on the door. Get out now. I’ll call you back later.”

“Tell me, or I’ll stay right here.”

“You should have played checkers instead of chess,” the voice said. The phone went dead.

The door to the corridor rattled; during trials she left it locked. The bailiff had keys. “Judge St. Clair?”

She stuffed the phone through her robes and into the pocket of her dress slacks underneath. Stepping back into the courtroom, she caught the eye of the bailiff.

A fist knocked on the door of the chambers — too hard.

“Judge St. Clair? Are you there?”

“Just a moment please,” she said. “Is that you Mr. Sikes?”

“Yes.”

She leaned further out the door and waved frantically to the bailiff again. The man glanced around the room, taking it in all at once. His eye lingered at the defense table.

The two defendants, dressed in street clothes but with their hands handcuffed behind them, chatted with each other without apparent concern. For a second they looked like a pair of kids, waiting for their parent to come and punish them. A second guard watched over them, as well as making sure they didn't swipe their lawyer’s briefcase.

The bailiff hitched up his pants by his belt and started walking slowly toward her. She wondered if it would be faster to sprint across the courtroom and push the man.

The knocking at the door had become a pounding. “Judge St. Clair? Please let me in. I have something important to say.”

Another voice spoke.

“No, I’m fine,” Sikes said, his voice shaking. Clearly it wasn’t true.

The bailiff finally made it up behind the bench and through the door of the chambers. “Yes, your Honor?”

She touched a finger to her lips. “I just received a phone call stating that Mr. Sikes is wearing a bomb.”

The bailiff blinked and frowned.

It suddenly occurred to her how Nick was dressed. He was wearing a suit, just a normal suit. He was such a slight man. Not a bulge on him.

“Judge St. Clair!” Nick Sikes shouted from the hallway. “Dear God, open the door before it's too late!”

The world seemed to stop. “The briefcase,” she said. “On the —”

The bailiff vanished out the door to the courtroom. Now he could move.

Regan followed him. The courtroom was almost empty. The jury hadn't come back yet.

Only a few people remained: several on the other side of the bar; the last witness, Edna, sitting stupidly on the witness stand looking confused; the defendants; and the guard.

Regan hissed through her teeth. Her habit against swearing in the courtroom was too strong to fight, even now.

The bastards were trying to murder the defendants — so much for innocent until proven guilty.

The two defendants broke off talking to each other as the bailiff charged the defense table.

The guard took a step toward the table. Fortunately, she was too late.

The bailiff grabbed the briefcase, grunting as he swung it off the table. It was heavy.

The room was sealed, windowless, safe from outside influences and difficult to evacuate.

“Put it in the chambers,” she said.

The bailiff turned around and ran back toward the bench. The door to the chambers was open.

“Everyone get out!” Regan screamed. “Clear the courtroom!”

A shout went up.

Regan ran over to the witness stand and pulled on Edna's wrist, almost lifting her off the chair.

“What are you doing?” Edna shrieked, pulling backward against her seat. There wasn’t time. Regan grabbed the woman in a hug and swung her bodily out of her seat.

The door to the chambers slammed with, thank God, the bailiff on their side of the door. He ran behind the bench and crouched down.

Regan pulled the woman onto the floor and bent over her. Those bastards — they didn't care whether anyone was innocent or guilty. They didn't even care whether they killed the innocent, in pursuit of the guilty.

The wall of the courtroom disappeared.




 Chapter 53 - If not you, then... 

Jake’s shoulder slammed into the guy's solar plexus and carried him toward the center of the room. They went down near the drain in the center of the floor.

The guy's body at over 60 years was still as hard as a rock. He flipped Jake off him with one hip and rolled free.

Jake bounced to his feet and twisted one of the handguns away from the goons guarding the door.

“Hey!”

Jake slammed the butt of the gun against the other goon’s temple. One fewer conscious goon in the room just couldn't be a bad thing.

The old guy chopped him across the back of his neck with something hard. Jake groaned and went down on one knee. His skull throbbed. His eyes bulged, and he could barely see.

Rather than let the guy knock him out, Jake leaned forward and slammed a foot backward blindly. He connected with something that made the guy curse.

Great, now all he had to do was whirl around, grab the weapon out of the old guy's hands, and beat him to death with it — while he felt like simultaneously puking and passing out.

He turned around on his hands and knees. Dizziness made it hard to tell when he was supposed to stop. Jake grabbed the smeary dark shape in front of him and pulled downward. The man dropped to the floor with a yell.

Jake had a gun a second ago, but now it was gone. Too bad, he'd just have to do without.

A kick hit him from behind and almost knocked him on his face. Oh, yeah. He'd left one of the goons behind him.

He kicked out again, sweeping the goon's feet from under him. He heard a smack against the floor and kicked toward that. He was rewarded by a melon like thud.

The old guy was crawling away from him, heading for a red splotch on the floor — the slop bucket. Uh-huh. Just what Jake needed — a face full of that.

Jake reached forward and grabbed the first thing he touched - the guy's legs.

The old man twisted and flipped over on his back. One blob reached out for a blob on the floor, then lifted and swung it.

Jake dodged. Metal rang against cement.

He grabbed the swinging shape and twisted it out of the man's hands — a cane.

He held the cane above his head ready to swing.

His eyes ran like waterworks, and his neck felt like someone had set a blow torch to it.

“Move and I'll smash your head in.” He could barely tell where the old man's head was among the swimming shapes in front of him.

The old man made a jerking motion. Jake slammed the cane down on what he hoped was a hand or an arm.

Metal went skittering.

The old guy must have found the goon's dropped gun.

“Did you miss the part where I told you not to move?” Jake asked.

“It was a trap,” the man said coldly. “There was no attack on Regan. You knew I would be forced to react if she were truly in danger. It was merely a trap.”

“Correct,” Jake said.

The old guy was going to kick himself when he found out Jake had no clue what was going on and in fact could barely see at all.

“How?” the man asked coldly. “How did you find out?”

Jake raised his eyebrows. “It wasn't too hard,” he said, “Regan, her father, chess, and you.”

The words had come out of his mouth before he realized he wasn't just pulling nonsense out of thin air. In the back of his head, he'd been putting an idea together — a guess. Not a bad one either.

“Someone in or near the group had to be a traitor,” he said, “someone who knew what we were doing before we started doing it, and more than one person, probably.”

“Probably,” the old man said bitterly. “For all the good it did.”

Jake's eyes were starting to clear. The blobs in front of him were starting to resolve into the legs, arms, and head of a pissed off looking old guy in an expensive suit.

“The way you kept using kid gloves on Regan. That beating could have been a lot worse. The easy conclusion was you wanted to have a judge in your pocket.” Jake went out on another limb. “It must have been handy.”

“It was — for a while.”

Aha. Judge St. Clair the Elder. It had been the same group. The pieces started to fall into place. “And then you pushed him too far, didn't you?”

The old man sniffed, lifting the blunt square of his chin. “He was weak.”

“The business aspect of the relationship went sour, but you didn't want to lose out on the friendship so you covered your tracks.”

“The Organization demanded it. If he had known, they would have lost more than a judge.”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “They would have lost you.”

“Oh, I could have been replaced,” the old man said bitterly. “I've always known just how much and how little I mean to the Organization. They've never trusted me. How could they? The judge who betrayed them was my best friend.”

“And still is.” Jake allowed himself to close his eyes for a moment and rolled them behind his eyelids. When he opened them, it was all pretty clear.

Regan had mentioned the man only a couple of times, but Jake remembered him — her almost uncle. The one who had put her through college and who had given her the money Jane Hendricks was in the habit of playing with — Paul Travers.

He'd looked familiar because he was the executive the city had hired to run the sewage system in Brooklyn.

Oh, he lived in Manhattan in a big penthouse, but his specialty was dealing with the human waste flowing through Brooklyn. Apparently he'd taken his mandate from the city further and more literally than anyone had ever intended.

“You used the plant to move drugs,” Jake said. “You used employees to do the local deliveries.”

“Angela Ligotti was a meaningless piece of trash.”

“She had enough meaning to have a grandmother who loved her.”

“That reflects more upon the grandmother than the granddaughter.”

Jake wasn't willing to argue the point. “What I want to know is why Andrew Gibbons? What did he ever do to you?”

“He informed us that he was done with his duties to the Organization. It would have been admirable if he hadn't taken the first opportunity afterward to try to take the information he had about us to the police, not that they would have done anything about It — not at that station.

“Sending him to prison was a mercy. It taught him a lesson in what was important — his family. Family is always important.”

“Then why have Regan beaten?”

“She also needed to learn a lesson.”

Jake shook his head. Jesus, for a smart old guy, the man was a real idiot if he thought that Regan was the kind of woman who could be taught to behave by a fist in the face and boot to the ribs.

“What did you think you were going to teach her — humility?”

The old man smiled. “An interesting question,” he said, “from someone who just had her bombed in her own courtroom.”

Jake flinched.

The old man's eyes widened.

“You didn't know, did you?”

Jake shook his head.

“You pumped me.”

“A little.”

“If not you, then —”




 Chapter 54 - Don't let him in 

Daylight shone into her face. Not a good sign. She tried to open her eyes; the lids felt glued together. Trying to sit up got her nowhere. At least she could move her arms. Otherwise, she might have convinced herself she was dead, and this was one last slip of consciousness before she moved on.

She gasped for breath as she came fully awake and detected the scent of Pine cleaner, rubbing alcohol, and latex gloves.  She was in another hospital.

Something pressed her arms back down to her chest.

“Nnn,” she said.

Fortunately, she had more than a little experience being terrified, injured and in a hospital lately, and she didn't panic.

A hand took hers. She knew it; it was just slightly larger than hers, and the skin was old but smooth.

“Da-ee,” she mumbled. Her lips were swollen.

“I’m right here, Regan,” he said.

“Hhhhap?”

“A bomb went off in the courtroom.”

“Nnn,” she said disgustedly. Not again.

“Jaaay?” she asked.

Her father’s hand squeezed hers. “He’s disappeared,” her father said. “Alex called me.”

“Mmm.”

“He said to tell you there was no news.”

“Mmm.” She smacked her lips, and her father put a straw to them. She sucked at it thirstily. It felt as though the water were being run directly to her eyes. She blinked them open and let the tears run down her cheeks. The room was too bright. They must have given her the good drugs.

She couldn’t remember the bailiff’s name. She’d worked with him for a year now, and…

“Bob?” she asked.

Her father hesitated long enough she knew the answer.

“Regan…”

She cut him off with an impatient slice of her hand. The IV taped to the back of it stung.

“Ed-d-d,” she said. Apparently the name Edna was beyond her.

“Everyone else made it,” her father said. “Edna Connor, the witness that you pulled out of the witness box, is in Intensive Care.”

She nodded. Ah, yes. The grinding in her neck had come back.

She clasped her father’s hand harder. “Glaa,” she said. I’m glad you’re here.

“I’m glad too,” he said. “Now stay in that bed or I'll strangle you.”

“Haaa.”

A phone rang. Her father turned around in his chair, then let go of her hand. His shadow moved away from the bed, then drifted ghostlike around the too bright room.

The phone stopped ringing. A few seconds later it started up again.

“Damn thing,” her father said.

A door opened, and the phone got louder. Plastic rustled.

“It’s in your pants pocket.” He grunted. “It's an old one, all right. Not sure how that survived.”

It was the secure phone.

The phone beeped as he pressed the answer button. “Hello?”

Her father held the flip phone to his ear, frowning at her as if he were about to burst into a cranky old man rant telling the caller to get off his lawn. “Who is this?”

Regan held out a hand. “Daddy please, it's for me.”

Her father handed the phone over, and she pressed it against her ear. The hospital room seemed suddenly colder. She pulled the blankets up to her chin.

“Regan,” the digitized voice said. “It's me.”

The shivering got worse.

She was down to her last two choices for the voice at the other end of the line.

It had to be either Gary or Alex.

The voice at the other end of the line cleared his throat.

“Alex,” she said.

“I'd turn off the modulation software, but I'd have to restart the phone to do it.”

“It's all right.”

“I wanted to tell you something. It's about the person behind the bomber. I've been working for him.”

Regan swallowed. The sound seemed to echo back to her from the phone.

“I do a lot of work,” Alex said, “for various people and agencies. I had to pick up freelance jobs again after we went underground. I had to keep up appearances, you know like you said.

“This job ... I had a bad feeling about it. But there was no logical reason to turn it down. So I didn't.”

Her father wandered across the room, back to his seat by the window. With the sun at his back, she couldn't see his expression. Her eyes were still goofy from being knocked around so much.

“Okay,” she said, “so far, so good – go on.”

“It was mostly moving data around, secret communications, that kind of stuff. But I was suspicious about it so I did some research.”

“And?”

“And it took a while, which was odd because even undercover FBI agents weren't buried as deep as this guy.”

“Who is it?”

“You're not going to like it,” Alex said.

A knock sounded on the door.

A nurse's aide looked in. “You have a visitor,” she said.

“Who is it?”

“He said, 'Tell her it's Gary Titschmarsh and a friend.'”

“Gary?” she said.

Alex heard her and said, “Don't let him in.”




 Chapter 55 - Who is he? 

Jake didn't have time to take Travers to the cops or secure him in the small cement basement room. It would only take five minutes, and Travers would have been on his tail anyway, so he brought the man with him, cane and all.

The guard outside the door had wisely disappeared. In other good news, the pockets of the first goon Jake had knocked out contained Jake's car keys as well as his .45.

Jake climbed the stairs up to the main floor and slowly opened the door.

It was a spice shop, hundreds of types of spices in glass jars all around the small storefront. The smell was enough to make Jake gag. The place was empty. The sign on the door said that the shop was closed due to ‘family business.’

He waved Travers to follow him up, tucked the pistol in his pocket, and let them out the back of the building.

Travers led Jake to his car, limping and leaning heavily on the cane. Fortunately, it wasn't far. From there he'd only have to walk far enough to get a cab.

“Thanks,” Jake said. “Look, as soon as I deal with whatever is happening with Regan, we're coming after you — both of us. But that doesn't mean you can't have a head start.”

Travers gave Jake a sour look. He leaned against the Corolla and set his cane aside. He steepled his fingers together, breathing onto his fingertips like a real old-school type of. “Any head start I have will be invested in making sure my niece is safe.”

“It's your prison sentence,” Jake said. “Get in.”

“As you say,” Travers said.

They got in.

After a few minutes, Jake tossed his phone into Travers's lap. The traffic was thick enough that he had to keep both hands on the wheel.

“Call this number,” he said and rattled off Alex's number.

“Busy,” Travers said.

He gave the man Regan's number.

Also busy.

He started reciting old Judge St. Clair's number, but Travers cut him off. “That one I know.”

After a pause, the phone beeped.

Travers said, “Pertinax, it is I, Pavo — Regan's in grave danger.” He licked his lips and continued, “And so are you. The Organization has decided that you are no longer to be trusted. I was ordered to indoctrinate your daughter and then decommission you. You know what I mean.”

Jake kept his eyes on the road. The traffic had started to open up, and he zipped the Corolla through gaps in the traffic like a kid playing a video game.

Travers put one hand on the dashboard as he continued leaving his message. “I allowed myself to be distracted by the bombing at the courthouse. I had Mr. Westley trapped in a safe house. I rushed to confront him, but he knew nothing of the attack. Therefore, he was not behind it.

“I have an associate, a less than trustworthy one, who is my subordinate. I fear he has come to do what I cannot and therefore replace me. I’m afraid that he is quite willing to kill Regan in order to discredit me. He has already tried once in the courtroom.

“I believe he will seek to rectify his failure. He will be wearing a hat and a long coat, and will be impeccably dressed. He will come bearing gifts and speaking soft words.  Kill him on sight.

“Whatever happens, send Regan my love. Pavo out.”

Travers took the phone away from his ear, and stared at it for a moment before switching it off. “I should have left him the number I suppose.”

“I think he gets the point. His daughter's in danger, and we're on the way.”

“Very well.”

They crossed the bridge, and traffic slowed to a crawl again.

“Pertinax?” Jake inquired.

“Latin for Stubbornness,” Travers said. “I'm Pavo, which is Fear. We all have names.”

“Who else?”

“Fiducioso,” Travers said. “Faithfulness. An irony if there ever was one.”

“Who is he?”

Travers told him, and Jake swerved out onto the shoulder of the parkway and started honking his horn.




 Chapter 56 - But her mind was racing 

The door of the hospital room swung open. From behind the door, Gary said, “Knock-knock. Who's awake and ready for visitors?”

His voice was thick with artificial cheer.

She couldn't believe it. Not a traitor. Not Gary.

He took one step past the door and stopped.

He was wearing a sharp looking hat and a black trench coat over a suit and had a bouquet of assorted brightly colored flowers in one arm, the kind that looked garish in real life but look almost elegant in a black and white photo after the fact. A contemptuous sneer twisted his lips.

“Hi Gary,” she said, lowering the phone into the bedcovers beside her. On the other end, Alex had gone completely silent.

“Mmm-hmmm,” he said. “Now tell me to come in.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

“Come in,” she said helplessly.

Gary pushed into the room, carrying the flowers over to a side table where he appropriated a squat water jug as a vase.

Behind him came a second person — someone who looked almost exactly like Gary, except he was missing Gary's goatee. He was somehow dressed even more tastefully than Gary.

One hand was in his pocket, next to a small bulge.

“My brother,” Gary said, “Lawrence.”

“Not Larry?” Regan said.

“Do not call him Larry. And these flowers are from me, not him.”

Lawrence took off his hat. “Good afternoon, madam,” he said. “It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. Believe me, I’ve been following your career with interest.”

Gary, who had gone to the sink to fill the vase with water, hunched his shoulders at the sound of his brother's voice.

“Good afternoon,” she said.

Lawrence walked past the end of the bed to her father's chair and extended a hand. “And the Honorable St. Clair,” he said. “I've heard so many good things about you.”

“Bad things too, I'm sure.”

“Nothing worse than you have a slight case of stubbornness.”

“That's true,” her father said. “And you are?”

“The ever faithful brother of Gary Titschmarsh, Lawrence del Rey, at your service.” He made a slight, almost mocking bow.

“My brother was visiting a mutual friend of ours and happened to mention your name,” Gary said. “When he heard that you were in the hospital, he decided to come with me to see you.”

“Oh? Which friend?”

“Alex Carr,” Gary said.

“Oh?” Why hadn't he said? She wanted to strangle him.

“A delightful fellow,” Lawrence said, “entirely noble.”

Her father frowned and mouthed the word noble to himself. “Patrician,” he said. “Pa… yes, I see. The Organization is still up to its old tricks.”

The exchange went over Regan's head.

Still with a pleasant smile on his face, Lawrence said, “Speaking of the Organization, there were certain conditions to your retirement I was sent to remind you of, or have you forgotten?”

“I haven't forgotten.”

“That's just as well. I'm not especially fond of reminding people of their obligations — or the consequences of not meeting them.”

Regan licked her lips. She had an IV in her hand, and the bed rails were up. If Lawrence was a threat, she wasn't going to be able to do much about it — security might, though. She reached her hand up to scratch her nose and then pressed the worn call button built into the side of the bed.

A discreet light appeared and then turned off again.

“I hope you don't think that the only person I have on staff with IT skills is your friend Alex,” Lawrence said, “Miss St. Clair.”

She glanced at her phone. The call had been cut off as well.

Gary had moved a step closer to his brother, holding the plastic water pitcher with the flowers as if to carry them closer to the window.

“Don't worry,” Lawrence said. “We won't be interrupted. Your detective and the so called head of my division are distracting each other at the moment. The hospital staff has been pulled away on other business, and communications in and out of the room are being rerouted elsewhere. It's important we have our little talk. There are, you see, a few different ways this can go.”

Her father's face turned bright red. “You fool. You have no idea what you're doing.”

“Daddy,” Regan said.

“Don't interrupt me.”

Either her father was losing his temper or trying to keep Lawrence's attention on him and away from her — or Gary.

Either way, she didn't like it.

“Daddy. Let me handle this. Please.”

“You don't know the kind of games these people play.”

“I do, Daddy. They treat people like chess pieces.”

Lawrence gave a little bow. “I'm sure my superior would try to tell you that all of this is for the greater good. I just like to play chess.”

“Pavo,” her father said. “You work for Pavo.”

“Indeed.”

Her father's eyes softened. He turned his head to the side. If Regan hadn't known better, she would have thought he was trying to hold back tears.

“Talk to Regan a second,” her father said. “I need a moment.”

Lawrence turned on his heels toward her.

Hell. Now his side was turned toward Gary, not his back.

And Gary had come close — very close — to being able to take a swing at the back of his brother's head.

“Your father has, despite his agreement to do otherwise, knowingly re-involved himself in the business of our Organization. Moreover, he has allowed you to become involved without warning you of the danger.”

“Understandable,” Regan said, keeping her eyes away from Gary who was just past arm's length away now. “That would have involved talking to me instead of hiding yet another layer of lies.”

“Yes, it is understandable but entirely disagreeable to the Organization. It is my sad duty to inform you and your father there will be repercussions to your father's choices.”

“What kind of repercussions?”

Lawrence turned around to face his brother, pulling a small, old fashioned pistol out of his pocket

Gary had just started to raise his hands, the pitcher of water almost in front of his face.

Lawrence waved the pistol.

“Don't you think you should put that on the table, over there?”

Gary lowered the pitcher and brought it to the small table beside Regan.

The flowers wobbled.

“Now step over here, beside the elder Judge St. Clair. I hate having you running around behind me. It feels as though someone is reading over my shoulder — or getting ready to stab me in the back.”

Gary hesitated. Lawrence gave a jerk of his chin.

When Gary was balanced on the windowsill next to her father, Lawrence said, “The agreement was if your father ever involved himself in the business of the Organization again, he would be destroyed.”

“You mean killed.”

“That is one of the options. The other is to have his reputation as a judge discredited. Unlike Mr. Westley's efforts with regards to Detective Marando, this does not involve planting false evidence.”

Her father still had his head turned away from her.

She wanted to be angry at him for lying to her yet again; for not being the man she thought he was. And yet her heart went out to him.

He must have been driven out of Brooklyn because he refused to do what these people wanted. It had probably started innocently — a few favors here and there and then grown until they had broken her mother's arm and threatened his child. They had probably done worse too, and he just wasn't telling her.

Now it was happening all over again — the bomb in the courtroom. Poor Nick Sikes, he must belong to them too.

“There is,” Lawrence said, “a third option.”

“And just what would that be?” Regan asked.

“You can take your father's place in the Organization.”

She frowned at him. “So you can destroy my reputation instead? So I can be killed?”

“We're not that crude, most of the time,” Lawrence said. “It's only when the pieces move against the rules that we have to treat them so roughly.”

Gary snorted.

“I take it that you aren't going to provide me with a written contract to review,” Regan said.

“I've already had Gary review it,” Lawrence said dryly, “years ago.”

Gary looked at her with a sick expression on his face. “I'm no lawyer, but I advise against signing – no real benefit.”

“Oh, I wouldn't say that,” Lawrence said. “I'd say it has made Miss St. Claire the woman she is today, wouldn't you? She is wealthy, well educated, and well placed.”

Regan's mouth opened. No sound came out.

If she was wealthy, well educated, and well placed as a judge, it was because of two men — her father and her “Uncle” Paul Travers, the razor sharp man who had taught her how to play chess, and who now ran the water treatment plant in Brooklyn, among other things. She hadn't seen him since Christmas.

If her father had been involved in the Organization, then so had Uncle Paul.

As the saying went, they were thick as thieves and had been since college.

“Who are you people?” she asked. “You're everywhere. You're everyone I know practically. You have your fingers in everything.”

Lawrence gave a short informal bow.

“Some of us like to think we're making the world a better place. Others of us just like the game.”

“And the rest of us were bullied, blackmailed, or bribed,” Gary said.

Regan's heart sank. What could she do? She was surrounded by these people — her father, Gary, Lawrence, just to name the ones in the room. For all she knew the nurse could be one too, the janitor, the doctor, and who knew who else! What could she do? Nothing. Most of the people involved in this didn't even want to be. Some probably didn’t even know.

“Regan,” her father said. “Don't agree to anything. The worries were never worth the advantages. And that was even after I set aside any sense of justice. I've made my bed. I'll lie in it.”

“Is Jane in this too?” she asked.

“No,” Gary said.

“Not yet,” Lawrence added. “We have a nice little cell forming up here. You, Jake, Gary, Alex, Jane — imagine what we could accomplish with a group like that.”

She shuddered — a great deal. They could control and manipulate a great deal. If Jake were here, he'd knock the guy out. But that wouldn't solve anything either.

She couldn't see any way out but to agree to what Lawrence and the Organization wanted. But wasn't that what the Organization wanted her to see? Unified, indivisible, monolithic, powerful, agile, wise, mysterious, untraceable, invisible…

“Who was it,” she said, “who tried to set up the meeting with me at the defunct coffee shop?”

Gary looked down.

“I did,” Lawrence said.

“You?”

“I was ordered to allow you to punish yourself for not heeding our warning. If you had not been so consumed by curiosity, you would have been in no danger.”

“It was a trap? The whole thing from beginning to end was a trap?”

“It was a trap.”

She wanted to bare her teeth.

“And the bomb in the courtroom, were you trying to kill me or not?”

“Of course not. By then I had captured Alex and instructed him to contact you. If you hadn’t been so stupid, you wouldn’t have been hurt.”

Since when is trying to save other people’s lives being stupid? 

“And the reason that Jamie Gibbons contacted me in the first place?”

She could still remember the white puffs of steam outside her window hanging in place. She could still remember the reason she was involved, even if it did seem naive and a million years ago.

It was because I was losing my passion for my job. Because I wasn't sure I was making a difference.

Lawrence shrugged. “We ensured your name was one of the ones recommended to her as possibly being interested in real justice.”

“So I'm only involved in this because you arranged it. That's what you're saying. You set this whole thing up.”

“More or less, yes.”

His words built a cage around her. They cut off every avenue of escape. She kept waiting for him to say it: checkmate.

He didn't, though. He kept telling her all the ways he had put her in check. But he hadn't actually told her she now worked for the Organization. He held a threat over her head. But he was still giving her a choice. That meant somewhere, somehow, there was still a way out.

She licked her lips and said, “There isn't coffee in here somewhere, is there?”

But her mind was racing.




 Chapter 57 - Now that's a checkmate 

Jake hit the outskirts of White Plains beating the heel of his hand against the steering wheel and honking at every car in his path. He knew it was useless. Even racing straight to White Plains at 100 miles per hour, he still would be too late.

A white puff of steam hung over the town. He tried to keep himself from imagining it was Regan's last breath but had mixed success.

“If you hadn't locked me up in that goddamned basement,” he told Travers.

“I didn't,” Travers said. “It was Fiducioso that arranged it, naturally enough.”

“Didn't you suspect him?”

“My suspicions of Fiducioso were so complex as to be meaningless.”

“So he followed your orders, but you had no idea what he was up to.”

“That is correct.”

“And you can work like that?”

“It is important to allow one's subordinates a measure of independence. I, myself, rely a great deal on the gap between receiving an order and reporting on how successfully I have implemented it.”

“I can see that,” Jake muttered.

“But for such an arrangement to endure requires a certain measure of trust, and Fiducioso and I never achieved that.”

***

Still holding the dark gray old fashioned pistol, Lawrence said, “I'm afraid that I cannot allow anyone in or out of the room until you have made up your mind — even for coffee.”

Of course not — he wanted to keep the pressure on her. He didn't want to give her time to think.

“And if I say I can't make a decision?”

“Then I shall leave it up to your father. Whether or not he is alive in a week will indicate his preference.”

“Then I'll cooperate,” she said.

Gary blew air out of his cheeks and rubbed his hand across his face.

Her father slumped forward, looking finally like an old man instead of a hero who just happened to have a head of leonine white hair.

She focused on Lawrence's face until the rest of the room seemed to gray out.

“You'll join the organization?” he asked.

“Promises made under duress aren't binding, but I'll cooperate to keep you from destroying my father. If …”

Lawrence closed his eyes for a moment and inhaled as if the smell of victory were indeed sweet.

She didn't disturb him.

Gary raised his eyebrows at her. She shook her head.

“That is acceptable.”

“I said if,” Regan said. “There's a condition. Andy Gibbons goes free.”

“That's not how duress works,” Lawrence said. “I make the threat. You acquiesce, or I carry out the threat. We do not negotiate.”

“Nevertheless, Andy's been punished long enough for something he didn't do. Whatever he did do to make you people angry, he's paid for it. His sons need him. Or isn't that something you think is important — family?”

She hit a tender spot, she knew. Not that Lawrence gave her any reaction. He was too polished and smooth for that, but Gary winced.

In order to win this game, she had to reverse their positions — put Gary's bastard of a brother in checkmate. She'd deal with Uncle Paul later.

“You don't need to expose the real murderer. You just need to let Andy go,” Regan added.

Lawrence hesitated.

He was caught between telling her whatever it would take to get her to agree to join them — and being unable to clear the matter with his superiors because communications had been cut off...and because he would have to go over Uncle Paul’s head to do it.

Victory was a phone call away, and yet it was a phone call he would find impossible to explain to his superiors.

He covered it well. “Then we have a tentative arrangement.”

“Excellent. As long as it's tentative, I'm free to stab you in the back, and contact Uncle Paul to tell him how you've betrayed him.”

He grimaced and turned the pistol on her.

“I won't agree to anything else,” Regan said, “and neither will my father.”

“I won't?”

“He won't,” Regan insisted.

“I won't.”

“If you walk out of here without an agreement with me, then they'll want to know how you lost control over not only my father but me too.”

The tip of the pistol began to jitter.

“You could blame it on Uncle Paul — if he were here — except that he would never risk my life, and his superiors would never believe he would. It could only be you, playing chess.”

He blinked. The pistol began to shake harder.

“What happens if you lose the game?” she asked. “Are you the next piece that gets sacrificed to the greater good?”

***

Jake pushed past the nurse trying to block the hallway.

“You can't go in there!”

“I'll be damned if you're going to stop me.”

Travers stopped at the nurse's station and picked up the phone. “It's dead.”

“So is this Lawrence guy.”

He grabbed the doorknob. It was locked.

He heard the click of a hammer being cocked.

***

The door jumped in its frame, making Regan jump. Jake bellowed on the other side of the door.

The metal door frame groaned and creaked.

Whatever Lawrence was going to do, he had about two seconds to do it.

He dropped his pistol back into his coat pocket, reached into the opposite pocket, and pulled out a cell phone.

“Unlock the door,” he said.

The door opened and slammed against the wall, inches from the back of Lawrence's head.

Jake burst into the room.

In a second he had his gun leveled on Lawrence.

“Put your hands on your head.”

Lawrence gave a long look at Regan, sizing her up one last time. Then he did so.

Gary leaned forward and took the pistol out of his brother's pocket and unloaded it, dropping the jingling bullets first into his palm, then reaching across Regan and dumping them into the pitcher full of flowers.

Uncle Paul walked into the room, far more sedately. He had a black eye, and his suit was dirty along one hip. He leaned heavily on a cane she had rarely seen him use before.

“Hello Regan,” he said.

“Hello Uncle Paul.”

“I'm glad to see you are well.”

She blinked back a tear. Even after all this, she was glad to see him, too.

“Regan,” Jake said. “Are you all right?”

She pointed at Lawrence. “No. This bastard had me bombed.”

Jake edged past Lawrence, the two of them turning to keep facing each other as Jake moved from one side of the bed to the other.

Jake calmly handed the revolver to her father, who trained it on Lawrence with an iron precision.

Then Jake grabbed the front of Lawrence's coat, cocked a fist, and slammed Lawrence in the jaw.

Bone crunched.

Lawrence's hands flew up, and he started to fall back toward Uncle Paul.

Uncle Paul took a step to the side and let him fall.

Lawrence's head landed under the sink. The back of his head knocked against the side of the metal trash can, ringing it like a bell.

Then Jake had his arms around her, watching her face to make sure he wasn't hurting her, pulling her forward when she wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing her.

“Now that's a checkmate,” her father said with a smile.




 Chapter 58 - Yes 

It might not have been Valentine's Day at La Rouche, but considering how slowly the wheels of justice might have turned, it wasn't that far past. Regan's heart was almost too full of satisfaction to keep it within her chest.

She'd rented the private room for the night and sent Jake and Alex over early to make sure the place wasn't bugged. It was, but only by the owner's security cameras. She had them take the cameras out for the night — she'd pay for the repairs later.

The room had sedate wallpaper, wall sconces made to look like old fashioned lamps, and wingback chairs upholstered in velvet. It was the kind of place that called for brandy snifters.

Jane dragged tables around for her until they had a large circle decorated with a white tablecloth and set for 15. They set the table with vases of get-well flowers until Regan made them move them to side tables. She wanted to be able to see everyone.

The original group (Regan, Jake, Jane, Gary, and Alex) met first the others, (the retired SEALs, her father, and Uncle Paul), and Jamie and the boys would be there in minutes.

As it turned out, having Jake punch Lawrence’s lights out might not have fixed anything, but it had made her feel a thousand times better.

Uncle Paul said he'd kept a lid on things lest his superiors have him removed. And Lawrence’s broken jaw and cracked skull would be enough of a reminder, for a while at least, to stop him from going behind his boss's back again – at least until he had enough material to replace him. They should be safe — for now.

The five of them stood just inside the double French doors. A server had just brought a cart full of ice and champagne bottles to them. Jake pulled out a bottle of champagne and opened it. The pop echoed around the room, and Regan and Jane cheered.

Jake filled the glasses and handed them out.

Gary had a pained look on his face and gnawed on a knuckle. Regan wanted to reach out to him — but the wound from finding out he was part of the Organization was still too raw. Things could be mended, but it would take time.

Jane, who had been less than shocked when everything had been explained to her, had an almost smug smile. Regan had come through her latest adventure without spending too much money, after all. And Jane had found out some things about how Uncle Paul had made his money that she had been curious about for years.

Alex clutched his champagne glass in one hand and twirled the end of his mustache with the other. He looked inscrutable. In the game between him and the FBI, she knew where she'd place her bets as to who would win — eventually.

As for Jake…

His eyes were also busy, sizing up the rest of the group. He was still suspicious of Gary, neutral toward Jane, and friendly — almost rueful — toward Alex.

And when he looked at her? She raised her glass to him as she saw the affection in his eyes. Bubbles rose in wavy lines through the golden liquid.

“To us,” she said. “I won't say we've come through the fire unscathed. None of us is as pearly white as we were when we started this, except Jane, who has no morals other than 'don't get caught' and was more of a muddy gray in the first place.”

Jane grinned.

“We still don't even know who committed the murder. But our man is exonerated, and he's coming home.”

“To us,” Jake said.

“To us.” They all raised their glasses and drank.

Alex cleared his throat. “Ah ... actually, with regards to the murderer, I think I’ve found him. I can’t prove it in court, but I think I know who he is.”

They were all staring at him. His cheeks turned pink, all the way up to his hairline.

“His name is Ron Earl Taylor,” Alex said. “I pulled an ID on him using a reflection of him off a beer bottle in one of the photographs.”

 Regan gaped at him.

“He works at the water treatment plant, a mid-level manager who's been there since 2002. He looks like Mr. Gibbons, that's all, and wears a red leather coat. I don't have any actual proof, but I think it's him.”

“To Alex,” Regan said.

“To Alex.”

Jake refilled their glasses.

The door cracked open, and someone slipped in.

A big man, black, wearing a bomber jacket and a pair of khaki pants. No hat, no hiking boots.

Andy Gibbons.

He looked at the five of them.

Gary reached over and picked up another glass and handed it over to Jake who filled it from the bottle.

He gave it to Andy with a little salute. Regan cursed herself for a moment — she had no idea whether Andy drank or not.

He took the champagne glass and held it but didn't drink.

He looked like he wasn't sure if he was welcome.

Regan said, “To Andy.”

“To Andy,” they all raised their glasses and waited for him to join them.

Andy swallowed a couple of times. His hand clutched his champagne glass like he was about to crush it. “I haven't seen her yet,” he said. “I'm so nervous, man — you know.”

 Regan didn't know. She'd never been in love before. She'd never been married before. She'd never let anyone down like that before and had to beg for forgiveness.

It was all still too new. She felt drunk — constantly drunk.

Jake said, “She still wants you. I talked to her once about it — she was trying to give me a hint about Regan, actually. My guess is that it'll be a long road for both of you, but she still wants you.”

“I'll drink to that.” Andy raised his glass and drained the whole thing.

They all followed suit.

“It's not that I don't appreciate being out of prison,” Andy said, “but what about the Organization? You don't know what they can do to you.”

“It's a long story,” Regan said, “but the short version is the cell that used to control you is under our control now — mostly — for a while.”

Andy shook his head. It wasn't easy for her to believe, either.

A server came to the door and peeked in. “You said you wanted to be notified when Mrs. Gibbons and her sons arrived.”

“Oh, God,” Andy said. “What am I going to do? What am I going to do?”

Jane pulled a chair out for him. “Sit here Andy. Don't worry. We have this.”

She and Gary hustled him over to the chair and got him seated. The rest of them stood in front of him waiting.

They heard heels clicking on the floor and the scuff and squeak of sneakers before they saw them. Regan glanced back at Andy. He was grinning from ear to ear.

Jamie came around the corner with her two boys in tow. Both of them were at least as tall as she was, dressed in button-up plaid shirts and khakis. They looked grown up, but not too big for Jamie to handle though.

She wore a nice new teal blue dress with a V-neck. It looked good on her, and she walked as if she knew it. Her pride wouldn't stretch to a new purse though. Jamie looked them over. She knew they were up to something.

Regan said, “Come in Jamie.”

The door was opened, but Jamie wasn't about to step over the threshold until she knew what was going on. “What is this news you wanted to celebrate?”

Her face was ready to burst into tears, pulled in half by hope and hurt.

Regan elbowed Jake in the side, and the two of them stepped aside.

“Dad!” Tyrone shouted. He pushed through the door and leaped into his father's arms as he stood up. Andy might weigh three times as much as his son, but he still stumbled backward against his chair as Tyrone hit him.

James hesitated at his mother's shoulder.

Jamie's face went blank for a second, and she shivered like she'd seen a ghost. Her hands opened, and her purse slid off her shoulder. James bent forward and caught it before it hit the floor.

She took a step forward into the room. Her chest was heaving, and her eyes filled with tears.

Andy let his son go.

Gary tapped on Tyrone's shoulder, pulling him to the side.

“Is it you? Is it really you?” Jamie asked.

You don't ask, Regan thought. The answer's always no.

Jake had appeared by Regan's side. He took her hand. His calluses rubbed against a hand that rarely did anything more strenuous than bang a gavel.

“It's me,” Andy said, voice hoarse, “if you'll still have me.”

The look on Jamie's face said yes, a thousand times yes.

 Regan looked down at Jake's hand, holding hers, at their shoes standing next to each other, and she remembered the night before.

She could almost understand how Jamie felt now — almost.

Yes.

 The End 




 Damned if you Do, Damned if you don’t: Prologue 

It wasn't the kind of letter she wanted to write on a computer and entrust to a hard drive, let alone send as an email.

Kristin lifted her fingers off the keyboard and let them hover in midair. Her hands were shaking... her fingers felt like ice. She'd bitten her nails and her cuticles down to the quick, trying to decide whether she really wanted to do this or not. It was stupid. And yet she didn't know if she really had a choice.

Dear Conrad, the letter started—and then stopped.

She chewed the inside of her cheeks until they too were ragged, then forced herself to stop.

She got up and started pacing around the second bedroom in her apartment, one of the many in the 1940’s apartment building. She was setting it up as her first real office. She had used barrister bookcases along one wall. Okay, most of them were filled with paperback novels at this point, but she did have a few case law books in a stack on the floor that she was going to shelve as soon as she could figure out how she wanted to organize everything. Her computer desk was still the same cheap pressboard desk she'd had since she was in eighth grade, and had two worn spots in front of the keyboard where her wrists had been resting all those years. A framed picture of her parents hung on one side of her monitor, the notorious RBG on the other.

In other words, it was starting to feel like a real home. Even the overly shaggy green rug underfoot was something that she had chosen for herself. It was a pain to vacuum—she was always eating at her computer and getting morsels of food into it but it was hers, and she loved it.

It was one of those cool, damp early May evenings that made her want to open the windows and let in the fresh air. But she knew if she did, she would start shivering and end up slamming her windows shut while wrapping herself in the duvet off her bed. She compromised by pulling at the sticky old window in her office until it opened an inch and a half and putting on a giant black button-less sweater that flipped over her shoulder like a scarf.

After a few more circuits of the room, she found her fleece slippers and put them on, scuffing through the overly shaggy rug. The cold, damp air coming from the bottom of the old double hung window smelled fresh and clean... like the fresh fog in the morning on the way to work.

She shouldn't write the letter. She knew that. But she'd already slept with the guy. So really, what harm could it do… other than completely destroy her self-respect? God, it was so... sordid. She'd slept with a married man, and now she needed to know whether he'd leave his wife for her.

She wanted the answer to be no. But in her dreams the answer was yes. She would wake up from a dream of a wedding out on the coast, a big grin stretching her face... and then she would shiver in terror. Having a secret affair was one thing. Spending the rest of her life trying to live down a status as the other woman was another. She was one hundred percent guaranteed to get fired from her paralegal job, for one thing. Her uptight, holier than thou boss would find some excuse to fire her.  And then there was trying to explain things to her parents.

Was she in love with him? She knew that she couldn't seem to say no to him. Everything he wanted, she wanted too. She'd been in love before, or thought she had. It hadn't felt like this.

If only he wasn't already taken. She should just tell him she never wanted to see him again. Boom. Problem solved.

Her computer beeped through her headphones, which were sitting off to the side of the desk. One of the browser tabs flashed—she'd just received a message. She flipped over to the tab. It was her best friend, Nancy, saying she had seen Conrad's car at his wife's parents' house.

Nancy was just a little bit of a stalker. She should have never become a paralegal like Kristin. She should have gone with detective work. Blonde, tall, gorgeous, coordinated enough to play volleyball for a local league; she was everything that Kristin wasn't. She was also about ten times more unethical.

Want me to wait around for him to leave?

Kristin rolled her eyes. Thanks, but no thanks!

What are you doing, sitting around and moping again? If you want him, go get him.

At his wife's parents' house? Nancy, you are the classiest woman I have ever met.

You know it.

I'm actually trying to write a breakup letter. There. She'd typed it and hit enter without even thinking about it. It must be true.

Mmm-hmmm. Believe it when I see it. BCC me when you send it.

I'm going to write it by hand and send it snail mail. 

Pffft. Why bother? Just tell him that the cow's not passing out free milk anymore, buh-bye.

So I'm a cow now. Thaaaaanks.

A grinning emoticon appeared.

You know I love you and just want you to be happy. Conrad gives me the creeps.

Why?

No reason. He doesn't like me. You know that.

He's only met you once.

Once was enough.

Rather than get bogged down in a conversation for the rest of the night, she forced herself to say goodnight. Then she closed all her apps and shut down the computer. It was much easier to pretend she had willpower when the blinking power light on her computer wasn't winking at her.

Then she pulled out a piece of paper from her printer, took out the nice pen that she'd received at her college graduation, and started writing a letter to Conrad.

She stared at the words Dear Conrad for half an hour before she realized that she had to write out the other letter first—the one saying all the things she would never allow herself to say. Then she would light it on fire on the stove and dump it in the sink to smolder before it set off the fire alarm.

Then she'd be able to write the real letter.

She took a deep breath and wrote….

Dear Conrad,

I realize that our affair probably doesn't mean as much to you as it does to me. We've only been together, what —five times? But I spend every day wondering when I'll see you again. You know all you have to do is ask, and I'll be waiting for you.

I love talking to you, spending time with you. I hate that we have to keep this a secret. I want to be with you all the time, be the person you come home to. You know that I'd never be a bitch about your job the way Penny is. I understand, truly I do.  

I would do anything for you, anything you asked. I would stay like this forever, in secret—even though I hate it.

Just give me some hope that you'll stay with me, one way or another. 

Forever yours, Kristin

If that wasn't about the most disgusting letter she'd ever seen, let alone written. Ugh. She disgusted herself. She folded it in half and tossed it in the trash—didn’t burn it and didn’t wash it down the sink.

Who was Conrad anyway? Some guy she'd slept with twice. Twice! And that she was crushing on so hard she was ready to throw her life away over it.

This wasn't love. Conrad always made her feel on top of the world. But the second she wanted something from him, the good feelings were replaced by guilt. The only way she could be with Conrad would be if she gave up her brains completely, as well as ditched Nancy and the rest of her friends...and her parents... and her job...and worst of all, somehow, her apartment.

She could choose Conrad, or she could choose her apartment.

She kicked off her slippers and ran her bare feet through the overly shaggy green rug.

"I love you, rug," she said. And then in a higher-pitched voice, "I love you too, Kristin."

There. Now that that was out of her system, she could write the real letter.

She bent over to pull another piece of paper out of the printer tray when she heard the knock at the door. She swore, put her slippers back on, stood up, and flipped the end of her sweater over her shoulder.

It was probably Nancy, who would sit on Kristin's couch and watch CSI reruns until Kristin finished her real letter, and who would then personally drop the letter into Conrad's hands at his wife's parents' house, pretending to be from Western Union or something.

She walked through the living room to the front door. She didn't keep the chain on—come on—Portsmouth was not a center of criminal activity. She only kept her door locked at night out of habit from the days of living in college dorms.

She opened it a crack.

It wasn't Nancy.

"Hey," he said. "Can I come in?”

Her heart fluttered.

“I need to talk to someone. I'm freaking out. And you're the only one I know who will listen and not judge me."

She thought about telling him no, but she couldn’t. Talk about mistakes.

Instead she sighed and opened the door for him. Because really, he was right—she would listen to the problems he'd gotten himself into, and she wouldn't judge. She was just as bad. If not worse. He stomped his feet on the welcome mat, then came in.

"What's up?"

"I haven't been doing so hot," he said. "It's a long story."

She led him over to the couch and made him sit down. Her phone buzzed, but she ignored it. Instead she went into the kitchenette and put the kettle on a burner. If nothing else, a scream from the kettle would make a good excuse to interrupt the conversation.

***

Nancy tossed the phone into the passenger's seat. If she didn't want to answer, fine. But the text would show up on the screen of her phone regardless.

Heads up: Conrad may be headed to your place. Looks like he's ditching the party here.

On second glance, she wasn't sure it was Conrad. The guy looked a lot like Conrad—same height, same general size—but there was something upright about the guy that she didn't think she would have picked up on from Conrad himself.

Whoever the guy was coming out of Conrad's wife's parents' house was, he was being careful to make sure nobody could make out his face. Okay, it was a little foggy, a little misty, and the streetlights turned the evening into an eerie, slippery kind of place. A good ambiance for a horror movie, no prob.

Better safe than sorry. Forewarned is forearmed, and all that.

She added, if it is him and I'm not sure, he's not taking his own car. He's taking someone else's. He wants some on the sly...what a jerk. Don't even open the door.

She followed the guy for a couple of miles until she lost him after getting cut off at a stoplight. It was pitch black and foggy out, and all the taillights ahead of her looked the same.

She decided to head the bastard off at the pass.

She turned off the road and headed straight for Kristin's house.

If nothing else, she could let herself into the apartment with her key, watch CSI reruns off Kristin's DVR, and make absolutely positively certain she wrote that breakup letter.

She'd hand deliver it to him if she had to.

***

Panting, he let the fire extinguisher slide to the floor. His heart was thudding deep in his throat. He should have listened to his doctor about changing his diet and getting more exercise. That was all he needed right now, to have some heart attack and drop dead here on Kristin's floor.

The teakettle was still shrieking. He checked to make sure he hadn't stepped in any of the blood, and then circled around her to go back into the kitchen and turn off the burner. Hopefully it had covered up most of the noise.

Two cups sat out on the counter beside the stove. Pulling his shirtsleeve over his hand, he put one cup back on the shelf.

It wasn't as if Kristin belonged to him. He didn't think that...but jealousy was a green-eyed monster.

Everyone knew that.

He looked around the living room to see if he'd left anything behind. The condom was already in his pocket, tied off at the end. He might have left, he didn't know, hairs or skin flakes or something behind, but he doubted it. And if he had, he'd just say that it was from when they had actually been dating.

Shit, the fire extinguisher handle.

He edged around the room and walked up to the fire extinguisher from behind where he would have been standing, to keep from tracking blood all over the room. Using his sleeve, he wiped the handle, then the cleaner parts of red paint in case he'd touched the thing with his other hand while he was swinging it around. He already knew his clothes had to go; her blood was all over them. His gym bag was in his trunk—not a problem.

Steam was still puffing out of the teakettle. It had all happened so fast that his zipper was still down.

He zipped it up and left, pulling the door closed with his other hand, wrapped in the cleaner of his two sleeves.

He'd parked a couple of blocks away.

People were nosy in this town.




 Chapter 1 -                 Better players than you will ever be 

The crabapple trees in the neighbors' back yard had gone nuts, big pink explosions of flowers that fell in drifts on the grass on either side of her father's white picket fence. A squirrel ran through the branches, knocking the petals down as it went. They fell lazily, like fat flakes of snow, and tumbled across the grass every time a puff of wind came along. The smell was incredible.

Regan leaned on the rail of her father's deck, one hand wrapped around a cup of coffee. It was one of those rare days that she missed her cigarette habit from college, to soften the edges of the world when they got too hard.

The neighbor’s patio door slid open a crack, and a small white Pomeranian ran out, charged into the fallen petals, and plowed through them with its mouth open, yapping incessantly and spinning around in circles. The squirrel froze for a moment, then started cursing at the dog: pwok pwok pwok, a pwoka pwok!

The dog froze in complete shock, then started attacking the base of the tree, scratching the bark with his claws. The squirrel continued to curse at the dog.

Regan clenched her teeth together and laughed through her nose, trying to keep quiet as the dog began to circle the base of the tree, growling and trying to figure out a way to get at that squirrel. Neither one of them was going to win—it was obvious. It was all just a bunch of noise—empty threats.

Jake came out onto the patio and put his arm around her waist. She leaned her head against his shoulder. One of the branches shook. Then a stick flew out of the branches and landed next to the dog. A second stick followed it. The squirrel was throwing things at the dog.

The dog went insane, all four legs rigid, barking so hard that it pushed itself a fraction of an inch backward every time it yapped. It was like watching a windup toy.

Regan stood at the rail and held back her laughter until the neighbor's back patio door slammed open and the owner, still dressed in a blue and white striped bathrobe at ten thirty in the morning, shouted at the dog to shut up.

The dog growled a question—grrooo?—and the owner said, "Shut up or it's a bath for you, bub."

The dog put its paws over its face and shivered.

Then she lost it, whooping with laughter and slamming the heel of her hand against the rail. Coffee sloshed over the rim and onto the back of her fingers.

"Can it, St. Clair!" the neighbor shouted. The patio door slammed shut, the dog made half a bark—whuff! —and the squirrel climbed to the top of the tree and made a flying leap over the fence to a tree in her father's back yard.

The patio door opened again, and the neighbor said, "You're not St. Clair."

"I'm his daughter."

The neighbor, balding, weak-chinned, and with dirty slippers, snorted and went back inside.

"They're done shouting at each other," Jake said. "You can come back in."

***

Her father stood in the kitchen next to the patio door with coffee mug in one hand, the other arm crossed over his chest, and his jaw jutting. Tall, handsome, not the least bit balding, and seventy years old, he was as vain as a Dalmatian and would have died before he appeared outside in a bathrobe after six am. He wore an unwrinkled red polo shirt, khaki pants, and a steel Rolex—her grandfather's watch. But his eyebrows were out of control, long gray hairs jutting in every direction. Uncle Paul must have really gotten to him.

She went to the sink and dried off the outside of her coffee mug with a paper towel, then topped it off. She didn't say anything, either about the dog or about Uncle Paul.

"When are you going to give me grandchildren?" her father spat out.

"As soon as they stock them at the supermarket," she said blandly. She'd prepared half a dozen responses to the question, and had already burned through the first two, the serious ones. "And then I'll bring you home half a dozen."

He grunted at her and took a drink of his coffee, but his eyes had a twinkle to them.

What was supposed to be a good day had been derailed by two old friends at each other’s throats. But it would be all right eventually, i.e., only after one of them was dead.

"Now that the air is clear, let's get started." Jake said. When her father and Uncle Paul had started fighting, Jake had slipped into Delta Force mode, stripping all expression from his face and taking every bend out of his posture. When he used it against her, she wanted to shake him—but it would have been like shaking a statue.

She caught her father giving Jake a foul look over her shoulder.

On second thought, it was almost pleasant seeing Jake use Delta Force mode against someone else. She glanced back at Jake and smiled.

His armored-steel exterior loosened up enough for him to throw a wink at her. They walked into the dining room where Uncle Paul was still sitting at the table, his hands folded in front of him on the table. He had taken his hat and suit coat off and laid them on the table. Regan put her coffee at her seat then picked up his jacket, shook it out, and hung it on the coat tree by the front door. Her father sat across from Uncle Paul. Together they looked like chalk and cheese — the handsome, charming Charlton Heston lookalike, and the gray suited, gaunt cheeked strategist.

"Our next case is the Craig Moreau case," Jake said. "He's been in the longest, and his case looks fairly straightforward. He finds his parents murdered, is blamed for their deaths, and the murderer gets free."

Uncle Paul frowned. "So everything is already neatly tied up."

Regan's father grimaced.

Jake shrugged. "If you could tell us how the Organization got involved in this one, that would be great. I don't want to spend too much time spinning our wheels here. If he's guilty and you know it, just say so."

"I don't entirely remember the case."

Jake flipped the manila folder open. "Near Watertown in Upstate New York. Two parents, both in their early fifties, and their son Craig, aged twenty-nine, running a small dairy farm. The son comes home one night from his day job as a bank teller to find his parents dead in their RV, which was out of gas. He tries to perform first aid and gets covered with their blood.

"The cops proceed to arrest him for the murder of his parents, question him for eighteen hours straight, no food, no water, no phone call, and no lawyer present.  They tell him that they've found the murder weapon in his room in the house, along with a missing gas can filled with gas in the back of his Jeep. They're lying. They convince the guy that he must have murdered his parents in some kind of blackout fugue state, and he confesses—then retracts his confession after his lawyer arrives. The prosecution never comes up with any kind of signed or recorded statement from the victim, whether a confession or otherwise. They just claim they got one.

"They give him a polygraph test but won't let anyone see the results. His DNA is all over the place. They lock him in jail with a snitch who says that he heard him confess to the crime—like we haven't heard that one before. A couple of character witnesses show up saying that he was a drunk and a cocaine addict and was desperate for money. An ex-girlfriend claims he always hated working for his parents, and threatened to kill her several times, both while they were dating and afterwards.

"The jury decides he's guilty beyond a reasonable doubt and gives him life in prison. He's been there since 1982. He's been in prison thirty-four years and is sixty-three years old now."

"At that age it might be more merciful to leave him there. He has become institutionalized. After that much time in jail he cannot survive outside. He can’t even take a piss without asking someone’s permission first," Uncle Paul said. "People past their fifties are rarely able to adapt to significant change."

Regan raised her hand toward him. “Stop. Uncle Paul, if your best excuse for leaving innocent people in prison is that it might inconvenience them to let them out, then you have officially conceded the argument."

He raised his eyebrows, which had been neatly trimmed and probably combed with a miniature eyebrow brush. "As you know, I never concede. I play to the bitter end."

"Do you know anything about the case or not?"

"I might remember a few details...if I were offered some coffee."

"Would you like some coffee, Uncle Paul?"

He smiled. "Yes, my dear, I would like some coffee."

Her father snarled, "Get it yourself. My daughter doesn't need to—"

But she had already stood up. She kissed her father on top of his head. "It's fine."

"When am I getting my grandchildren?" he snapped.

"When the stork brings them." She went into the kitchen and heard muttering and hissing behind her back, too low to make out. Her father's voice, mostly.

Jake said, "Let's keep this civil, gentlemen.” By then she was returning with the cup of coffee and putting it on the table in front of Uncle Paul.

"Thank you, my dear. At least someone in this house still has manners. You remind me more of your mother every day."

"Her mother had at least given me a daughter by this age," said her father.

"By this age—" Uncle Paul cut himself off. He looked from her father to Regan. "How old are you my dear?"

"A lady never tells, and gentlemen should know never to ask."

His nostrils fluttered, his neck straightened, and he looked up at the ceiling. A web of winkles circled his eyes. "Don't be impertinent. I was there when you were born. You are...thirty-six years old."

"Close enough."

"I see." His shoulders slumped. "My apologies, I'm wasting time while I spar with your father. We can argue later. Let me tell you what I remember, without further ado. It's not much, I'm afraid."

"We'll take whatever you've got."

"It was out of my district, of course. Upstate New York was assigned to a woman who is no longer with us, and of whom I was never fond. There are members of the Organization, and then there are members." He tapped the fingers of one hand on the table while covering them with the other hand. "I believe the murder was looked into, and it was discovered that the man in question had been smuggling cocaine without the auspices of the Organization. He may have had connections to the Russian mob —I'm not entirely sure. Nevertheless, it was decided that the Organization would be better served without his presence in the area."

Regan said, "Did the Organization do anything to put him in prison?"

"No. We merely allowed it to happen."

"Then why did Marando have the file in his collection?" Earlier that year, Jake had broken into the apartment of a corrupt Brooklyn detective in search of information on another case and found fifteen files of men in prison who were presumably innocent, put there by the criminal organization that her father used to work for—and part of which her father's best friend, "Uncle" Paul, now ran.

"Perhaps the reports I received were not entirely accurate. I was not the head of the district at that time. And, as you well know, it is often the case that when members of the Organization act in such a way as to cast doubts on their ability to handle their assigned tasks or territory, their first action is to conceal the situation from members further up in the Organization’s food chain."

"A cover-up."

Uncle Paul waved a hand toward the folder in front of Jake. "The case is yours to research. Do as you will."

"You're not worried about us exposing the Organization or getting in the way of their plans?"

"As I said, it's out of my district." Uncle Paul sipped his coffee. "One of the traits of the Organization is that it encourages competition as much as cooperation. It's a game called 'survival of the fittest.' Feel free to play it...as long as you realize there are other people out there who are better players than you will ever be."

Jake just grinned.

 

 Chapter 2 -                 Why? 

The offices of Westley PI, LLC, had two things on the wall: a bamboo Chinese New Year Calendar from the nearest place that delivered decent sweet and sour chicken; and Jake's New York State private investigator's license. With the white vertical blinds, the cheap flat-pack desks, used office chairs and filing cabinets, the whole place had the feel of a cheap movie set.

So far, though, so good. He'd almost broken even last month, month three of the Great Detective Office Space Experiment. He'd been losing a lot fewer clients after his first meeting with them. Hey, that was fair. Asking someone to trust a guy to track down your cheating wife when you had to meet him at Starbucks didn't instill any confidence.

He preceded Doug into his main office and closed the door behind them, more for the look of it than the belief that the cheap hollow core door would keep their discussion confidential.

"What's up?" Jake asked.

"So you said you were looking at a new case to pursue," Doug said. Doug was a retired SEAL—one of those guys who looked like they could lift a fishing trawler in each arm and whose neck was wider than their chins. He stayed quiet and kept his eyes open, and if Jake needed to send in a guy who looked like he was built for violence but could be trusted to let someone knock him around without losing his cool, Doug was his man. Look dumb, think smart—Doug's motto.

He had a thick manila folder in his hands.  Something was up.

Jake waved him over to the stackable office chair opposite his desk. Carefully Doug settled into the chair—a guy who's used to: a) breaking chairs or b) getting stuck in them. He wasn't overweight at all, even after five years of retirement. But three hundred and ten pounds of muscle still required a little care if you wanted to move it around without breaking things.

"We have one—the Craig Moreau case. One of the files we picked up from Marando's apartment."

"Yeah, I remember that one. But about that..." Doug ducked his head, looking down at the backs of his hands. "I have another case for you."

"Another case?"

"You know the guy that's about to be sent to the chair in New Hampshire? Conrad Wilson?"

"Yeah?"

"He's innocent. The execution is scheduled for June 1st, and uh, he's my stepfather's second cousin."

"Huh," Jake said.

"So I was thinking that you and Regan might want to take a look at the case, what with it being such a short turnaround and everything. I mean, win or lose, at least you wouldn’t have wasted much time on it in the end."

Jake squinted but remained quiet. Doug still wasn't meeting his eyes.

"Look, I asked," Doug said as he stood. "I'm going to head back out to the Miller place, see if I can find anything in those boxes."

Doug was sorting through the paperwork of a retired woman who'd just been moved into a nursing home, trying to find property titles, wills, pictures of her kids—the important stuff —and throwing out fifty years of receipts. Her son had actually given Jake an awkward hug when Jake agreed to send someone out to deal with the paperwork for them. Good thing he'd specified hourly—the woman was a hoarder.

"Wait," Jake said.

Doug stopped and hunched his shoulders in tighter.

"There's something you're not telling me. Is this some kind of mess we don't want to get into? Because if so, let me know and we can just pretend you asked me, and I said no. No hard feelings between you and your mom."

"It's not that. The whole thing stinks from beginning to end—a cop framed by the justice system. And if we get him out, I'll keep an eye on him, make sure he's legit. But..."

"But what?"

"But I feel bad bringing this to you. Like I'm taking advantage of you."

"Your mom is taking advantage of me, you mean."

They both chuckled. Jake waved a hand at him. "Don't worry about it, all right? We'll take a look at it and see if we can do anything about it. Are you guys close?"

"I've never met him. It's just that, you know. Mom heard about the Gibbons case, and she thinks that because I work for you, I can work miracles too. But then she also believes that everything she sees on CSI is real too."

***

After Doug left for the Miller place, Jake locked the front door, put up the "Out on assignment, please call the following number" sign, pulled the blinds across the glass, and turned off the monitor on the desk in the reception area. He considered running down to the hallway cafe on the first floor for a cup of coffee but dismissed the idea. June 1st was less than a month away. The least he could do was hustle to find out whether the case was worth bothering Regan about.

Instead he grabbed a bottled water out of the mini fridge in the reception area and sealed himself in his office.

Five minutes later, he had the gist of the case. It did look fishy. Detective Conrad Wilson had been at a party at his wife's parents' house in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. The attendees at the party included his brother, his wife, and three detectives, two who were from Wilson's hometown of Manchester and the other from Portsmouth. The shindig had been some kind of wedding anniversary/fundraiser for a local charity that all four cops were involved in, and the guests consisted of about forty people over the course of the evening, with all kinds of people in and out of the party.

During the party, which Wilson swore that he had never left, a woman named Kristin Walker was murdered in her apartment miles away, beaten to death with a kitchen fire extinguisher. In her office was a handwritten note addressed to Wilson, saying that she wanted to continue their affair and hoped that he would leave his wife for her—but would understand if he didn't.

The prosecution had bent over backward to make sure Detective Wilson looked like he really didn't want to leave his wife for her. Ever.

When Wilson was first brought in, he lied about his contact with Walker. Who could blame him? If everything had just blown over, it would have saved his marriage. That story didn't last long, however, and he soon confessed that he'd had two sexual encounters with Walker. It didn't negate the fact he hadn't left the party. Right?

Then one of Walker's girlfriends, Nancy Rossier, came forward. She had been stalking Wilson at the party, afraid he might break away to spend some time with her friend, Kristin Walker. She was convinced Wilson was Bad News. She saw someone who looked like Detective Wilson sneak out of the party and take a car—not Wilson's SUV, but a dark blue Chrysler. She followed him partway toward Kristin's apartment.

She lost track of the car in some fog at a stoplight—she wasn't a cop, just a paralegal who worked in the same law office as Kristin. When she lost the car at the stoplight, she drove straight over to Walker's residence. But, she had a flat tire and arrived forty-five minutes later. She unlocked the apartment with a key Kristin gave her a long time ago so she could come and go whenever she wanted to, and found Kristin in the front room—dead.

Questioning other residents in the small apartment building produced nothing. Some remembered a teakettle whistle going off for a couple of minutes about thirty minutes before Rossier had arrived, but that was it. The noise of the teakettle whistle matched the probable time of death.

The autopsy produced traces of semen in Walker's vagina, and DNA testing showed it to belong to Wilson. Further questioning showed he had been away from the party earlier in the day, about two to three-thirty in the afternoon. Wilson claimed he had been running errands for the party and had the receipts to prove it. But, the party supply store he'd visited was only a few minutes away from Kristin's apartment building, and he could have conceivably had time to visit her and go back to the party with his SUV full of balloons.

Even though it might have explained the semen, Wilson refused to change his story. He hadn't seen the woman at all that day, let alone had sex with her. And she had definitely been alive until about half an hour before the teakettle – she'd texted Rossier.

Because of signs of damage to Walker's vagina as well as some defensive bruising along her forearms, the jury concluded that Detective Wilson had indulged in a preplanned rape and murder and had given him the death penalty. The prosecutor, who was herself a rape survivor, seemed to take the case personally.

On the surface, it all seemed straightforward. A murderer caught by a plucky woman who'd been looking out for her friend's best interests, and had only by chance arrived a few minutes too late.

Nonetheless, further nosing around on the Internet led to a few elements that didn't hold up.

The main one was that nobody had actually seen Wilson leave the party.

One of the detectives at the party made a statement saying he had loaned Wilson his keys earlier in the day, but they were returned by the time of the party. Wilson denied ever borrowing or even asking to borrow the keys, but a second detective backed up the first one's story. It seemed like nonsense, unless you were looking at the story trying to find out whether Wilson had been framed for a crime he didn't commit. And then it looked like two detectives trying to create doubt as to whether Wilson had access to a second vehicle or not—a blue Chrysler, as it happened.

Other details also didn't match up. For example, an abnormally high amount of the semen had been found damaged. Wilson's defense argued that semen had been injected into the woman's vagina by the actual perpetrator, although they had zero suggestions for who that might have been. And no strange vehicles had been reported near Walker's house at the time the teakettle had been going off—blue Chryslers or otherwise. A polygraph test showed Wilson's conviction in his own innocence. Procedural issues were rife, too. Jurors had heard of the case before being seated—and hadn't been thrown out. Some hairs belonging to Wilson were found in the apartment, but the chain of evidence had been broken; someone could have swapped samples easily.

As Doug said, the case stank.

It looked bad, but it was clearly not enough to put someone in the chair or whatever they used in New Hampshire—not beyond a shadow of a doubt.

Half an hour of research on the Internet, and the case was already starting to fall apart. At least, it was worth bugging Regan about.

Jake sent himself a message on his secure phone—a nice little security feature that his hacker friend Alex Carr had set up for the "inner circle" of their little group of warriors for peace, justice, and the American way. It signaled to Alex and Regan that he needed to chat.

Alex called in first—no surprise, he always did. The guy basically lived online. Regan followed a few minutes later.

"What's wrong? Are you all right?" she asked.

He'd already answered the same questions from Alex. "Yeah, I'm fine. It's about the case...we might have to put it on hold for a month or two."

"Why?"




 Chapter 3 -                 Because you're my friend 

The Visitors' Center echoed with the shouts of two toddlers competing for their mother's attention on the other side of the room. Regan wanted to put her hands over her ears or at least move to a separate room. But Jessie always liked to meet her here where she could see the kids.

Big wire baskets, that unfortunately looked like cages, sat around the room holding grimy children's toys. Bright pictures the kids had colored, hung on the walls. Construction paper flowers with the kids’ names on them had been taped around the doors. Board books sat on shelves next to the uniformed guards, in case someone wanted to read to her child.

It was homey, all right. As homey as a prison visitors’ center could be until the kids had to leave and the wailing started.

The bigger of the two girls ripped the red telephone toy out of the other girl's hands and kicked it across the floor, the bells inside the toy chiming crazily, and a pair of eyeballs in the front rolling up and down. It smacked into a chair leg and stopped, the red handset flopping off the phone and onto the floor. Probably neither one of the girls had ever seen an old fashioned phone before.

The smaller of the two girls pushed her sister backward so she fell onto her butt and started crying.

The two parents, the mother in a prison uniform and the father in a cheap gunmetal gray suit, bent over to pull the two little girls away from each other. The prison guards all turned to look at them, to make sure the father didn’t pass anything to the mother under the table.

They straightened up. The mother wrapped her arms around the girl in her arms, whispering in her ear as the little girl shook her head violently, pigtails whipping back and forth, while her sister shoved her head onto her father's shoulder and sobbed.

Eventually the father stood up, holding his hand out for the other girl. The mother let her slide down to the floor and pushed her toward her father, but made no move to get any closer. Whether it was because they weren't that close anymore or because the guards were watching, Regan had never really figured out. Maybe it was better if she never did—the situation was sad enough already.

Jessie stared at the children with naked longing. She and Mark hadn't had any kids, thank God. Regan had trouble thinking of her friend as a mother. Her best memories of her on the outside were from college, the two of them hustling pool and drinking beer.

She and Jessie had been roommates. Regan, the statuesque blonde Hudson Valley girl, her tuition, room and board, books, and pocket money all paid for by her Uncle Paul, aka Pavo, and Jessie, the New Jersey scholarship black girl, scraping by on a cafeteria work study job. Regan had gone on to become a judge, just like her father. Baby faced Jessie had gone on to an abusive marriage, a paralegal job, a second degree murder charge, and prison. She was smarter and worked harder—not that Regan was a slouch—but she had still ended up here. Gravity always seemed twice as strong when it came to Jessie's shots toward success.

Finally, the two toddlers were dragged out of the room by their father, tears streaking down his face.

Jessie turned back to Regan, pushing her heavy black glasses up on her nose. "A real pair of angels, huh? You know the best way to smuggle drugs into Taconic? Stuff them into a baby's diaper. You make a deal with the janitor on duty. They get half the drugs, you get half, more or less. You think I'm joking, don't you?"

"Of course not."

"I have seen far, far worse during my time here." A third of her maximum sentence was over. Her first parole board meeting was coming up in June, less than a month away.

Regan grabbed her hand. It felt ice cold and clammy. "You'll be out soon."

Jessie raised an eyebrow. "Do you honestly think that?"

"Of course. You've had nothing but good time. Why would they keep you? They have too many newcomers to keep you around."

"There is nothing good ever going to happen to me, Regan. Just never."

Regan ignored her pessimism. "What are you going to do when you get out?" It worked.

"I'm going to have an entire chocolate cake to myself, get completely smashed on cheap red wine, and then I'm going to win the lottery and spend the rest of my life hip deep in naked men. What do you think?"

"Jessie…”

"I stopped being a threat to society when Mark stopped breaking my ribs. There was never any need to put me in here in the first place. They could have just believed me the first time I called in a domestic disturbance. Or the second. Or the tenth."

"You can't just...kill people."

Jessie looked away from her to where the door was closing behind the man with the two girls. "It was him or me by that point. You know that."

"You could have stayed with me."

It was an old argument that she thought they'd put to rest a long time ago. But with the parole hearing coming up, Jessie was on edge.

"And put you at risk? What kind of monster puts her best friend at risk just to save her own skin? I know you're all 'oh pick me, pick me,' but the thought turns my stomach."

"The problem is that you have killed someone while there was no immediate…"

"Is that what you really think? That I shouldn't have gotten my hands dirty? That I should have let Mark kill me first? What if I did get free of him? You think he wouldn't have moved on to someone else?"

Regan looked around the room at the other women who were visiting friends and families. "I think you should have let the law handle it."

"I would be dead."

Regan shook her head. "I know you believe that. And you know that I disagree."

"I know you are in a position where you can afford to disagree."

"Please, Jessie. Can't we talk about something else?"

"What else do I have to talk about?" The cold hand gripped hers. "Regan, you have to help me.  You're a judge and the daughter of a judge. Throw your weight behind this...make sure they know that you're behind me. Petition people. I am being held here unjustly. And I will continue to be held here unjustly until I die."

Regan's eyes turned hot. "You intentionally, deliberately killed someone, Jessie. You planned and executed a killing.  An ugly killing.  You didn't just hit him over the head.  You tortured him. I’m not judging or condemning you, I’m just pointing out how the courts see it.”

"Compared to the way he hurt me?  It was nothing.  And I have paid for it for eight and a half years. It's time I was done with this." She spread her hands and turned to look at the rest of the room, still full of parents, kids, broken families. "If you aren't going to help me, why do you come here? Why are you still coming to see me? It can't be because you enjoy the surroundings."

"I come here because you're my friend."

Jessie stood up. "You don't have a lot of friends, Regan. Neither do I. But if you're not going to help me, then don't come back. It's not so much that if you're not with me, you're against me. It's that every time I see you, I spend the rest of the week in a funk, knowing you're only showing up because you're loyal." She dug her fingers against the side of her nose, clawing away a tear. Her fingernails were bitten short, the cuticles stripped and bloody.

The guards were watching both of them now, openly staring with expressionless faces. It was like being watched by a mountain lion trying to decide whether she was prey or not.

"What am I saying?" Jessie said, already regretting her outburst. "Look at me, I'm a mess. You do you, Regan. Ignore me. If you come I'll see you, and I'll pretend that I'm going to get out of here, and that we're going to get back on the pool cue hustling circuit, and..."

"And cake and wine," Regan said, smiling.

Jessie let out a huge sniff and grabbed Regan in a hug. If they’d had the attention of every guard in the place before, it was like being surrounded by grenades now, waiting to go off. Every second of every day was like this for Jessie. Regan hugged her.

"Take care of that big hunk of man-flesh," Jessie said with a wry smile. "And if he ever does you wrong—if anyone ever does you wrong, let me know."

Regan blinked back tears. "Okay."

"You think I'm joking, from here in prison. But you remember what I said."




 Chapter 4 -                 Everyone is guilty of something 

For a high-rise penthouse in Manhattan decorated post-something-or-other Norwegian style with clean lines, bland colors, and cushions that looked like wooden butcher's blocks, it was pretty comfortable. Jake didn't exactly try to put his feet up on Pavo's desk or anything, but he did let himself lean back in the chair a little. The view was great. From up here the city looked almost clean and well run. It was one of those screaming blue spring days that seemed like it could erase poverty, delete heroin addiction, and fix your bike chain. You couldn't see all the broken lives, which was nice.

The manila folder—Regan had a million of 'em, as far as he could tell—sitting on Pavo's desk was full of information from the Wilson case.

After talking to the other two, Jake was all for switching to the new case. Alex was noncommittal, almost… sort of disinterested… maybe distracted. Regan was more than slightly against it, but couldn't identify a reason why. It was weird. For a woman who hated the idea that women's intuition was a thing—give her a mountain of data and she was as happy as a clam—she was suffering badly from it now. The Wilson case, she said “gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

When the woman who has no woman's intuition gets a case of the heebie-jeebies, you get a second opinion—especially if you are serious about her. 

If anyone could find the fly in the ointment, it was Pavo, Regan’s Uncle Paul, although he was not really her uncle.

So Jake had driven into the city while Regan was at work hearing a drunk driving manslaughter case. Nothing too demanding—but plenty depressing. If Jake could get enough information from Pavo to set her mind at ease, all the better.

However, Pavo must have been picking up on the same thing Regan was. At any rate, he kept looking up at Jake with pinched eyebrows as he read Conrad Wilson's case files. Jake couldn't tell whether he was disapproving of him or trying to read the I Ching in his laugh lines.

Finally, Pavo closed the manila folder and steepled his fingers in front of him. The sun shone over his shoulder and put down a shadow almost like prison bars on top of his blonde wood desk and crisp white leather desk pad.

"So, what do you think?" Jake asked. "Know anything about it? Regan says she has a bad feeling about it."

"I see," Pavo said. "You said to yourself, 'Who is the most cynical bastard that I know?' and came up with the idea of having me take a look at the case and poke some holes in it."

"Pretty much, yeah."

Pavo looked up at his ceiling, which was strips of pine that had been bent and molded to follow the curve of the outer wall. This whole building looked like a giant had grabbed it in his fist and stretched and twisted it a little, like taffy.

After studying the wood grain overhead for a couple of moments, Pavo snapped back to reality. "First of all, let me state that the Organization is not involved in every case of what you might consider to be misapplied justice in the nation. I struggle to maintain order in Brooklyn, personally, and I feel I am more successful than most of the other local members of the Organization."

"Yeah, okay, granted."

"Second. I heard of the case, of course, when Detective Wilson was first arrested. And even if I had not, the media would have already done me the kindness of informing me. I followed the case with some interest for a time—it seemed to be one of those cases that might produce some detail of human nature I hadn't encountered recently—an intelligent criminal.

"However, my theory was once again proven correct, and Detective Wilson allowed himself to be sentenced to death row. In none of his appeals has he or his lawyers identified the important point, that one may sometimes commit a smaller crime in order to conceal a larger one."

Jake rubbed a spot on his chin that always seemed to make him think better. It was kind of like tying a string on your finger to remember something. As long as he was rubbing that spot on his chin, he wasn't getting distracted by every other thing that Pavo was saying. "Your theory?"

"I have a theory that everyone is guilty of something...and no one is intelligent enough to conceal everything."

"Not a bad theory. You think he should have told the cops that he'd ditched the party to pick up balloons, stopped off at Walker's house for a quickie, and come back to the party, which would explain the semen?"

"Exactly—whether it occurred or not."

"So why didn't he?"

"I don't know," he said. Abruptly he clenched his teeth and hissed inward, as if he was trying to cool his brain off or something. "In order to conceal actions that could have worse consequences? In order to conceal someone else's actions, to prevent dragging more than one person down? Because he feels a sense of guilt in some matter and wishes for death? Because he craves the security of a prison? Because he feels that he can accomplish more from inside the prison than from the outside? In order to fulfill an agreement of some sort—blackmail, bribery, the payment of large sums of money to a loved one? To thwart someone else's plans who wishes to use him in a scheme not of his own design?"

"None of those sound very reasonable."

Pavo let out the rest of the air he'd been holding in. "They don’t."

"But he's not part of the Organization, right?"

"I don’t know. New Hampshire is not under my jurisdiction, and I no longer know who is in charge there."

"Secrets, huh."

"Indeed. As to whether Regan's intuition of the man has any basis in fact..." He shrugged. "In some cases, it is impossible to trust one's intuition. The water has become so muddied, that any guesses as to what lies on the bottom are useless without further cleaning and sifting. If she is trying to open herself up to the possibility that there might be tools, other than logic, with which to regard the universe and the study of human minds, that is well chosen. But I would like to note that all such tools must come back to logic and reason. To be human is to be guilty of something—almost always something worthy of punishment by death. None of us are clean."

Jake bit his tongue.  Calling the guy out on his hypocrisy wasn't going to get them anywhere.

Pavo's eyebrows rose at the look on Jake's face. "Do you doubt me?"

Jake let his amusement show. "Not a word, sir, not a word. Buy me a drink sometime and I'll show you some of the blood on my hands. But you know Regan. This is probably the first time she's bothered to pay attention to it. She hasn't built up her resistance yet."

"That is true."

Jake couldn’t help himself, “So, what are you guilty of?”

Pavo snorted and stood without honoring Jake’s question with a reply.  Jake stood with him. They shook hands. Normally Jake was a firm handshake kind of guy, unless the person tried to one up him, and then he'd unleash whatever Delta Force grip it took to intimidate the other person into yielding the floor.

Pavo's hand looked fine and delicate, almost like a piano player’s, but the grip was like iron.

Jake decided not to fight back and returned a firm, but noncompetitive, grip. "I gotta say...I'm glad she isn't as cynical as you are, Paul. If anybody's going to figure out how to reach some kind of a genuine sense of justice in this world, and not just political expediency, it's Regan."

"That, also, is true," Pavo said. "It is one of the reasons I have supported her through her career... nurtured her as a tactician... protected her from the whims of the Organization."

"And yet, you seem to be pushing her toward it now."

Pavo tilted his head, as if surprised that anyone could have possibly interpreted his actions in such a way. There was a reason the old bastard had allowed himself to be drawn back into their lives, and it obviously wasn't that he wanted to mend bridges with the Honorable John St. Clair. "Perhaps it is time that her innocence be tested…” he paused for a moment, “mmmm, maybe not her innocence. Innocence is nothing more than a veil."

"Plastic wrap," Jake added.

"Just so. Her sense of justice, then. It is time that her sense of justice be tested."

"And you're the one who's going to decide whether she’s worthy or not? Or is that the prerogative of one of your higher-ups?"

"No, not at all. When I was younger, I supposed myself an expert on jurisprudence, although I find myself less secure in my opinions of late. But it is my hope that Regan will judge herself. Although I would not be surprised if the Organization attempts to judge her as well."

***

The windows of the Thumbprint Cafe were filled with paper flyers advertising local musicians, tiny theater productions, and gaming groups. A few leftover Cinco de Mayo posters showed big-headed cartoons of men with mustaches wearing sombreros and grinning evilly as they played guitars or shook maracas. We know something you don't, they seemed to say. You'll never clean up this town.

Jake pulled the door open and ducked quickly inside. The smell in Greenpoint today was eye watering—something about the wind coming from the river. Supposedly Pavo, in addition to running the local Organization, was supposed to be running the sanitation district as well, and was trying to clean up Newton Creek.

Today was one of those bright, cheerful spring days in May where the sky was blue, the trees had put on green leaves, flowers in flowerboxes were blooming...but it smelled as if the streets were covered in sewage. He kept wanting to look down at his feet to make sure he wasn't stepping in something. He let the door close after him, sealing him off from the street and some of the stink.

The inside of the cafe smelled extra strongly of ground coffee today. It was heavenly. 

Jake walked up to the front counter. He'd seen the blue haired barista before. The blue hair was hard to miss, as were the tattoos, lip, nose and earrings.

"Coffee," he said.

Her eyes narrowed. She too was trying to remember his face. He held out his hand, and she took it. "It's Jake, Jake Westley, a friend of Alex's. I called ahead and told him I was going to meet him in a few minutes."

"He didn't say anything," she said in a petulant voice. "I'm Krista."

Jake tilted his head down and pointed at his cap. "Brooklyn Dodgers. That's me."

"Oh, yeah..." she said. "I do remember you. You a sports geek?"

"Nah. Just a reactionary."

"What kind of geek are you?"

In this kid's world—she looked like she was sixteen but was probably twenty-one or so—everybody was defined by what kind of pop culture they swooned over. Kind of a petty way to define people, in Jake's book, but probably better than going by politics or religion.

"Ah, I guess I am a sports geek. Basketball."

Krista looked up at his hat and raised an eyebrow. Then she turned around, pulled a mug off the shelf, and started filling it. He pulled a couple of bucks out of his wallet and tapped them on the counter.

"No charge," she said, her back still turned.

"I still get to leave a tip."

She turned around, watching the level of the coffee, which she'd filled to the brim without asking if he wanted cream. "If you dressed just slightly dorkier I'd think you were with the FBI," she said, her eyes slightly squinted.

Alex didn't hire dummies, which shouldn't have surprised him. This girl woman was Alex’s first line of in-person security.

"Private detective, used to be Delta Force."

"Cool," she said. "I'm a serial killer geek."

"Serial killer geek?" Jake emphasized each word slowly.

"Abnormal psychology. I got stalked so often I decided to make it my major."

"It'd be easier if you didn't have blue hair."

"You'd think so...but trying to be invisible is just hoping the stalker follows someone else. Besides, I always have a wig in my bag if I need to erase myself on short notice. Mostly it's because I look like I'd be easy to push around."

"Huh," he said. "And are you?"

She batted her eyes at him. He was pretty sure the answer was no.

"I'll let Alex know you're here." She pressed a button under the counter.

"Thanks."

She glanced down. "He says to send you down. Nice to meet you, Jake."

"You too, Krista. Good luck with your degree."

"Thanks."

He slurped his coffee down to a level he wouldn't spill, then pushed through the Employees Only door and went down the stairs, making sure to duck his head under the low ridge of cement above him.

The reinforced steel door at the bottom of the stairs was shut and the two cameras in either corner above the door seemed to stare at him. As he approached the door the locks pulled back loudly, one after another—three different locks at least.

He pulled on the handle and opened the door. On the other side was a room full of computer geeks sitting at a long, two-sided bench stretching across an open, windowless basement room. Various posters covered the walls, declaring various fanboy allegiances. He wondered if Krista, studying abnormal psychology, could make anything of them.

The center of the bench was a row of huge monitors, some of them flashing with movies or games. The room was eerily quiet. Every single one of the geeks had on a pair of noise canceling headphones, and the loudest sound was the clicking of keyboards. The second loudest was computer fans. The air temperature was cool and dry—perfect computer weather.

Alex stood up from his place on the bench and walked toward Jake with one hand out. "Hey."

Today he was wearing black pants, a teal shirt with gray suspenders, plus a black bow tie. His hair had been pulled back in a ponytail and the ends of his mustache hadn't been waxed to make them curl. Jake took the less dapper than usual outfit, along with the room packed full of hackers, as a sign that Alex was busier than usual.

As they shook hands, he noticed Alex's hand was warm and his face a little red, almost as if he'd been running. Alex led him past the row of hackers and through a door in the wall to the quiet room.

The room had eggshell foam on the walls and on the back of the door, the same kind that was used in radio station recording booths. There was no power in the room. The lights were battery powered, and the room was regularly swept for bugs. After Alex closed the door, he pulled a handheld scanner out of his pants pocket and ran it along the corners of the room, the doorframe, the overhead dome light, and along the edges of the white plastic-topped foldup table.

"Problems?" Jake asked.

"Working on a heavy assignment for the Feebs," Alex said. "They keep trying to get people in. I swear they have some kind of miniature drone technology, all the bugs that keep making it in here. If you don't mind?"

He waved the scanner at Jake. Jake stripped off his bomber jacket and hat, then raised his arms. Alex took a sweep over him, then his jacket.

The scanner's lights went off near the back of Jake's jacket. Alex ran an expert hand under the collar and came back with a small chip about half the size of his fingernail. From his other pocket, he pulled out a pair of pliers and crushed the chip, then left the quiet room to dispose of it.

He returned a moment later, then went over the entire room, Jake, and his jacket again.

"The Chinese?" Jake asked.

Alex gave him a look. "No, the FBI. They always keep an eye on me. And it's always worse when I'm actually working on something for them. What's up?"

Jake told him about his visit with Pavo. "I thought he'd be able to tell me something right off, you know. Something that would set Regan's mind at ease. But he couldn't, which now makes me wonder if we shouldn't leave this case alone."

"Which would mean either Wilson is executed or pardoned by the governor, depending on the current mood."

"Exactly. We might be leaving an innocent man to fry."

"I think they use lethal injection, but I see your point. When you mentioned the case yesterday, I did some digging, of course."

"And?"

"And I didn't find anything."

The last time Alex said something like that, it had been a big deal. "Someone's been erasing his records?"

"My apologies," Alex said. "I mean that his records look perfectly normal. Nothing's been obviously erased or altered. If something is being hidden, it's being hidden on a level below his online records."

"What level is that?" Jake asked. He was thinking of Pavo’s words: ‘everyone is guilty of something.’ A police detective definitely wasn't someone who could keep his hands completely clean.  At bare minimum, his innocence was long gone.

Alex lifted his eyebrows. "What level is below online records? Reality, Jake. Reality."




 Chapter 5 -                 A woman's intuition 

The front of Regan's house looked like an old-fashioned stone church, no steeple but a nice sharp peak in front with a small octagonal window in the attic that looked solemn. The garage door, much more modern, rolled upward with a satisfied hum, as if it was as glad to see her home for the evening as she was to be there.

Regan dropped everything just inside the kitchen door and disengaged the alarm system. Then she scuffed her shoes against the mat and looked around. The place was spotless as usual, thanks to her maid Ellen. But there were a couple of changes. For one thing, even though she couldn't see it, she could feel the presence of the gun safe in the cupboard just by the garage door, which she now kept locked at all times—even though you had to have a code to get into the garage.

She didn't feel like she was living in fear. And yet...

She picked the mail up off the floor and started sorting through it. Junk mail went into the shredder bin, real mail went onto the end of the kitchen counter, and papers from work went into the library, with its floor to ceiling shelves of books and repurposed dining room table in the center, covered with books. Her dress shoes went into the closet in the bedroom, and her work clothes went into the hamper. Gone were the days when she had come home and stayed in her work clothes all night; Jake had taken her shopping for soft, floppy sweatpants one day and she'd never looked back.

A few minutes later, she was in the shower. The drunk driver manslaughter trial was going exactly as expected—a thoughtless young woman who had considered it too much effort to catch a ride home, a college kid on a bike riding home from a frat party. They were both drunk, over the legal limit, but there was nothing in New York law that made riding a bike while drunk illegal. The fact that the thoughtless young woman was a single mother with a toddler and no close family nearby didn't simplify things either. The lawyers were having fun playing tug of war between them; she was bored with it already. She felt like telling everyone involved—even the lawyers—that she was going to take away all their licenses and throw them in jail for six months to make them think about the error of their ways.

She took a deep breath, tried to pack all the frustration she felt into it, and breathed it out toward the tile wall.

Outside the shower, she heard the door click. Jake called, "Regan, it's me."

"Shower," she yelled.

In a flash—in situations like this Jake could almost teleport—he had joined her in the shower and was soaping up her back. An hour later, she was calm, relaxed, well-loved, and thinking less about the frustrations of the day and more about: a) how well Jake knew her; and b) the Wilson case.

She'd been avoiding thinking about it all day. Jake just laughed at her whenever she tried to explain what she thought about the case. She stuttered, paced, twisted her hands, chewed on the ends of her long, blonde, normally non-chewed hair, even bit her fingernails, a habit she'd killed off years ago.

Now she lay tucked up under Jake's arm with her eyes closed and tried to work out just why it was so hard to think about the case.

Conrad Wilson had less than a month to live. It should be an easy decision to work on the case for a few weeks. Craig Moreau had been in jail for over thirty years and was in reasonably good health; another month's delay literally wouldn't kill him.

And yet.

It wasn't Wilson’s looks. She'd stared at his face and thought he looked charming. He was open faced with blond hair and blue eyes, one of those guys who didn't just look like a cop, but looked like the kind of cop that you'd go running to immediately in an emergency—like in a hurricane. He looked like he'd be a hundred percent, straight-up, competent during a natural disaster.

Threatening? Not in the slightest.

Maybe he reminded her of someone from her past, someone who had struck her wrong, or someone she'd seen in a trial. She sifted through her memory, looking for some kind of twinge that would lead her to something definite—there wasn't even a twinge.

"Whatcha thinking?" Jake asked.

"About the Wilson case. Trying to sort out why I feel so ambivalent about him. He doesn't personally give me the creeps or anything; he looks completely trustworthy. And, as far as I can tell, he doesn't remind me of anyone...nobody from a case, not a lawyer or another judge, nothing out of a bad movie, not even anyone from college."

When she said from college, she wondered. Maybe? But if there was anything, it slipped away from her.

"The guy has less than a month left," Jake said.

"I know... I know... I just..."

"Just what?" She could feel his neck muscles tightening, hear the sound of his stubble scratching up against her hair. He was grinning at her.

She thumped a hand onto his chest. "Stop teasing. If I could put it into words, I would."

"Do you want to meet the guy?"

They'd talked about this with regards to the Moreau case—whether or not to meet with Moreau in person to get his side of the story before they went any further—and had decided not to. It had been her meetings with Andy Gibbons, the man they'd freed in their first case together, that had alerted not only the Organization that Uncle Paul worked for, but also the psycho Morrison Gray who'd stalked her for ‘interfering’ in one of his cases.

Therefore, they agreed to visit Moreau only if it was truly necessary.

She squinted, trying to imagine visiting someone on death row. Because public executions were so rare these days, the spotlight was truly shining brightly on Conrad Wilson and his case. And she hated the media with a passion. If she came within ten miles of where Wilson was being held, she'd be on cable news for months.

She tried to weigh that rationally against the feeling she had against taking the case. If she could meet the guy, she might be able to put into words that horrible, vague, unfair, and unfamiliar feeling. If she truly wanted to pursue justice in this case—if she truly wanted to pursue justice at all—she had to meet with him before she turned the case down.

Or, just go through with the case and hope they could stay under cover, and her name would never be associated with his—stay under the radar.

The easy choice, the one that ninety-nine out of a hundred people would make, would be to tell Jake to drop the case. Most of those people would barely feel a twinge of conscience sending the guy to his death. It wasn't their problem.

That would be them—not her.

She'd had nightmares all last night, and notwithstanding how relaxed she felt now, she knew she was going to have nightmares all night tonight too, Jake being with her or not.

Unless she agreed to take the case.

She closed her eyes. It would be easier to bust ass and get Wilson's case resolved over the next few weeks than it would be to fight her conscience. But if she tried to explain it like that to Jake, he'd just laugh at her.

She said, "No, I don't want to meet him. That would be practically begging CNN to bang on my door at three in the morning. We should take the case and work as hard as we can on it. Moreau doesn't know we're looking at his case—he won't even notice the delay."

"So, what you're saying is that it's easier for you to avoid the media than it is to avoid your conscience."

She could feel the amusement welling up through his belly. She sighed. No matter how she tried to hide, he always seems to know her true motives.

"Yes, yes," she admitted. "The little blue angry conscience fairy will visit me with nightmares if I don't do the right thing. Happy?"

He twisted around and kissed her on the side of her head.  "Yes, actually," he said. "Very."




 Chapter 6 -                 Go talk to your father 

The manslaughter case had wrapped up earlier that morning with a conviction of first degree vehicular manslaughter for the defendant. The defense's argument that the victim being drunk and therefore had only himself to blame for his own death, had been dismissed by the jury after only two hours of deliberations.

Regan sat at her desk in the private area of her office and waited for Gary, her administrative assistant, to tell her when the sentencing hearing would be scheduled. She had a plastic pen in her hands, bending it with both thumbs as if she were trying to snap it in half.

She hadn't expected the jury to finish deliberations today. She'd expected it to go on, and on, and on. Strangely, she felt worse having the extra time on her hands.

The trees outside her window had filled out, lining the streets with green and softening the deadly dull gray cement buildings that made up ninety-five percent of downtown White Plains. Blue skies, puffy clouds, and a jet contrail across the sky formed into a code that read get out of the office, Regan... you know you want to...

She was restless.

The pen, one of those cheap white flimsy plastic-barreled pens that she kept in a bottom drawer, more for the purpose of destroying it rather than writing with it, abruptly bent in the center. She was tempted to bend it completely in half like a superhero with a bar of iron, but instead she dropped it in the garbage can beside her desk. Two other pens lay in the bottom of the can already. There was a bin outside the door for recycling, so this one just held three broken pens and a tissue. One of the pens was leaking blue ink all over the plastic liner.

"Regan," Gary called.

She jumped up, turned off her computer monitor, then grabbed her jacket before she realized she was acting like an idiot. She took a deep breath, then went through the nice wood door between their two offices, folding her jacket over her arm. "Yes?"

Gary raised his eyebrows. He'd finally stopped bothering about the bald spot on top of his head and had shaved it completely, while leaving his carefully styled goatee in place. "Out of here? I thought so."

Regan leaned against his reception style desk. "What makes you say that?"

"Spring fever," he said. "It's been hitting everyone lately."

"It's May. Shouldn't it be over by now?"

"Only among those enlightened souls who actually take a spring break vacation."

"I took some time off."

"That doesn't count. You were in the hospital."

Recovering from the last case they'd handled had wiped out six weeks of her life all together. It wasn't her fault that she didn't have any vacation time left for frolicking amongst the tulips. "What did you want me for?"

"Just to tell you they've scheduled the sentencing hearing on that manslaughter that wrapped up this morning. It's not until..." He glanced at a tiny calendar stuck to the inside edge of the high part of the desk. "...June 6th."

That was the same day Conrad Wilson was scheduled to be executed. But that would be at six thirty in the morning—plenty of time to attend an execution in New Hampshire, then be back in White Plains...

"What time?"

He blinked rapidly at her. "Whatever time I tell you to go. Don't worry, I'll send your schedule. Like always."

"Morning or afternoon, smartass?"

"In the morning. Ten o'clock."

All right, so not enough time to make it back. She'd have to pick one or the other. But she'd always known that she would.

Regan shook her head, berating herself. What the hell was she thinking? She was already starting to assume they would fail to get Wilson exonerated.  As if she wanted to fail?  Wanted to see how a person dies? Have you lost your mind, Regan St. Clair?

"Tell your dentist I said hi," Gary said.

"What?"

"Isn't that where you're going that day, to the dentist? As long as you're after noon you should be fine."

"My dentist is on the 9th," she said. "I forget what time. No, this is a different appointment—it’s with the executioner."

That got Gary's attention. "The what?" He closed his eyes and tilted his head back. "Oh. Ohhhhhh. The Conrad Wilson case. You and Jake are taking that on?"

She shrugged. She should have known she wouldn't be able to hide it from Gary, but she really hadn't expected him to get it out of her this soon though.

"Thinking about it," she said, even though she'd agreed to it the night before.

Gary's brown eyes popped open. "You know what you should do? Take the rest of the day off and go talk to your father about it."

"I can make decisions all by myself," she said tartly. In fact, it was exactly what she was thinking of doing.

Gary reached over the top of the desk and patted her on the shoulder. "Sure you can, Regan. You don't need, or at least don't plan to take, anyone else's advice at all."

She laughed. "All right, so why my father? Other than the obvious."

"Because he keeps calling me to ask if you're pregnant yet, and I have better things to do with the rest of my day than come up with witty responses."

She coughed and pulled away from the desk. "You, too? He won't leave me alone about it."

"The last time, I told him that your birth control pill packs are being automatically refilled by your housekeeper, and that you aren't the type of girl to surprise a guy with a pregnancy in an effort to make him propose."

"Gary!"

"Wait…” he paused and stared at her. “You're not, are you?"

"No!"

He spread out his hands in a whatever gesture. "Then don't sound so offended. He's an old man, Regan. He's anticipating the pleasure of undermining whatever disciplinary efforts you try to lay down on his grandchildren. I've seen it a thousand times."

"You don't have any grandchildren."

He pressed his lips together for a second and looked sour. "Mmmm, but my family's stuffed with them."

Gary's brother, Lawrence, was the bastard who had almost gotten her killed during the last case. "It's probably a good thing discipline's getting undermined in your family's case," she said.

"It is one of the few remaining joys of my days, seeing Mom turn my brother into a screaming ball of rage by sneaking her grandchildren cookies."

***

By the time she reached her father's house, it was early afternoon. She'd stopped at her favorite French place in White Plains, La Ruche (actually the only French place in White Plains), and had an early lunch with a copy of the American Criminal Law Review balanced against a drinks menu. Then she'd gone for a brief walk in Delfino Park past two groups of retirees playing softball at the diamonds and along the walking trail.

By then she was sure that her father had finished eating lunch and wouldn't be put out if she showed up, and it was time to go.

When she actually reached the front door, she hesitated. Her father was standing on the other side of the door. She could see his shape through the gauzy white curtain covering the slim window framing the door. At the bottom of the curtain were the toes of his red house slippers. Regan took a deep breath and pushed the doorbell.

A count of three, and then the inner door opened.

Her father said, "When…”

"When hell freezes over."

His face fell. She must have said it with too much confidence. She leaned forward and kissed him on his grizzled cheek, then slipped past him into the house.

It wasn't like they didn't know each other. He knew if he kept hitting the same button over and over, she would dig in her heels and get stubborn. The joke was getting old. He needed to just let it drop.

She dumped her purse on the floor, hung up her spring jacket on the coat tree. and slipped out of her shoes.

"Have you already had lunch?"

"I ate."

"Coffee?"

"Yes, please."

Her father had put on khaki pants and a polo shirt; they smelled faintly of laundry soap. She would bet dollars to doughnuts that he'd only changed out of his pajamas because she was coming over.

He'd only retired as a district judge four years ago, and she missed being able to hop over to his office and talk to him. But more than that, she was starting to worry about him. What was he doing with his retirement? He wasn't traveling the way he said he would. As far as she could tell, he didn't have a girlfriend or even many friends.

He led her into the kitchen and waved her toward the small breakfast table by the patio door. In the mornings, it was almost too sunny to sit at the south facing window, and trying to read a newspaper was useless. But now in the afternoon the table was perfect, facing the neighbor's back yard. Most of the petals had fallen off his flowering crabapple tree and lay as a disintegrating brown mess on the ground.

He had coffee ready, poured a couple of mugs, and put them on the table.

"So what is it?" he asked.

"I'm questioning things," she said. "Myself."

"Yes?"

"It's about a case that's come up. Logically, Jake and I should take it. But... but… I keep having bad feelings about it. I keep trying to set myself up to fail."

"It's your intuition talking. You should listen to it."

"Daddy, sometimes intuition is wrong. If intuition could point the way to justice, then we wouldn't have so many young black men in prison who needed our help." The dossiers of people waiting to be exonerated had been particularly telling as to how easy it was to play on people's prejudices.

"I didn't say your intuition was right. I said it was talking." He cleared his throat and stared out the window for a moment. "This is about the Conrad Wilson case, isn't it?"

She gulped the too hot, too strong coffee and was grateful for it. However, it probably wasn't that hard to guess what she was talking about.  Her father would be following the story as closely as a journalist. That was one thing she knew he did a lot of—watch the news.

"Yes."

"You and Jake are talking about whether to work on it."

"I've already agreed to work on it. And I still keep finding myself trying to undermine myself – and that's just wrong. If I didn't want to work on it, I shouldn't have told Jake yes."

"Could you still back out?"

"Of course. I don't think Jake would even argue with me about it. He'd be disappointed, though."

"Mmm," her father said.

"Mmm what?"

"Are you sure you aren't just telling Jake that you'll work on the case because you're worried about whether he'll be proud of you?"

"I'd like to think I have the bigger issues of justice in mind, too."

Her father went back to staring out the window. "It's always more complicated than it looks at first glance. Justice. You start out thinking all you have to do is make sure the lawyers play fair, and the laws are followed. Simple. Straightforward. Then you start noticing the laws aren't as fair as you thought they were, and that the lawyers can always find a way around playing fair, and that you aren't as fair as you thought you were. And you find yourself becoming a little softer, a little easier to push around for a while, because you can see where Lady Justice, being blind, has to have a little wiggle room.

"And then you start to wonder—what are the laws for, anyway? Why those laws, put into place in such a way? And why lawyers? Why judges? Why juries? Why do we think those things put together equal some ideal known as Justice? Does Justice, that elegant woman with her scales, really exist? Grind up a court full of lawyers and officers, suspects and victims — how many atoms of Justice will be in the mix? And you start to see..." He slurped at his coffee.

She slowly nodded. He was hitting the nail on the head—as he usually did.

"What you and I think of as the law is like an iceberg. The codified law and court cases, as intricate as they are, are just the tip of the iceberg, the part that floats on the surface. Underneath is the real mass of what we draw from, all the rules that nobody bothers to put a law to but that have to be obeyed, or else."

He waved at his clothes. "Like getting dressed for visitors."

"I know you were wearing pajamas until ten minutes ago."

"Half an hour, but you see my point."

"I don't know, Daddy. I think I'm still at the point where I spend most of my time making sure the lawyers play fair."

"You're starting to open up a little," he said. "Thinking about how injustice affects black people more heavily. Asking questions. Noticing patterns in the data."

"Being jerked around by intuition." She grinned wryly.

"Your mother found intuition easy. But then I think she had a better moral compass than either of us."

Regan's eyebrows rose. "Mom?"

He grimaced and stared down into his coffee, letting the steam surround his face. "She tried to explain it to me a few times, but I never understood it. Frankly, it sounded like something a hippie would say, something about not being mean to people. I could throw a thousand examples her way about how it was cruel to be kind, but it never threw her."

Regan smiled. Her memories of her mother were solidly the memories of a child or teenager; she'd died just before Regan turned sixteen, and Regan had never known her as an adult.

"I can just imagine you staying up late at night finding things to quiz her on. 'Should serial killers get a life sentence or the death penalty?' Things like that."

"Death penalty. Your mother said she wasn't sure about it at first, but then the Jeffrey Dahmer case happened..." His jaw clenched for a few moments as he thought about the famous serial killer and cannibal, beaten to death in prison.

Regan had remembered hearing about the case as a kid. The Wisconsin man had been a serial killer and cannibal, beaten to death in prison by a convicted murderer who claimed he'd been told to do so by God.

"I'm sorry… He was arrested the summer before she passed. One of the last... of all the... sorry, I just can't think about that case without remembering her in the hospital. All the life draining out of her, calmly explaining that they should put Dahmer to sleep so he wouldn't be abused in prison, that if anyone had to have the responsibility for killing Dahmer, it should be society as a whole, not some poor man already in prison who would get punished for it. I told her not to be silly, that Wisconsin had abolished the death sentence in eighteen-something, and that if anyone should be against the death sentence, it was her. But she said no, we'd stopped being able to differentiate between revenge and a merciful death, and it was a shame we couldn't do what needed to be done."

Regan blinked back the delicate little pricks that could grow into tears. She remembered her mother on her deathbed too, but they'd talked about other things. Friendships. Boys. How to tell when a friendship was worth keeping and when it wasn't. Whether Regan should think about becoming a judge, and whether that would stop her from being able to date boys. Whether she had to learn to cook or not. It had all seemed so vital at the time.

"I miss Mom," she said.

"I do too, honey. But we were talking about you, and about justice."

"You went off on a tangent."

"Did I?"

She sorted back through the conversation. "What do you think Mom would say about the case? And about me trying to sabotage myself?"

Her father chewed on part of his cheek. "It’s hard to say. She seemed to pull her decisions out of thin air sometimes. I'd think I knew what kind of principles she had, and then—she'd say something that would knock me back. I never knew with that woman, and then she was strange about you."

"How so?"

"She'd be so protective of you...and then she'd boot you out into the deep end of the lake, as it were. Sometimes she seemed like she just wanted to watch you fail and take your pride down a peg or two."

Regan smiled wider. The tears were just a little bit closer. "I remember that. I remember learning how to ride a bike and her laughing hysterically while I kept falling over. She kept telling me if I didn't learn how to ride a bicycle by the time you got home that evening, you were going to be so disappointed in me you would take away the bicycle."

He chuckled. "Oh, that wasn't me you were worried about. It was Uncle Paul."

She snorted and stared at the table. The tears were welling up and she had to blink rapidly to keep them in check. "That's right. The bicycle was from Uncle Paul."

Her father chuckled. She glanced up. He, too, was staring down into his mug of coffee like a fortuneteller trying to read the future in a swirl of steam, but also probably hiding his incipient tears. "He was always scarier than I was. I had to fight for your respect. But Uncle Paul, well… They call him 'Fear' in the Organization. Did you know that?"

"Pavo. Uncle Fear." She paused. "Daddy, tell me about...how the two of you got involved in the Organization. I mean, why? Was it part of looking for Justice? Did you just get so frustrated with the law you turned somewhere else to look for it? Did it start out—like Jake and I?"

"You're worried that going off the beaten path is going to lead you astray, is that it?" her father asked. They were both staring at each other now, blue eyes piercing each other and asking each other to look away.

Regan swallowed. "I think I am. I don't think it has anything to do with Conrad Wilson. I think I'm terrified I'm turning..."

"Into Uncle Fear."

She nodded.

Now he leaned back, coffee abandoned on the table, until the front legs of the chair left the floor. He crossed one arm over his chest and put the other on his freshly shaved chin. He'd missed a spot along the side of his neck; the white hairs made him look even older.

Someday he'd be gone. The thought made her feel sick.

"It started in college..."




 Chapter 7 -                 In college 

The room had a high ceiling and a bay window with an excellent view into another brick and granite building full of dorm rooms not too far away. A quick glance out the window showed John that unfortunately the residents directly across from them weren't co-eds.

In his room, two desks lined one wall. Two narrow closets made the narrow entrance to the room even narrower. The beds had been arranged as bunks, leaving open only a small space at the end of the room near the bay window.

In the little alcove was a pair of lounge chairs covered in green corduroy. One of them held a guy he presumed was his roommate. He had a narrow wedge of a head with hair that already looked gray and thinning, and he was staring out the window across the green to the other dorm room, watching the others unpack.

John dropped his black steamer trunk on the floor and the powder blue, hard sided suitcase beside it, his mother's.

The guy had been holding his hands in front of him with his elbows resting on the hardwood arms of the chair, tapping his fingers together. 

"Welcome," the guy said. "I am your roommate, Paul Travers."

They'd written back and forth a couple of times over the summer, just to make sure they wouldn't have too many problems with each other when the time came. Paul had seemed like a stand-up kind of guy, very reliable. Maybe not so big on sports or girls, but big on ambition—a trait John shared. He was going all the way to the Supreme Court. Just watch.

"John St. Clair," he said, wiping his hand on his pants and walking forward. Paul twisted around in his seat and extended a hand. They shook. The hand was slender but had a grip of iron. When John tried to resist—he had tennis hands—the guy simply crushed him for a moment before letting up.

"Hey," John said. "No need to do that."

"What?"

"Shake hands so hard you're going to rip a guy's arm out of his socket."

Paul turned his hand over and looked at his palm. "I thought that was the accepted practice among men. To establish dominance." Paul grinned.

"You have to ask yourself, do I really want to establish dominance beyond a shadow of a doubt? In most cases, no. What you want to do is establish mutual respect. Strength through mutual back-scratching."

John had the gift of gab, inherited from his Irish Catholic grandmother. He often found himself spouting random nonsense that later turned out to be true. Not fortune telling so much as words of wisdom that weren't too difficult to live by.

"Hmm," Paul said. He extended his hand again.

John took it in a hearty grip. When he tightened a little, Paul tightened back. "Good," he said, letting go of the guy's hand. "Do that. If someone tries to gain the lead over you, you can go just a little harder on them. Let them know that you're stronger. Or at least more, uh, whatever. More willing to go the extra mile, let's say. But if they don't push it, you don't need to. Get it?"

"Got it."

"Good." He grinned at Paul. The guy was a chess wizard, had straight A’s, and read German philosophers for fun. From what John had put together, it sounded like his mother was a widow. It somehow was not even remotely surprising the guy didn't have a clue about how to shake hands—or that he would accept instruction.

Paul had gone back to staring out the window.

"What are you looking at?" John asked.

"I am watching the young men in the building opposite ours."

"Doing anything interesting?"

"Not especially."

"Then why are you watching them?"

"I have placed a bet with myself they will be kicked out of school before the end of the year and am gathering evidence to support or disprove my theory."

John had been bending over to unlock the suitcase, but paused. He looked out the window again. The two guys across the hall from them were standing on top of their desks, checking the plaster of their ceilings around the lights.

He chuckled. "Hiding places. They're trying to find hiding places."

"Just so."

John shoved the suitcase under the bottom bunk, then shoved the steamer trunk beside it, just to get it out of the way. Then he walked over to the other seat and sat down next to Paul. Their opposite numbers continued to investigate the room in the most suspicious way possible, pulling apart the two halves of their bunk beds, stripping off the linen, running a screwdriver over the floor tiles to see if any of them were loose.

"They have no idea they're being watched," John said.

Paul flicked his fingers toward the window. One of the side windows was cracked open. "I doubt they'll think to look outside their window until after they've done a bit more investigating. Eventually they'll realize that the outside of the building can be used for hiding places as well."

John tried steepling his fingers together like Paul, but it just wasn't his thing. He crossed his legs at the knee and leaned back in the chair. It felt like watching a movie.

"Here's the deal," John said. "I don't want in on your bet with yourself. Either way it goes, you're going to win."

Paul flicked his fingers again.

"But what I think you should stipulate is, except in case of possible death or dismemberment, you're not going to interfere. Just watch it as it plays out naturally. Don't put your finger in the pie."

Paul turned toward him, eyebrows raised.

"You're like a villain in a spy movie," John said smiling, although he was serious, his mouth running away with him again. "All the brains in the world, but no sense of when to quit. When things don't go your way, you start digging the hole you then fall into before the credits roll."

"And who are you, the hero?"

"Maybe. They don't usually let judges be the hero, though."

"You're going to sentence me to death someday."

"Not if you take my advice."

"Hmmm," Paul said. "Then I agree. No matter what happens in the room across from ours, I'll refrain from influencing it."

"Unless lives are at stake."

Paul shrugged. "If I'm not allowed to control how the pieces play themselves, then they have to take responsibility for all their actions."

A weird conversation had just taken a turn for the weirder, but John strangely found himself all right with that. "I disagree, but I can live with it."

"You think people should be saved from themselves?"

"I think they're a couple of kids who are going to get in trouble, try to get out of it, make things worse, and generally make their parents ashamed of them. The problem with guys like that, though, is they generally don't keep their damage contained. You keep an eye on them, hoping you can stop them before they go too far and screw something up permanently."

"You are a good man," Paul said.

"Aren't you?"

"My instincts are against it. But I'm willing to reconsider, given sufficient evidence to the contrary."

***

Regan’s father finished his story still leaning back in his chair, staring out through the patio doors rather than at her. He'd crossed his legs at the knee and had one finger on his chin. Outside, the neighbor had let the little white Pomeranian out. The neighbor looked younger than her father, but still somewhere around retirement age—maybe early retirement age. He stood on his back porch for a moment, looking their way in a manner that struck Regan as almost hostile. Then he went back inside as the dog ran around the yard and barked at everything that might conceivably hide a squirrel.

"We made it through college together. Sometimes I called him my best friend. Sometimes I didn't speak to him for weeks... usually when a girlfriend was involved. You might not believe it, but your father was something of a womanizer."

"Why am I not surprised?"

John smiled. "After college, I went to law school and he started working as an accountant. That didn't last long, though. He went straight into management after a year. By the time I passed the bar he was already making six figures. And this was the late Sixties."

"Was he already in the Organization then?"

"Oh, no. That was just natural talent. They weren't helping him at that point."

"But how did you get involved…"

He shook his head and dropped the front legs of the chair back down. "Not now. It's too much to talk about now."

Regan took a breath and finished the last dregs of her coffee. "I need to know, Daddy."

"I know. But I've spent years not thinking about this. Do you know what it feels like, knowing that you had some influence on a man, who then went on to do horrible things? Sometimes it feels like you're responsible for his actions. And don't tell me that everyone is responsible for their own actions. That sounds suspiciously like something Uncle Paul would say—like one of his favorites, ‘everyone is guilty of something’."

She turned the coffee cup around and around in her hands, then pushed it away and claimed her father's, which he appeared to have forgotten. It was still warm. "This doesn't really help me with the question of why I keep trying to undermine myself on the Wilson case."

"I know. I guess what I'm trying to say is that it's a slippery slope, trying to take justice into your own hands. Even when you're trying to point out to someone else that it's a slippery slope, trying to take justice into your own hands."

"But that would mean doing nothing."

He spread his hands out. "I did my best. But then again, I learned to live with compromise too. And I handled some of the more obvious cases away from the court."

"Like Jake and Alex."

"Like Jake and Alex and others."

She finished her father's coffee, staring down at the last few swirls in the bottom. "Daddy, tell me. What happened with the college students who lived in the dorm room across from yours?"

When he didn't answer, she looked up. He was staring in her direction, but more through her than at her, eyebrows pinched together.

"Daddy?"

"Car accident," he said. And that was all she could get out of him.




 Chapter 8 -                 Let's stick this to the wall 

What with one thing and another, like having his apartment in Brooklyn and his office in White Plains, Jake had pulled up stakes and moved. It was too soon to move in with Regan who was going to kick and scream if and when it ever happened—she'd had every single detail of her place exactly the way she wanted it for so long. But it was not too soon for Jake to cut down on his daily commute to and from work.

It was weird, though. Setting up the apartment, he found himself wondering whether Regan would like this or that or the other thing all the time. Moving from a studio in Brooklyn to a one bedroom in White Plains also meant he had to pick out some actual furniture. And his full-size bed grew a size during the trip over—nothing less than a queen for Regan. It cracked him up every time he thought about it.

A third floor walkup in White Plains in the least generic building he could find, it had a varnished hardwood floor, electric radiators, a tiny pocket kitchen that was its own separate room, multiple closets, and enough room on either side of the bed that he could make it in the mornings without giving himself a full yoga workout. He bought curtains—one set of sheers and one set of light blockers—for all the windows, a coffee table—he bought a goddamn coffee table—and a rug for the bathroom. He was becoming positively domestic.

Not that Regan noticed, although he did catch her staring at his coffee table right after he bought it. She was probably trying to decide whether it was new or if it had been there the whole time and she just hadn't noticed. He decided to lie about it if she asked. Fortunately, she didn't.

She'd come over without calling. He'd only had a couple of seconds between recognizing her footsteps in the hallway and her knock at the door. "Jake?"

"Sec." He closed the lid on the pizza box, checked the living room for anything too man-cave-ish, and tossed his stack of files on the bottom shelf of the coffee table.

He opened the door and gave her a quick onceover, not just to make sure she was still a knockout gorgeous blonde almost six feet tall in her socks (she was), but to make sure she wasn't wounded, panicked, or otherwise distressed. She had this annoying habit of yelling at him for doing stupid things—then turning around and doing something twice as idiotic as anything he could come up with. But she looked fine, if a little strained around the corners of her eyes. She was doing too much again, he could tell.

"Come in." He held the door for her.

She did that civilian thing where she completely failed to see anything in the room except the part she directly interacted with. She took off her coat and laid it across the back of the chair he had placed just inside the door, then slid her arms around him and kissed him. Maybe she'd just missed him.

When she pulled back, she looked troubled. "Jake, I talked to my father today."

"How many times?"

She dimpled. "Only once."

"You think he's settling down a little?"

"Never. Laying down a plan to sneak up on me. I went to talk to him about the Wilson case. Jake, the more I research this case, the more I catch myself sabotaging myself. Trying to make myself fail."

He led her into the living room and seated her at the couch and made her put up her feet on the coffee table while he put on some coffee. Another thing he'd had to buy with the move—a coffee pot. He was so used to stopping at Alex's or one of a couple of other coffee shops he liked. He wasn't used to living in a town where you had to figure out how to drive in the morning before you could go out for a cup of joe.

When he came back, he said, "Are you digging up something that strikes you as being off, maybe?"

Despite sitting on his comfy couch and having her feet up, she had missed the point of relaxing entirely and was sitting stiffly upright with her arms crossed over her chest. "I feel like we're being used," she said.

"By a guy who doesn't know we exist."

She sighed. "I've told you I hate 'feelings’. They reach up out of the darkness and try to strangle you every time you do something reasonable."

He sat next to her on the couch and pulled her over alongside him, tipping her over so that she had to lean against him. "So you talked to your dad about it. What did he say?"

"We got off topic. He started telling me about Uncle Paul, how the two of them met in college. He says he feels guilty that he had a chance to change Uncle Paul somehow, to a more humane and less ruthless person, and failed miserably."

"Eh," Jake said. "He can't blame himself for Pavo's actions."

"He does."

"I'm pretty sure Pavo doesn't blame him. What else did he say?"

She shook her head against his side. "He told me to listen to my instincts. Not necessarily to follow their advice, but to listen."

He kissed the top of her head; it smelled faintly of shampoo. "If we need to drop this case, we drop it."

"And let a man die."

"I didn't say it was a good idea. I'm just leaving the door open. Maybe he'll be pardoned. You never know. It's not our fault he's there, and I sincerely doubt it's only our responsibility. What’s more, we don’t even know if he is guilty or not. We’ve got nothing substantial yet."

"I don't like it. I feel like our good intentions are going to get used against us here—like with Jessie."

He'd talked to her about her visit with Jessie earlier; now there was a person that he had a bad feeling about. Jessie struck him as being a little bit too easily justified in murdering an abusive spouse. Who really knew what he'd done to her? She hadn't even tried to go to the cops first or document how she was being abused. If she'd waited a couple of weeks to gather evidence, she wouldn't be in prison now. Neither would she be complaining to her one remaining friend on the outside that life was hard and getting out on probation even harder.

Besides, poison was nasty. She should have just shot him. It would have looked a lot better at the trial.

Comparing Jessie with Conrad Wilson was difficult. Wilson hadn't asked for their help and wasn't trying to pressure them into illegal activities, which was part of the reason they weren't meeting with the guy. They were taking on the case because it was the right thing to do.

But, he could see how it might feel that way. The deadline of the execution was coming up too quickly. The pressure was on and making important decisions under duress—never a good idea.

"I think I kinda get it," he said. "You feel like you're being hustled into doing something. A high pressure sales pitch."

"Yes."

"Then we let it go. Or Alex and I look into it as much as we have time for, and we take whatever information we come up with and decide what to do with it. You stay out of it. Work on the Moreau case. Wilson will still have a Delta Force Detective and a computer genius on his side. It's not like we're incompetents."

She twisted up her face and smiled at him—one of those sweet, sexy smiles that practically screamed she wanted to be kissed. He leaned over and obliged her—not that he needed any encouragement.

"Thank you," she said. "You have no idea how much it eases my mind to hear you say that. I'll talk to Uncle Paul about the other case, and find out if he knows anything."

"I'll talk to Alex," Jake said, “which honestly should cover most of the work that needs to be done.”

"My hero," she said.

If she felt like passing out rewards, he had no problem collecting them. He touched his forehead with his fingers. "Knight in shining armor at your service, ma'am."

She scooted up and wrapped her arms around his neck.

Problem solved.

***

The next morning was one of the good ones. Sunrise came early outside the sheer curtains. Early enough he didn't have to set an alarm, and Regan didn't have to go home. Instead he woke up enough to slide his arm underneath her neck and roll her toward him, pressing her against him. Her arm flopped over his chest and she wriggled in closer.

He savored the experience until his arm hurt and his bladder screamed at him to get up. Then he slid out from under the covers while feasting his eyes on her beautiful face. How anybody could take that for granted, he didn't know. Aside from waking up a couple of times when Regan rolled over, he'd slept like a rock.

After a few minutes of general wakeup routine, he started the coffee pot and turned on the TV so he could have the sound of the news playing in the background.

"... the governor has declined to review the Conrad Wilson case, and word has it that the president himself has stated that he will also decline..."

The coffee pot burbled. He shut it off.

"... concerns about biased treatment in favor of the police in New York are probably helping to fuel the controversy in New Hampshire. The current governor has said before, multiple times, he believes the people of New Hampshire have the right and the responsibility to put to death those people who are a danger to society. The polls show that the majority of people in New Hampshire..."

Jake reached the coffee table, picked up the remote, and shut off the TV.

A sigh came from the door behind him.

Regan stood in the doorway in one of his tshirts, hair tousled, eyes fixed on the television screen. "I'm putting the Moreau case on hold," she said. "If we're going to handle this case, we're going to treat it with the respect it deserves. No half-assed efforts. If we're going to do something, then we're going to do it now and do it right."

She crossed the living room, half-hypnotizing him with her long legs, and disappeared into the kitchenette. A second later he heard the coffeepot being pulled out of the brewer, and the sound of liquid being poured into a mug. She reappeared, sucking the steam off the top, then taking a sip and wincing.

"And don't ask if I'm going to change my mind again. Justice isn't something that should be based on personal bias—or 'feelings.'"

Jake wasn't about to argue with her. She was saying out loud what he'd been thinking all along. He didn't want to treat her like everything she did was a kind of test. But in a way it was—and apparently she'd decided to pass.

She sighed again and stared at the blank TV screen. "You think I would have learned that as a judge. But no."

He slipped an arm around her waist. "We're in this together, Judge St. Clair. Let's call Alex and set up a phone conference. We have less than a month. Let's stick this to the wall."




 Chapter 9 -                 This crime scene’s trace 

The screens in front of Alex were a window to a world that stretched far deeper and was more complex than anything that could be shown on a two-dimensional screen. Yet they were the only way that world could be experienced. The various levels of data that could be extrapolated could seem mind boggling in their complexity, and yet were almost always an oversimplification.

A video clip was a simple image from which a human being might extract all kinds of useful information. The video clip was shown via a piece of software that had to be compiled into a language that a human could understand from a dizzying array of on/off switches—zero for off and one for on. Then it had to be retrieved from where it had been stored—more software, more programming, more zeroes and ones. Then it had to be moved from where the image had been recorded to where it was needed—the networks across which it moved were the underwater portion of a gigantic iceberg of software.

Then the image could be manipulated, turned from a two-dimensional image into a three-dimensional one, then projected onto a two-dimensional screen in such a way that it tricked Alex's brain into being able to more accurately visualize the space than when he had been watching the video. With sufficient concentration, it almost felt to Alex as if he had been physically ripped away from the geek cave and dropped into the simulation.

Alex squinted at his screen for a moment, then pulled off his headphones. The techno music vanished and was replaced by the sound of fingers hitting keyboards. He glanced over at his team. They looked intent, about eighty percent intent on their work and twenty percent intent on screwing around on underground game sites. Unlike his bosses at the FBI, he was able to grasp that actual productivity was tied to the relative interest of the task at hand—and he made sure he only handed out interesting stuff. This naturally curbed the amount of screwing around that occurred.

But it also meant that at moments like this, the rest of his team wasn't paying attention to his moment of stunned realization and didn't come running to look over his shoulders at his monitor screens.

He had liberated a video of the Walker apartment, the scene of the crime, from the archives of a local TV station. A few seconds of it had aired on television during the news, but the full footage covered the entire apartment with satisfying thoroughness.  Now it was a three-dimensional space that delineated furniture, lighting, heating and a/c vents, and even posters outlined on the wall.

He remembered reading somewhere ’every contact between a perpetrator and a crime scene leaves a trace.’ Where was this crime scene’s trace? 

As well as the body, blood splatters, and other DNA evidence, of course, he had them set to separate filters and grouped together, so he could see the apartment both with and without the evidence of murder.

He could turn the filter on and see the blood covering the wall and posters on the wall behind the couch. It had sprayed in multiple directions and showed signs of arterial spray, blood that had splashed off of the body, and blood that had flung off the fire extinguisher as it collected on the surface. He had separated the different types of blood splatter; it all looked pretty legit. The murderer had started by beating Walker up on the couch, getting increasingly violent as he went. The blood splatters all traced their origins back to a position in front of the couch, leaving a cone relatively free of blood splatter directly behind that position, roughly pointed toward the front door of the apartment.

From the arc of the fire extinguisher he estimated the height of the murderer matched that of Conrad Wilson, as did the length of his arms. As he worked, he put together an animation of the murderer and how he had moved through the apartment. Through the front door—obviously—then into the living room and onto the couch. Presumably (although he didn't actually presume it), the murderer had sex with the victim on the couch. Then he had gone into the kitchen, picked up the fire extinguisher, and come back to the couch to beat Ms. Walker to death with it.

He had been very careful not to track through the blood and had circled around it as much as possible to re-enter the kitchen, where he had turned off the teakettle, picked up a towel and returned to wipe his prints off the fire extinguisher. He had then left the apartment, using the towel to wipe off both sides of the door handle, and dropped the towel back inside the door before closing it and letting the automatic lock engage.

After he left, Ms. Rossier, Ms. Walker's friend, let herself into the apartment. She said she walked directly to the body to see if her friend was alive, kneeling beside the couch and smearing almost the entire front of her body with blood. She pulled herself more or less together, then called emergency services and waited in place until the police and ambulance arrived. The police escorted her from the apartment. Her feet were a hefty size eleven women's, or a men's nine and a half.

The police had done a nearly textbook job securing the scene, and the forensics team had done really, really well staying out of the blood. The area near the couch had multiple footprints, of course, but the blood had been there almost half an hour by then, and the footprints had clearly been tracking through tacky rather than fresh blood.

So why were there footprints, size women's seven or men's five and a half, in the office area, showing evidence of fresh-tracked blood on the almost ridiculously shaggy green carpet? The footprints had entered through the front door, gone to the body, then back to the front door, then to the office area where they circled the room several times (searching for something perhaps), then exited?

No unexpected fingerprints were found in the room—just Ms. Walker's. Signs of Conrad Wilson had been found in the living room, bathroom, kitchen, and bedroom—the forensics team really was very good—but not in the office. Not even signs of Ms. Rossier's DNA or fingerprints had been found in the office. Ms. Walker was a woman who liked to keep her office private, a personal sanctuary.

Someone with small feet had searched that office, tracking Ms. Walker's blood around the room without leaving fingerprints or DNA.

And really, come to think of it, there was a suspicious absence of evidence in the living room as well. If the murderer and Ms. Walker had unprotected sex, as evidenced by the semen found in her vagina, shouldn't it have been on the couch and her clothing as well?

Alex was no ladies' man, but he’d always stayed in contact with the attractive, witty, charming FBI agent who had both caught him hacking their computers; and pled his case to Judge John St. Clair when he’d come up for trial. And she had always been very concerned about getting anything on the couch in her office, birth control pills or not.

Three of his on-and-off freelance employees had responded when he’d put out the call to see if any of them had any information about the Walker case. The THEM Three, as he called them, were conspiracy nuts who kept track of the Illuminati, all possible JFK shooters (including Oliver Stone, because why not?), the bloodline of Christ and Mary Magdalene, aliens, Elvis’s current location, and Area 51. If there was a conspiracy, they had researched it.

Normally, he would have dismissed them as fruitcakes. But their ability to find correlations between any completely independent events actually made them excellent hackers and researchers—as long as someone stopped to comb through their results and weed out the noise, of which there was a lot. They’d told him that they, too, had been looking into the Conrad Wilson case, for fear Wilson had been framed by the Illuminati...or worse, THEM.

There was some sort of acronym for it. T-H-E-M. But he couldn’t remember what it was, and he hadn’t bothered to look through his files before he’d opened up a chatroom this morning. They hadn’t been especially forthcoming about what their suspicions were. It was too dangerous to go into detail even in a secure chatroom on one of the secure servers in Alex’s basement. But each of them assured him, it would not be a waste of his time to look deeper into the case, especially with regard to the office. Maybe he would finally start taking them seriously.

He sighed and dropped back into the chatroom.

back. interesting, he typed.

Immediately, a response flowed back at him from user codenamebosco:

yes, very interesting, very interesting. THEY are WATCHING U.

He typed, other info?

yes. but not here.

k, he typed. geekcave?

UR BEING WATCHED. alt location.

?


cola

Codenamebosco logged out. The THEM Three were all apt enough hackers that they knew that it was a useless gesture, logging out as if the fate of the city depended on it. It wasn’t like Bosco had erased the session files or any of the dozen other telltales they’d communicated. But asking them to act like normal people would have been hypocritical as well as counterproductive.

He looked up the name in his files in case it came up in conversation.

T.H.E.M.—The Hegemony of Evil Maniacs—the organization that controlled the world, a group of evil geniuses so hyper intelligent they made Einstein look like a zombie, had supposedly given themselves a name cheesier than the villains in a James Bond novel.

Right.

Alex reviewed the project reports his staff had dropped in his command folder, approved most of them and sent the projects off to the clients for review, sent one back to a freelancer with instructions to try again—she was fourteen and had a tendency to get sloppy when she had a bad day at school, and it had been dodge ball day in P.E. class—then logged out and left Krista in charge of the madhouse.

Cola, or in fact, any type of beverage name, meant nothing more secretive than “Pick up snacks and drinks and meet us at our apartment in an hour,” all part of Bosco’s clever plan to get free pizza and soda and to monopolize Alex’s time for the night.

They’d probably found a new board game to try out on him. He hit the autodial on his regular phone and called in his order.

If the Organization knew about these guys, they clearly weren’t too worried.




 Chapter 10 -           The THEM Three 

Like other geeks of Alex’s acquaintance, the THEM Three had more money than they knew what to do with, even the ones that stayed on the technically legal side of the law. They made their money with the Bitcoin boom. Each of them bought $100 worth of Bitcoins when it was launched at one cent per coin, under the overwhelming criticism and ridicule of their fellow geeks. In 2014, they cashed in when Bitcoins reached $900 per coin—walking away with a nifty $9 million profit—each—and of course the envy of all their geek friends. The three had moved out of their parents’ basements and into an ugly blue clapboard townhouse in Bed-Stuy, a place that had to have cost over a million and was decorated in Silver Age Comics Posters and Ikea furniture that could almost pass as normal. Alex had sent Krista’s best friend Kelly over to decorate the place; she’d done the three above-grade floors but absolutely refused to touch the basement.

He hit the bell a couple of times. When nobody answered, he punched the first digits of pi into the keypad until the door clicked, and let himself in, balancing the hot, fragrant pizza boxes across one arm. He set the plastic bag full of soda on the floor and kicked the door shut.

“Hello? It’s Alex.”

No answer. He carried the pizza boxes into the kitchen.

The floor was clean white tile with a rubber mat in front of the stove and the sink. The counters had been cleared and the smudges wiped off the front of the steel fridge, oven, dishwasher, and microwave doors.

He bit the inside of his cheek for a moment, then set the pizza boxes on the counter. Casually, he opened the fridge, surreptitiously, first sliding his hand along the handle.

Which was clean.

The inside of the fridge contained a gallon of milk, a gallon of OJ, a shelf full of assorted bottles of beer, and a plastic bag with broccoli in it. He touched the broccoli with the tip of a finger.

It was fresh.

Two options here: either the Organization had come in, killed all three of the THEM Three, then stopped out of some kind of horrified disgust to clean the kitchen afterwards...or one of them had a new girlfriend or… nah, that was not possible… but broccoli in their fridge…

He shouted, “Guys?”

Still no response. Alex knew he wasn’t the kind of guy who could handle violence. It upset his stomach, completely fried his nerves. A hero he was not. But that didn’t mean he was craven.

He swallowed and slowly approached the door to the basement at the back of the kitchen, an old wood door that had been painted steel gray to match the cabinets. He grabbed the brushed-silver handle—also suspiciously clean—and turned it.

The sound of laughter echoed up at him—a woman’s laughter.

He took a deep breath and looked over his shoulder at the pizza boxes. If he was going to have to go through the ordeal of meeting the new girlfriend or killers or beast, he wanted to have some kind of propitiatory offering to bring with him.

He put his foot on the first step down, then pulled it back.

A situation this touchy called for napkins.

***

The THEM Three consisted of Bosco, Paddy, and TDB.

Bosco was from the Philippines and stood six feet, seven inches tall, and was of undisclosed weight that was never less than three hundred pounds. He had straight black hair, black eyebrows like two fat streaks of permanent marker across his brow, and a substantial collection of Grateful Dead tshirts. He could quote the entire works of Monty Python and often would spend the entire day speaking in nothing but lyrics, quotes from obscure philosophers, and movie quotes. He had dropped out of law school to become a full time hacker.

Paddy was British and looked like the irate cannon ball that Bosco would juggle if he were a circus performer. He’d been a physicist and looked like the kind of guy you’d expect to be in the Special Forces, that’s if you didn’t know people like Jake. He claimed to have a sense of humor—but one did not simply ask him about how he got his nickname. That was forbidden territory.

TDB was the handsome one, the one most likely to have acquired a girlfriend. Tall, blond, handsome, broad through the shoulders, and could be trusted not to say anything too obviously off-putting if you took him out in public. He’d been meant for a football scholarship and a normal life... until he met Bosco and had too much fun in the college computer lab to turn back.

All of them showered on a regular basis. All of them occasionally dated. Not a problem.

But bringing a more permanent relationship into that mix—it had gone badly before. Very badly. Alex had almost called Jake for help once; fortunately, the young woman had stormed out, weeping copiously, while Bosco found TDB’s tooth and put it in a glass of milk and Alex drove Paddy to the emergency room.

***

“Pizza!” he called down the stairs.

“Alex!” several voices shouted. “Come on down,” TDB added. “There’s someone we want you to meet.”

Alex gritted his teeth and descended the gray carpeted stairs down into the basement. In a second the back of the big brown couch, L-shaped and big enough to hold a football team, came into view. The gigantic TV in front of it showed a video game, a first person shooter in which a woman aimed a sniper rifle across a crevasse at what looked like a dictator on the opposite side.

The view zoomed in, crosshairs aimed at the dictator’s head.

“Wait,” the woman on the couch said. She had short black hair and was sitting next to Paddy.

“I’ve got him in my sights,” Paddy said.

“Yeah, but I built a cheat code in here. Aim for his ear, right in his ear hole.”

Paddy’s head tilted to the side. TDB was sitting beside Paddy facing the TV. Bosco sat on the side of the couch against the wall, his arms spread wide, grinning at Alex like an idiot.

Alex blinked.

The crosshairs centered themselves over the dictator’s earhole and flickered orange for a second. Paddy adjusted them again, and they went solid orange. “Now?”

“Now.”

The game zoomed out and traced the bullet from the barrel of the sniper rifle into the dictator’s earhole. The dictator’s head began to explode, then turned into a shimmering orange bordered portal. The soldiers around the dictator froze in place, just beginning to panic and aim their weapons toward the player.

“The hell,” Paddy said.

“Now all you have to do is make it over to the other side in the next six minutes.”

“What’s through there?”

“Secret level.”

“Nice.” Paddy leaned forward. The woman on the couch beside him had effectively vanished from Paddy’s world. He had six minutes to make it to his next checkpoint, and he wasn’t going to waste it talking to some female. Even if she also happened to be the game creator.

TDB extended a hand over the back of the couch, waving between them. “Alex, Mary. Mary, Alex.”

The woman on the couch beside Paddy turned around and waved. “Hi.” She was black and hot as hell. Alex lifted his eyebrows at her. Great. He’d lost the ability to speak, or in fact to look like any kind of competent adult.

He forced his brain into overdrive, reminding it that he needed whatever information these three guys could cough up, as well as finding out whether he needed to keep a closer eye on them for a while. He shook his head to try to clear it, resumed breathing and said, “Meat, weird, or pepperoni and fish toes?”

She frowned. “What’s the weird?”

It was tomato, blue cheese, artichoke, chicken, and bacon on white garlic sauce. He opened his mouth.

Bosco interjected, “It is forbidden to ask what the weird is. One must experience the weird. Fish toes are anchovies.”

Which was true—that was the house rule. But Alex had never seen it enforced in front of an outsider before, let alone a girlfriend—not even one as hot as this Mary.

“Got it,” she said. “Gimme pepperoni and fish toes.”

“Ch… che… Check.”

He carried the boxes over to the small table behind the couch that was reserved for food. TDB said, “Where’s the soda?”

“In the entryway, you ungrateful jerk.”

TDB jumped over the back of the couch and jogged up the stairs.

“So were you followed?” Bosco asked.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course not. No one is ever sure. But I doubt it.”

Bosco nodded. On the screen, Paddy’s character had crossed over the crevasse and was executing frozen soldiers as he worked his way over to the dictator.

“Weird, please,” Bosco said.

The table contained a large stack of paper plates. Alex pulled out two slices of weird and handed them over the back of the couch to Bosco, sliding a napkin under the plate.

“Ah… mhh... one or two?” he asked Mary.

“One.”

He gave her a slice of pepperoni with fish toes and a napkin. She folded the tip of the slice over on itself and started eating.

“Paddy?”

Paddy made a rude suggestion with his middle finger and continued playing. Right, later.

“So. You saw the footprints in the office,” Bosco said.

Mary had turned back to the screen. Alex jerked his head toward her.

“She’s cool.”

“How cool? A hundred percent cool? Or like FBI cool?” Alex asked.

“A hundred percent,” Bosco said.

“I’m right here,” Mary said, mumbling around a mouthful of pizza.

Alex grabbed himself a slice of weird and a slice of meat and started eating the meat standing up. If Mary was dating Paddy, it didn’t matter where he sat, but if she was dating Bosco, it could be a problem sitting between them. And if he took TDB’s spot before TDB had a chance to defend it, he would get the cold shoulder all night. He hated social crap like this.

Bosco said, “Sit over here in the middle.”

Alex made a face and carefully stepped over the back of the couch. In this company to cross in front of the screen was a bigger insult than sitting between a man and his girlfriend. He wedged himself into the corner of the L, sucking in his elbows and trying to take up as little space as possible.

“Who was it?” Alex asked.

“The footprints in the office? It was THEM, man,” Bosco said.

“This doesn’t help me in any kind of material way,” Alex said. “Does it tell me who actually murdered Ms. Walker? Does it tell me who directed attention away from the murderer and toward Mr. Wilson? No.”

“I know you’re not big on THEM, but try to keep an open mind here. When we’re talking about THEM, it doesn’t matter who does things. Members of THEM don’t have individual wills, as far as acting in the service of their society goes. They just do what they’re told.”

Alex waved a hand, his mouth full of pizza. He’d heard this before. Paddy made it in through the glowing portal, which opened into a strange cartoon world full of unicorns, dolphins, high-powered guns, and cutout pictures of Hitler being forced to skip through the landscape, spewing statistics of the numbers of people killed. Alex shook his head and swallowed.

“Why Mr. Wilson?” he asked. “Did he make THEM mad or something?”

“He was a police detective. They’re punishing him for looking into something he shouldn’t have.”

“If that was the case, wouldn’t they have been better off killing him? Shutting him up permanently?”

“Maybe they didn’t need to kill him.”

“Or they don’t believe in killing,” Mary said.

Both Bosco and Alex snorted.

Paddy, firing off a pair of overpowered handguns in a frenzy to pick off all the Hitlers as fast as possible without hitting any unicorns, said, “Breeding program.”

This was a new one to Alex. “Breeding program?”

“He’s done something they don’t want him to do, but he’s too smart to kill. They need his genes.” Paddy said it like it was gospel.

“Artificial insemination stores sperm for up to twelve years,” TDB said, coming back downstairs with the bag of soda and a stack of glasses.

“Not a hundred percent of the time.”

“What if someone else had a grudge?” Alex asked. “Not THEM. Someone not as powerful as THEM, who didn’t have the stomach for killing? He was a detective. I would think that would tend to piss people off, digging around in the skeletons in other people’s closets.”

“Mmm,” Bosco said, rubbing his chin. He was actually thinking now, not just fantasizing about a secret underground organization that controlled the whole world and, therefore, gave all the random crap that happened to him some kind of meaning. “Find out who has tiny feet among first degree contacts of the people he’s put behind bars, like Cinderella. I like it.”

Alex rolled his eyes.

Mary said, “And that’s the portal back out. Congratulations, you have just survived the mind of Hitler.”

Paddy sniggered. “Hitler’s mind was wack.” The character moved through a matching portal and came back out behind the dictator’s head. Time started up again, and a mass of soldiers collapsed around Paddy’s character as time started up again. He gave a fist pump, then held out his fist. Mary bumped it with hers. Paddy went back to playing, taking a flying leap over a damaged section of masonry to enter a Gothic castle, throwing grenades as he fell.

“Good play so far,” Paddy said.

“Cha!” Bosco said. “Told you so.”

Alex licked his fingers, remembered he had a napkin, and used it to wipe his face like a little kid.

TDB passed him a glass of cola. “So...do you have time to hang out?”

“Maybe.”

“Cha!” Bosco said. “Victory number two.”

“I’m right here,” Mary said again.

Alex looked back and forth between them, Bosco grinning, Mary keeping a proprietary eye on the TV screen, and TDB leaning around Paddy and waggling his eyebrows.

“What?” Alex said.

“Girlfriend tests passed,” TDB said. “Paddy likes her—”

“I didn’t say I liked her,” Paddy said.

“Do you like Alex?” TDB said.

“I never said I like him,” Paddy said.

“But he’s okay?”

“Yeah, I guess. And before you ask, yeah, I guess Mary’s okay, too.” The character did an aerial somersault, kicked two enemies in the head, and shot a third while still midair. Paddy glanced at Mary and nodded. Respect.

“And Alex didn’t run screaming as soon as he saw her, and is willing to consider spending time around her. Therefore, she does not suck as much as the ones I, TDB, bring home.”

Alex cleared his throat. He tried not to focus on the fact that he was probably flaming red in the face. “The ones you bring are...” His voice faded out. There was no point trying to lie. TDB’s taste in women ran to hot women with no social skills in the geek world. “Never mind. They do suck.”

“Any other tests I need to pass?” Mary asked, glaring past Alex at Bosco.

Alex pushed backward in his seat. In order to escape he’d have to hurl the glass and dive over the back of the couch. It could be done.

“Just one,” Bosco said. “A test of checkers.”

“Aw, you think you can beat me now?” she asked.

“No. But can you beat...him?” Bosco jabbed his finger toward Alex. “You can’t. I promise you. It’s not possible.”

Alex closed his eyes, stomach lurching. He did not want to be part of the Girlfriend Trial. He leaned forward and put the glass on the table, then stumbled in front of the screen despite a grunt from Paddy. “I’m out.”

“Aw,” Bosco said.

“You pushed too hard,” TDB said.

“What’s the deal with you and checkers?” Mary asked.

“I was just shitting you,” Bosco said. “It’s like a samurai movie. Every hotshot kid who comes to town challenges the old samurai to a duel to make a name for himself. It’s always the old guy who walks away, but that doesn’t stop the kids from challenging him...and dying.”

“That good, huh?”

“Better,” Bosco said.

“Good thing I don’t play, then.”

“You were just talking smack to me.”

“That’s not the same thing as playing. That’s just talking smack. Nice to meet you, Alex.”

He was behind the couch now. She reached out her hand and he shook it. He stopped and shifted from foot to foot. “Look, I have a completely inappropriate question for you,” he said. “Two, actually.”

“Shoot.”

“What’s your shoe size?”

“Eight and a half.”

He nodded. “And, uh, female question. The murder victim was murdered right after having sex…pretty rough…I’m assuming rape. There was semen in the vagina, but none on the clothes or the couch where it happened.”

She stared at him for a minute. She had delicate eyebrows and a nose ring, which he’d missed earlier. He put a foot back toward the door. He hated being stared at, and he hated staring at people…period.

“Sounds fishy,” she said finally.  “Unless she was passed out at the time she was murdered, I’d assume she struggled or at least tensed up.”

He nodded again. “I thought so, too.”

“So you don’t think Wilson did it.”

He shook his head. She was still staring at him; he seemed to be completely unable to look away. It wasn’t that he wanted to steal her away from Bosco. It was more like she was mind controlling him somehow. Although of course she wasn’t.

“Why would you put a guy whose genetic material you’re trying to save on death row?” She blinked.

Alex jumped like he’d just been freed from the mind control ray. “Exactly.”

“Imagine you’re THEM,” Mary said. “The world’s most intelligent evil geniuses ever. And all you really want to do is keep the stupidity of humanity from destroying the planet.”

“Sucks to be THEM,” Paddy said.

“Yeah,” Alex said. He held up a hand and waved to the others. “Nice to meet you, Mary.”

“Maybe next time Bosco won’t be such a jerk,” she said.

“Don’t count on it,” TDB said.

“Aw,” Bosco said.

Alex grabbed a piece of the weird, waved again, and went upstairs and out.

Getting into the car, he wiped his hands on his pants and reached into his pocket for the keys.

His arms were still covered with goosebumps.




 Chapter 11 -            On it 

Bright and early in the offices of the Honorable Regan St. Clair, it was time to get some serious record keeping done. While other offices struggled to handle pop-up audits, quarterly reports, and other requests, the office of Regan St. Clair was known for its eerie, almost preternatural efficiency.

A good secretary was at least fifty percent spy, and not the James Bond kind either. Their ilk was mainly to direct attention away from those people doing the real work from behind the scenes.

Gary slid his headphones on and cranked up some postmodern soul music on his computer— lots of bass guitar and samples from a dozen different Motown hits. White Plains in early May had its benefits, but being stuck inside working on the computer wasn't one of them. His part of the office didn't even have a window. He let his feet tap in time with the music.

It was quiet—too quiet. The best days were the ones where he was handling a dozen issues at the same time. Regan's current case was straightforward—no media, just a minor train wreck involving one of an endless string of automobile related manslaughter cases.

And yet Regan had suddenly stopped talking about legal cases. She almost always had a case or two she was chewing on—one from the books. Good judges studied case law. It was practically a commandment of her existence.

At the same time, she'd started opening up more about Jake and her relationship with him. In all the years he'd been working for her, he'd never heard her talk so much about the person she was seeing, or about a person at all. Her life was filled more with ideas than with people or gossip—until now.

He could buy that she was in love with Jake Westley. But he couldn't buy the way she brought him up whenever he asked how she was doing.

Smokescreen. Total smokescreen.

At first he'd tried to accept it. The last time Regan had let him into her life in any kind of significant way, he'd been forced to betray her to his brother, Lawrence at gunpoint. That kind of thing put a damper on a friendship, no matter how long ago it had been founded. But Gary had never been good with accepting unpleasant situations, or being left out of the loop for that matter.

She didn’t tell him they were digging into a new case. She was telling him juicy relationship details to keep him distracted from the possibly even juicier case details. Apart from the Wilson case, which he had to extract from her, he couldn't even guess what they were working on.

The door of the office was open, and the music on his headphones had been set low enough he could hear anyone walking down the hallway. So when the sound of footsteps going up and down the hall started to change pace and direction, he tapped the foot pedal of the transcriptionist's rig, which he'd set up to pause the music, and slid the headphones off his head and backward over his shoulder as Regan walked into the office.

She passed through his side of the office looking worried. She barely saw him and certainly didn't greet him, just passed through to her office and closed the door behind her. Her chair creaked and the mouse thumped against the mouse pad as she woke up her computer.

After a few seconds he heard the sound of more mouse clicking, then spurts of typing—checking emails, then a sigh.

The chair creaked again. For a moment Gary had the hope that Regan would return to his side of the office, apologize for being so brusque, and confess that she needed his help. Then the typing and mouse clicking resumed.

He sighed, reeled in his headphones, and retreated into the safety of his tunes—a pipe dream.

Regan's schedule for today was to meet with the councils for the offense and defense—oops, sorry, the prosecution and the defense. Justice was nothing like a football game with the better paid ones winning most of the time—at least Regan would never hear him say so. Then there was a departmental meeting and finally a consultation with a group of high school students interested in going into the legal profession.

Gary's advice? Make sure you have rich parents or at least a wealthy family friend. Cynical? Yes, but true. It wasn't so much you needed money to get into a good school, but it was the rest of the advantages wealth gave you: connections, a solid childhood unplagued by poverty, education, and even more importantly, the sense that success was possible.

He'd come a long way from his childhood. Lawrence had come even farther. But it had twisted both of them, leaving Gary afraid of the spotlight and Lawrence with the attitude that his loyalty was available to the highest—or most ambitious—bidder.

He'd been dwelling on it lately. Was this what he wanted, being Regan's administrative assistant? Or was he second guessing himself because Regan had been holding back on him lately? He needed something to keep him out of trouble, or he'd start looking for some. Interoffice gossip was a rich well of possibility...but it was ultimately meaningless to both discover other people's secrets and to try to manipulate them.

Lawrence had the Organization to keep him busy and give meaning to his life. What did he, have? Zilch.

He sighed and leaned back in his chair, putting his hands behind his head. The ever recurring question: what did he want to do when he grew up? Assuming that happy event ever occurred. He was currently single, wasn't especially fond of pets, and had no real hobbies other than listening to music. He couldn't play, or rather wouldn't play his electric bass in front of other people; it was just too embarrassing.

Like countless other human beings spread across the face of the planet, the world had insufficient need of him personally. Any number of people could have done his job. Not as well, admittedly, but they could have done it well enough that Regan wouldn't have noticed any difference on a day like today.

He should go home for the day, or go out. Scratch the itch to get outside on a beautiful spring day. Indulging wanderlust for a few hours by getting in a car, pointing it in a direction, and driving away from here would probably see him right as rain.

His chest twanged; his throat tightened up.

Nevertheless, he turned off his system, packed a few things in his messenger bag, and turned off his desk light. He lay his jacket over his arm.

He was going. It felt as raw and final as if he were breaking up with someone. Incipient heartbreak. He was definitely being too melodramatic today.

He walked over to Regan's inner door and knocked.

“Come in,” she said.

He opened the door gently, just enough to admit his face. He left his feet on one side of the threshold and leaned his face in.

She looked up from her computer screen. It was turned away from the door, and he couldn't see what she was working on, but from the look on her face it was something significant. She looked almost guilty or sickened. Her eyebrows pinched in the middle; her cheeks looked hollow.

“What's up?” she asked.

“Are you all right?”

Her lips pursed tighter together. She wasn't talking.

He said, “I've wrapped things up for the day.”

“It's only nine thirty.”

“Nevertheless, I'm done. It's a gorgeous day in May, and I have nothing better to do at the moment.”

“Cabin fever,” she said.

“Mmm.”

She took a deep breath that sounded almost shaky, looking down at her hands which were still on the keyboard. “Have fun.”

He wanted to say, Don't you need me? Tell me you need me to do something for you...anything. Tell me not to go looking for trouble.

But he somehow knew she wouldn't.

“You, too,” he said.

The sound of typing resumed from her keyboard, more furiously than ever.

Regan's face was screwed up in a grimace, her eyes shining with tears. He let his messenger bag and jacket slide down to the floor and crossed through the doorway.

She looked up at him. “Regan, did something happen with you and Jake?”

She shook her head. “It's fine. Everything's fine with Jake. I'm fine.”

“You're not fine. You're stressing.”

“I'm fine.” She raised a hand and shoved it across her cheek. It came away wet.

He crossed his arms over his stomach and leaned against the wall. He could stand there all day if need be. “Regan. You're stressing. I'm stressing. We need to talk.”

“About what?”

“About whether you're going to include me in what you're doing...or not.”

“I don't understand.”

He snorted. “I realize I'm just a friend, but you suck at lying. You're working on a new case, aren't you? And Jake has asked you to keep me out of it because I might relay information to my brother. You don't trust me anymore.”

Her lower jaw jutted out and she bit her lips. There it was. The truth of the matter.

“That's not true.”

“Then tell me what you're working on.”

She reached up to her monitor and turned it off.

He bent down and picked up his messenger bag and coat. He needed a box. There were things at his desk he didn't want to leave behind.

“Goodbye, Regan.”

He turned toward the hallway. He'd pick the stuff up later. Not what he'd imagined doing today when he'd come in to work this morning. But if Regan couldn't trust him, what was the point in working for her? If you couldn't trust the spy working for you, you needed a new spy.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I'm leaving.”

“For the day.”

“No, honey. I'm quitting. Resigning. I'll email you my letter from home.”

“But...why?”

“Because you don't trust me.”

“Of course I don't trust you. You're blackmailing me. You betrayed me to your brother.”

He smiled, keeping his face carefully turned toward the hallway. He'd kept the threats and blackmail away from her so long that she didn't know what kind of awful pressure could be brought to bear. This was nothing.

“He had a gun to my head—literally.”

She could have continued arguing with him. Instead she sighed. The wheels of the chair rolled a few inches. “I'm sorry, Gary. Please...have a seat.”

He looked back again. She was standing behind her desk, one hand on the chair behind her. Her face was still screwed up in a grimace. The tendons on her neck stood out like cords.

He shook his head. “Regan. What's wrong?”

She shook her head and raised a hand in a stop gesture, then waved him toward the seat. He took his jacket and bag with him and sat. She sat across from him, folding her hands on top of her desk and leaned forward. She swallowed several times, saying nothing.

“Regan. Are you pregnant?”

Her jaw clenched. “No, of course not.”

“Then what could possibly be worth all this drama?”

“We're working on another case.”

“The Conrad Wilson case?”

She nodded.

He blinked. The Conrad Wilson case was in New Hampshire, not New York. And, as far as he knew, had nothing to do with the files that had been found in Marando's apartment. He would have put his money on Regan and Jake picking the Craig Moreau case next; he'd been sitting in prison the longest.

“Last time you told me you’re thinking about it. You never told me you actually decided to take it on.”

I’m sorry about that Gary… it’s… it’s just difficult to…”

“Trust me again?”

She nodded slowly.

“And you're upset because...?”

“It's all wrong.”

“The case or me?”

She shook her head. “I'm trying to do this without you, without you even finding out about it. And it's impossible.”

“Why? Because of Jake?”

Her face softened. She wiped her cheeks—with a tissue this time. “It's awful, isn't it? I get a new boyfriend, and now one of my closest friends is getting pushed out of my life.”

His throat tightened again. Stupid high school drama—it never ended. At least he wasn't being beaten up behind the bleachers by the football team.

“Let me talk to him,” Gary said. He hadn't seen the guy in months.

“No...” She shook her head. “I mean, yes, you can talk to him, of course. But I'm going to make the call here. You aren't your brother. I've known you for years. Even more important, we need you. If I can't trust you…” She shook her head again, then spread her hands out on top of her desk blotter and pushed backward, straightening up. “Jessie hates my guts; you know that? Because I won't magically get her out of prison. And now we have to work on this case that gives me the heebie jeebies for some reason, and I can't figure out why. And things are going well with Jake. He just moved to town a couple of weekends ago, and it's convenient, and it shouldn't mean that anything's different, but it does, and I'm fine when I see him and more than just slightly panicked when I'm not with him. This is the first time I've dated in what, two years?”

“Two years, three months and …” he was counting the days on his fingers. “You conveniently broke up just before…”

She raised a hand. “Don't remind me. I'm ranting. I don't need facts.”

A grin welled up out of his painfully tight throat.

“And I feel like everything is going so fast, and...and just keep worrying that I can't trust you to work on these cases with me, and I worry that I shouldn't ask you regardless, because of what happened last time, and what if someone gets hurt?” She turned her hands up. The fingers clasped and unclasped. She looked down at them like they belonged to someone else. “And my father—he keeps asking me if I'm going to give him grandbabies and talking about Uncle Paul like he's some kind of monster.”

The hands clenched shut.

“I guess what I'm trying to say is that my head is a mess,” she said. “And I need help.”

He took a breath and held it. “You're letting me back in.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. I thought I was going crazy. What do you need?”

“I need all the DNA in the apartment identified, and that means getting into physical evidence stored in New Hampshire and finding out who it belonged to. Alex did some digging. Someone came into the apartment and walked around—may have planted the Wilson DNA in the victim's vagina and may have altered or stolen something in the office.”

He stood up, carrying his jacket and bag.

“Gary?”

“On it.”




 Chapter 12 -           Why did I even bother to talk to you? 

Downtown Portsmouth had more soul in one block than White Plains had in its entire city limits. It had the kind of downtown that other places had to hire architects to build. Brick buildings, brick sidewalks, a decided shortage of chain restaurants, one-way streets, dormer windows, awnings, parallel parking, and streetlights that looked like old oil lamps. All right, it was still designed to separate tourist chumps with as much of their cash as possible, but the shop owners seemed willing to let the pace slow down a little, be a little more enjoyable and individual—less corporate.

Jake sat outside the front of the coffee shop under some green striped awning in the late afternoon and watched tourists and college kids walking along the streets. There were lots of grandparents in tshirts and jeans, wearing cross-body bags, and more than a few guys in their forties wearing khaki shorts and baseball caps. Even the hippies and hipsters weren't trying too hard—a lot of hoodies and headbands. A busker stood in the big brick area in front of the coffee shop, playing mostly Credence songs and doing all right with his thin, nasal voice.

He almost missed the woman he had come to meet.

Nancy Rossier had gone back to school and become a lawyer. The pictures of her from the case files showed her in baseball caps, windbreakers, and blue jeans. The woman he now saw wore a blue blouse, gunmetal gray jacket and skirt, and wore high heels—not sure if it was her. Fortunately, she glanced at him while she was pulling open the door of the coffee shop and froze for a minute.

"Mr. Westley?"

He nodded and stood up, wiping his hands on his jeans just to make sure.

"The Brooklyn Dodgers hat." She chuckled. "Dead giveaway."

He held out a hand and she shook it. In a few minutes they were walking the streets, drinking coffee and looking for an empty bench away from the busker.

"So you're looking into Kristin Walker's death," she said as they dodged around a jogger pushing a stroller down the sidewalk.

"Into Conrad Wilson's guilt," Jake corrected her.

"So you are not going to try and find her real murderer."

“Does that mean you don’t think Wilson is guilty?”

She stopped walking and stared at him. He knew he had hit a nerve there, but her body language warned him to be careful if he wanted to get the information he had come for.

"At this point, it's not the priority. We have less than a month to investigate."

"We?"

"A group of people interested in justice." He spread his hands. "I know how it sounds. But it is what it is."

Her eyes narrowed, as if she had a few things to say about people who ‘pursued justice' without bothering to bring in the real culprit. And she wouldn't have been wrong to say so. But she didn't dwell on it, not then. "And you're convinced Walker is innocent because...?"

"Several holes in the evidence, such as the lack of identification of anyone's DNA (except Conrad Wilson's, yours, and the victim's), some traces of blood that were tracked into the office area after the murder, and, uh..." He coughed into his hand.

"The way the semen didn't leak?" She glanced at his face and gave him half a smile. "Don't worry. You won't lose your man card over admitting that sex is messy."

"It's a delicate subject."

"Only if you're male."

“Maybe so, but to me it remains an uncomfortable topic to discuss with a lady.” He shrugged. "I wanted to ask you some questions about what you saw that night. Is that all right?"

They turned the corner and the sound of ’Bad Moon Rising’ faded. An open bench along the sidewalk opened up, an older couple standing up just as they approached. Jake stood beside the bench until Ms. Rossier seated herself, then sat beside her, close enough to keep anyone from sitting between them but far enough apart that it wouldn't look like he was trying to put the moves on her.

"I really don't give a damn about Conrad Wilson, Mr. Westley," she said, almost hissing like snake. "You can ask your questions. You never know when being polite to someone will pay off, and I live in the kind of profession that depends on favors. I always try to make time for good karma, but Wilson can go to hell for all I care."

Jake already knew she hated Wilson; he had to know why. "Any reason?"

She shrugged. "What did you want to ask?"

"In your original statement to the police, you mentioned something that never came up during the trial."

"The note," she said.

He gave her an admiring nod. "Exactly. The note. You said you were surprised to see it on the kitchen table."

"When I had been speaking to her on the phone, she mentioned she was writing a breakup letter, not one begging for him to run away from his wife with her."

"And yet the letter was in her handwriting."

"Yes. I saw it at the trial; the prosecution showed it to me. It was definitely her handwriting."

"So do you think the murderer forced her to write it?"

She made a strange face, almost comical, with her lips sticking out and to the side, and one cheek bitten between her teeth. She wasn't a courtroom lawyer, though—a tax lawyer if he remembered right.

"No," she said. "It sounded too much like something she would write—not to Wilson, but something she would write to herself, mocking herself. She was hard on herself. It didn't stop her from acting like a complete idiot. But at least she knew how bad it looked."

"Why do you think she would have written the letter?"

"Because she had to get it out of her system. Write the worst letter she could possibly think of, so when she wrote the real letter it didn't look anything like the other one."

"I'm not sure I follow."

Ms. Rossier stared out into the street as a string of slow moving cars edged their way down the narrow lane, searching for parking places and jerking to a stop every time one of the parallel spots opened up. Behind them, tourists walked past the shops. One of them shoved a fistful of garbage into a trash can. Another one locked a bicycle to a street sign. A white church steeple down the street turned almost pink in the light. Hip-hop played softly out of an upper-floor window.

"In order to write a properly scathing breakup letter, she had to write a completely humiliating runaway-with-me letter," Rossier said. "She had to really cut herself up in order to be even remotely unkind to Wilson. That’s just how Kristin’s mind operated."

"Ah."

"Wilson, he's charming. You've met him, I'm sure. But around women…"

"Actually I haven't met him… not yet."

She turned toward him—looked surprised, as if to say, you want to get a man off death row but you haven’t even met him. Her eyebrows pinched together, and the odd twist of the lips happened again. She looked about two seconds from standing up and walking quickly away from him. "Why not?"

He wasn't about to go into the fact they were trying to stay under the Organization's radar. "Complications."

"Then you don't know how charming he is. It doesn't come across on the screen. You have to experience it to know what I’m talking about." Her face relaxed a little as she sank into memory. "Whatever he decides you're going to feel about him when he comes into the room, you feel that. Does that make sense?"

"No, sorry, not really."

"I struggled with it, too. I'm not easy to pull the wool over on. Being in the same room with him, it always felt like there was an itch in the back of my head—an incipient migraine, almost. There's something about me that fights people like that, and he knew it. The looks he would give me... But Kristin would just sink under.

“When he was around, she did whatever he wanted. No questions asked. It wasn't until he was gone for a couple of hours that she seemed to come up out of his spell. His charisma always hit her particularly hard. But it worked on almost everyone. If he walked into a room—into a coffee shop or a restaurant or just down the street, whatever—it was as if everyone's conversation would get quieter and they would look at him, waiting to see what he was going to do."

"Sounds like he should have gone into politics."

"Yeah. A born politician or an actor. A young Dennis Hopper."

Jake leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees—time to bring the subject up again. "Are we barking up the wrong tree here? I mean, is he guilty?"

She ran her hands across her skirt, not suggestively, but to straighten out some invisible wrinkles. "I don't think he killed Kristin. Why would he? The second he walked into the room, she would have done whatever he wanted. I have no doubt that he could have talked Kristin into putting a gun to her own head and pulling the trigger. It might have taken a few months, but he could have destroyed her, just like that. He didn't need to brutally murder her. Where's the fun in that?"

Jake frowned at his hands. It sounded like the guy had some kind of super powers. On the other hand, maybe Ms. Rossier had dwelled on the guy for so long that her hate had taken on magical proportions.

"He should have started his own religious cult," she said bitterly. "Imagine how much fun he could have had with that."

Jake cleared his throat. He should probably wrap things up. "Who else might have had a reason to kill Ms. Walker?"

When she didn't answer right away, he looked up at her. One eyebrow was twitching; she was looking at him like he'd just spit on her. Clearly she wanted to keep ranting about Walker.

"A dozen different men," she said. "Exes. Kristin was one of those people that hypnotists love because they're so easy to put under. She would meet some loser, sleep with him until he got tired of the complete lack of challenge, and then get dumped for someone who wasn't a floor mat. She was sweet and essentially innocent and kind as hell. And she was easy. Exactly what most men claim they want in life, but when they find it they get tired of it fast enough and walk out."

Jake raised his hands. "Ms. Rossier. Anyone in particular?"

Her nostrils flared. "No."

He stood up. His coffee was empty. "Thank you for your time," he said, holding out his hand.

"Conrad Wilson can rot in hell," she said, staring with a deep hostility into his eyes, "along with every other man who ever used her."

He got the feeling he was not included in their number for some reason. Lucky him. All right. She wasn't going to shake on it, and he wasn't going to get anything else useful out of this. He nodded and let his hand fall. "Have a good evening."

She was shaking with rage when she spoke. "I'm going to get drunk, go home in a taxi, and spend the rest of the night remembering my dead friend's body on her couch, blood all over the place, and hearing one of the cops say, 'She left a suicide note' on the table. Good God, Mr. Westley. Why did I even bother to talk to you? You don't give a damn about justice for a woman splattered across her own living room. You just want to make sure that one more asshole goes free."




 Chapter 13 -           Like the cat who drank the cream 

Jake spent the night in the cleanest Motel Six he'd ever seen in his life—as clean as a travel brochure. The floors were some kind of fake wood substitute with carpet runners over them that looked like they'd just come back from the dry cleaners. The paint on the walls was a bright blue and was, as far as he could tell, completely smudge free. The blankets on his full-sized bed looked like they'd been tucked in by obsessive compulsive sailors. The desk and chairs against the wall were cheap and vaguely Nordic, with a glass jar full of sand and seashells on top of it, with not a speck of dust or smudging on the glass. No paintings on the wall, and the window out into the parking lot was too short for the curtains; it was half the height of a normal window, chopping off just at Jake's eye level. He kept the drapes closed, ran his bug detector over the room, turned off the TV, unplugged the phone, and called Alex and Regan on the secure phone.

"Did she have anything?" Regan asked.

"Hard to tell. She hates men, that’s for sure, especially men who had anything to do with her dead friend," Jake said.

"Okay."

He told them about the note and how Ms. Rossier didn't think it had been intended as anything other than a way for the victim to clear her head. He told them about the victim's other lovers, men who might have had a reason to want the girl dead, but he wasn't necessarily buying it. What reason would anyone have to kill her? She'd be an entry in a little black book, someone for a horn dog to call on a lonely night—not someone to get possessive over.

"She hated Wilson," he said. "Hated him. Said he was extremely charismatic and that he should have been a cult leader. He reminded her of a young Charles Manson—no, a young Dennis Hopper. She said something about Charles Manson but by then I was mentally checking out. She was ranting. She said he basically had the power to mind control everyone he met except her, and that's why he hated her...or something."

"Maybe he's just extremely irritating," Regan said. "The opposite of charismatic...if you're a woman, you take one look at him and decide he's pure evil."

Jake snorted. "That would be a hell of a thing to have working against you through life."

"Backpfeifengesicht," Alex said.

"Gezhundheit," Jake replied.

"It's a German word that means ‘a face begging to be punched’." Alex explained to Regan.

Regan laughed. "Yes! That's it exactly. Wilson has a face begging to be punched."

Jake couldn't see it. He was just a guy.  A guy who was sentenced to death for a crime he hadn't committed. "Let's focus here. Alex, did you come up with anything else on the case so far?"

"I spent most of my time looking at Conrad Wilson's brother, Cooper. Some unusual patterns come up in his financial records. I'm no financial wizard, but at first glance it looked as though he might be taking bribes. Expenses exceeding reported income, no new loans, that kind of thing. He's a building contractor, and a lot of money can pass under the table there, in both directions. It seems as if Cooper Wilson doesn't have a lot of impulse control. When he suffers gains or losses on the contracting side, it's in big chunks that happen all at once. I'd say he'll be out of business in a couple of years when the IRS finally decides to audit him."

"So he's more or less clean," Jake said.

"No. Once I pulled out the data on the big chunks of money flowing under the table, which incidentally more or less evened out over time, there were still a number of smaller income inflows. I traced a few of those down more carefully and found they coincided with increased reporting of mileage on his business vehicles."

"Mmm," Regan said. "You know what that makes me think—someone delivering drugs."

"Or running some other kind of profitable errand," Alex said.

"What is the Organization like up in New Hampshire?" Jake asked.

"Uncle Paul says that it's none of his business," Regan said. "I believe him. I can just see him being that fastidious about butting into someone else's problems. Either they can handle the problems without him, or they can beg for help. In neither case would it behoove him to stick his nose in where it wasn't wanted."

"I disagree," Alex said. "I think it's much more likely that agents working for the Organization would be deeply interested in finding out everything they possibly could about other members so they could either stab them in the back or prevent themselves from being stabbed. There's no real benefit in a closed, competitive, secretive system like that in being loyal, as we saw from Gary's brother."

Regan had told Jake about having to pull Gary back into the team, although not as a full member. Jake didn't like it, but he accepted it. As long as Lawrence, that murdering bastard, wasn't involved.

"Regardless," Jake said, "what we need to know is whether Cooper is involved in the Organization. We've seen the Organization isn't always perfect. They make mistakes. What if something went wrong here, and the real person who was supposed to be brought down was the brother, not Conrad?"

"Interesting," Alex said. "I hadn't considered that."

Regan made a dissatisfied noise in the back of her throat. "That feels wrong. Pardon my feelings. Ugh, just ignore me."

"No, what?"

"Nothing. Just… that feels like the wrong explanation. It's that whole face punching thing again. Conrad Wilson rubs me the wrong way. I just can't be rational about him."

"Noted." He flipped through a couple of channels until he found a show where a young couple was walking through a house, being led by a realtor in a suit. The scene cut to a group of workmen in white hazmat suits spraying a wall with thick white paint, then removing the entire wall. Lead paint removal, maybe. "I'm headed in to talk to Cooper Wilson in the morning as planned, unless something new comes up. Anything else I should know?"

"I'll call you if I find anything," Alex said.

"No," Regan said.

"Alex, get off the line. I need some lovey dovey time with my girlfriend."

"Roger dodger," Alex said. "Night, Regan."

"Have a good one."

The phone clicked. Jake smiled and let go of the tough guy act. Now it was time to talk to his sweetie while watching home improvement shows.

He was thinking of redecorating the apartment.

***

Portsmouth, New Hampshire, might have a lot of soul downtown, but it had some real cheap cracker boxes pretending to be million-dollar homes. The one that Cooper Wilson's company was working on looked like it had been assembled in a factory, with white siding, gray fake brickwork, a dozen different angles to the roof, and strips of sod laid out in rows in the front yard, turning brown at the edges. The windows still had stickers from the window company. Some people just had to have things that were brand new, no matter how awful they looked or how fast they fell apart.

The sidewalks were packed with tracks of mud, and the air smelled like sawdust. A few lots down, the just completed houses were replaced with bare frames and cement pads. A truck parked along the street advertised wood chips. Shrubs had been planted in front of the houses but only a layer of black plastic fluttered underneath them.

Jake parked his Corolla along the street behind the wood chip truck and walked toward the house.  An argument was going on inside. It hadn't reached the let's-explore-our-breakability-options stage yet, but it had definitely passed the let's-just-calm-down-now stage.

He jogged up the sidewalk and pushed on the front door, which was slightly ajar.

The entryway contained a closet, new tile, and a side table still wrapped in plastic. A double-sided French door led into an office area with built-in bookshelves, but no other furniture. He bypassed the office and headed deeper into the house.

Two men stood toe-to-toe in the kitchen, or rather steel toed work boot to work boot. From the clean clothes and relatively unscuffed state of the boots, Jake took one of them to be management. The other one was probably the owner of the wood chip company, dressed in a dirty yellow jacket and boots that had seen better, less regulated centuries.

"You ordered bark mulch!"

"Cedar!"

"I have a signed order for bark mulch!"

"I called you on the phone and changed the order to cedar and you said you were going to send a new invoice because it was a quarter less per cubic foot."

"You never called me!"

"I called your office, whoever the hell I talked to, some kid!"

"You ordered bark mulch!"

"The rest of the goddamned neighborhood is cedar! What's so hard about it?"

A couple of other guys were standing around in the kitchen. When Jake walked in, they twitched and one of them raised his gristled hands. Don't interrupt, it's not safe.

But Jake hadn't been put on this earth to stay out of fistfights. He said, "Hello, gentlemen."

Neither one of them appeared to hear him. Jake snapped his fingers. The managerial type glanced his way, then back toward his opponent. The volume of the shouting increased, but it sounded as though the argument was just circling around again, going nowhere.

Jake took a step closer, and the guy in the yellow jacket clenched his fist and started to raise it. Jake put his hand on the guy's fist.

The guy made eye contact. He had light blue eyes and deep crevasses in the skin around his sunburned cheeks. He smelled off, like he hadn't showered in a while, and he'd definitely been drinking.

He tried to jerk his fist out of Jake's grip, but Jake held it steady.

The guy bared his teeth, and the managerial type took a step backward.

Jake glanced back at him. "Cooper? Stay put."

Back to the guy in the yellow jacket. "Sir, now is not the time for a fistfight. Now is the time to have someone else drive you home. You're not sober."

"Don't tell me what to do. It was bark chips, not cedar."

"And you know, I find bark chips very attractive. But some people just don't get the appeal. I'd give it up as a lost cause, aesthetically."

"Stop screwing with me, kid. I can knock your block off."

"I have no doubt that I would not want you behind me in a dark alley. But right now…here…in broad daylight…while I'm ready for you? I think you might have a little bit of a problem."

"He called you."

"Actually, I called him. I need to talk to him about something, and he kindly agreed to meet me."

"You're on his side."

"I'm on the side of nobody taking a swing at each other. And bark chips, if it comes to that—but I think we're fighting a losing battle. Neighborhood like this, they have more money than sense. You know that."

"Cedar chips," the guy snarled with disgust. "Didn't tell me he wanted cedar chips."

Jake let go of the guy's fist; he lowered it. Jake patted him on the shoulder. "How about you and I take that truck of yours back to your office? I can tell it's already been a rough day."

"I'm fine." He stomped toward the door, scuffing his boots along the floor like he hoped to scratch it. But it was the same kind of flooring as had been in the hotel; the stuff must be made of diamond or something.

The managerial type put his hand on Jake's arm as he went by. "Back here in an hour, all right?"

"Sure thing."

A few minutes later, he'd convinced the guy to hand over his keys and was driving the truck full of bark chips through the streets of Portsmouth. The guy's name was Sam Olney, owner of Olney Fencing, LLC, and as fine and upstanding a man as ever lived and breathed in Portsmouth. He'd been drinking this morning, yes, but that was because, well, never you mind, turn right up ahead.

Jake followed directions and listened to the man ramble on about what a bastard Cooper Wilson was. As he wound down and started to sound like he was going to change the subject to local politics and the building codes depending thereupon, Jake said, "Wilson...isn't his brother up for the chair?"

Olney cackled. "Ayup, he is. Murdered a girl when she tried to get him to leave his wife for her. Beat her to death with a fire extinguisher for being presumptuous."

"Maybe that's why he's not being rational today."

"Mebbe so, mebbe so. But as far as I ever could tell, they weren't that close. One’s a murderer, the other's a money grubbing bastard. A woman ever tried to have an affair with him, he'd be the one expecting the flowers and steak dinners."

***

Jake made it back to the house via a ride from Sam Olney's admin assistant, a twenty-year-old college kid who admitted that Cooper Wilson might have called to change his order and he might have missed it, although he didn't remember. The computer had been down for a week, and the slips of paper he'd been sticking all over the office in a feeble attempt to remember what was going on had a tendency to get whipped around by gusts of wind every time someone opened the door. The kid looked nervous and sad.

As Jake got out in front of the house, the kid said, "We're out of cedar chips. And I don't know if I'll have a job when I get back to the office."

"You probably have more to worry about when he wakes up from his drunk. He had the look of a man who was going to kill the rest of the day drinking and passing out."

"What am I going to do?"

"You're going to have to make up your own mind on that. You related?"

"Me? No. I just wanted a job to cover rent while I went to school."

Jake stopped with his hand on the door handle and gave the kid a serious look. "What you want to do is ask yourself, Does Olney want help? If the answer is no, then you don't need to help him. Give him two weeks and move on. But if the answer is yes, then you have to ask yourself whether you're the helping type, and how far you're willing to go."

The kid's dark eyebrows pinched together in the middle.

"What you don't want to do is hang around in the hopes that it'll all get better on its own, or that Olney will be okay until the end of the summer. He's an alcoholic who gets louder and more violent the drunker he gets. It's unfortunate and it's probably genetic. But that doesn't mean you're not putting yourself in danger."

The kid shook his head. He didn't believe it. "In danger? From Olney?"

"You better believe it." Jake opened the door and slid out of the truck. "Thanks for the ride. Remember this, though. if Olney doesn't want help, don't give it to him. You try to give an alcoholic help when he doesn't want it, you're asking for trouble. He's got no reason not to blame you for the next thing that goes wrong...for everything that goes wrong."

"Uh, okay."

Jake slammed the door. He knew he hadn't got through to the kid, but hopefully some of what he'd said would stick in his head the next time Olney got out of control. Situations like that, it was better not to get involved. Unless you had to.

Unless you were blood.

***

The air felt colder than when Jake had first arrived. It almost had a bite to it. The wind had picked up, and the air smelled fresh, coming in from the open water of the Gulf of Maine. The sky was bright blue with thin white clouds off in the distance. The leaves on the trees, where there were trees along the strip of new street, were thin and pale green, the leaves of cautious trees that had been bitten by frost later in the season than this.

The house was quiet. When Jake tried the handle of the front door, it was locked. He looked through the front windows and didn't see any movement. The street, not yet occupied by residents, had three white trucks with the Wilson name printed on the side parked along the street and his Corolla.

He stopped and listened and heard the sound of hushed conversation from off the street somewhere.

A trail of flat stones led around the side of the house. Fencing hadn't been put up yet, although the posts had been set in the ground. He followed the trail past an imaginary gate and into the back yard. The smell of fresh burning tobacco pulled him off the trail and around to the back of the house.

Cooper and his two men were on the back porch smoking. One of the two men gesticulated with his cigarette, snapping his wrist as he talked. If he didn't watch it, he was going to snap hot ash onto his boots.

Conrad Wilson was a handsome man with a broad smile; Jake couldn't get the image of Dennis Hopper out of his head now whenever he thought of the man, although he mentally removed all facial hair out of his mental picture. Cooper looked similar, although fuller in the face, with mouse brown hair, wide set eyes, a heavy brow, and a long straight nose.

Cooper's eyes locked on Jake's as he came around the corner. "Hey," he said.

Jake nodded and climbed up the steps onto the patio. There was already a wobble to the cheap wood.

"You get the old man back safe?" Cooper asked.

"And warned the kid off," Jake said. "Not that I think he'll listen. You in need of office help?"

"Not one who could lose a message like that."

Jake walked to an empty spot on the deck railing and leaned against it. The wood creaked.

"They bringing my chips?"

Jake shrugged. The guy who hadn't been gesticulating held out a package of cigarettes; Jake waved him off. "Not since high school," he said.

"Smart." The guy pulled a cancer stick out of the package with his lips, then lit it.

Cooper gave the guys a look, and they wandered off the deck and around the side of the building. "You wanted to talk to me about my brother's case?"

"A few things."

"Are you going to get him pardoned?"

"Exonerated. We're out to prove that he didn't kill the girl in the first place—in other words he is not guilty. Pardoned means you are guilty but you don’t get punished. They just let you go."

Cooper's shoulders dropped an inch, and he let out a breath that Jake hadn't realized he was holding. His face broke into a deep grooved smile, and he held out a hand. Jake shook it. The resemblance between brothers was complete now. It was the same kind of devil-may-care grin.

"I thought I'd never hear it," Cooper said. "Someone looking out for my brother. I paid detectives, back in the day...but they all dried up."

Jake raised his eyebrows in question, but Cooper's eyes were looking up at the sky, past his shoulder. He shook his head. "You ask me whatever you want. Who's paying for this? Do I need to chip in?"

"It's covered."

"Must be a political thing." Cooper looked back down, a sunny expression on his face. "What do you need to know?"

"The party," Jake said. "I need to work out whether Conrad could have gotten away beforehand."

"During the party? He couldn't have. I could see him the whole time, unless he was in the bathroom, and that was maybe five minutes at a stretch. You know how it is. There's always some emergency at a party like that—just too much going on, too many people to talk to. I had crowd control, and he had everything else. If something had gone wrong—"

"Everything else?"

"He managed the caterers, the kids who were passing out drinks and appetizers, making sure the trash got picked up, the cleanup staff, and the kid who was parking cars. He was the guy who had to check the bathrooms and make sure they were holding up. You know."

"Seems odd that the positions weren't reversed."

"He wasn't as familiar with the area as I was. We were born here, of course, but he'd been away for a while. He knew most of the people there, but I know everybody. I get around."

Jake nodded. He wanted to ask the guy if he'd heard of Pavo and his crew, but it would have derailed things, regardless of the answer. Moving on. "You've covered that territory before during your statement and at the trial. What I want to know is whether he could have gotten away before the party."

"Before the party? What for?"

Jake winced a little. While Ms. Rossier had been able to discuss semen and vaginas without batting an eye, he wasn't too sure that Cooper Wilson was up for it. It might prove too distracting. "Let's just say that it might be relevant."

Cooper shrugged. Clearly the line of thought that Jake was following had never crossed his mind. "Of course he left the party. He went and picked up balloons at the party supply store."

"How long was he gone?"

“About an hour and a half."

Which, to Jake, seemed an unusually long time. How long could someone stand to wait in a party supply store without going completely insane? He said, "Did you know that your brother was having an affair with Ms. Walker, the victim?"

Cooper stuck his hands in his pockets and locked eyes on Jake. "Nope."

"Did you suspect he was having an affair, period? Remember, your brother and his ex-wife are divorced now, and the only thing that's left to protect is your brother's life."

Cooper grinned. "You're on to me, huh? Yeah, now that it comes down to the wire... Yeah. I did think he was having an affair, but not with Walker. Or rather not just with Walker. Apparently he only slept with her a couple of times, but he'd been coming to Portsmouth to see Mom and Dad just a little too often for a while—nine months, maybe. Conrad...he was a ladies' man—not like me. I'm a one-woman man. Life's too short to make it that complicated. Frankly I can't be bothered. But to Conrad, it was his joy in life. Love 'em and leave 'em.

"You could tell who he was going to be sleeping with as soon as he walked into a room. He could turn on the charm like a flood lamp. All you had to do was glance over the women's faces. Some of them couldn't stand him at first sight. Some of them looked at him like he was an interesting work of art... You know, the same way some men look at women, like, 'I'd do that if the chance came up, but I'm not going out of my way for it.' But some of the women, married or not, their faces would light up when they saw him. God's gift to women…some women."

"So you think Ms. Walker was a target of opportunity?"

Cooper chuckled. "I like that. Yeah, a target of opportunity. A quick and easy piece of ass on the side of his piece of ass on the side. I don't know how Penny put up with it for as long as she did."

"Do you think he could have been seeing his main squeeze in the window of time he was picking up balloons?"

"Do I think he was? I know he was. He came back looking like the cat who drank the cream."

"Do you know who she was?"

"Not a clue."

"Is there any way you could find out?"

"Other than just asking him? No. He'd been doing this for years at this point. He was a complete professional at keeping his trail clean so Penny wouldn't find out. If he hadn't been arrested for murder, she never would have either."




 Chapter 14 -           Three witnesses 

Two pm and the parking lot of the big white clapboard house that had been converted into a steak sandwich place was still full. Jake parked on the street a couple of blocks away. The wind was blowing toward him, and he caught a face full of tomatoes, oregano, French bread, and beef. Even the smell of open water coming in couldn't carry it away fast enough.

Two ancient Rolls Royces were parked at the far end of the parking lot, which butted up against an empty lot crowded with trees and bramble. Jake crossed the parking lot to the building, entering under a green plastic awning. Nobody was standing outside waiting in line, a good sign. He opened the door and went in.

The outer walls were covered with wood paneling, dartboards, and tiny holes. The interior walls had been torn out and replaced with black support beams. The floor had more green and white checked tile than any hundred people could play checkers on. The specials had been drawn in neon marker on a plastic blackboard— sangria and lobster rolls. The bar was separate from the food counter, attended by an enormous blonde with arms as big as most men's thighs. She had a big smile and hard blue eyes. At the bar in front of her were two cops in green uniform shirts and olive pants.

The last group of people Jake needed to meet were the three cops who had been at the party and testified so blatantly in Wilson's favor it had made the judge and jury so suspicious they had to look deeper to find the lie that must be hidden underneath.

Two of them—the ones he was meeting now—were still on the local force and were willing to talk to Jake before their shift started at three thirty. The third had left the force shortly after Wilson had been sentenced and was working as a private security guard. Interestingly, over the phone he'd refused to meet with Jake—flat out refused, either with or without the other two.

One of the cops, an older gentlemanly type, turned to look as Jake got closer. Jake held out a hand. "Jake Westley, private investigator."  He didn't bother to show them his license; either they would trust him or they wouldn't.

"So it wasn't just your normal BS," the bartender said. "Huh."

"Clark Turnbull, at your service," said the first cop. He looked at least six feet tall and had silver hair along the sides of his head, with a light brown comb-over on top. He shook Jake's hand with a firm but essentially neutral grip.

The second introduced himself as Dan Stenberg. He was a foot shorter and had blond hair and a round face with narrow-set, ugly eyes. He'd tucked his pants into the tops of his shiny black boots and had hung his handcuffs prominently off a loop of his belt. Jake immediately labeled him as one of the top ten police officers he hoped never to be pulled over by after midnight.

The blonde bartender led them over to a vacant table in the middle of the room, Turnbull taking a beer with him to his chair. Jake had no doubt the man would be sober as a judge by the time his shift started.

The woman laid plastic menus in front of them, snapping the edges on the wood tabletop as she put each of them down. The two officers ordered without looking. Jake glanced past the appetizers and soup-n-salad sections, then ordered a super steak special.

"Excellent choice," the bartender said, then swept the menus off the table as professionally as an Atlantic City casino dealer. She walked over to the front counter and gave the order to a kid in a pink shirt at the counter.

"Conrad Wilson," Turnbull said. "Off to the chair, he is." His voice was a low rumble.

"Yeah," Stenberg added with an expression of satisfaction. "It's not electricity, though—lethal injection. And you lay on a stretcher—no chair. But yeah, essentially, he's headed for the chair."

Turnbull rolled his eyes in slow motion as he reached for his beer. He apparently had a literal sloth somewhere in his genetics. Every movement was slow and considered. Maybe he was already drunk.

"I thought he was a buddy of yours," Jake said.

Turnbull rumbled, "Just because a man is on the Force doesn't mean he's worth a damn."

"Yeah, and that's Turnbull talking." Stenberg sneered. "If guys like us can see that—"

Turnbull lifted the tips of his fingers, and Stenberg cut off. "I'm babbling," he said suddenly. "Fact is, Conrad Wilson and I didn't get along. Turnbull liked him better than I did."

"That is true."

"But I can't say that either one of us liked him a whole lot."

Turnbull didn't disagree with that statement. Jake said, "The party."

"What about it?"

"You said he didn't leave it."

"That's right, he didn't," Stenberg said, "as our statements reported at great length."

Jake said, "Yeah, that was what I wanted to talk to you about—the great length. The two of you went on in far, far greater length than was necessary."

"So?"

"So I think it was one of the reasons the judge and jury were so suspicious of Wilson—the lengths to which you went to support the guy, minute by minute, as well as where the other cars were."

"Never let it be said we don't support each other on the Force, whether or not we like the guy," Stenberg said.

"So if Wilson wasn't the guy who left the party to head out into the fog, the guy that Ms. Rossier followed for a few miles, who was it?"

Stenberg shrugged. His face had spread into a predator's grin. Jake got the feeling the guy had too many teeth.

"No idea."

Jake turned to the other man. "What about you, Officer Turnbull?"

"I'm afraid I have no conjectures at this time."

Jake squinted at him. He was too thin and narrow, and Jake had a hard time imagining that anyone could mistake Turnbull for Wilson unless both of them were wrapped in NASA space suits. As far as Jake had been able to tell from the few videos, Wilson walked and moved like a normal guy, not a sloth. But maybe.

"Aren't you about the same height and general build as Wilson?"

"He is much broader than I am," Turnbull said, "as well as several inches shorter."

"Yeah, and Wilson walks and talks like a normal person," Stenberg added.

The enormous blond bartender brought them a pitcher of ice water, a stack of red plastic glasses, a pile of napkins, and some plastic utensils. "Back in a sec with your food, boys."

"Thanks, Marge," Stenberg said. She winked at him.

"Were you there the entire time the party went on?" Jake asked Turnbull.

"Yes," Turnbull said. "I was present and accounted for the entire length of the party. I arrived at six thirty and did not depart until the police arrived at approximately nine o'clock. When I did depart, I left with the police. I returned for my car at one am in the morning."

It was almost word for word from his official statement, as well as the trial transcripts.

"You?" he asked Stenberg.

"Me? I'm five foot four and I weigh a hundred and ninety pounds."

"Tell me anyway."

"I went out for a couple of smokes," Stenberg said, "outside where nobody could see me unless they also were smoking. I went twice. There was nobody else there."

"How long were you gone?"

"Fifteen minutes, tops. Not long enough to drive from the house to the victim's apartment, let alone bang her, beat her to death, and get back before someone else noticed I was missing."

***

The meal seemed to stretch on endlessly. The sandwich he'd ordered was good, but watching Turnbull work his way through his beer, moving and talking and chewing in slow motion started to get on his nerves. But finally it was over.  He paid, and he fled the scene.

Neither one of the two cops struck him as a criminal mastermind, but they hadn't struck him as sharing any kind of esprit de corps with Wilson either, which in Jake's experience was rare. He got in his car and waited until he saw the two of them come out of the restaurant at a snail's pace. Stenberg's mouth moved without pause. He'd spent most of the meal talking about Wilson and what he'd been like on the force—a real stuck-up snob, if Stenberg was to be believed, which Jake didn't. He'd also had a few choice words to say about the third cop who'd been with them at the party, Jay Hatchell, who was apparently a real stick in the mud and an overachiever who lived by the book and sucked up to people because he actually respected them and not because he was trying to brownnose. In Stenberg's world, you could and should brownnose if you had to; that was just office politics. But respecting a guy like Wilson, who was just plain rude, didn’t sit well with him. Jake rolled his eyes as the two of them got into the same marked local police car. He'd spent most of the meal restraining himself. At least Stenberg took the driver's seat.

He thought about following them but blew it off. They would be heading for the police station, just two old friends reporting in to work. The smell on Turnbull's breath would be dismissed—business as usual.

He checked his phones, both of which he'd turned off during the meeting. The secure phone seemed almost to accuse him of wasting time. What had he found out today? Not a whole hell of a lot. He checked his regular phone; someone had left a message.

The third cop.  Jay Hatchell.

He wanted to meet with Jake at four at the same place Jake had met with Ms. Rossier.

Hey. Excellent choice.

***

The coffee shop was hopping, packed with students hunched over laptops, guarding tables from the tourists. The tourists were just as happy to drink their coffee outdoors today. It had really warmed up since the morning and the wind had died down. In fact, it had become one of those classic spring days that made you dig out the short pants and go on a picnic. He comforted himself with the knowledge that White Plains was just as ugly as always and he could take Regan out tomorrow if the weather held—if she'd let him. It would depend on whether he dug anything up.

Jake took a look around, trying to pick out Hatchell from the crowd. But there were a number of guys who would have fit the bill—square jawed and wary, handsome in a Charlie Sheen kind of way, except obviously more of a straight arrow and less of an asshole. No wonder he'd never gotten along with Turnbull and Stenberg. Ah, never mind. He didn't want to dwell on those guys anymore. He'd met lots of good cops. It was just that working on these exoneration cases naturally brought him into contact with more of the bad ones. It would be like assessing the character of a Special Forces unit based on the guys who had been court martialed.

One of the guys carefully kept his eyes off Jake as he walked through the coffee shop. He looked young, college age except for the lines around his eyes. He wore a UNH hoodie and typed furiously on his laptop. He had no headphones on, and the corners of his eyes kept tightening up. Jake would have put his money on this guy, no question.

Jake walked to the counter and ordered a cup of coffee. He'd never gotten into the latte craze. He appreciated it—it was what put a Starbucks or some local coffee shop on every corner—but the idea of spiking his coffee with milk and sugar syrup had never really appealed. He sometimes added some cream, that was it.

He paid up. The guy in the UNH hoodie had packed up his laptop and was standing up, slinging a messenger bag over his shoulder. Jake walked out of the coffee shop and waited outside the door.

UNH hoodie man came up beside him and stuck out a hand, which Jake shook and released quickly. The two of them walked along the sidewalk to the end of the block, turned, and passed the bench where Jake and Ms. Rossier had seated themselves the day before. At the end of that block Hatchell turned again, leading them alongside a main thoroughfare, loud with traffic and busy with eyes. But there was no parking along the road. Anyone pulling over to watch them would stick out like a sore thumb.

"Hi," Hatchell said finally. Even though he was three or four inches shorter than Jake, he was walking too quickly for Jake to drink any of his hot coffee without burning himself. Jake decided not to screw with the guy's pace. He didn't need coffee as much as he needed to ask questions anyway.

"Jake Westley."

"Jay Hatchell."

"Pleased to meet you."

Hatchell's gaze swung from side to side as they walked. "Look, I know they're not on patrol on this side of town—they're not supposed to be on patrol on this side of town. It's a pain, you know? So they manage to get assigned somewhere else most of the time. But that doesn't mean that someone couldn't casually mention that they've seen me walking around downtown. So let's keep this short."

"Is there somewhere else you'd like to meet?"

"Keep it short."

Feeling like he was back in the Delta Force talking to a local contact under the nose of some warlord, Jake said, "I want to know why the three of you went nuts testifying that Conrad Wilson didn't leave the party."

"You caught that. Good. I won't ask who you're involved with or why you're doing this. Let me state this clearly. Conrad Wilson did not leave that party once it had started. The three of us arrived at six thirty. I made it a point to keep an eye on him throughout the entire affair."

"Why?"

"Because I didn't care for the guy."

"Why?"

"It doesn't matter. He just rubs some people the wrong way. I suspected him of something—it turned out to be nothing. But I was in the mood to hold it against him, just enough to hope he was doing something stupid that I could report."

"Okay. You watched him all night."

"Until the cops arrived to arrest him."

"And he didn't leave."

"I watched him go into the toilet, I watched him come out. He never stepped off the property."

"Got it. What about before the party?"

"Couldn't say. I wasn't there. It sounds like I would have had more luck then; he was missing for about an hour and a half. I suspected he was having an affair with someone in Portsmouth—not Ms. Walker, but someone."

"Another question," Jake said. "Did either of your two associates leave the party?"

"I don't know. I wasn't keeping an eye on either of them. Stenberg smokes like a chimney. He was in and out all night anyway."

"Is Turnbull an alcoholic?"

"Looks that way. He wasn't as bad back then, just an after work happy hour kind of guy. I hear he's worse now, going downhill."

"Do you think that either of them are lying somehow?"

"Misdirecting. I think they wanted to bring attention to Wilson for some reason. They were careful not to make any accusations. They were careful to look like they were his best friends on God's green earth."

"Why?"

"No idea."

An unmarked van swerved in the lane opposite them, and Hatchell glanced at it, then resumed looking back and forth, trying to take in everything but really just swinging his head back and forth. If you wanted to see everything, you kept your head straight forward and let your peripheral vision do the work.

"What made you leave the force?" Jake asked.

Hatchell glanced toward him, then away again. His jaw clenched several times. "I don't like to talk about it, but I was strongly encouraged to leave. They found porn in my locker. Bad stuff. There was talk about having me charged with something."

"Not yours, I take it."

"No."

"Do you feel like you knew something you weren't supposed to know? That you had seen something someone didn't want you to see?"

Hatchell snorted. "I felt like I was being followed everywhere I went. Every phone call I made had some kind of clicking noise in the background. My lights flickered...I got stuck in elevators all the time. It was crazy. My girlfriend got a couple of threatening letters in the mail from a guy she used to know in high school but never dated, telling her that if she knew what was good with her, she'd break up with me. My dog was hit by a car.

"Everybody said I was going crazy, cracking under the strain. I wasn't mean to be a cop, you see. At least that's what they started to say. So I left."

"Why didn't you—"

"Apply for jobs in another town? I did. Jobs dried up. People who were less qualified got hired. My guess is that some rumors went around. In the end I took what I could get."

They crossed a street. Hatchell stopped in the middle of it to glare angrily at an unmarked white van parked along the side of the road. He waved at it. "See? See? They're still following me. I can't get away from them."

"From who?"

"No idea. Them, all right? Just them."

Hatchell did an about face and started walking the other way. Jake turned to join him. Hatchell looked over his shoulder, face stiff with anger. "Our interview is at an end, sir. I hope you have better luck than I do. God help you if they start following you around."

Jake walked back to the sidewalk and waited as Hatchell strode down the block. The unmarked van started up, pulled into the street, and signaled for a left turn to follow him.

The traffic kept it blocked for a long time, but eventually it was able to pull out onto the road. By then Hatchell had disappeared. Jake waited until it was out of sight, then returned to his car.

He wasn't followed.




 Chapter 15 -           The lady doth protest too much 

Uncle Paul was a public servant, the guy who ran the sewers across the city. It was an important job but not one on a level with, say, the head of a major world corporation. And yet his office was a luxury penthouse on the top of a Manhattan skyscraper. Why nobody thought this was remarkable was beyond Regan. He had security guards. His secretary had a bigger office than hers and Gary’s put together. The rent was probably astronomical.

It was all very cool and modern. The walls of the building were slightly curved and seemed to ripple. The wood flooring looked like it sucked up the sunlight and spat it out as a warm, golden, happy feeling. The air smelled as clean and pure as if it were a windy day in the dead of winter in northern Canada. The views? Incredible. The kind of views you got in movies—not real life.

Uncle Paul stood as she came in, his face as enigmatic as ever. Behind him was a view of Brooklyn, then open water. He came around the desk and led her to a small conversational grouping deeper within the room, uncomfortable looking, tan linen chairs. The coffee table looked like it had grown directly out of the floor, with the "feet" of the table bending out of the wood flooring.

"Hello, my dear," he said.

She gave him a hug, feeling the cool skin of his cheek against hers. "Uncle Paul."

He stepped back and smiled at her, the smile looking no warmer or friendlier than his normal face. It was like that saying, ‘Keep making the same face and it'll get stuck that way.’ "Have you come to tell me that you're going to join the Organization?"

"Don't you start too," she said.

"Excuse me?"

"My father wanting to know if I'm going to give him grandchildren any time soon. And now you with the Organization. The answers are no and no."

He gestured toward a square chair with a stiff linen covered back. She sat; the chair was far more comfortable than it looked. When she leaned back, the chair gave slightly, inviting her to relax.

Uncle Paul said, "That is a shame on both counts. You should consider that primiparous over the age of forty generally tend to have more medical issues. It would be better to have a child sooner rather than later—when it's too late."

"My biological clock can tick all it wants."

He sat across from her, plucking at the knees of his trousers to keep the folds neat, and stayed leaning forward. "As you wish. If, however, you have decided not to personally bear any children, have you considered donating ova? Your genetics are excellent, really excellent."

She crossed her legs at the knee, straightened the knees of her pants, and fixed Uncle Paul with the Look.

He cleared his throat and looked away for a moment, then leaned back in his seat, as if to acknowledge that the pushy part of the conversation was over. "My apologies. We old men often get carried away with these things, you understand."

"I understand. But enough is enough. I'm almost ready to think that the two of you are in cahoots to make my life difficult."

"We merely want what is best for you."

She rolled her eyes. "You've stated your respective cases. Duly noted."

He nodded, then glanced out the window for a moment, looking both momentarily younger and more worried. "Part of the problem with successfully building an empire is that one is continuously looking for an heir who won't be a disgrace—who shares the same values."

"I'm not that heir," Regan said.

Uncle Paul waved his fingertips, then brought his gaze back to her. "I'm sorry. I've been distracted today. What have you come to see me about, if not childbirth or the Organization? The only other area of expertise that I have is on sewers, and I trust that you aren't in straits that requires knowledge of how they operate. No matter how noble the aims with regard to sewers, there is always the smell and other less savory elements."

She shook her head. "I said I didn't want to join the Organization, but it is about the Organization."

His eyebrows rose.

"We have decided to look into the Conrad Wilson case that's coming up in New Hampshire."

"Ah. And you wish to query whether the Organization is involved, while ensuring your father cannot hear what response I make."

"In essence, yes."

"That is a wise decision, and in fact, I anticipated there was a strong possibility you might make it sooner or later, and have gone to the trouble of doing some research on the subject."

"Thank you."

"Is there a reason for you to be wary of the Organization in this case?" Uncle Paul said.

"Not particularly. I just wanted to make sure we weren't stepping on your toes... give you a head's up." She took a deep breath. "Also, I keep trying to talk myself out of helping Wilson. I tell myself there's no rational reason to feel the way I do, and then... it's one of those 'the lady doth protest too much' situations, really."

"Shakespeare," Uncle Paul said. "Gertrude speaking to her son Hamlet, Act Three, upon the implication that her theatrical doppelganger makes herself suspicious by over protesting her fidelity. Yes, I see. Are you faithful to justice? That is your question."

He settled back into the chair, his eyelids sinking half-closed. Regan did the same, letting herself enjoy the chair, the feeling of wealth and power that filled the room. What would it be like, to control the resources that Uncle Paul had?

Besides being a devil's bargain?

"Would you like any refreshments?" Uncle Paul asked. "A game of chess later, perhaps?"

"Coffee and chess afterwards," she said.

"Excellent." He steepled his fingers in front of himself. "Have you ever heard how your father and I became friends?"

"At college."

"Yes, but more specifically, we happened to be college roommates. But, as you may know, often times one's college roommates are quickly forgotten or left behind."

Her lips tightened a fraction. He continued.

"Friendship is an entirely different matter. We were brought together by our neighbors across the quad. We quickly discovered that we could look out of our window in our dormitory at Columbia into the room of two young men who had apparently decided upon lives of petty crime. We bonded over their exploits."

"He did mention that, actually, the last time I saw him. He seemed upset about it."

"I think he was unhappy about how it all came out—both in what happened to the young men, and how I reacted to it. Did he tell you that?"

"No, he said it was a story to tell another day."

"Ah," Uncle Paul said, half of the world's smallest smile on his lips. "In short, he wanted me to take action in order to prevent tragic consequences, and I did nothing."

"How so?"

"The two young men had begun selling illicit substances from their dorm room. This was before the craze for marijuana had really begun, you understand, and before it had become an illegal drug under the Controlled Substances Act. It was, nevertheless, forbidden on the campus.

"The two young men sold marijuana, heroin, and a new drug that came to be known as LSD—perhaps other drugs as well. I'm not sure. Over the course of the year, it became increasingly obvious that one of them was skimming the profits from the other, who was becoming increasingly addicted to heroin. I refused to inform the authorities. Your father tried to guilt me into doing so multiple times but failed."

"Why didn't he rat on them, since you wouldn't?"

"Oh, he did. They were quite clever. The evidence always seemed to disappear before anyone in authority could investigate. I suspect they had a friend in the campus security department. Your father was eventually told to stop harassing them."

Regan frowned. "Then what made him think that you could do anything about it?"

"I have my ways," he said. "At any rate, the young man who was skimming profits was caught at it by the young man who was addicted to heroin. The two young men left their dorm room to continue their conversation in a more private location. One of them shot the other. The police gave chase and drove the other, who had stolen the car they were using, into the Hudson. He either died from a gunshot wound or from drowning, I can never remember which."

"Daddy said it was a car accident."

Uncle Paul's eyes tightened, pulling the wrinkles subtly across his face, deepening the hollows under his cheeks and the dark circles under his eyes. "A prevarication—almost, but not quite, a lie. One thinks of your father as a man of integrity, but there is a subtlety to it that one can't quite anticipate."

Regan shrugged.

Uncle Paul blinked twice, then cleared his throat. "Your father blamed me for their deaths. Rather, he blamed me for not attempting to prevent them."

One of his hands made a gesture in the air that reminded her of a man about to lift a burning cigarette to his lips. He caught himself, flicked his fingers, then steepled both hands together again. She'd never thought about the gesture before—but maybe he'd done it to help keep himself from smoking cigarettes.

"Our friendship continued until your mother died, and for a few years afterwards. It really only collapsed as it became clear that you had no need of our continued presence in each other's lives. But the seeds of the end came from that first year in college, perhaps even the first day. The end, as it often is, was contained within the beginning."

"That's sad," she said. She didn't really know what else to say.

"It is," he agreed. "But you haven't come here to mourn the death of an old friendship or to celebrate its awkward resurrection. You would like the information that I was able to obtain from my Organization sources about the Conrad Wilson situation."

She nodded. Uncle Paul had dragged her completely off the rails, and she hadn't even noticed. "Yes, please."

The fingertips tapped together; his eyelids fluttered. He would sometimes make the same face in the middle of a chess game, when he was trying to remember what games the moves he was about to use had been previously used in. He already knew how to win—he was merely retrieving the necessary information to coach Regan through her defense.

"The member of the Organization that I know in New Hampshire is a rather unpleasant woman," he said. "I feel that she has entirely the wrong philosophy about her stewardship, which she uses as a means of gaining power rather than caring for her constituents, as it were."

Regan raised her eyebrows and looked around the room.

"I have acquired power and reputation as a result of caring for those I oversee," Uncle Paul said, letting his eyes slide around the room. They fixed on nothing in particular, didn't reflect pride or even a real appreciation of possession. Then they returned to rest on her face. "They have never been my goal—merely a means to an end."

"If you say so."

"I do say it. If you chanced to meet her, it would make more sense. Regardless, what I have learned is that the Organization was not directly involved in the arrest and conviction of Conrad Wilson. In fact, the Organization would be pleased if I took a personal interest in the matter. They seem to think that Conrad Wilson would be a benefit to the Organization if he were able to be freed."

Regan felt her jaw clench and her hands stiffen at her sides. She forced herself not to cross them over her chest. "A benefit to the Organization? What kind of benefit? As a drug runner?"

"The Organization is involved in more than the drug trade."

"What, then? Prostitution?"

The Organization sounded great in theory, at least when Uncle Paul talked about it—a secret organization that added order to the chaos of the world. But in reality it was just one more group of scumbags out to make a buck off of someone else's misery and shift the consequences from the guilty to the innocent.

"You have created an erroneous picture of what the Organization does on a routine basis, I fear."

"Tell me the Organization is uninvolved in prostitution. Just tell me."

He flicked the fingers of one hand. It wasn't important for the conversation. "An intelligent man such as Conrad Wilson could be used in multiple capacities. As a detective, he would make an excellent influence in the legal system and with other police officers. As an intelligent human being, his understanding and assessment of difficult situations could be valuable in leading or advising others. As a father he might be..." Uncle Paul winced. "...an excellent provider and teacher to his children, generally improving the intelligence levels in the world."

"A sperm donor to breed a super race, you mean."

Uncle Paul rolled his eyes like a teenager, his chin tilting upward. "You are in the most irritating mood today, my dear. I wish you would learn to process unpleasant ideas in a more graceful and internalized manner, rather than lashing out at people who might be able to provide you some assistance. You're the dog that bites the hand of the master, I swear."

She smiled and bared her teeth. Unfortunately, he wasn't looking. "You said that the Organization wasn't directly involved in his arrest...does that mean the Organization was indirectly involved?"

Uncle Paul's head returned to an upright position, eyes fastened on her and eyebrows slightly lifted. "As a matter of fact, I'm not completely sure. My point of contact assured me that the Organization was uninvolved, even tangentially. However, from the way she stressed the issue, it sounded as though she wouldn't have allowed the Organization to touch the man with a ten-foot pole. That may mean that someone was involved to have him arrested and framed to cover someone else, or that the man is already involved in the Organization in some capacity but under the aegis of another manager, or even that my contact finds him personally repugnant for some reason. It did feel as though, as you say, the lady doth protest too much. Although I strongly suspect that the probability of her fidelity to the concept of justice is rather smaller than yours."




 Chapter 16 -           Regan's fox 

Regan stared out her window and watched birds swooping in and out of trees along the streets. Tiny black specks swooped into the sky, out of sight along the road, then back up into view, at which point they looped and dove into the thick leaves on the trees, bringing insects back to their nests.

She couldn't hear them; the only sounds in her office were the soft hiss of the air vents, blowing out cool air rather than warm now, and the sound of Gary typing in the other room, his fingers buzzing along.

Outside, bees would be harvesting pollen from flowers. Insects would be laying eggs and chewing on leaves. Birds would be collecting insects and worms for their young. Spiders would be catching flies...

She sighed. She'd been thinking about justice again, and how uncomfortably close to a predator she had to be sometimes.

"Gary?"

"Yes, hon?"

"Dial up Laura Provost for me."

She could have done it herself, but she wanted Gary to know she trusted him with the information, and to give him the opportunity to record the call, if he wanted it.

Laura Provost worked for the District Attorney's office in Brooklyn, an Assistant D.A. She had proven both corrupt and useful in the Andy Gibbons case, a contradiction that sometimes made Regan's head hurt. Could you be both corrupt and genuinely part of the engines of justice? If so, what did that mean for the concept of justice—was justice, as a pure idea, corrupt?

She reached for her desk drawer and went as far as to put her hand on the smooth silver handle to open the drawer where her ibuprofen was kept, when Gary said, "I have her on line one."

She let go of the handle and picked up the handset. "Laura? It's Regan from White Plains."

"Regan," Laura said in her icy voice, a voice that made Uncle Paul sound warm and compassionate. "What a pleasure it is to hear from you."

The tone of her voice seemed like a threat—either make it profitable for Ms. Provost in the next five seconds, or face the consequences. Regan smiled. She had a hold on Provost, and they both knew it.

"An opportunity has come up, and I thought of you," Regan said.

"Oh?"

"The Conrad Wilson case."

There was a few seconds pause on the other end of the phone, long enough for Regan to lean forward and peek out the door of her office and look at Gary. Behind his high-sided reception desk, she could only see his close-trimmed head, upraised black eyebrows, and mischievous eyes.

"An opportunity," Provost said. "Of what sort?"

"Of the exoneration sort," Regan said. "Additional information may be available."

"For a price, I presume." Provost said.

"Don't be ridiculous," Regan said. "For a small favor down the road, perhaps. Are you interested? I'll buy lunch."

Provost made a thoughtful noise from the back of her throat. Regan thought she heard a soft click, not the kind of sound that the phone made when Gary started monitoring and recording the line, but as if a door had opened.

"Lunch," Provost said brightly. "Not today, of course. Too far a drive! But I'd be delighted to meet with you tomorrow, if you like, in White Plains. I've never been, you see. You'll have to recommend a good place for lunch."

"Excellent," Regan said. "Why don't you meet me at the Westchester County Court building at eleven, and I'll drive after that? And what kind of restaurant? Any allergies?"

"Oh, I'm not allergic to anything but calories, and I make a rule never to count them when out of town. I like French, if there is such a thing as a decent French restaurant in White Plains." Provost gave a bright, tinkling, and utterly artificial laugh. It sounded like smashed glass falling out of a window frame.

Regan forced a broad smile onto her face. "I know just the place."

***

Regan hadn't been to La Ruche for months. She'd gone there a little too often with Jake to discuss Andy Gibbons' case and had attracted a little too much attention. But the discussion with Provost had made it practically a mandate for her to go.

When the phone rang, telling her Provost was at the front desk waiting for her (ten minutes late), she gave Gary a look that wasn't quite an eye roll but was definitely a plea for sympathy.

"I don't see what the problem is," he said. "You're going to your favorite restaurant for lunch, the one that you've been holding yourself back from for months. Just because sweet lover boy isn't going with you doesn't mean you can't enjoy it."

"But Provost," she said.

"I wouldn't want to be lunching with her either," Gary admitted. "But we all have to put on our big-girl pants sometimes, don't we?"

She flashed him a smile, slung her black canvas briefcase over her shoulder, and took the elevator downstairs. Lately, she'd been doing more stairs—but probably coming down to meet Provost with a glow to her cheeks and a slight whiff of exertion would be a bad idea.

The inside of the elevator was paneled with brushed silver metal panels, not quite mirrors, that reflected the shapes of the passengers back to them. The panels weren't quite flat, and had a tendency to distort her shape like a funhouse mirror.

She saw herself first as an incredibly tall, thin woman—far taller than her already almost six feet in height, not counting her half-inch heeled shoes. Unfortunately, the wall panel distorted her head along with the rest of her, and she looked more like a gray-skinned alien with her stretched out head and dark blue eyes than a supermodel. Then the elevator stopped and let one of the clerks from the fourth floor on, a man she recognized but didn't know. She had to shift to the side to make room. Her shape wavered and became much shorter, bulging in the middle. She had become a pregnant dwarf, rotund and presumably happy. Not to mention how happy it would have made her dad if that image in the mirror was real. 

She leaned from side to side as the elevator sank, trying to find some kind of happy medium, or at least her own natural reflection, but the elevator panels didn't cooperate.

Finally, it reached the ground level, and they both got off. Provost was waiting at the reception desk for her, toes turned outward and her leather briefcase flat on top of the desk as if she'd slammed it there. Her hair had been dyed dark brown and cut in a straight bob across her shoulders, with blunt, subtly under curled bangs to go with it. Her face was narrow, sharp and foxlike—a long nose that just barely turned up at the end. All the better for sniffing out advantages with.

On the one hand, Regan found the woman humorless and unpleasant.

On the other hand, it was probably better for society as a whole that she worked for the state and not as a private defense lawyer.  Once again, justice was served. Maybe.

Sort of.

Regan walked over to her and held out a hand. Provost let go of her briefcase, narrowed her eyes at the security guard (as if she were about to snatch the case off the desk and make a run for it), and then turned to face Regan. A hand was extended slowly and almost rudely. The handshake was limp and cool, more of a brushing of Provost's fingertips—or a kissing of her ring that Regan had gotten completely wrong—than anything else.

"Laura," she said.

"Regan, so glad to see you."

"Shall we?"

"I've been looking forward to it all morning."

Provost had used Andy Gibbons’ case to claw her way up the ladder in her office—not a full rung to taking the actual D.A. position, but a fractional rung, edging herself just slightly past one of her competitors for the post should the current D.A. ever step down. She'd had to be forced by Regan and Jake into pursuing justice for Andy—but it had profited her.

Of course she was looking forward to talking to a two-bit judge at a second rate French restaurant in White Plains. She knew she'd like the taste.

***

La Ruche was busy, and they had to wait a few moments in the lobby before they were seated. Provost looked around at the Art Nouveau ads on the walls, all green demons holding liquor bottles, women with long hair in chiffon robes presenting cups of coffee, and foul tempered black cats.

The maîtred' kept giving Regan nervous looks. First, one of the regulars, famous for coming to the restaurant alone and eating almost exactly the same meal, almost every day, starts coming and bringing a complete dish of a man with her, and smiling and chatting pleasantly. Then they both disappear. Then the regular reappears with a humorless woman carrying a briefcase. This, the maîtred' seemed to say with her nervous glance, could be trouble.

Regan smiled at her. The lobby smelled heavenly, buttery pastry and rich onion soup. Her stomach growled. She edged over to the woman and said, "If possible, could the two of us have a table...off to the side?"

Jake had bribed a waitress to move them away from the other tables once. She didn't quite have the nerve for that.

"It may take a few more minutes," the woman said.

Regan let her eyes slide back to Provost, who sneered at a Lautrec poster of a can-can woman kicking up her heels. "That's fine."

The woman pressed her lips together and nodded. The regular requested a favor...the situation may prove troublesome, but the tips would be good for whomever was willing to deal with it...

In a few minutes, the two of them were seated against the wall, with at least a single table between them and the occupied ones in all directions. The place was too busy for them to have anything further away—but subsequent tables were being filled on the other side of the room now. Regan made a mental note to make up for the tips at the other tables their waitress would be missing because of them.

Provost sneered at the menu, which—for lunch—was a double-sided laminated sheet of cardboard. Fortunately, she kept her opinions unvoiced, if not exactly hidden, and the waitress took their order without suffering from anything more than a slightly sarcastic lilt to Provost's voice.

Regan ordered her usual, French onion soup and a chicken salad on a croissant. Oh, yes. It was going to be brilliant eating here. It was probably safe to come back on a regular basis. She'd have to check with Jake, but...

She pulled herself back on track. She had unpleasant business to conduct.

"So," she said.

"The Conrad Wilson case," Provost said, eyeing the room. At one point the building had been a barn. The wood beams from the loft overhead still remained, although the room was open all the way up. The white plaster added to the rustic feel. "I'm assuming you have some solid evidence that he didn't do it. Otherwise, this meeting has already been a waste of my time."

Once again, Regan had to remind herself that she had adequate blackmail material on this woman to control her for the rest of their lives, and that the woman was confrontational and rude by nature. She picked up her cup of coffee and sipped it.

"Two points of interest," Regan said. "First, we've been able to use some new technology to establish the person who tracked the blood into the victim's office was not the murderer or one of the victim's friends—a third party heretofore unsuspected. Also, we should be able to prove that the semen found in the victim's vagina was placed there after her death."

Provost's eyelids fluttered, then tightened. She drummed her polished mauve fingertips on the tablecloth. "Those two facts, if true, might have helped us get him released—if we had more time. In order to make this a sure thing, we need more."

"I am aware of that," Regan said.

"Do you think you can get anything in time?"

"I don't know," Regan said. "I have a few good people working on it."

The end of Provost's foxlike nose twitched. "I know this is bad form...but you mean that you have people in the Organization working on it, right?"

Regan shrugged, trying to repress a smirk. She didn't need to confirm or deny. It wasn't like they were actually doing each other an exchange of favors. Provost would have to do what Regan told her to do, regardless. "It's not material. We're going to keep digging until either it's too late, or we have the information we need. The question is, will you be ready to bring the information to the courts in New Hampshire? Or are there additional contacts you need to make?"

"I could use another contact in the Organization," Provost said.

"And I could use a pony," Regan said disgustedly. "Is there anything you actually need, or are you just grubbing around for what you can get?"

Provost's lips thinned into a narrow mauve line, and unattractive wrinkles lined up between her eyebrows. "No."

"I have hard copies of the information we've put together," Regan said, "and a thumb drive with the overlays of the blood spatter information we used."

She reached into her briefcase, unzipped it, and pulled out the manila folder with the information, then unhooked the thumb drive off her keychain and laid it on top. Provost reached out with her narrow, long-nailed fingers, and pulled it across the table toward her. She leaned over and slipped it into her briefcase. The catches on the leather case were so quiet Regan could barely hear them over the low conversation coming from the tables around the room. A stealthy briefcase, full of secrets and probably lies.

The two of them stared at each other awkwardly. Provost still looked angry. Regan had nothing more to say to her, no interest in speaking to her at all.

She sighed. If she wanted to keep her hold on the woman, she had to make it easier to put up with potential blackmail than it was to angrily storm out of the room.

"I'm sorry," Regan said. "I didn't mean to come across so rudely."

Provost's nostrils flared slightly. Then she nodded, looked down at her plate, and unrolled the linen napkin from around her silverware. "This place is charming, in a rustic kind of way. No way to have it in the city, of course. It's practically a German beer tent in here. You'd have to close down the streets."

"You've been to Germany?"

And then the woman smiled, not one of those wide, brash, ugly smiles that she flared onto people like a flood light, but a stiff, thin little smile that turned down at the corners—and yet was unmistakably not a frown. "A boyfriend while I was in college. We went to Munich during Oktoberfest..."

And then she told Regan the story of how she had lost her boyfriend one evening—not breaking up with him but losing him. He'd gone to the toilet and had never come back, leaving her with a "friend" of his who had tried to molest her. This was before cell phones had been so widespread, so it wasn't as easy as dialing him and leaving him an irate message. Besides, he'd left his car keys with her, and so she was worried.

She'd tracked him down like Sherlock Holmes on a murder case, using her knowledge, not of soil types (a la Sherlock Holmes) but of his favorite beers. By the time the waitress had brought their food, Regan was smiling. Upon finding him, Provost returned his keys and dumped him—he'd ended up in the apartment of a blonde, large bosomed waitress, not of the beer tent that he'd left her in, but in a small pub thirty miles out of town. A bull, several dogs, a thorn bush, someone else's underwear, and a couple of Vietnamese drunks had been involved. It turned out that she'd been out drinking with the man who would become the D.A.—he'd been an assistant at the time—and had told him the story. Later, she'd been hired on the strength of it. He was always expecting her to come up with the solutions to every mystery she came across, whether she had enough clues to solve it or not—a real life murder mystery style detective.

They both rolled their eyes at that. The legal system was not as simple and straightforward to navigate as it was in a murder mystery. Most of the time, it was perfectly obvious who'd done it. It was just a matter of jumping through enough hoops to prove it.

By the end of the meal, Regan had to laugh. Provost wasn't as bad as she'd thought—no, Provost was as bad as she'd thought. She'd do anything to keep the D.A. impressed and herself on the narrow path to inheriting his job when he retired, no matter how corrupt or brownnosing.

But Regan's attitude toward the woman had changed. She was a fox, all right. But now she was Regan's fox.




 Chapter 17 -           Just drop it 

Jake leaned back in his chair with his feet up on the desk. Across from him on the wall was his enemy...the calendar from the Asian delivery place. The space between the current date and Conrad Wilson's execution was getting smaller, one square at a time.

He needed something in the office, but he wasn't sure what. Not flowers or anything. Maybe a dartboard. He needed to do something with his hands so that he could distract himself when he was trying to think. Some guys were drinkers. They needed to get drunk in order to come up with intuitive leaps. He was a motion guy. He couldn't think if he wasn't moving. And the office, especially now that he'd moved in a couple of semi-comfy chairs so that his clients could talk to him without sitting on cheap folding chairs, was too crowded to pace.

Conrad Wilson.

Why wasn't the guy defending himself? Whatever he'd been doing while he was supposedly picking up the balloons and stuff for the party, he wasn't talking about it, even with a lethal injection looming in front of him.

It would have been easier if he could have just gone to talk to the guy, but it would be a complete breach of their own strict security protocol put in place after Andy Gibbons’ case. If he or Regan went to see him, the Organization would be all over it like a bad rash, especially now that Pavo had asked around about him. Everybody's antennae would be up in the air. Even though Provost would present the information to the New Hampshire cops, it wouldn't be enough. They would still be exposed.

And besides, if Wilson wouldn't tell his lawyer and every other person on the face of the planet what he'd been doing—it had to be bad. Worse for him if it came out than if he were executed? What could it be? Or did Wilson have something last minute up his sleeve? Had that been his plan all along? Or did he want this? Did he want to be dead?

Mentally, Jake was just going around in circles. He knew that. But he'd cleared his desk, metaphorically speaking, in order to work on the case. Unless he pulled one of his buddies off something, he had nothing better to do.

The phone rang. He leaned forward and answered with a sense of relief. At this point, almost anything had to be better than dwelling on the Wilson case. "Hello?"

"Westley," a hoarse voice said. "Oh God. Westley."

Jake jerked his feet off the desk and leaned forward. The groaning of the chair drowned out whatever the guy said next, sounded like a moan. "You okay? Who is this?"

"It's Jay Hatchell."

"Are you okay?" Jake asked, slowly and clearly. "Do I need to call nine-one-one?"

"No, I'm...fine," Hatchell said. "Not injured. But I had to call you."

"What happened?"

"I shouldn't have said anything to you," he said. "Oh, God."

"What's going on?"

"I shouldn't have said anything...I should have just stayed home that day. It's horrible."

"Is someone blackmailing you? Threatening you? Jay, I can help. You just have to tell me what's going on."

"I can't, I just can't. But I had to call you and tell you to drop the case. Just drop it—or else."

"Or else what?"

But Hatchell didn't answer. The call cut off and the line hummed. Jake tried to call the line back, but it was no use—nobody answered. The next morning, the operator's bland, computerized voice told him the line was no longer in service.

In the end, he had to go pace around the neighborhood for almost an hour before he finally decided not to tell Regan about it. 

At least, not until he found out what happened to Hatchell.

 

 Chapter 18 -           When did we join the Organization? 

Regan sat at the counter in her kitchen with her father beside her. The two of them stared at the pound cake loaf in front of them. A selection of ice cream in quart containers ranged beside it: fresh cherry, chocolate, peanut butter cup, and—of all things—green tea ice cream. A punnet of the world's tiniest, reddest strawberries had been set out on the counter, too.

Jake was helping one of his retired SEAL friends bust open a divorce case. It had suddenly gone really sour with the client's wife threatening to kill herself and her kids if she didn't get what she wanted, and Jake's friend had called him in to help spell him on shifts in a white van around the block—far enough not to get caught by the wife, but close enough to make a dash to the house.

The client had let them set up spy cams in the house, including the bathrooms. As Jake had said, he didn't care whether the wife killed herself or not—the world would probably be a better place without her—but she didn't need to drag the kids into it. When she made that threat, she lost her right to privacy as far as they were concerned.

Regan wasn't sure she agreed. Instead, she'd tried to argue him into taking the kids out of the house and dealing with the fallout later. But they didn't have enough evidence on the wife yet, and Jake, his friend and the client didn't want to risk letting the wife get any kind of custody access whatsoever.

It was a sad, ugly situation, and rather than tie Jake up for the night by arguing with him, she'd let him go with a clipped "Goodbye”, and then she called her father. Something she was discovering was that he actually was a good listener, as long as she didn't let his crap about grandchildren get under her skin.

"Your housekeeper is evil," her father said.

"It does look pretty good."

"Except for that green stuff. What is that, anyway?"

"Powdered green tea."

"Who puts tea in their ice cream?"

"There's coffee ice cream."

"That's different."

"Come on. It's just like the stuff you get at a sushi bar."

"Ugh," her father said, making a childish face of repulsion. "Raw fish. What kind of psychopath eats raw fish? There are all kinds of mites and things crawling in that stuff."

"There are not. They check."

"Oh, sure. Because that makes it less disgusting, knowing that someone's had their hands all over my raw fish."

Neither one of them had moved since Regan finished setting out the ice cream from the freezer. For all that neither one of them could stand coffee with sugar in it, they both loved their sweets.

"Why couldn't she have just left you some vanilla?" her father asked. "You know where you are with vanilla. You can eat just a little bit of it. It's like a sauce. You use it to hold the rest of your dessert together. But with three different flavors like this, you pretty much just have to get out the big bowls because nobody's going to be able to scoop out a reasonable amount of ice cream at this point."

"Four different flavors."

"If you don't tell her that we dumped that green tea crap down the garbage disposal, I won't."

She laughed and pulled the pound cake over to her. It was already sliced—in great big slices that nobody could possibly claim were part of a sensible diet. Ellen didn't believe in restraint when it came to desserts. And honestly, neither did Regan.

She served up two slices of cake on little plates, then dug around in her drawers until she found a melon baller with its tiny scoop. She had no memory of buying it. It had probably been in the back of a drawer when she'd bought the house. She scooped out ice cream for herself and her father while he took a teaspoon and dug the tops out of the strawberries, complaining constantly about how small they were. Whenever her back was turned, he popped one in his mouth. She could tell because the strawberries kept staining parts of his teeth red.

Four scoops on her cake, and three on her father's. She started putting the ice cream lids back on.

He squawked at her. "I don't think so. You have more ice cream than I do."

"You didn't want any green tea. I do."

"You just put another scoop of chocolate on there, missy."

She smiled and added another scoop.

"More than that," he said. "What's that? Add all those tiny little scoops together, that's hardly a whole scoop of ice cream."

She added a few more scoops of chocolate to both their plates, then put the boxes away. When she turned back around, her father had portioned out the strawberries onto their plates, giving himself far more than he had her.

"Should we eat out there?" She pointed toward the door to her library, the room formerly known as the dining room when the previous resident had lived here. It still had a big table, but it was usually stacked with books pulled off her floor to ceiling bookshelves rather than china place settings.

He glanced toward the door, and she grabbed most of the strawberries off his plate and hid them in her fist.

"Out here's fine," he said.

"Want some coffee?"

He glanced down at his plate, then glared at her. He didn't say anything, though. She'd tricked him. And by his rules, whatever you could fool him with, even for a second, you could get away with…

For as long as you could defend it.

"Sure," he said.

She walked over to the coffee pot and poured two cups from the carafe. It was awkward doing it one handed. When she turned back, all the strawberries had been picked off her plate—except the ones touching the green tea ice cream.

She almost laughed but managed to turn it into a cough. She handed her father his mug, then went back for her own. When she'd settled herself at her stool on the other side of the counter, she held her hand over her cake and opened it—letting the captured strawberries fall out. They'd stained her palm splotchy red, but seeing her father's face—one cheek bulging—made it worth it.

Her father snorted, then chewed and swallowed. His spoon had already decimated his first scoop of ice cream and a good quarter of his cake.

"Too lonely to spend the night alone with no boyfriend already, eh?" he said. "Soon, you'll be thinking that it'll be time to get a cat or a dog to keep you company."

She could see where this was leading. She picked off one of the strawberries with the tip of her spoon, then added ice cream and cake, and ate it. Cherry ice cream with strawberries—an odd combination, but not bad.

"Or a grandchild," he added.

"I was thinking of becoming a crazy cat lady," she said. "Sixty cats or so. What do you think?"

"I think a grandchild would be better."

"Sixty cats would be quieter. And they wouldn't smell as bad."

"The first couple of years," her father said. "After that the kid would keep itself clean—mostly."

"Do they ever just shut up, though?" she asked.

He snorted again. For a while the only sound was the satisfied clinking of spoons against plates, and the slurping of coffee. The green tea ice cream was all right, too.

When Ellen's dessert had been paid its rightful respects, Regan covered the cake, loaded the dishes in the dishwasher, and wiped up the counter.

Her father said, "I've never known you to be especially tidy. When did that happen? For Jake?"

She rolled her eyes. "Having a maid makes you much more aware of the mess you're leaving behind. Every time I throw a tissue at a garbage can and miss, I think, 'Oh great, now Ellen has to clean that up.'"

"I'm pretty sure most people don't reason it out quite like that."

"It's only fair."

Her father snorted again, then took a deep breath and cleared his throat. "Well, spit it out."

"What?"

"When was the last time you invited me over to your house for any reason, let alone after supper for cake?"

She smiled ruefully. He was right; it had been a long time. She hadn't thought she had ulterior motives when she'd called her father earlier that evening—but now, looking at it like this, maybe she did. "No reason."

"Come on, Regan. Confess."

She leaned her head on her hand, putting her elbow on the black marble countertop and staring toward the kitchen window. The sun had just set, and the sky outside the window was dark blue streaked with red and orange clouds. She remembered looking out over Brooklyn from Uncle Paul's penthouse.

It wasn't really Jake's behavior that was troubling her. Whether or not it was ethical to put a camera inside a client's home to collect evidence of illegal and harmful behavior of the client's spouse was an argument that she mostly felt on an intellectual level.

No, she was still troubled about Uncle Paul. It was hard, shifting from a childish view of the man to realizing that there was a reason he'd become a stranger to her and her father, to understanding she might never be able to sort out what she felt about him—he was just too complex.

"I've been thinking about Uncle Paul," she admitted. "I went to see him again this morning to tell him we were working on the Wilson case and make sure the Organization wasn't involved."

"Where, to the penthouse?"

She nodded.

"What's it like?"

Her father hadn't ever been there—that's how long the two of them hadn't really seen each other, before their recent encounters, at least since Uncle Paul had taken the office, what, ten years ago, when the new building opened? Regan had gone to visit him the first week to say congratulations. He'd accepted her box of chocolates and kicked her butt at chess, just like he had earlier today.

She described it for him.

"Too much," her father said. "It's too much luxury for someone in his position. I'm surprised he doesn't have the IRS all over him."

"He might not be worried. The Organization might have his back there, too," Regan reminded him.

"Bah."

"He says the wealth isn't important in and of itself, only as a means to an end."

"The ends always turn out to justify the means where Paul's concerned," her father said disgustedly.

She shrugged. She didn't want to listen to him rant about Uncle Paul, really she didn't. She wasn't sure why she'd let him pry it out of her.  She sipped her coffee and wondered how to steer him away from the conversation without him noticing.

"Did he have anything useful to say?" her father asked.

"I suppose. We talked about what happened to those kids you watched in college, and why you were so angry at him."

"Oh, so he figured it out finally, did he?"

Her father sounded bitter. She glanced over at him. He quickly picked up his coffee and slurped it. She looked back toward the setting sun outside the window.

"No, I don't think so," she said. "Not the way you want him to. He's still hurt and puzzled by your behavior. He still thinks you were wrong to ask him to intervene."

"He let two kids die."

She took in a breath that seemed to chill her from the inside out, then released it. "I don't know, Daddy. You can't force people to do the right thing."

"You can judge them if they don't."

"Pressuring someone falls in the same category as forcing them."

"It does not."

"Then why is blackmail illegal?"

He drank more coffee; she turned away from him and finished hers, then got up for a refill. Her father held out his cup, waggling it at her. She filled it from the other side of the counter, like a waitress at a diner.

"I shouldn't have said anything," she said. "It just makes things worse, to bring things up that can't be reconciled."

"Tell that to Andy Gibbons," said her father.

She sighed. The sky had turned murky and black, only a few purple glimmers on the bottoms of the clouds now. "So if you disapprove of him that much, tell me why he was your best friend until I got out of college. What made your friendship fall apart, if it wasn't that?"

"The Organization," her father said. "It pushed and pushed at him until he was forced to choose between loyalty to me and to it. He didn't choose me."

"What happened?"

Her father raised his hand in a stop gesture, then slurped his coffee. "How's your couch?" he asked.

"My couch?"

"I can't sit here on this stool for much longer. And the story you want to hear, it won't make sense unless I tell you some other things first. Specifically, what it was like in the Organization at first."

She was on her feet in a second. "It's not the best couch in the world—not as good as the chairs in Uncle Paul's office, that's for sure."

"The chairs?"

"They were much more comfortable than they looked."

Her father chuckled as he slid of his stool and put his hands to the small of his back, leaning left and right so far that it pulled the sides of his polo shirt almost completely out of his khaki pants. He rolled his shoulders and tilted his head from side to side, accompanied by a chorus of cracks and pops. "He's still using the old chair trick, is he?"

"The old chair trick?"

"He buys several sets of the same chairs, and has the guts torn out and rebuilt. Three sets, usually. One of the sets is damn uncomfortable—thin cushion over a board, the seat tilted so that you're always sliding off, one leg shorter than the others, that kind of thing. One is rebuilt to be the most comfortable chair you've ever been in—ergonomic support, leaning backs, gel cushions, soft fabric, even seat heaters like you put in a car, so you're always the perfect temperature. The other set is just normal—neutral. If he does anything to those, he adjusts the seat so you have to sit up straighter when you're talking to him. You got the good seats. Did he talk to you about grandchildren?"

She led the way into the living room, presenting the couch with an ironic wave. Her father picked one of the boring gray armchairs next to it and pulled open the drawer on the end table, pulling out a sandstone coaster and setting his coffee cup on it. Regan settled next to him at the end of the couch. A car drove by with its lights on and she winced. She still hadn't forgotten that a lunatic had driven up her driveway in a Jeep filled with explosives and practically blown the front of her house off, despite the stone facing on the front. She'd replaced the couch and all the rest of the damaged materials with stuff as close to the old materials and furniture as possible—but the fear still lingered.

She got up and closed the blinds, and the drapes on top of them. Memory: sometimes it wasn't the best of all possible healers.

"The subject of grandchildren did come up," Regan admitted.

"And?"

"And ova. He wants me to donate my eggs if I decide not to have any. For the betterment of the human race, I think."

Her father grunted; she couldn't interpret the look on his face. He sipped at his coffee. Concerned, he looked concerned about something. He stared toward the door to the kitchen and the hallway for so long she started to worry he was completely lost in thought.

"You were going to tell me the story of how your friendship with Uncle Paul fell apart," she reminded him.

He sighed, a sad breath in and a sad breath out, the sound of a faithful dog at the fireplace, beset by human children, being noble for the cause. "Do I have to?"

"Please."

He straightened for a moment, then puffed out his cheeks. "Where to begin."

"Joining the Organization."

"That's just it," he said. "When did we join the Organization? It was long before we realized there was one, what it was, or that we'd become part of their operating resources. When did we first encounter them?  Hard to say. Even back then, it was pretty widespread. It could have been as children."

"Start where you first realized what was going on."

"That's no good. If I start there, it won't make any sense at all."

 

 Chapter 19 -           What brought the two of you together? 

Their freshman year had come and gone. Summer break had seen John returning back home to White Plains and working all summer as a pool guard, the same job he had since early high school.

He'd been quieter than usual, of course, simultaneously simmering with anger and chilled by doubt. He'd gone to the inquest by himself. The medical examiner had sorted through the evidence: the two young men had fought, that much was clear, then had stolen a car and gone out for a drive, during which they had an accident.

John had been disgusted with the situation, with himself for not stepping forward, and with Paul.

Paul was the genius. Clearly it was his responsibility to come forward and present what he knew. If he presented it, the medical examiner would have to believe it. There was something about the way Paul laid out an argument that left no question as to whether or not it was true, false, or just speculation. You felt when he was done talking you could throw your arms around the facts and cling to them, no interpretation necessary. Instead, Paul had left the rest of them to muddle through with their doubts, questions, cover-ups and lies. Nothing was said of a gunshot wound, even though a couple of people had seen the body at the morgue. It was hard to mistake a hole in the center of a guy's chest as anything but.

John had sworn to himself as he'd climbed in his father's car, that he'd write to Paul and tell him to find another roommate. But he found himself putting it off, day by day. Tomorrow he'd write—the day after that—next weekend. He was too busy with all the high school girls throwing themselves his way. It was like shooting fish in a barrel, except it didn't burst open the barrel. Then it was August and too late to find a new roommate for either of them. He should have said something before he left. He'd say something when they returned. He'd sleep in someone else's room for a few nights until things got straightened out.

Then he was on his way back into the City, dragging his trunk and his suitcase up to their old room.

He got out his key, but the door was already open. He pushed open the door. The lights were off and the room was in shadow; it was past noon and the sun had shifted out of the room and was lighting up the windows across the quad so brightly that it was hard to see in them.

The two chairs were back, or else they had never left. You weren't supposed to leave anything in the dorm rooms over the summer. They had people coming in and out all summer for symposiums and things—summer classes. No rest for the wicked, what? He dragged his trunk into the room and dropped it on the floor.

Paul sat in his chair, facing the window. His hands gripped the arms of his chair.

John said, "Hey, Paul. How's it going?"

They hadn't written to each other all summer, not even to check each other’s classes or find out when the other would be arriving.

"It goes well," Paul said. "How does it go with yourself?"

Awkward as always. But John found his shoulders releasing. They'd been tight and tense all summer, as if preparing for a blow that every day was more likely to come.

"Great, now that I'm back," John said. "The old hometown has its charms, but I'd rather be here." He surprised himself by actually meaning it. The world was a crazy place.

***

They met her on an expedition to the vicinity of Barnard College, the women's college associated with Columbia University and Millbank Hall, one of the several fine dorms available to the young women who attended there.

It was one of those fine early autumn days in which the heat suggested the oppressiveness of July, but carried a chill behind it, buried deep under the surface. The leaves hadn't started to turn yet, but they'd lost some of their fullness, and their leaves cast thinner, lighter shadows on the open grassy areas. The air smelled almost fresh, only just sprinkled with the smell of trucks and cars roaring past on the streets.

The two of them had been invited to a picnic in Riverside park by a couple of women from Barnard, women who were clearly in a competition to see who could scoop up the handsome law student from White Plains while not snubbing his less handsome friend too badly. Clearly Paul Travers was going places, he just needed a woman's touch to straighten him out a little.

The two of them had agreed to watch each other's backs: no promises, and nothing that could be construed as such; nothing past a chaste kiss on the cheek; and definitely no alcohol. Some of those college women were real predators.

They met the girls in front of Millbank Hall, two women whose names John couldn't remember—Helen and Mary, say. One was a redhead with curly hair and a button nose—Helen—with a green knee-length dress, interestingly low cut, flared from the waist, with enormous pink flowers on it. The flowers clashed with her hair. She had impressively long, full eyelashes that were probably fake, and looked like the kind of woman who could be relied upon to spend an hour in front of the mirror every morning.

The other one—Mary—had dark hair and a bob cut that flipped out at the bottom, and wore white plastic earrings that matched her straight, large-collared white dress. She looked as though she possessed slightly more intellect than her friend Helen, and therefore had been assigned as Paul's ostensible date on the picnic, although clearly it was understood that John was fair game to both.

John and Paul were in charge of the beverages—nothing but lemonade in a big plaid thermos, sorry girls—and the women were in charge of the lunch, which was contained in a red wicker basket with a wood top. Helen, who had won the toss for John, was stuck carrying the basket out of the building. She handed it to John, who looped it over one arm and held out his other for her. Helen wore ornate sandals with pink plastic jewels and narrow, tall heels—just the thing to be seen in. Mary had on black flats.

It looked like their tactics were split—Helen going for flash, Mary for endurance. John had learned to read women's clothes with a close eye. It was like Victorians sending messages with flowers—more intricate, perhaps, but just as clear for a man who knew what to look for. He gave Paul a significant look, one eyebrow up, to remind him that there would be a test of sorts later. Paul had accepted John's theories about women's clothing, but he had the worst time trying to sort them out for himself. The meaning of the depth of a neckline was as difficult for him to navigate as a boy from Iowa lost in a Norwegian fjord.

They walked the few blocks to the park and followed the paths down the hill toward the river. The parkway buzzed with cars. In a couple of weeks, the park was going to be ravishingly beautiful, full of color. But just now, it was perfect for a picnic. Windy, sure, but that was only going to make the girls' dresses more interesting.

They followed the walkway to a sunny spread of grass under a wide sycamore tree; Helen took a scratchy, brown and yellow plaid blanket out of the basket and spread it out on the grass.

The picnic basket seemed like something out of a magician's act; sandwiches, two types of pasta salad, a green salad, hard-boiled eggs, a wedge of cheese, and four perfect, ripe plums were all produced, along with plates, napkins, silverware, and small juice glasses.

Paul poured out the lemonade with all solemnity, watching the women's faces. Helen didn't react; she wasn't here for the booze. Mary showed slight signs of disappointment.

The four of them got lost in meaningless chit-chat. Well, three of them were lost. One of them was straining to keep from bringing up more interesting topics of conversation, like Greek philosophers and recent advances in the field of statistics. But, having been carefully coached otherwise, Paul limited himself to on-topic, mildly witty repartee. It was enjoyable, watching him thaw a little in front of the girls.

Then she walked by.

On her own, nose in a book—the cover was bright blue with a cartoon of a boy and dog with a stopwatch on its stomach—she followed the path in front of her feet, seeming to swerve by radar out of the path of a bicyclist. She wore a blue skirt, a button-up white shirt, and a plain tan cardigan sweater with the shirt's collar points pulled out over the top. She had on gold-rimmed eyeglasses and a little coral lipstick. Through her short, curled gold hair she had a ruler straight part and tiny gold stud earrings.

Mary and Helen giggled at her. The girl had walked off the edge of the sidewalk and stumbled, then glanced up, turned her page, and kept walking. In about a minute she had disappeared behind a tree and a cluster of male students. One of them twisted around to look at her, but she was out of sight.

"A particularly entertaining example of the female student?" Paul said.

"Oh, Linda," Helen giggled, refilling John's glass with lemonade. "She's not here for her MRS, that's for sure."

"Literature," Mary said. "She's supposed to be reading the Iliad and Don Quixote. You'd think she didn't have anything to do. But of course she's a teacher's pet—what do you expect?"

Paul looked at John with a pinched look between his eyebrows. John mouthed the word later. "What's she going to do with a degree in literature, if she's not looking to get hitched? Teach English?"

"She wants to be a writer," Helen said, "and write for women's magazines."

"Why shouldn't she?" Paul asked.

John hooked his thumb and made a cutting gesture over his throat with it. Part of the risk of taking Paul anywhere was that he'd ask the logical question—no matter how illogical it was to do the asking. Anything resembling politics had to be explained slowly and patiently. And in 1965, Women Writers meant Politics.

Paul nodded, but it was too late. They'd let loose the kraken.

"What’s a woman like that going to contribute to society as a writer?" Helen said, picking up the cloth napkin in her lap, shaking it out, and laying it back down. "Especially in a women's magazine? What's she going to do, write about children and household cleaning tips? She'll be childless and living in a tiny apartment in Harlem. And then she'll be broke and out on the streets."

Mary snorted. "She's going to be married with six kids and living in Iowa in five years."

"Six kids in five years," Helen said. They both laughed.

Paul's face was starting to look ugly. John changed the subject and jollied the two women into talking about their future plans. Mary was taking mathematics and Helen was taking education. Their plans after graduation were about as flimsy and transparent as a negligee.

Finally, it was over. Nobody was drunk, going steady, or engaged. John thanked them profoundly as he escorted Helen back to their dorm. The two women were polite but not overly warm. John had warned Paul to downplay his future prospects. Interest in the two of them had been greatly reduced over the course of the lunch. A couple of stick in the muds going nowhere. Hopefully word would get around. John had his choice of women; he was tired of being hunted like prey.

Paul, though, he struggled with women. Linda might be a good pick for him. Someone intelligent enough to keep up.

***

John kept an eye on Riverside park, finding excuses to linger in front of Millbank Hall, then in the same basic area of the park. He brought popular novels along with him the way one would bring bread crumbs to feed the pigeons. Then he found the book Linda had been reading when they'd seen her—it was a strange one, all right. After reading it, he stopped carrying around novels and started carrying around editions of famous philosophers. The pages of Locke and Descartes passed under his thumb without his catching sight of her. Then he started Plato.

It was October, and the leaves had changed to gold and red and mostly fallen. The air hung with mist almost continuously. The grass was still green, and the bushes were still peppered with bright colored leaves. But for the most part, the trees were gray and heavy looking—almost ominous.

After the first couple of fishing expeditions, Paul had abandoned him. Women, he said, were not going to be a significant part of his life—neither were children. Paul claimed he would happily provide services as a godfather and so-called uncle if John should produce any, but his time would be better spent elsewhere—perhaps in the law library. Here he would give John a squint, as if trying to give him a hint.

John ignored him. Paul was spending his time preparing for a career running a business, and was studying history. John was preparing for a career in justice. Philosophy actually suited him better. Questions of what was good and evil, and whether it was possible to know the difference (or anything at all) seemed much more pragmatic to him than who had won the Battle of Agincourt and how. And if he had to listen to Paul go off about Machiavelli one more time, he'd go mad.

John sat on his usual bench in the park, wearing a sport coat, a sweater, and a cotton button-up shirt and read Plato for about an hour, until the damp air had him sneezing. Plato was a little bit more authoritarian than he liked, a bit too quick to get rid of democracy and replace the will of the people with his idealized philosopher kings, who in John's opinion didn't, and couldn't exist. The closest person he'd ever met to such a man was Paul—and Paul couldn't be trusted when it came to right and wrong. Paul's attitude was to let everything work itself out, from questions of traffic right-of-way to a pair of drug addicts contemplating murder. He couldn't see that two people or two ideas could both be right. One of them would be more likely to win than the other—that was all. A kingdom run by Paul would be survival of the fittest.

He realized he'd been staring off into space for a few minutes and looked down at his book to make sure he'd marked the page. He reached down to dog-ear it, and a hand reached down out of nowhere and slapped it.

"Stop that," a woman's voice said, followed by a sharp tearing sound.

He glanced up. It hadn't been a gentle tap. A torn piece of lined white notebook paper filled his vision, fluttered, then stuffed itself into the spine of his book. The pages closed around his hand, still in the middle of the book, then the book was taken away from him and the impromptu bookmark checked to make sure it was secure.

Linda sat next to him on the bench, glaring at him from behind her wire-rimmed glasses. She wore a blood-red sweater over a blue skirt and a white cotton top, and a real furnace burned in her eyes.

"I can't stand people who dog-ear their pages," she said, then tossed the book back in his lap and stood up.

He grabbed the book and started following her as she strode down the cement pathway. "Wait. Linda?"

She slowed. "Yes?"

"I have a friend..."

"Oh, you do, do you? Would that be the friend that nobody else will go out with on a date? The smart one with the heart of gold, that you think would be a perfect pairing with bookish Linda? Like crackers and cheese?" Her black strapped Mary Janes snapped against the concrete, even through the layer of damp autumn leaves.

John cursed under his breath. "Yes."

"Tell him I'm busy…washing my hair…on whatever nights he's available. I'm not looking for a date or a husband."

"I know. You're a writer."

"Hmmm," she said, slowing down a fraction. Her voice was still angry and sarcastic. "Is your friend also a writer? Is that the logical connection there?"

"No, he's not a writer," John said. "He is, in my opinion, the smartest son of a bitch you could ever meet. But he has a missing ethics bone."

"And you were looking for me to provide it." She sped up.

He jogged after her, still clutching the book. "I've been hanging out in this park for over a month, trying to find you again. The two women I was with when I saw you first clammed up on me."

"Hyenas. But you're worse. You're a predator chasing down prey."

"I read that book you were reading, just to see what it was all about. The Phantom Tollbooth."

She stopped in her tracks and he shot past her a few steps. When he looked back at her, her nostrils were flared. "You auditioned me as a date for your friend...using the book I was reading."

"I thought it was interesting. It made me pay attention in my philosophy class."

"Good for you." She started walking again. He fell in beside her. She was right—he was chasing her. But was it for Paul's sake, or just out of sheer amusement? Was she teasing him, walking away to hold his interest?

He decided it didn't matter. "Philosophy has a lot of questions that I can't answer. But it seems to me that it's more important to ask the question than find the answer."

"How trite."

He blinked. It had seemed like an original idea to him when he'd had it just then. "Trite?"

"An idea, overused and therefore of little import, can be described as trite. Lacking originality."

"I know what trite means."

"Then you must think that nobody has ever had that thought before. That you, in your first semester of studying philosophy, must have miraculously invented it."

It was a harsh statement—but essentially true. He'd been trying to impress her with it. He chuckled. "I'm going to be a judge," he said. "What with Paul's so-called pragmatism and my classes, I've been having trouble finding an answer to the question of what is right. The deeper I look, the more I realize there's no easy answer, or even a system of answers, even though that's what the law is supposed to be, a system of answers of what is right and wrong, and how to deal with that. Today I was reading Plato—"

"Plato," she said, with contempt. They were turning a corner, headed back up toward the street.

"—And I had to stop and wonder whether he ever second guessed himself. Replace a bad democracy with a good tyrant who, incidentally, happens to have the same traits and beliefs that Plato himself did. It seems pretty obvious. 'If only I were in charge...' But is it possible to have a good, fair government for all, if it's run by the educated and smug?"

She stopped and shook her head. "And you say your friend is the smart one?"

John grinned. He had her hooked—finally. "You should meet him sometime. Bring a friend, we'll do a lunch for four someplace—my treat."

***

John wasn't used to being the other date, the one who filled out a foursome. Linda's friend was a peach, though, a brunette with a wide red mouth and a boisterous laugh—Janine. She wore a yellow sweater and a plaid skirt with a matching scarf and looked like she'd be comfortable walking just about anywhere in it, from reading a book on the beachside to dining in Manhattan to ducking through trees in the wilderness. A thoroughly put together girl, all vim and vigor. He should do this fourth wheel thing more often.

They went to a cafe on the other side of Morningside, a place that must have been there for fifty years or more. The tin ceiling had dirt in the corners, and there were big, old-fashioned mirrors all along one wall. The others had oil paintings with fat gold frames. It looked like everything had been stolen out of a museum.

They had cappuccinos from a gigantic espresso machine that ran from the marble countertop almost all the way to the ceiling, with buttery pastries out of a glowing glass case. The place had an air of old Italian men meeting over cigars and brandy. He kept catching a man out of the corner of his eye that looked like the director Hitchcock, jovial and somber at the same time, the corners of his eyes pulled up and the corners of his mouth pulled down. But when he looked at him straight on, his face was too weather beaten to be the famous director's.

John leaned back against the velvet seat and let the chatter of the place wash over him. At the next table, Linda and Paul seemed to be hitting it off well enough, talking about a couple of chess matches and whether or not the Soviet Union was going to make it another decade or not. 

Janine leaned forward. "What do you think? I think the Soviets are going to keep on going, just as long as the West does."

"I think it's been a long time since I've had such a good afternoon."

She nodded. "You don't think they'll be around too long, do you?" It almost sounded like an accusation.

"I think they're too dishonest," he said.

"So is the West."

"Nobody ever said the West was honest—especially not the Soviets."

"And you think that's going to make a difference?"

"People always discount the power of honest dishonesty."

"You're very cynical."

"I try not to be. But it's hard not to be, coming into contact with humanity all the time."

The corner of Janine's wide red mouth quirked. "You don't come into contact with humanity. You go to Columbia. You come into contact with ideas."

Even through his haze of satisfaction, he could tell the conversation had taken a stranger turn than he could have guessed. He felt like he was being pushed and prodded—a real turkey, checked to see whether he was done. "Some of my best friends are ideas," he protested, just to be ridiculous.

Janine rolled her eyes. She knew when she was being put on. "Your best friend is Paul."

"That's true," he said.

"What brought the two of you together?" she asked, just a little too intently.

"Nothing logical," he said, raising his voice a little. "We shouldn't be friends at all. We should be enemies."

Paul looked up at that and gave him a quick grin. A bead of sweat formed at one temple, then started rolling down his cheek. He took his handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at it.

The look on Linda's face told John he should have been watching things between the two of them more closely. Her eyebrows were pinched together, and she was leaning back in her chair. The front two legs were just off the floor.

Janine lifted an eyebrow. See what happens when we don't watch the children? "Linda," she said.

"Yes?"

"Why don't you switch tables with me for a while? John's not much for politics. He just keeps teasing me."

Linda pressed her lips together, then visibly swallowed back the emotion. "Of course."

She stood up stiffly, and Janine hopped over and took her spot without gentlemanly assistance. John stood up and went through the ritual with Linda, then seated himself against the wall again.

The crease hadn't eased up between her eyebrows, and she was visibly attempting not to frown.

"For what it's worth, he has all the social graces of a snapping turtle," John told her.

She swallowed, letting her head bob, and looked down at Janine's cappuccino, which she'd finished off already.

"Would you like another? Glass of ice water? Something else?"

"Ice water, please."

John did the errand for her, and came back with two glasses and two paper napkins to put them on. "Now, tell me. What did he say this time?"

Her eyes slid over to Paul, and the line between her brows relaxed a little. She seemed puzzled, as if she couldn't remember what had been upsetting her. "Nothing, I suppose. The more he talked, though, the more wrapped up I seemed to get in it. I wanted to agree with him, even when he said things I disagreed with— which is ridiculous."

John leaned against the back of the chair. "Happens all the time. You can't seem to argue logically with him. The best you can hope for is to stand your ground, no matter how reasonable he sounds."

"How do you argue with him?"

"Me? I don't."

Paul and Janine seemed to be going at it hammer and tongs over the Soviet Union now, whether they'd last it out or collapse. Janine called them a "necessary balance," and Paul smirked. John studied the ceiling and let their voices fade into nonsense chatter. Paul already had a counterargument worked out for that one; John had already listened to it and played devil's advocate earlier. Arguing with Paul was all right as long as it wasn't over a position that one didn't personally hold. As long as the emotions weren't involved—it stayed clean and logical.

"What do you think about Janine?" he asked.

Linda stiffened, straightening her back and lifting her chin. "She's a friend."

"For how long?"

"Since the beginning of the year." She sounded defensive. That meant she was picking up on it too, whatever was off about Janine—the strange pushiness.

The bells over the door jingled. A woman came through the door and walked to the counter.

Just then, Paul and Janine raised their voices, and the woman looked over at them. It was Mary, the brunette from the date with the red headed Helen. Her eyes skimmed past John and Linda, and fastened on Janine.

The man at the counter said something to her, and her eyes snapped over to his. She shook her head, turned around, and walked back out.

"What was that all about?" John asked.

Linda shook her head. She looked as mystified as he was. The line was back between her brows.

Janine said, "All right, you've convinced me. The Soviet Union will collapse under the weight of its own inefficiency and corruption. The only way it can save itself is if it allows its people as much freedom to break its laws as its government has."

Paul blinked at her; John groaned. Paul was going to be insufferable for days. Janine didn't have the kind of look on her face that said she was just going along with what Paul said because she found him attractive, or because she wanted to pick him up like a prize at a fair. Her face was just as cold and logical as his.

Paul, on the other hand, was clearly smitten.

John looked back at Linda. Of the two of them—oh, who was he kidding? Of all the girls he'd met, he liked her the best. Felt most comfortable. Why fight the switch?

Because of that strange pressure he'd felt, that's why. Something was up.

It felt like a test.

***

Regan leaned back in her chair. Her father was staring off into the rows of legal cases over her shoulder, row after row of what should have been cut and dried—laws—but was really shaded with all kinds of gray areas, exceptions, and loopholes. His face had gone soft—thinking about her mother, probably.

She stood up and carried their coffee mugs back into the kitchen. She had a feeling that he'd be lost in thought for hours if she let him. He'd barely notice if she turned off the lights and went to bed.

She refilled their cups, then dumped out the rest of the pot down the sink. She'd imposed on him too long tonight as it was. She rinsed out the pot, then upended it to dry in the dish drainer.

She would have let him drift off without bothering him, but there was something she needed to make sure of. Janine, the girl with the yellow sweater and the wide red mouth. Was she the Organization member who'd signed up Uncle Paul, and then her father? Or was her father distracted by his memories?

She brought the cups in and set them down on the coasters loudly enough to make her father start a little. His eyes focused on her, and he gave her half a smile before holding the hot cup of coffee in front of his face.

"Your mother," he said. "I always get lost when she comes up."

"That's why you don't like to talk about her."

"Part of it. But also because she wasn't the kind of woman you could just put into words."

Regan chuckled under her breath. He'd done all right so far. It was good to hear about what her mother had been like, before she had a family to take care of. And Regan knew all her memories of her mother were colored by her young age, and by the devastating grief she'd felt at her passing.

"So you both loved her, but it sounds like it was pretty clear who she was interested in."

Her father shrugged. "In retrospect it was clear. At the time it felt like she was torturing both of us, leaning toward one of us one day, then the other the next."

Regan shook her head. "It was always you, Daddy. From the second time she saw you until she passed away. I could tell."

"I wish I'd been able to."

"She probably thought you were being an idiot."

"She did mention that a time or two, yes."

Regan took the handle of her mug but didn't pick it up. Her father picked up on what she was about to ask and tensed up a little, holding his mug tighter between his hands and pulling in his elbows and shoulders.

"Daddy, I have to ask. Was Janine the member of the Organization who got you and Uncle Paul involved?"

His jaw shifted and the corners of his eyes tightened. "She was."

"And Mary, the dark haired girl from your double date, she was in the Organization, too?"

"She was."

The way he said it made it sound like there was more to the story. As if he wasn't willing to come out with it exactly, but he wouldn't lie about it if she managed to ask the right question.

"What about Helen?"

"She was in, too."

"Were they targeting the two of you especially? I mean, that sounds like a lot of people for it to be a coincidence."

"They...they targeted a number of people."

"At Columbia? Or all over the City?"

He put the mug back down and stared deep into her eyes. "All over Columbia," he said. "At the time, one of the board members was part of the Organization, and he strip-mined the place—the brightest and best, people sure to go far. Or to marry those sure to go far."

She hadn't remembered Columbia being a hotbed of corruption. "I never ran into anyone."

Her father shook his head. "No, you did. I promise you. The board member is still there, even if he is a bit doddering. But you didn't come across as an especially susceptible target."

"No?"

"What would you have said if you were in the argument that Janine started about the Communists?"

Regan frowned. "I would have said that I didn't have enough information to go spouting off an opinion."

"What if she had insisted?"

"I would have told her she already had my opinion, and if she didn't like it, she could go drink cappuccino with someone else."

"Exactly," her father said. "And why do you think you would have said that?"

"Because it's true?"

"Because your mother and I coached you—over and over and over again. We taught you what to say to keep people from pressuring you into giving your opinion when you didn't want to. We taught you how to resist—"

Regan ticked them off on her fingers. "Boys, drinking, drugs, secrets from friends who were going to hurt themselves and others, do I need to go on?"

"No, I remember. We weren't training you to resist just the normal things, but to resist the Organization, your mother and I. We knew they'd come after you."

"Because of you and Uncle Paul."

"And your mother."

"Mother was in the Organization?"

Her father shook his head vigorously, the half-smile back on his face and his eyes lingering on the books over her shoulder. "Oh, no. Not a chance. They had their eye on you because they knew she'd been able to resist them, and there was a good chance you would too. They assumed because of me and Paul they'd be able to get to you—we'd want you in, they thought. One big happy family, except for Linda. But of course, both Paul and I had our reasons for wanting you out of it. Me, because I could see it for what it was. And your Uncle Paul, because he thought it would be better for the Organization if it stopped pressuring people into joining."

"Pressuring?"

"Blackmail," her father said. He raised a hand. "Don't ask. That's enough for tonight. Just know that the Organization doesn't just invite you to join. It finds the people it thinks it can use—not just because they're useful, but because they're usable, and then puts the screws to them. It's harder to say no when you have your heart's desire right in front of you.

"It's even harder when everything you think about yourself is at risk. They don't just blackmail you. They tear apart who you thought you were, show you how low you can sink, and then convince you they’re the only ones who can appreciate you for who you really are. Thank God I had your mother, that's all I can say."

 

 Chapter 20 -           Why did you do it? 

Her father had gone home hours ago at midnight—although it felt like it had only been minutes ago. Her alarm clock, a smooth silver box on her nightstand, read 3:47 am. Her body told her to go back to sleep.

She forced herself to sit up.

Her phone buzzed on the bedside table. Jake might be in trouble, something having to do with the case he was on. She grabbed the phone, unlocked it, and said, "Hello?"

A buzzing tone was her only answer.

She blinked to clear her eyes. The phone buzzed again—but not the phone she had in her hand.

The secure phone was in the nightstand's drawer. She jerked the drawer open and grabbed it. Yes, this one was the right one. She'd received a blank text from Alex—a signal to call him as soon as possible.

She swore and stood up, grabbing her robe and flipping on the overhead lights. Now she regretted dumping out the coffee pot last night. She'd take anything now, even if it was cold.

She shuffled into the kitchen and started a fresh pot. If she was going to have to go into emergency mode, she needed to be more awake than she was now. Then she leaned against her sink, took a deep breath, and dialed in—ready for the worst.

Alex picked up right away. "Regan?"

"Hey, Alex. Should I panic?"

"You should get ready to celebrate, I think."

She exhaled and let her shoulders drop. "At three in the morning. You call me at three in the morning to celebrate. You're going to give me an ulcer. I was afraid it was bad news."

"Sorry. But I found what happened to Wilson's missing time."

Her skin prickled with goosebumps, and she shivered. "Say that again."

"Hang on a second."

A beep came over the line, and Jake said in a sarcastic drawl, "You know it's like three in the morning, right? Almost four? And that normal people aren't awake at this hour?"

Alex said, "I found what happened to Wilson's missing time."

"You're shitting me," Jake said. "Sorry, I mean, of course you found out. Where was he?"

"At his mistress'."

"Huh," Jake said. "How many women does that guy have on the side anyway? Who was it? Anyone we know?"

"No." Alex rattled off the information, Ashley something. Regan pounced for the grocery list stuck to the fridge and tried to write it down—and missed most of it. "Don't worry, Regan," Alex said. "I set up a second network for Gary and a few other people. I'll get him the details."

Regan's eyebrows rose and the corner of her mouth formed an involuntary smile. Alex never would have done such a thing without talking about it with Jake first. Gary's days of being blackballed were over apparently, although she wouldn't have been surprised if Alex didn't have a thousand security measures in place to monitor him and make sure he wasn't giving information to his brother Lawrence again—or anyone else.

"What about Jane?" she asked.

"We don't need her on this," Jake said.

"She's set up on the network," Alex said. "So if and when she does need to be part of something, she's available at short notice. But I believe Jake is correct in this case; she doesn't need to be brought in at this time." He cleared his throat. "If, that is, you are all right with the various hours being charged to you on the case. If you think someone is overcharging..."

Regan laughed. Alex was so scrupulously honest, it was hard to remember sometimes he'd been busted by the FBI for hacking and probably had access to every system of any significance in New York City. "No, no, it's fine. You're not going to break the bank any time soon."

Alex paused, then cleared his throat. "It's suspicious that the world's most honest judge is so rich."

"It's Jane's fault, mostly."

"I know," Alex said.

"But now you're wondering whether the world would see it that way, if a scandal ever broke," Jake said.

"Hmm," Alex said. "Yes. I'd like to talk to Gary about setting up some kind of damage control plan for that."

"Feel free," Regan said. "He's probably already got one. He's got that kind of suspicious mind...I think it's because he gossips so much."

"Anyway," Jake said. "This is such good news that I don't mind being dragged out of bed for it. Thanks, man."

"You're welcome, and goodnight." Alex clicked off. He hated to be dragged into small talk and any goodbye that lasted longer than a millisecond seemed to give him indigestion.

Jake said, "I'd stay on the line and tell you about the case, but I really just need some sleep."

"Goodnight, Jake. I want to know the second you find out something."

"Of course. I'll start in the morning. After coffee. After lots of coffee."

She smiled. "I'm going to carry around a warm fuzzy in my heart this morning through all my cases—sunshine and roses all around."

"Uh-huh," Jake said. "You'll be in such a good mood that everybody will get five extra years in the slammer—for their own good."

***

The narrow steps up to the door creaked and wobbled—not exactly in the best repair. The black mailbox on the side of the house by the steps was stuffed full of weekly ads, so full the top was standing partly open and the damp air was getting into the cheap paper, making it ripple and stick together.

The front yard was mowed, and the plants looked cared for. A car was parked beside the white clapboard house, a late model tan Cadillac that had been professionally cleaned recently enough that it still had that fresh waxed look.

Jake opened the white screen door, backing down a step to let the door pass. He couldn't see a doorbell anywhere. The house was in one of those neighborhoods that looked like it had been around for a while and might have predated electricity.

He stepped back up to the interior door, as bright red as a new barn, and knocked on the frame. Behind the glass and the lace curtains, he could see the lights were on, but he couldn't catch the flicker of a television or computer screen anywhere. He could almost make out a hallway ending at a yellow galley style kitchen, past the curtains.

He waited to a count of twenty, then knocked again.

If she didn't answer soon, he was going to try checking on Jay Hatchell again.  The guy had practically disappeared—cleaned out his bank accounts and left town without letting anyone know where he'd gone.  Even Alex was mystified.

And he still hadn't told Regan.

Inside the house, stairs creaked. Outside, a couple of cars drove past on the wet street, their tires hissing behind him, one after the other. It wasn't cold outside, but it was just the right kind of heaviness of misting rain that you couldn't stand to have your jacket on or off. With it on, you were steaming hot. With it off, you were shivering. Either way you were damp.

A shadow moved through the hallway toward him, crossing in front of the pale light in the kitchen, then coming down the hallway toward him—a Caucasian woman, plump, wearing a gray t-shirt with black printing on it, and a cardigan.

She came to the door and opened it. The air coming out of the house smelled like air freshener. Pine.

Ashley Gledhill had the kind of face that comes from watching too much Netflix by yourself in the evenings. She looked older than her birth certificate said.

"Can I help you?"

Jake held out his P.I. license. "Jake Westley, private investigator. I'm looking into the Conrad Wilson case."

Her eyelids fluttered, and for a second Jake could see something attractive in her. Then it slipped away. "Conrad Wilson," she said. "Are you trying to get him pardoned?"

The technicalities between being pardoned and being exonerated could wait for later, if ever. "Yes, ma'am."

"Just let it go," she said. "That's my advice to you." There were dark circles beneath her eyes, and a deep set of grooves between her eyebrows. Her hair had been pulled back with a tight band, and her bangs had grown out in the most unflattering way possible—too long to be tucked back behind her ears, too long to leave down. She had them clipped back with a pair of plain brown barrettes.

"I'm sorry?" he asked.

She blinked at him again. The animation was draining out of her features, and she was shifting on her feet, getting ready to close the door on him.  "Someone doesn't want Conrad out of jail," she said, "and they'll do anything to make sure he's put to sleep. Just like an unwanted dog."

"Wait," Jake said. "What makes you say that? Something specific?"

Ms. Gledhill took a long, thin breath through her nostrils. The corners of her mouth turned down; her eyes glistened with tears. She sniffed. "You're a bleeding heart, aren't you? Out to do some good, whether it causes trouble for anyone else or not."

"Not really, ma'am. But the people who hired me are."

She flashed him a quick smile. There it was again—not so much beauty or prettiness as handsomeness—good eyebrow and cheeks, a strong chin. But it had been crushed out of her over time. According to the information that Alex had sent over, she was a year younger than he was. She looked ten years older.

"Come in," she said. "I'll put some coffee on, the way our grandparents used to, when people came over to the house. Or maybe that was just my grandparents. They were constantly inviting vacuum cleaner salesmen over for supper…hobos…just about anyone who stopped by the front door. I thought it was nuts when I was younger. Now it's starting to make sense."

Jake smiled tightly at her, not sure whether he should thank her or protest that he didn't need a free meal.

She brought him into the living room, a nicely decorated room that seemed just a little out of style, with tan Ikea furniture, modernist wall clock, and teal wall sconces in a beige room. The flat-screen TV was covered with dust; a stack of books lay on one of the end tables next to the circle of a permanent coffee stain.

The woman needed a dog. Or at least a cat. A rabbit, maybe. Definitely something to keep her company.

He sat as directed on the couch, then took off his leather jacket and laid it across his knees. It was wet. The books looked like fiction destined one day to become Oscar winning dramas, the kind of thing you liked to read in coffee shops in the hope of starting a conversation.

A coffee pot rattled in the kitchen.

She came back in with a pair of cups. "You can put it down anywhere. I'm not exactly the world's most fastidious housekeeper."

This was the woman for whom Conrad Wilson had left his wife's party. He almost pitied her. "Thank you," he said. The coffee was bitter and burnt and in a blue cup marked SAVON'S CHEVROLET BUICK CADILLAC GMC. It had been sitting in a glass carafe too long. It was damn near truck stop coffee.

She sat in the teal chair next to the couch. "Getting paid hourly?"

He nodded.

"That's good. You should never work on a flat fee—either hourly or on commission, if that's your thing." She managed a local car dealership, according to Alex's research, and did well enough by it to bring home a shiny Cadillac. She slurped at her coffee mug. "So someone finally tracked me down."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Want to tell me what finally gave me away?"

Jake shrugged. Alex had compared various visits that Wilson had made to Portsmouth, established which chunks of time were missing, and compared them. Then he'd tracked down all prepaid cell phones in the area at the time, and found a few areas of overlap. But that wasn't something he needed her to focus on at the moment. "A combination of things. Not something the press is likely to dig up on their own."

"But you're going to tell them, aren't you?" she asked. "God. I hate them, reporters. They crawl over you like maggots."

"We'll do what it takes to prove that Conrad doesn't deserve to be executed. If that means telling them about you, then...yes. We’ll try not to, but may have to tell them."

She shrugged. "I've been expecting it for years. I told myself I wouldn't come forward, but I wouldn't deny anything—for God's sake, it's Conrad's life we're talking about. But then he never named me, never. I have never understood why."

"Trying to protect you?"

She flashed a smile at him. "Conrad was never that protective."

"How long were the two of you lovers?" 

"You don't know?" When Jake shrugged, she said, "About two years, off and on. He didn't love me; he was just impossible to resist. Very thrilling. I was in need of a little adventure. Making love to a married man seemed to be the answer. I felt like quite the siren."

She glanced around the room, giving it an ironic half smile. "My den of sin. Do you like it?"

"Ah..."

"Don't answer that." She put her cup of coffee down on the end table between them. "It's almost a relief to be able to finally talk to someone."

She didn't seem particularly relieved. In fact, the lines between her eyebrows tightened.

"What happened the day of the murder?"

Her jaw shifted. "He arrived at about, oh, I don't know, one thirty or whenever it was. He stayed with me about half an hour. We made love, then he left. The next I heard was on CNN."

Something in her statement struck him wrong. Not anything she'd said. All of that seemed pretty straightforward—something she'd left out.

"What did you do between the time he left and the time you heard about his arrest?"

The lips tightened.

"I straightened up and made myself a meal. I drank a couple of whiskeys and wandered the house for a while. It was so foggy outside I didn't want to go out, but I felt restless."

"And then?"

The jaw shifted again. The eyebrows drew together until they almost met in the middle. "You know, don't you?"

He suppressed a reaction, trying to let her see what she wanted to see in him. But it didn't work—he felt her slipping. Lie to her or don't, that was the question. He said, "I know that some suspicious sperm was found in the victim's vagina."

"Suspicious," she said.

"Not...as fluid as it should have been. As if it had been produced earlier, then inserted, uh, artificially."

As soon as he said it out loud—he knew what she was hiding. She'd had sex with Wilson...then done something with his sperm. He didn't think she was the type to show up at a murder scene. Someone must have bought it off her.

"You know," she repeated.

"I can guess."

She looked down at her legs, covered in gray sweatpants. It was like she was deliberately camouflaging herself, getting ready to fade into the background. Make a break for it, like she'd been waiting for a long time.

"I wasn't kidding when I said you should stay out of it," she said. "Someone paid good money for that used condom that I handed over that afternoon."

"Who?"

This time, instead of a shift in the jaw or a clench between the eyebrows, she leaned back in her chair and looked out of the front window. Another car drove by, wheels hissing on the wet street. A woman walking a small terrier of some kind, both of them in yellow rain jackets, passed along the sidewalk.

"It's been a long ten years," she said. "And I find myself filled with more regret every day. You don't know Conrad. I regret what I did to him. The closer he gets to his execution date, the more I think I should come forward. It will take so little from me, really, and yet here I am, waiting for someone like you to show up instead of doing what I should have done a long time ago."

The combination of depression and strangeness was really starting to get to him. Suddenly he sneezed into his elbow. His whole body was allergic to this woman's attitude or pine scented air freshener. He wasn't sure which.

"Who paid you for the condom?" he asked.

"I didn't know at the time," she said. "But I found out." She wrote something on a corner of printer paper that had been torn off and handed it to him. Jake unfolded it—a name, Shasta Leighton, and an address. It was written in pencil; he stuck it in his front pocket.

"Used car dealers," she said. "We probably know more about people than we really should. Give us a license plate number, and we can find out anything."

He couldn't help a quick smile. If she hadn't sounded so depressed, she might have reminded him of Gary for a minute.

"She's just an accountant," Ms. Gledhill said. "Just an accountant. When I found that out, I thought to myself—Ashley, you have utterly no idea how the world works. There are mysteries moving under the surface of things you will never understand, and never hope to understand. Just stay out of it."

Jake frowned at her. It sounded like...it almost sounded like she'd had a run-in with the Organization. But supposedly they weren't involved.

She took a breath. "It went like this. A few days before the party, I got a phone call from someone. They told me they knew about Conrad and that I'd be meeting him on the day of the party—he'd already called to arrange it. They made an offer for a significant amount of money. It wasn't an offer I couldn't refuse, but I chose not to refuse it. Conrad and I had sex; I saved the condom. The woman arrived an hour after he left. I wrote down the license plate number on her car. She brought me cash in a plain envelope, took the condom in a freezer bag, and left."

Ms. Gledhill was still staring out the window, watching the traffic go by. Was she checking the license plates? The makes and models? Did she ever see cars she had personally sold?

Was she afraid someone would be coming to get her?

"Why did you do it?" Jake asked. "Did you need the money?"

"No," she said. "I don't know. It was just something I thought I had to do, at the time."

"I don't understand."

She gave him a half smile, once again almost handsome looking as the wryness passed over her features. "I don't know if a guy like you would ever understand.  Wilson was starting to scare me.  He was...rude.  As if having sex with me was some kind of punishment.  I thought at the time he was getting ready to leave me.  But it felt like he was planning something worse.  It was like I wasn't a person.

“I was scared, all right?  Scared.  And I made a mistake.  It was only later I realized I had made a mistake. I was watching the trial on the news, and they showed a clip of Conrad being led into the courtroom with handcuffs on. He looked up at the camera and I thought, 'My God. What have I done?'"




 Chapter 21 -           All of us make mistakes 

Jake pulled up in front of the little blue cottage. It seemed cheery enough, considering how thickly the rain had started to fall. A pair of brown barn doors hung where the garage door used to be. The front yard was filled up with hosta plants and square cut bushes. A white Ford Taurus sat out front, parked along the street. The streetlight had turned on early, and the rain glistened on the windshield and slick surfaces of the plants.

He peered in through the front window, a big bay with white latticed panes. The curtains were open and one of the windows was cracked an inch at the bottom. Lights were on, but not in the front room—from deeper within the house.

Behind the house was a big gray building, three stories tall, paint peeling, boards warped, with roof shingles turned green, or askew, or missing entirely. Some of the windows were broken. Between the two buildings was a gray recycled plastic fence, very solid looking, and high enough it would block the line of sight from the back windows on the little blue cottage. It was like the cottage was pretending the old factory or whatever it was didn't exist.

A quick call to Alex had established the house still belonged to Shasta Leighton as a primary residence. It was one of those situations Jake could easily overthink—go up to the front door and knock, or call ahead and see if she was home or busy.

He'd established over the course of his career as a private investigator it was almost always better to go up to the front door and knock. He parked in front of the Taurus, watched the house for a second, then pulled his collar up.

The rain rattled on the roofs of both cars and along the street. The flat slap of raindrops hitting the hostas was the loudest, though. The leaves quivered as the downpour dragged at them.

He marched up a brick walkway to the front door and pressed the doorbell, a neutral ding-dong ringing through the house.

A second later, he sensed but didn't see a presence behind the inner door. A small arched window covered the top of the door. He lifted himself onto his tiptoes and saw the top of a head on the other side of the door, hesitating.

"Hello?" The voice echoed from the other side of the door.

"Ms. Leighton?"

"Yes? Who is it?"

"I'm Jake Westley, a private investigator. I'd like to speak with you."

"What's it about?"

"The Conrad Wilson case," he said.

"Oh God," the woman on the other side of the door said. "That. You've come from Ashley Gledhill, haven't you? She's trying to save him."

"I've come from her, but I don't work for her, ma'am."

"Who do you work for then?"

Jake stared down at his boots and the waterlogged welcome mat underneath them, a fancy blue and gold pattern that was sinking into a depression in the top step, and sloshing water over the soles of his boots. "I'd rather not have this conversation out here in the rain, ma'am."

The inner door opened, and a short, round faced black woman appeared, wearing oval glasses and a worn Florida A&M sweatshirt. "Let me see your license." She cracked open the screen door, and Jake passed her his license case.

"You're from New York."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Does that count?"

"As long as I abide by local regulations and requirements."

"Hmph." She passed the leather case back out, then opened the door. "Come in. And dry your shoes off. Normally I don't mind it when my top step gets someone's feet wet. About the most I get for visitors are people trying to sell me something. Let 'em stand out in the rain."

He followed her into the hallway and let his shoes dry off on the rug, then hung up his hat and coat on the brass hat stand. The floors were all hardwood; the woman was walking barefoot. He bent over, untied his boots, and slipped them off.

"I'm just screwing around on the Internet," she said.

The house had an old-fashioned feel to it, more in the layout of small, separated rooms than anything else. The walls were a light gray with white trim, and the pictures were all in silver frames. The front room featured modernist furniture and a bright red accent couch. One of the more stylish houses he'd been in lately.

She led him into the kitchen, humble white appliances that didn't quite fit against the laminate counters. Cast iron pans hung from hooks on the wall; a single painted shelf held all the dishes in stacks, with mugs hanging over the sink. The dinette table was covered with a plaid plastic tablecloth, and the chairs had been painted darker gray. A bright red commercial display shelf held bottles of liquor – scotch and tequila mixed among vodka, rum, and a cocktail shaker.

She sat him at the table and filled a silver kettle at the sink. "It's all collapsing like a house of cards, isn't it?"

"Ma'am?"

"You find Gledhill somehow, Gledhill points the finger at me, and now you expect me to be able to lead you to the next one in line."

"The next one in line?"

She put the kettle on the back burner and gave the knob a vicious twist. "You don't think I killed that girl, do you? Look at me. I'm an accountant, not a murderer."

"I didn't say you were, ma'am."

"But you're looking for whoever killed her, aren't you?"

"We're looking to clear Conrad Wilson of murdering Kristin Walker. There's a slight difference."

"Hmph. You think that fine bit of difference is going to keep me out of prison? No. So I wouldn't expect too much cooperation from me, personally."

"You could just pass the buck, ma'am."

"Oh, you think the judicial system will pass me over if they have bigger fish to fry? Somehow I find myself unconvinced."

She lifted a cup off its hook under the shelf, then left the room out of another door, down a dim hallway. Outside, the rain sloshed against the window in bursts, as if someone were bailing a bucket against the glass.

Ms. Leighton came back in, holding another, non-matching, much larger mug, brightly patterned porcelain with a silicon top. She set it on the counter next to the other mug, then sat next to him at the dinette.

"Let me tell you something. If the courts make it as far as me, they won't be able to go any further. I'm the last one in the chain they'll be able to track down. You see, I have a blackmailer—an anonymous one—and what they tell me to do, I do."

Jake's eyebrows lifted. They? "Is your blackmailer from some kind of an organization?"

She frowned at him, her eyebrows meeting behind her glasses. "Why would you ask that?"

"We've run into some suspicious characters, who didn't seem entirely motivated on their own accord. As if they were working for someone else," Jake said. Yeah, that sounded about right—without being too right.

"I wouldn't have the slightest idea about that," Ms. Leighton said. "Although I wouldn't actually be surprised. Some kind of organization running around and blackmailing people, just on the off chance they might end up useful? Sure, why not."

"How did the blackmailer contact you?"

"I have a phone," she said. "I check it once a day for a text message. If there is one, I have a number to call that can't be traced."

"I know how that works," Jake said.

"Well, I checked the phone; there was a message. I called and talked to someone who had his voice altered, so it sounded like I was talking to a computer. I got my instructions and I carried them out."

"What exactly were your instructions?"

She pressed her lips together. "You're not my lawyer. I've said as much as I'm going to say about that."

Jake mentally cursed himself. He should have guessed her limits better and not asked the question—at least not so directly. If he'd come at her a little less head-on, he might have gotten more. "I have a strange question for you. Not about your instructions. Just... were you paid afterwards?"

"What?"

"The people we've run into before. There was a pattern to it. The blackmailer would have some kind of hold over them, but wouldn't ask for money, just favors. And if these favors were carried out successfully, then some kind of legitimate-looking windfall would come their way—all above board. The kind of stuff that got reported to the IRS, and that you could spend without having to worry about getting caught. Does that sound familiar?"

He watched her face as he asked. Her eyebrows pinched together, meeting in the middle again. Then her eyes opened, and her right hand tightened on the tabletop, the neat short fingernails clenching. Her nostrils flared.

"Familiar," she said bitterly. "Who are they? What do they want? What are they doing to my life? If you know how to get rid of them—" She shook her head. "Never mind, it's never that easy, and you couldn't care less.

"But let me tell you something, though. I didn't deliver the goods. I just picked them up and drove them to a coffee shop downtown in a freezer baggie, inside one of those cloth shopping bags. I ordered a soy latte under the name 'Linda Blair' and left the bag and the latte at a table while I went to the toilet.

When I came back, the bag was gone and a sticky note with a smiley face was under the latte. Those bastards…here, hang on. Take a look at it."

She got up again, disappearing down the dim hallway. She came back with a clear plastic freezer bag, sealed and then stapled shut past the seal, to show if anyone opened the thing.

Inside was a yellow sticky note marked with permanent marker. A quick smiley face, no border, two dots and a swash for the mouth. Below it—

Thank you.  From one woman to another.

"Playing on my sympathy," Ms. Leighton said. "Can you believe it? And yes, right after that I did get a windfall, if you count having one of the best sales months in five years a windfall. I look back now, and I have to."

"Fingerprints?" Jake asked.

"Mine, for sure," Ms. Leighton said. "Which means you can't keep that."

Jake nodded and handed it back. "Have you been contacted since then?"

"A few times. Mostly telling me to pick up something here, and drop it off there, or to ask someone for money." She made a face. "I told them not to do that to me anymore after the first time. I couldn't make myself push for it. I was a single mother with two kids. Drugs… I can see driving drugs or something back and forth, but not that."

She went back into the hallway, then returned empty handed.

"Two questions," Jake said.

"Maybe I'll answer them, and maybe I won't."

"What's your shoe size?"

"Eight and a half." She stuck out one bare foot and wriggled the toes. It didn't look especially small; he'd take her word for it. "And?"

"Can I leave you a number to call if you find out anything? Or even if you get worried about your blackmailer."

She snorted. "I thought you were going to ask me what I did that I'm getting blackmailed for."

He shrugged. "All of us make mistakes."

"That's true."

He stood up, and she did, too. He held out a hand and she shook it. Then he dug a business card out of his pocket. "This is my agency. If you need something, call me."

She looked up at him coolly. "All right."

The kettle had begun to hiss; he could smell a little bit of char coming off the burner. A lot of little successes and failures could happen in between setting a kettle on to boil and the whistle going off.




 Chapter 22 -           Limits to what I can do 

The elevator up to Uncle Paul's office seemed to move at a snail's pace, stopping every other floor to let someone on or off. A number of people saw the penthouse button lit up on the panel and got off quickly.

The last of the office workers departed the elevator with a dozen floors left between the current one and the penthouse. Regan rolled her head on her neck, letting it crack, then rolled her shoulders.

He'd said the Organization wasn't involved, but that's not what it sounded like when listening to what Jake discovered. And it wasn't really possible two such organizations existed. One of them would have cannibalized the other by now.

The elevator slowed and came to a stop. The light above the doors began blinking—a double dash on and off.

Regan rolled her eyes. "Really, Uncle Paul?"

The doors opened. The elevator had stopped short of the floor level outside—about a foot lower. A man waited for her—Lawrence, Gary's brother and traitor extraordinaire.

"You," she said.

"Mmm," he said, ducking through the doorway and hopping down into the elevator. He had a hat in one hand and a briefcase in the other. He punched the STOP button and the doors closed.

The elevator started upward again with a slight jerk. Lawrence put a hand on the railing.

"I thought I'd catch a ride with you since we're headed in the same direction," he said.

What was his name in the Organization? Fiducioso, that was it. Faithfulness—a misnomer if ever there was one. She didn't answer him, just shifted her weight a little away from the rail. If he was going to attack her, she wanted to be ready for it, to twist a gun out of his hands or kick him in the crotch.

Jake had been trying to coach her—and she'd been trying to take it seriously—but he kept telling her she'd never know how she'd react until she was actually in danger. Some people just couldn't fight back.

She didn't think she was one of them, even if she never did become an MMA fighter. She wished Jake were there just to remind this scumbag of the knockout punch he got from Jake a few months ago. 

Lawrence coughed delicately into his elbow. "Regan... Ms. St. Claire. You need to get out of this case as soon as possible. Your hound dog has just stepped on some fairly big toes, or so the rumors coming out of New Hampshire goes, and they're beginning to wonder just how stable our little family is here in New York."

"Oh? So Shasta Leighton is involved in the Organization?"

"My warning was free, Ms. St. Claire. If you'd like more information about it, you're going to have to trade for it."

She snorted. Of course Lawrence hadn't gotten on the elevator by coincidence. He had something he wanted from her. Funny how a lifetime of being tall, blonde, and very attractive had prepared her for that kind of thing.

"What?"

"I want information on your friend Jessie Bell."

Gooseflesh sprang up along her arms. "Leave Jessie alone."

"What are you going to do to stop me?" he asked.

She raised a hand, palm out. "Get lost."

"In previous generations," Lawrence said, still leaning casually against the elevator wall, "the main focus of recruiting within the Organization was among the rich and powerful. But later on, some of us started to realize it was the less fortunate who made better members—the ones who had more potential than they were allowed to develop... the ones who would be grateful for a boost upward... the ones who would be most terrified of a fall.

"I play because I like playing the game." He gestured his hat toward himself. "But you'll notice that I'm the one of the two brothers who is wearing the suit and tie and hobnobbing with important men—not my brother. Although I will admit he's the smarter of the two of us. I can accept I'll never be the best player in the game or the top one. I'll never have ultimate control over the pieces.

"But the Organization at least allows me to participate to the extent of my abilities. They use me, Ms. St. Claire, but isn't that what all of us really want? To be used well... and rewarded commensurately?"

Regan refused to get drawn into his psychotic rambling.

The elevator stopped. They'd reached the penthouse. Regan pushed past Lawrence out of the elevator, storming past the admin's desk and into Uncle Paul's office.

Lawrence didn't follow.

***

The last rays of sun bounced off the skyscraper next to them and shone in the window. The tint had been shifted so it blocked the worst of the light. Otherwise Uncle Paul, with his back to the window, wouldn't have been able to see the screen of his open laptop.

He looked up, then closed the lid. "Hello, Regan my dear. Good to see you again."

"You said the Organization wasn't involved in the Conrad Wilson case."

His eyebrows rose. "You've found something."

"Jake—"

He raised a hand, and she cut herself off. His eyes rolled upward, and she saw a small dot on the ceiling. "I had an unfortunate encounter earlier that I had to record," he said. "Alas, I have not yet had the camera or the attendant microphones removed. I have no doubt that anything currently being recorded will be deleted by my administrator, but let us be rather safe than sorry."

They walked into the front reception area, and Uncle Paul stopped at the desk. "Have the cameras and microphones removed while I am out."

Uncle Paul's secretary didn't raise his gaze from his workstation. "Yes, sir."

"I shall return in a few minutes."

"Yes, sir."

Uncle Paul took Regan’s elbow and led her back into the elevator.

"I was just in here with Lawrence."

"I would assume your conversation was being recorded then, if I were you—and now."

She nodded and leaned back against the wall. The double dashes above the doors were still flashing—the elevator had left its normal control systems. She wasn't sure how she felt about that.

It came to a stop not much later, and the doors opened on what looked like an ordinary elevator floor. But there was no floor number by the door. "Where are we?"

Uncle Paul led her out into a service corridor with a cheaply carpeted floor and a narrow beige hallway. The space overhead hadn't been finished. Tin air ducts crossed over a network of metal pipes, the fluorescent lights were cheap, and the heavy, metal doors were deeply set into the walls.

"A secret floor," Regan said.

"Hardly a secret.  It’s a maintenance area—power, water, sewer, heating and cooling, and the endless server farms. A place visited more often by computer technicians than a secret conspiracy that runs the world."

"The archives," Regan said.

"Oh, yes. Those too, most of which are stored on the servers... A few humble rooms are still filled with paper filing cabinets, however. The winds of change blow in gusts rather than a steady breeze."

They walked down the corridor, turning first one way, then another. Regan was quickly lost. Her only hope of getting out of here was following Uncle Paul back or laying down a trail of breadcrumbs.

They turned into a small break room with a refrigerator, a set of cupboards along one wall, a microwave, a plastic folding table and folding chairs. The table was the twin of the one in Alex's basement quiet room. Otherwise, the room didn't match.

"You're sure this is safe?"

"Relatively speaking," Uncle Paul said. "A great deal of secure information is stored on this level; the safeguards are relatively thorough."

Regan sat in the folding chair and laid her hands in front of her. "Jake found out where Conrad Wilson was during the missing time when he was supposed to be picking up supplies for a party."

"Yes?"

"He had a mistress."

"Quite the profligate, wasn't he?"

"The mistress was bribed into turning over the used condom."

"To a member of the Organization?"

Regan said, "To a woman who Jake didn't think knew she was a member of the Organization, but who was being run by the Organization nonetheless."

"Blackmail?"

"That's what he said. Someone got a hold on her, then used her to run errands and paid her for that."

"That sort of pattern suggests Organization involvement," Paul murmured.

She looked toward the ceiling which was covered in white acoustical tiles, speckled with gray and black holes. No way to tell whether they were being monitored.

"On the way up to your office, Lawrence got onto the elevator. He told me Jake had been stepping on some pretty big toes, and that we should watch it."

Uncle Paul's eyelids fluttered, half open, half closed. "Why he would do that, I haven't the slightest idea."

"He asked me about my friend Jessie."

One eyebrow pricked upward.

"And then he gave me this speech about how the Organization used to be made up of rich white guys—I think that was what he was trying to get across—but that now it was making better use of less advantaged people because they'd be easier to manipulate. He was trying to exchange information about the middleman in the Wilson situation, not the mistress or the blackmailer, but the one who'd picked up the condom."

"What did you tell him?"

"Nothing."

"And he could not have expected you to... I wonder," Uncle Paul leaned forward, balancing his chin in his hand, "what his purpose could have been. It almost sounds as if he were challenging you—either take care of Jessie's problems, or he would. But what would he gain? Competition? I suspect another layer of manipulation embedded in the question."

"Sure," Regan said. "It's manipulation all the way down with him."

"Let me state again that I know nothing of any connection between the Organization and the Conrad Wilson case," Uncle Paul said. "This doesn't mean there couldn't be one. Only that I don’t know about it. The one hand often hides things from the other. And Lawrence isn't the only one who has learned to play both sides against each other—or multiple sides, for that matter. It is a web of conspiracy and deception further clouded by good intentions. I cannot discount the possibility of bribery or corruption from within.

"However, I must caution you. If Lawrence is warning you about rumors involving Jake, then I would increase your security to the maximum, and honestly, you should consider removing yourself from the situation. You are being watched again. No doubt, I shall be called upon to answer for you and your associates' actions, and I shall defray suspicion as best I can. But you have called too much attention to yourselves again, and there are limits to what I can do."




 Chapter 23 -           No benefit for yourself 

The Brooklyn District Attorney's office had the air of an old fashioned newsroom, all sturdy wood desks, filing cabinets, and shelves. The difference was that here, the newspaper morgue had been replaced with all kinds of boxes and evidence bags.

Regan had her soft-sided briefcase on a strap over her shoulder; she also rested her hand against the handle. The materials they had collected, had been carefully assembled. Read in order, they told the story of how Conrad Wilson had gone to a tryst with his mistress, Ashley Gledhill, who had been bribed by Shasta Leighton for a semen sample at the orders of her blackmailer.

Rather than send Jake back for the rest of the story, they let Alex dig it up. Shasta Leighton had an affair with a professor back at Florida A&M, a professor who had used a personal connection for her to obtain her current position, farther north and out of his hair. It wasn't much—Regan had become used to dealing with murderers as well as the various scumbag defendants she saw in her court—but having it come out would have been enough to cost Leighton her job. Any and every irregularity on the books would have become, retroactively, her fault. It was just like in the Organization—once you were guilty of something, people could blame you for anything.

Whoever was blackmailing her remained beyond even Alex's reach and the reach of Uncle Paul's other contacts in the New Hampshire Organization. At least that's what Uncle Paul told her.

She believed him, but she also wondered—was he being naive? Uncle Paul, naive—it didn't feel right. But he seemed overly trusting of his contacts too.

She passed through the main office and into Laura Provost's hard walled office built into the side of the room.

Provost was waiting for her, standing up at her desk with her knuckles resting against the blotter. She smiled.

"Tell me you have everything we need," she said, extending a long fingered, cold hand for a shake.

"We have enough," Regan said. She closed the door behind her and sat, then pulled the manila file out of her briefcase. She pushed it across the blotter to Provost.

Provost flicked the folder open with the tips of her fingernails, which were painted a brighter red than normal—the claws were out. "Let's hope so."

She flipped past the cover page and started going over the information. It was mainly a combination of three things: the blood splatter map Alex had put together, printed on separate layers of acetone; a statement from Ashley Gledhill, taken by the police department in Portsmouth; and a security image file of Shasta Leighton at the coffee shop she'd visited in order to make the drop-off. The file was ten years old and had been stored on an old hard drive in the back of the office, supposedly erased. Alex had worked his hacking magic there too.

A representative still photo had been printed out and included in the manila folder, but the entire file was contained within an encrypted email sent to Provost. No doubt Provost had already reviewed the materials—her current flipping through the paperwork was a formality. A triumphant one, if Regan was reading her hawk-like expression correctly.

"We may not be able to get an exoneration out of this," Provost said. "But there's no way we'll miss getting his sentence commuted, maybe to life. The political situation is already out of control. Have you been watching it?"

Regan shook her head. She couldn't care less about the politics. Who would benefit by having an innocent man executed? Who would benefit by keeping him in prison for the rest of his life or setting him free? It turned her stomach.

"You should. There are certain people who now owe you an enormous favor."

Regan sighed. "Do you have what you need or not?"

"I still want that killer," Provost said. "And I want this weird conspiracy tracked back to its source."

"Be my guest," Regan said.

"Don't you care?"

"We've looked, but we didn’t have enough time for that. Besides, that’s a job for the detectives. Let’s hope this time they’ll do a better job."

Provost stopped with her fingernails resting on a picture of Shasta Leighton's face. "I thought you were all powerful, or at least placed very close to people who were."

"Power has blind spots, apparently, when it comes to out-of-state cases." Regan didn’t want to get into a long drawn out conversation with Provost.

"Ah," Provost said, looking back down again, admiring the paperwork in the file. "How true. How very true. You know this is going to destroy Leighton, don't you?"

"I hope not."

"Oh, it will. Reporters aren't very good with abstract concepts like private property and not interfering with the scene of the crime, but they're very good at putting two and two together. They'll want to know who paid for the semen. Someone will get hold of Gledhill's statement and release it. Blood in the water. Do you think Gledhill's going to kill herself?"

"What?" Regan pushed back against the arms of her chair—taken aback.

"She has that look… complete and utter despair... the face of a woman who is checking out. I'll see if I can have someone up there do a suicide watch on her, at least until Wilson is pardoned. Having her kill herself would just be a distraction at this point."

Regan closed her eyes. It was a small, drab office for such a cynical deal to be going down.

"Do you have enough or not?" she asked.

"It's enough to at least stop his execution," Provost replied. She closed the folder and rubbed her hand across it. "But keep working on the murderer, all right? And the blackmailer."

Her relationship with Provost had gone all topsy-turvy. Regan was supposed to be the one giving orders. She stood, feeling drained.

It was out of her hands now. It had been out of her hands from the moment she had emailed the files to Provost. She just hadn't been able to realize it yet—that was until now.

No more worries about whether she was doing the right thing or not. No more struggles between right and wrong—other than to clean up any fallout that landed next to Ashley Gledhill or Shasta Leighton.

The cold hand was shoved toward her again. Regan took it automatically, even though touching it made her feel ill with herself.

"St. Claire... thanks," Provost said. "I mean that."

The room felt like it had started to spin around her. She grabbed the arms of her chair and lowered her head.

"Are you all right?"

"Dizzy," Regan said. She straightened up and forced the feeling away. The last thing she wanted was for this repulsive predator of a woman to have to try to take care of her, even just to bring her a glass of water. "I'll be fine."

"Thinking about all the fortune and fame you're bringing me and getting no benefit for yourself," Provost said. "You're sure you don't want your name on this?"

"I'm sure."

"Excellent. Well, I hope you feel better soon." Provost chuckled. "You're good, you know that? If you ever decide to quit being a judge, you can always hit me up for a job. I'd get some good legwork out of you."

Regan turned and fled, flinging open the door, then jerking it shut behind her. The walls were so thin she could hear Provost chuckling through them.




 Chapter 24 -           The world is a strange place 

"It's done," Regan said, twisting her hands together in front of her on Jake's desk. "I've handed over the evidence to Provost. What happens now is out of our control."

Jake could see Regan looked distressed. Her face was paler than usual, her hair pulled back in a severe bun that seemed to stretch out a pair of hollows under her cheeks. Okay, so the lighting in his office wasn't the best—just some cheap fluorescent bars overhead. And maybe the flat white wall paint in the cramped little room wasn't the best thing to bring out Regan's natural beauty. But still.

Jake muted the phone headset for a second and said, "You okay, Regan?"

She shook her head, then muted her headset, too. "It's the same thing as always—my doubts about this case."

"What doubts?"

"Exactly. What doubts. I wish I knew."

Alex cleared his throat. "Guys, is there a problem? You both just went mute."

They smiled at each other across the desk and thumbed the sound back on. "Sorry," Jake said. "Regan says she's still having unnamable doubts; stuff she can't put a finger on. But, like she says, it's too late to do anything about it now. This isn't something Provost would let go of, not for a million bucks."

"I want you to keep researching to find who the actual murderer is," Regan said.

Alex cleared his throat again. "Do you remember the THEM three?"

Jake frowned at Regan, who shrugged. "No," he said.

"I don't think you mentioned them. Not as such."

"The three guys who subcontract for me..." His voice trailed off. "Okay. I have a number of subcontractors. Three of them live together in the same house. You haven't met them. They were the ones who had the suspicions about the footprints in the office."

"Good work," Jake said.

"Right, well, they do good work, but they're also a little nuts, and they think there's some kind of conspiracy against Wilson, some reason to keep him locked up and alive but away from the public. The consensus is he's being used for breeding material in some kind of project to make the human race more intelligent."

Across the desk, Regan rolled her eyes. No doubt about it, Alex had some weird acquaintances.

"Which just illustrates my point. At any rate, they came in yesterday to the coffee shop for an unscheduled meeting which, from them, is about as unlikely as snow in July."

"So?" Jake asked.

"So they wanted to talk about Conrad Wilson. Before you ask, yes, I asked them if they had any additional evidence for us, or if they had any guesses about who the actual murderer was. TDB said—"

"TDB?" Regan asked.

Alex cleared his throat. "It's a nickname. The Dumb Blond. He looks like a Brad Pitt copy."

"Ah."

"TDB said if he had to guess, it would be some random guy the girl had dated before. He, TDB, is the one of the three who's done the most dating. So, he says we should be looking for someone who dated the girl before Wilson. He said it feels like one of those situations where something got out of control very quickly, and the guy panicked and killed her so she couldn't talk, or maybe the guy got jealous when he found out about Wilson."

"Ugh," Regan said.

"Something I noticed in the evidence on the case was they didn't dig very far back into Kristin Walker's prior dating history. I wasn't able to get anything online about who she dated—unfortunately, nobody kept her computer as evidence, and I have no idea what happened to it."

"The friend," Regan said. "Nancy something, Nancy Rossier. She would know."

"I'll get on that," Jake said. "Good suggestion. We should have picked up on that."

"Make sure you add a bonus to whatever I'm paying them," Regan said.

"Hang on," Alex said. "I'm not done yet. That wasn't the reason the three of them came to see me. It was something else. Two of them wanted to tell me they were having bad feelings about the case—the same kind of thing that Regan's having. The other one, Paddy, said he wasn't having bad feelings about the case, but that Conrad Wilson was definitely some kind of predator, and that had been his opinion all along."

Jake bit the inside of his cheek. Regan closed her eyes and slumped forward on her elbows. Her eyebrows were pinched together so tightly a red line appeared between them.

"Oh God," she said. "What have I done?"

"I asked them what they meant," Alex said. "I mean, bad feelings. It could have been bad anchovies on a pizza. They've never really been 'feelings' kind of people before. They couldn’t tell me, but they'd been arguing about it all day. I asked them what had triggered it, and they said that there was a clip that had been playing on CNN about the case. A reporter had obtained permission to do an interview with Wilson, and they'd been watching it on and off ever since."

Jake leaned over to his monitor and flicked it on, then shook the mouse to wake up the computer. "I gotta see this," he said. A quick search pulled it up. He turned the monitor so Regan could also see. She shook her head and held a hand out in front of her to block the view.

The file was only a minute long. "Okay, I'm going to take a moment to watch this," he told Alex.

"Go for it."

Jake clicked on the file. The scene opened with the anchor, a blonde woman with side-parted hair and a hard, vulturish look in her eyes. She summarized the case, then said a press conference was planned to address new evidence tomorrow at two pm. Then she talked about how they had obtained an exclusive interview with Wilson before the new information had been obtained, and that they would play it now.

She turned her upper body slightly away from the camera, and her image was replaced with that of Conrad Wilson.

In his photographs, Wilson was a handsome looking man with light, almost white hair, a broad face, and a wide, thin mouth. He rarely smiled, at least not in photographs. The few videos Jake had seen of the man were of him being led past reporters, his hands handcuffed behind him, head lowered.

This was the first time Jake had seen him in motion.

At first he spoke animatedly, smiling and frowning, looking serious and focused as he talked—whatever the question demanded.

If Jake had been expecting the guy to have a flat, inhuman expression on his face... hey, he'd been wrong before. The guy came across as charming, almost eager to have someone to talk to, glad of the attention.

It was only when he reminded himself the guy was about to be executed—as far as he knew—that it seemed even a little strange. He was in a pretty happy mood for a guy about to be executed for a crime he didn't commit.

Then he noticed the man's eyes. They were deep, striking blue and really stood out from the rest of his pale complexion. It almost seemed like the pupil had swallowed up most of the eye in a black pit. Something else weird about them. They sparkled, almost like he was getting ready for a good cry—an attitude the rest of his face didn't reflect as he merrily answered the reporter's questions. But maybe that was due to the cameras. A full on media interview didn't just mean reporters and cameras. It meant bright lights, some of them behind white screens and some of them shining straight in your face.

Jake glanced over at Regan. She was hunched down into her shoulders, staring at the man as if he were a snake.

Jake grimaced. He still wasn't seeing it. The guy was a little bit off, but that was all.

Okay, he blinked a lot, and when he wasn't speaking, his lips rested in a thin straight line, almost as if he were partially sucking them into his mouth to make them even thinner. And every time he spoke, he almost always started by shaking his head. No, no, no. Even when the actual answer to the question he'd just been asked was a yes.

As the interview went on—it was mostly fluff, having been taken before Regan had delivered the information to Provost—his face turned redder and redder. One second he would be smirking; the next, he would be forcing his face into a frown.

Up and down the guy's lips went as he struggled to keep from bursting out in laughter.

After a while, it started to grate.

Wasn't the man worried? Wasn't he looking ahead to the end of Conrad Wilson, the police detective? See ya, no more, goodbye? Or could he just not repress whatever black humor was going on inside his head long enough to behave himself for an interview that might help persuade the governor to pardon him? Surely he knew that a lot weighed on this? It was as if the man was looking forward to his execution. Almost like those serial killers who left hints for the cops on the crime scenes, helping the cops to catch them—relieved when they were finally caught.

"Ugh," Regan said. "Just shut it off."

Jake leaned forward to click the mouse and was startled to notice the stiffness in his shoulders and neck. The front of his head felt like an oncoming headache, swollen and a little warm. His fingers had gone cold and forced themselves into a relaxed position, ready to grab for a weapon. His feet were flat on the ground, spread on either side of the chair in such a way he could jump in any direction at a moment's notice without losing his balance.

"I still don't see it," he said, "but I feel it. I'm tense—real tense."

Regan turned her head to face him. She looked terrible, hollow cheeks and eyes about to burst into tears—the picture of regret.

It shook him a little.

"What did your guys have to say about him again? Remind me," Jake said.

"One of them, Paddy, says he's always known the guy is guilty of something, although not the crime he was accused of. The other two are just now coming forward to say they have bad feelings about the case, even though they were both totally behind his being innocent before."

Jake walked around the desk and stood next to Regan. She slipped her hand into his and leaned against his side.

"Tell me he will never be able to find out about our involvement in this case," she said.

Jake squeezed her hand.

It didn't make sense. Normally Jake would be the first to pick up on a bad guy. His guts would have been screaming at him. This guy? He wasn't setting off the right alarms—just made Jake feel a little tense. The guy was innocent.

"The possibility exists," Alex said. "Jake didn't leave personal information with Ms. Gledhill, but he did leave Ms. Leighton his card."

"Not now," Jake said. Regan's fingernails were digging into his hand. "Did the... whatever their names are… did they have anything further to say?"

"About the case, or in general?"

Jake fought back a flash of anger. It sounded like Alex was trying to hide something using some kind of technicality. "Just spit it out, Alex."

"They, ah, said that they'd been contacted by someone about joining some kind of underground hacker group that believed some kind of international conspiracy was running the world. These are the guys who are obsessed with conspiracies, if you remember—The THEM Three."

"THEM," Jake said. "Do you think they're talking about the Organization?"

"I told them I would check it out and see if the hacker group was legit. I strongly suggested I would be using my contacts in the FBI, although that will not be the case. I did warn them," Alex cleared his throat again, "that any groups suggesting there was a conspiracy running the world would, logically, have been infiltrated by the group running the world, and therefore would be little more than a tool of the larger group, or a complete waste of time."

Regan chuckled under her breath—twisted logic.

After a polite pause Alex said, "I also warned them it might also be some kind of sting by the FBI, collecting blackmail material so they could be roped into working for the Feds. Unfortunately, an attractive young woman with considerable geek creds is involved."

"Which do you think it is?" Jake asked. "The FBI, some kind of crackpots, or the Organization?"

Alex waited a couple of moments before answering. The sound of the ends of his mustache being twisted mingled with the sound of computer fans running. "I've met the hot chick in question. She's sharp. I've already caught her playing games within games. If she’s not part of the Organization, then there's another group out there, even bigger and worse than the Organization, waiting for us to discover it. Like peeling the layers of an onion and finding there's a pocket universe inside."

Jake shook his head. "A what?"

"A pocket universe is a…"

"Never mind the sci-fi stuff," Jake said. "I'll take your word for it. Conrad Wilson might be trouble once he gets out of prison. The Organization's on the move again, and a group of your friends are at risk from a hot nerd chick."

Regan started chuckling again. "For people who started out wanting nothing more than to save an innocent guy from a lethal injection, we're facing a lot of complications."

"When I was in high school, I thought I would be working for Google for the rest of my life," Alex said seriously. "The worst thing I could think of was being forced to wear a suit."

Jake frowned. "You wear suits all the time, even though you don't have to."

"Truly the world is a strange place, Jacob Westley."




 Chapter 25 -           The bastard had robbed me again 

Conrad Wilson's interview must have gone around the world a million times before it reached Byron Parker. He wasn't a fan of horror flicks, or he might have run across it sooner. Horror fans were passing around the clip, comparing Wilson to Anders Breivik, the Norwegian terrorist who murdered almost seventy kids at a summer camp. The two men shared the same eerily grinning face, the same startling blue eyes.

Physically, they both looked a lot like Byron. Although to be honest, it had been a long time since he had grinned – eerily or otherwise.

It was radiation treatment day for Byron. He'd just spent an unending, almost unendurable, few minutes underneath the molded mesh mask that pinned his head down to the table while a machine aimed ionizing radiation into his brain. His cheeks always ended up looking like they had been left out on a park bench, covered with crisscrosses of pale and red marks from the mask digging into his face. No matter how hard he tried, he always spent the time during treatment straining against the mask. He couldn't relax. The staff had given up on trying to make him relax. As long as he stayed perfectly still while he was fighting against the mask, they turned on machines and aimed the death rays into his skull. The only question was whether their death rays were doing more harm than good. He was suffering from constant headaches, blurry vision, weird half blackouts where he'd be doing something like driving and have no idea where he was or how he'd gotten there, and a constant sense of vertigo. Every action seemed surrounded by déjà vu, as if he'd done it a thousand times already. His life felt both completely predictable and completely out of control. And if he'd had an easy way to kill himself, he'd have taken it. In fact, he'd tried: sleeping pills, a gun, and a hot bath with a razor, but always chickened out at the last moment, just before it was too late.

He was a coward; he'd always known that.

He was so wrapped up in himself he wasn't keeping track of current events—not that he was obsessed with the news or anything. He was more of a Boston Celtics fan. Not that he'd paid them much attention this year; he'd been too wrapped up in his own problems.

So when he did finally see the interview with Conrad Wilson, it was at his doctor's office, waiting for the mobility van to pick him up. The cops had finally taken away his driver's license after his latest accident, and he was down to public transportation. His girlfriend had left him months ago when it started to look like he was going to be more of a pain in the ass than he was literally worth. And the strange thing was, he couldn't even blame her for it. It was what he would have done.

He was sitting in a reception room full of gray-on-mauve patterned chairs, brown carpet tiles, and a couple of flat-screen TVs on the walls, flipping through an old issue of Sports Illustrated. The television volume had been turned down low and sounded like people whispering gossip to each other. Only a few of the other chairs held patients. A slow morning. It felt like every time he came in for treatment, which was every day of the week, the waiting room was emptier, the streets less packed with cars, fewer old women out walking their dogs or puttering in their gardens, and fewer young ones pushing strollers.

It was two weeks until his last day at work. It felt like the whole world was closing up shop, getting ready to flip the sign from Open to Closed. When he, Byron Parker, was gone—it was all over. The whole world felt like a giant con set up to fool one man—him.

These thoughts weren't unusual; he was always morbid after radiation treatment.

Something—fate, destiny, random chance, the devil—made him glance up.

A mirror image of himself, smiling instead of frowning, looked up at him from a cheap plastic table, wearing handcuffs and orange prison scrubs. The guy was fighting a complete breakdown, Byron could tell.

The nurse at the desk looked up too, and said, "Oh my Gosh, Mr. P! That guy looks just like you. Uh, no offense, I mean."

"None taken," he murmured. He'd missed the beginning of the interview. He knew who it had to be, but he told himself that he might be mistaken until he saw the name flash across the bottom of the screen. It was Wilson, all right. The detective who'd somehow been thrown in front of the bus that should have come barreling down the street after Byron Parker instead.

He'd never actually considered him, Conrad Wilson, as anything other than a gift from the gods. A happy accident. A voice in the back of his head had tried to tell him no accident had been involved—someone had deliberately set the guy up. He'd buried that voice. So what? As long as he, Byron Parker, had been kept from having to suffer the consequences of his actions that night, then it didn't matter. Probably the guy deserved what he got. Even if he wasn't guilty of murdering Kristin, then at least he was guilty of something.  Otherwise, whoever had it in for him wouldn't have set him up. After all, the guy was a cop, he would’ve made many enemies. It was a twisted kind of logic, but it worked.

Now, though.

Conrad Wilson looked positively happy in the interview. Facing death, he had a big grin on his face. All was right in Conrad Wilson's world.

That bastard.

Wilson had stolen something from him. The green eyed monster, that ugly presence that had ruined his life time and time again, reared its ugly head.

The bastard robbed me again—first Kristin, now this. Byron rubbed the marks on his cheeks. Never mind it wasn't something he'd wanted at the time; it was something he wanted back now—desperately.

Fame. 

Fame...

...and death.

***

The interview with Conrad Wilson was something you could’ve missed if you weren’t paying attention. The news that the real murderer of Kristin Walker had come forward, you couldn't.

Alex sent Jake and Regan messages as soon as he heard—but they were already both glued to the TV, sitting on the edge of the bed in her bedroom. Regan put her fist in her mouth and bit her knuckles. She didn't want to miss anything. It was coming so fast. One second she'd been called by Provost who accused her of trying to ruin a good case with melodrama. The next, every channel on TV was showing clips of a man walking into the Dover District Court in New Hampshire, wearing a suit and looking sunburned. His name scrolled across the bottom of the screen: Byron Parker, aged 43...

Then the press conference with the District Attorney, William H. Gardner, flashbulbs going off, a dark gray curtain behind him, wearing a black suit and a green paisley tie, with eyebrows that came to little peaks and lively eyes—he looked like a devil the way he practically grinned at the reporters. She wouldn't have been surprised if he were completely drunk from celebrating. The problem of what to do with a man on death row when you didn't want to be personally involved, at any point, with executing him had been completely resolved.

Parker had a tumor in his brain the size of an egg—and not a quail egg, either. A big fat duck egg that was making him pass out at random times—a tumor that wasn't responding to treatment.

He'd decided he was done fighting for his life, and had decided to come forward to pay for his crimes and let an innocent man go free—finally. Gardner, reading carefully from a prepared statement, told the audience that Parker regretted letting Wilson take the fall for so long. His only regret was not being well enough to make a public statement apologizing for his actions.

He was an old flame of Kristen Walker's. He'd come over to her apartment for sympathy—his current girlfriend had just left him. Walker seemed willing enough. But when things turned sour between them during an argument, he beat her with the fire extinguisher in the kitchen, then fled.

He said he knew nothing about the evidence that had been found that implicated Conrad Wilson.

Gardner paused, and Regan filled in the gaps. Parker had no doubt implied that someone in the chain of command using an overenthusiastic police officer or officers had been responsible, trying to get rid of Wilson based on some kind of personal conflict. But that wasn't something to be told to a room full of reporters.

He looked back down again and finished reading the statement. Conrad Wilson would be released from prison and helped to begin his life anew as soon as possible. A few pieces of paperwork still remained to be processed, but he would be out within twenty-four hours and had already received several offers of employment from various police departments in need of a good detective.

Gardner finished with a smile and started taking questions.

Regan muted the television and turned to Jake. He wore a button up shirt over an Iron Maiden t-shirt. The leather bomber jacket had disappeared with the warmer weather. His hands lay in his lap, folded together.

He turned to look at her. "So much for our date."

She grimaced and started to tell him that of course they could still go—to a game of some local baseball team that she'd never actually heard of before—but he raised a hand. "We're both going to be on the phone all night. Let's just order a pizza and do it some other time."

She laughed. "You already know me too well."

"That you put work before pleasure? Of course. I wouldn't change it for the world, either."

He leaned toward her, and she put her need to find out exactly what was going on on-hold long enough to run her hands through his hair and meet his lips for a series of long kisses. Finally, he gave her lips a resounding, comical sounding smack and leaned back. "That's as much as I can take for now. Let's find out what we can, as fast as we can, and meet back on this bed in say, two hours."

"Two hours," she said. She laughed again. Conrad Wilson is no longer my problem. It was like a weight off her shoulders. She felt like flying. "Two hours is too long. Let's make it an hour and a half."

He leered at her, one eyebrow lifted, and she kissed him again. It was good to be free.

The first person she called was her father, not because she thought he had valuable information, but because she felt so far off the ground that she needed to tell someone who could understand the full import of the news. He was appropriately happy for her, with a cautious edge to his tone that helped bring her off the crazy high she was feeling. Conrad Wilson hadn't actually been freed yet. Something could still drive his exoneration off the rails, however improbable, the possibility was there.

He helped ground her without making her feel like a fool. She thanked him and got off the phone.

She had another call to make—to Uncle Paul. This one was a more practical call. She wanted to know if he'd been involved in the job offers Conrad Wilson had supposedly received. He admitted he might have spoken to someone in Brooklyn PD about the possibility. It would be good to keep the man within arm's reach for a time. In addition, the department had a vacancy that would be nicely filled by a man with experience, who wasn't involved in any departmental infighting. Interviews would still need to be done, paperwork to be completed, of course.

Then she called Provost back, then got on a conference call with Jake and Alex, then called in a few favors so that Provost's evidence wouldn't be wasted, then...

An hour and fifteen minutes later, she was in Jake's arms, still unable to wipe the grin off her face.

 

 Chapter 26 -           Shall we tell her? 

An hour and fifteen minutes later, Paul arrived at John's house—a long, silent car pulling up in the driveway, and Paul stepping out with a tidy leather overnight bag in hand. It was one of the kind that folded at the top, and it made him look like a doctor performing a house call.

John let him in the front door, holding open the screen for him. Paul went inside and laid his case on the floor by the coat stand, then hung up his light coat. He still wore a suit and tie. He'd come straight from his office at the top of Manhattan, at John's request.

The lights in the entry hall were on, but most of the rest of the house was dark. The two of them looked stiffly at each other for a moment; then John opened his arms and embraced Paul.

The bridge had to be mended, whether they were comfortable with it or not. That was clear now. After a moment, they let go of each other, then John patted Paul on the shoulder. He locked the door and turned out the light as Paul picked up his overnight bag again. Then the two of them walked deeper into the house.

"You're sure they know," John said.

"If only the man, Parker, had come forth with his incredible revelation twenty-four hours earlier," Paul said. "They have been watching Provost."

"I thought you said you controlled her."

"I do. However, someone has been going behind my back, placing agents in my territory. They don't like the conflict of interest that my resuming ties with you and your daughter could present to them. I am, of course, less than completely trusted."

"Is Lawrence behind it? Fiducioso?" He opened the door to the basement and turned on the light.

Paul preceded him down the stairs. "That boy."

"He's passed even your boundaries for—"

Paul raised his empty hand. "We don't have time for those old arguments, John. I have made a bed, which I sleep in every night. That doesn't prevent me from classifying Fiducioso as a particularly bloodthirsty and noxious bedbug."

John grunted in reply. They'd been at each other's throats for so long, it was going to take him a while to change his habits.

They reached the basement and Paul headed to the spare room to put down his bag, then returned to the main room. John had come downstairs and run his gizmos around the room to check for bugs, then sealed the windows so that no one would be able to see inside, unless they pressed their faces against the glass. He might not have the technical prowess of the boys who worked for Jake, but he could still hold his own.

"What do you need me to do?" he asked.

"We need to obfuscate who has been working for Regan," Paul said. "Specifically, Jacob Westley. We need to arrange matters so that it is clear he has been working for you... and, through you, for the Organization."

John had known for the last several hours, since Paul had called him earlier, in fact, this was exactly how it had to be. Nevertheless, he said, "Damn you, Pavo. Pulling me back into this."

"I had no hand in this," Paul said. "And I take no pleasure in it."

"That's not true."

John checked the panels covering the narrow half-windows one last time, then turned on the lights.

Which didn't stop the damn dog next door from immediately starting to bark. John swore at it softly. "How can it tell? How?"

"One of the lights is going out," Paul said. "If you listen carefully, you can hear it hum."

John shook his head. He'd never been a man for small dogs. He took a deep breath. "I'm going to need a whiskey for this. Would you like anything?"

"A smoky Scotch, if you please."

"You hate smoky Scotches."

"It has been a nerve wracking evening, John. I feel a great temptation to try to keep up with your drinking—but we both know that that is a bad idea."

John chuckled and walked around the felted pool table to the small teak bar on the far side of the room. The basement was homey, several couches around the edges of the room, a large projection screen, shelves full of detective novels and mementos, both his and Linda's.

The room hadn't changed much over the years.

He poured two Lagavulins in a pair of old fashioned crystal glasses, a large cube of ice in each. Paul had seated himself on the ghastly orange and white couch that Linda had loved so much, one ankle balanced on his knee. He looked around the room with a blank expression, as if he didn't recognize most of it.

He handed one of the glasses to Paul, then sat beside him. The room always seemed haunted, which generally was fine with him—he could almost smell Linda's perfume as her memory moved through the room, wearing a yellow sundress and a headscarf bending over the table to line up a shot, or sitting across his lap, noodling against his neck. He took a sip of his Scotch.

"I'm assuming you have things for me to sign and date," he said.

"No," Paul said. "I have your signature on file and have for years. I've had a document specialist working on the papers for hours. They'll be ready in a day or two, and then I'll have them planted appropriately. All that I required was your consent—or rather, I wanted it."

John snorted. "If you didn't need me, then why did you come?"

"I needed a reminder of why we're doing this," Paul said. "Why I walk the paths of the less than righteous in the name of righteousness."

"Because you have no concept of mercy or forgiveness. Don’t even mention righteousness," John said.

Paul turned to look at him. He'd always been thin. At that moment, he appeared positively skeletal—desiccated, like Boris Karloff in The Mummy.

"That is correct," he said. "Forgiveness... it is beyond me."

John raised a glass, and Paul raised his.

"To Linda," John said.

"To the goddess who happened to be your wife," Paul said.

They clinked the glasses together, then drank.

"Do you remember..." John said.

"The last time I was in this room? Of course I do," Paul said. "You had just left Brooklyn."

"With my tail between my legs."

"With your family intact," Paul said. "With your wife and daughter alive and with you, and a promise from the Organization that they would not hunt you for the rest of the days of your life. It was a victory."

"If so, it was a humiliating one."

They both drank again.

"It was the end of everything," Paul said. "You said you would never forgive me for what I had done to her, to make her cry."

"I have," John said. "I understand it better now. You pulled attention away from the three of us."

Paul pressed his lips together, sipped his whiskey, then grimaced. "I murdered a man. Not with my bare hands, but it was my acts that condemned him. An innocent man died because I did not have time to shift the blame onto a guilty one."

"Aren't you the one who always says that everyone's guilty of something?"

"I paid so little attention...he may have been. But I did not trouble to find out."

"It still bothers you," John said."

"Yes. It bothers me still. But worst of all…"

***

Linda sat on the ugly orange couch John had jokingly bought at a thrift store last week, knees and ankles pressed together, both hands clutching her knees through her flowered skirt. Her wide blue eyes watched Paul intently, following him as he walked back and forth over the ugly brown carpet on the floor. Paul pressed the tips of his fingers against the wood of the pool table as he walked. A tiny hitch in his side screamed volumes—he'd been hurt.

So had John. The cast on his arm was just the most visible sign of the damage he and Paul had gone through in the last few days. Thank God they'd stopped the man at the sewer station before he had a chance to get at Linda and Regan. But the fallout was still uglier than either of them could have imagined.

"Your husband will never truly be free of the Organization," Paul said. "Between the two of us, we have done what we could to limit his involvement. If they call upon him, that is, if I call upon him, then he will be required to provide assistance."

"But you won't," she said.

"I will do my honorable best to ensure his assistance is not needed."

"How...how could you do this to him in the first place? How could you give away his future like this?"

Paul looked at John; John shrugged. He'd told his wife he'd joined the Organization of his own accord, but she managed to find out the truth anyway. He'd only joined to protect Paul from being used, as best he could, which turned out to be not very well at all.

John started to say, "I chose…"

But Paul lifted up a hand, and John let it go. Let his friend confront his wife. Let them face each other finally, instead of stepping between them all the time.

Paul's face looked much older than its actual years. The man was forty-five, not seventy, but John would have been hard pressed to prove it with anything other than a birth certificate. It looked as though he'd been starving himself, too. His thin frame looked diseased, as if the flesh had been eaten away from the inside.

The effect of having a bad conscience, maybe.

Paul watched the two of them, John and Linda, sitting together on the couch. When he glanced upstairs, John knew what he was thinking about—Regan. The girl who looked so much like her mother. The girl who wasn't exactly little anymore, and whose heart would be broken if her Uncle Paul went to prison.

"The man the mob killed should not have been the one to die," Paul said. "He was only in the wrong place at the wrong time. Someone else should have 'discovered' the body of the mob's hitman and reported it to the police. Someone else should have been made an example of, and it should have been me, not an innocent man. It is the responsibility of the Organization that it, and not the innocent, should bear the brunt of retribution for its acts, no matter how well intentioned.

"As you said earlier, Linda, intrinsically my life is not more valuable than other lives. I argued that my life was more valuable because I provided a greater service. You stated any service I provided was more than offset by my being..."

"Such a phenomenal asshole," she murmured.

"That is correct. I have looked at your assessment and come to the conclusion that I cannot know whether that is true. Am I doing more harm than good? Is my weighing of the situation so biased that I have become a truly evil man, rather than a pragmatic one? I allowed another man's death to save my life. What do I owe his family? What do I owe society, for all that he might have contributed to all of us? I cannot know."

Her jaw flexed. She glanced at John, not sharing the glance with him, but looking him over and thinking of the broken ribs and arm, bruises, and cuts all over his body.

"What do I owe you?" Paul asked. "That is another question I cannot answer."

He had stopped to watch her face, which had turned more and more from that of an old friend into a flat, hateful grimace.

They stared at each other. John waited for the fur to fly. All he knew was he was too tired and too hurt to keep throwing himself in between them.

"And in fact, it is relatively unimportant," Paul said. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at his trousers and polished shoes. "The important question is not what I owe anyone, but what I can do for Regan."

"I don't want you in her life," Linda growled.

"I accept that your desires are against it," Paul said. "However, there is the question of what she wants and what she needs. I have found myself in a position where I have to make judgements about the best way to influence the future in a positive direction. I, myself, will never have children. I see myself as the poisoned fruit from a poisoned tree, as it were. And I would not like to risk influencing her too directly any longer.

"However, it would be my privilege to ensure she has the finest education. The two of you on John's salary cannot afford to send her to Columbia. I will ensure the funds are available in a timely fashion. I will also ensure she has the funds necessary to set herself up in whatever profession she chooses. I will do these things regardless of whether you accept my next request."

His fingers dug into the arms of his suit jacket. "Please. This would mean a great deal to me. I would like to continue teaching Regan how to play chess—once a month, at a location of your choosing, by mail if necessary. I will not speak to her of the Organization or of any other part of my life. I will listen to her troubles and give her advice on protecting her rooks."

Paul had already run the plan by him, but John had refused to agree to it without Linda's concurrence. He'd had enough of hiding things from his wife.

She glanced at him, this time to get his opinion.

"I'll go with whatever you decide," John said. "What he says is true... mostly true. We can scrimp and save and pay for Columbia."

"The couch," she said.

"It's an honest couch. Cost us all of twenty-three dollars."

Her eyes suddenly glistened with tears, and she reached over to him and took his hand. Her hand was so small, yet seemed strong enough to crush him in half. He stroked the skin on the back of it.

She turned her face toward Paul, looking at him with hard eyes—yet eyes half-filled with tears. They'd known each other as long as she and John had known each other—had been forced into a friendship with each other. Then Paul's affection for her had deepened into love.

Once upon a time, he would have done anything to make her happy, and she would have indulged him gently, knowing she had his heart in her fist. They'd never cheated on John—nor had he ever so much as suspected it of either of them. Linda didn't love Paul. That was all there was to it.

John knew in her head she was stripping away the money. She'd never cared much for it, other than that it was honestly obtained. When he'd decided not to take money from his parents when they got married, she supported his decision, even though she was the one who bore the brunt of any sacrifices.

So take away Paul's offer to support Regan through college and get her set up in her career, what was left?

An old friend who wanted to play chess with their daughter.

On the one hand was the danger that he would teach her to play dirty—to cheat.  There was also the danger that the business of the Organization would rub off on her somehow, either to threaten her safety or to drag her into that whole mess.

On the other hand—he was an old friend who wanted to play chess with their daughter.

Linda's face softened.

But not too much.

"You may visit her once a month to play chess," Linda said. "I would prefer you don't return here. Whatever steps you need to take in order to never cross my threshold again, take them. But you may meet with her. As to any college or other funds, you can talk to her about that when the time comes. By then she'll be old enough to make up her own mind."

He nodded and unpicked his fingertips from the sides of his arms, one finger at a time, then straightened up slowly.

He nodded toward John, looked at Linda—a whole world of repentance went into that look, the same kind of thing that John had seen a hundred times in court, as a condemned man said goodbye to his family—and walked toward the guest room where he'd left his bag just inside the door.

His long thin frame darted down and came back up with the bag.

He unzipped the top, reached inside, and pulled out a cloth bound book. The gold letters on the cover glinted as he lay it on a small table by the stairs.

Then he walked upstairs, slowly and deliberately, still trying to hide the hitch in his walk.

His footsteps crossed the living room. Then the front door opened and closed.

Linda laid her head against his shoulder. He made no comment when it became wet.

The book was To Kill a Mockingbird.

***

"—Worst of all was knowing Linda had placed her trust in me, and I had failed it," he said. "I have been haunted by that ever since."

John nodded.  He'd been haunted by a couple of things from back then, too. "And now we come together once again, for the sake of my daughter."

"Shall we tell her?"

"No. Never."




 Chapter 27 -           The scary thing 

It was a bright and sunny June day, the skies wide open, the birds singing, the cameras rolling. Conrad Wilson stepped across the threshold of the prison, took two steps forward, spread his arms up to the blue dome of the atmosphere, then folded forward, got down on his knees, and kissed the sidewalk in front of the prison.

It was grimy and just slightly damp from a foggy morning that had burned off a couple of hours ago. One minute he'd been out in the exercise yard in a gray haze wearing orange prison scrubs. The next he was walking out of the building in a new suit under a blazing yellow sun. A miracle.

The sidewalk under his lips was pleasantly warm, even if it did smell like piss, dog shit, and cigarette butts. He sat up. His lawyer, Marco Ottaviano, handed him a white monogrammed handkerchief with which to wipe his lips.

Ten years in prison for a murder he didn't commit. And now he was free.

Man, oh man. A bunch of reporters were trying to ask him questions. Later on, maybe he'd talk to a couple of them, but not all of them. That would look like he was desperate for attention. But maybe CNN and a couple of the other big ones, a few exclusives. What was that show? Sixty Minutes. Was that even on the air? What channel did that run on?

One of the reporters was leaning in tight, shoving her microphone in his face. "What do you think about the news of Byron Parker's debility from brain cancer?"

Wilson grinned. The reporter couldn't help it. The corner of her mouth turned up as she looked at him, waiting for an answer.

"I think that question's going to have to wait until after my first hamburger," he said. Everyone laughed. Then a limo pulled up.

He straightened his shoulders, sinking deeper into his suit. It was fun toying with the press; he'd always enjoyed it. They were like greedy kids forcing their way into a shop, holding their hands out for free candy. But he needed to keep it under control—limit the amount of hamming it up that he did. Soon he'd be looking for a job, doing interviews. A good detective didn't stand out—not unless or until it was required.

And dear God, after everything had fallen apart on him, it would be good to get back on the job, doing something—he pleaded—hadn't changed too much during his time in the slammer.

At least he had something the other candidates wouldn't have: experience behind bars, up close and personal with hundreds of rapists, thieves, and murderers. He'd made it a point to listen to everybody's story—everybody who would talk. He'd been digging down deep into the minds of criminals.

The scary thing was, they weren’t that far off from normal people.




 Chapter 28 -           She jumped 

In the bright June sunshine in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, at a cute little Indie coffee shop downtown, Nancy Rossier leaned back against the plastic cafe chair's back and thought what a shame it was Conrad Wilson had turned out to be innocent. For the last ten years, she'd made it her duty to hate him.  It was hard to come to terms with his innocence. Sure, she still hated him—not for killing Kristin anymore, but for how he used her and for the slime ball he still was.

The coffee spiked with a triple espresso was helping, though.

Baby strollers, bicycles, and bimbos drifted across the streets, backing up traffic. The sidewalks were full of tourists—it was Labor Day, and Portsmouth had changed in character from a pleasant college town near the ocean to a tourist trap, filled with pleasantly smiling sharks out to scam the unwary out of as much as they could get. The other tables and the brick sidewalks were all filled with people up from New York City, or Boston, or wherever the hell they came from, in their endless streams, as well as pickpockets, traveling salesmen, street performers, three-card monte players, small time cons, and every other rip-off artist in the area. Everyone who was able to leave town for the summer had done so and put up their houses for rent on the Internet.

In fact, she was planning to do the same—take off for two weeks to Paris and rent out her cottage while she was gone. The person renting her house would be arriving here to meet her in ten minutes. If all went well, she'd be on a plane across the ocean in a little under four hours. If they weren't here in twenty minutes, oh well, she was still leaving—even if it meant giving up over three grand in rent.

The coffee was all right. But it would be better in Paris.

She pulled out her phone and started scrolling through news articles with a stiff flick of her finger. There was Wilson again, arms in the air, then bending forward to literally kiss the sidewalk. Come on, that was just disgusting. When asked about the fate of the man who'd surrendered in order to save his life, all Wilson had to say about it was that he wanted a burger.

That guy. Cold as ice.

She made a pact with herself she would never force herself to like the guy, even if he ended up getting a detective job in the area and she, by some unfortunate circumstance, had to work with him on a case for one of her clients.

Five minutes passed, then ten. Nobody showed up. Nobody even looked her way twice.

Fifteen minutes, the coffee dregs in the bottom of the cup were cold and sour, truly unpleasant, and she was weighing three thousand dollars against waiting around another five minutes. The assholes who were renting her cottage had her cellphone number; if they were going to be late, they should have called.

She stood up, found a public trash can, and dropped the paper coffee cup through the circular hole with a thump.

She checked her phone again. No calls, and she had four minutes to kill before she would let herself walk out of here and off to her car.

She felt like a fool. The person she'd talked to on the phone had no intention of showing up. Every second she was standing here was a second wasted.

A couple of plump, sweatshirt and shorts tourists, seeing she had left her seat unattended for two seconds, took over her table, and looked up at her with wide eyes practically begging her not to shout at them for being assholes. It was pitiful. The bar and grill down the street invited her to step inside and grab a seat at the bar, get something to eat before she hit the airport, and the lines, and the delays, and the snacks... but it also invited her to drink a couple of gin and tonics too, and she didn't really want to get started on her vacation too soon.

Ah, screw it. She gave the tourists who had taken her table a look that said, you can have it...you tacky bastards, and stalked off down the brick sidewalk, dodging both dogs and little kids on leashes, dancing around benches, and doing a slide around grim-faced local joggers who really should have done their running earlier in the morning.

At the end of the block, she turned down a side street. It was still bad, but not as crazy with people. Cars parked nose to tail as far as the eye could see.

She followed along the street for another two blocks, then turned again, another two blocks, another turn.

Finally, she had reached her car. It was parked in its usual spot in a tiny parking lot next to a converted church/garden center. The fact she knew where it was, in Nancy's opinion, more than offset the distance she had to walk to get to it. She'd been parking here for over a decade, long since before Kristin's death, whenever she had to park downtown. Even in her most drunken state she could find it. And for some reason, the parking lot was both free and never quite full.

The house on the other side of the garden center was for rent with a big sign out front.

The weird thing was, she thought she could see a dim flash of light inside, as if someone were taking her picture.

She already had her keys in her hand, an old habit from college. She unlocked the driver side door and slid into her seat, then put the keys in the ignition.

A sound from behind her made her look back over her shoulder out the back window.

Behind her, someone was coming out of the vacant house and walking toward the car with a quick pace.

She pushed down the lock by her door, another old habit coming back into play.

The guy was probably just walking down the street, headed toward downtown, but... she didn't like it. She got a flash of his face, not long enough to recognize him, before he got too close to the car and the roof cut off the view of his head.

He walked up beside the car and knocked on her passenger window.

The rational, sane thing to do would be to ask him what he wanted—not rolling the window down, but not panicking until the guy showed signs of being an actual threat.

Instead she turned on the car and pulled backward out of her parking spot. The guy stood in place, then took a step backward and turned around, heading back toward the house marked FOR RENT.

The streets downtown were narrow and dangerous at this time of year, with a stupid tourist likely to jump out in front of her at any second. She kept her eyes peeled and congratulated herself on not giving in to the urge to be "nice." Staying safe meant being a little rude from time to time, to people who probably didn't deserve it.

She followed her usual route out of the area, which in order to avoid as many bridges as possible, was a bit of a circuitous route, first leading away from the airport, then circling around. Again, something of a routine.

She pulled up to a stop sign next to a blind intersection, slowly easing forward.

Suddenly, the engine cut out. She cursed, shifted into neutral, and tried to start it again.

The engine didn't even turn over.

A few more tries convinced her it was pointless. At least she had a decent amount of time before she had to make it to the airport—plenty of time to call a cab.

She dialed in the number on her cell phone as she got out of the car and popped the trunk.

Inside was her rolling bag and her carryon, two red bags that would stand out easily on a baggage turnstile. She hefted them out, then strapped them together for easier wheeling. The cab dispatcher assured her she would be sending a cab as soon as possible, and definitely they would be able to get her to the airport on time, but it might be a few minutes because of the season. Nancy told her that was fine and asked to be transferred to a towing company. The phone beeped, then started ringing again.

It was going to be a pain in the ass, but she would make it to Paris just fine.

She couldn't help feeling it was all the fault of the guy who was supposed to meet her to pick up the house keys.

Someone at the tow company picked up and said, "Hold please," and put her on hold before she could protest. Distorted, off-key music, some pop song that sounded like it came out of someone's nightmares, now played over the phone.

Nancy sighed and slammed the trunk.

She jumped.

On the other side of the trunk was a man, standing in front of her with his hands in his pockets.

Grinning.




 Chapter 29 -           She heard him curse softly 

Regan sat in her office chair. It had been impossible to focus this morning. She'd found herself up and down, talking to other judges about their cases, haunting the break room, bending pens and flipping pencils between her fingers, looking out the window with longing at the idyllic blue sky dotted with fluffy white sheep clouds. She was restless, restless enough to find herself shredding paper strips out of her desk calendar, restless enough to tap her head against the wall until Gary walked into her half of the office and glared at her. But every time she looked at the work she needed to do, whether printed or on the computer, the letters seemed to swim in front of her.

Gary said, "Regan. Go home."

"And do what?"

"Annoy someone else. You're worse than useless. You're distracting me from actual work."

"Remind me again what useful work you actually do."

"Don't even go there."

She swung herself back and forth on her chair. She had the ineradicable feeling she was missing something—that she should be doing something important. But the fact was, her caseload was light right now, and the hurry-up-get-it-done pressure of getting Conrad Wilson out of prison before his execution was over.

She needed to find a way to focus on the next case, the one they had started just before the Conrad Wilson case came up. Craig Moreau wasn't getting any younger in prison. Even if he wasn't on death row—thirty-four years in prison was almost as bad as death row.

She drummed her fingers on her desk, bounced a mechanical pencil on its eraser until most of the lead was shattered inside, and played with a couple of metal paperweights, flat heavy metal daisies. She felt like chucking one through a window.

Wrong. All wrong. What she was doing was wrong.

What the right thing to do was—she had no idea.

The phone rang. She pounced on it even before Gary could tell her who is was. "Hello?"

"It's me," a woman's voice said, taking a second to slide into place. "Laura Provost."

Regan mentally sorted herself out of her funk and tried to think professional thoughts. Her current, sadly flaky and distracted state had to be deeply hidden. The woman was a predator.

And a distraction, which was a relief.

"Have you heard the news?"

The way Provost said it sharpened Regan's attention—made it stop dancing around the room. She unhooked her feet from those of her chair and put them flat on the floor, then sat up straighter. She glanced back at Gary, who had his headset on and was standing up at his desk but staring downward at his computer monitor.

"No, what?" she asked, as Gary's eyes widened and his mouth dropped open.

"Nancy Rossier was found murdered."

Goosebumps sprang up on the skin of her arms under her blazer. "Murdered. Where was Conrad Wilson?"

"Here, in Brooklyn."

"You're sure? The whole time?"

"He was in the middle of a job interview, Regan."

Her head was stuffed with cotton. "I'm sorry. That guy. There's just something about his face that gets to me every time. I just automatically assume he's guilty."

"Of what?"

"Everything."

"Then why did you work so hard to collect evidence to get him out?" Provost snorted. "No, wait, let me guess. Because you knew you had it in for him, and you figured it was only fair to bend over backward to save him."

"Bingo."

"I'll never understand you."

"You just did."

"You know what I mean."

Regan began tapping her fingers on the desk again. As far as distractions went, the call had been distracting—but not for long. She was back to feeling restless again.

"You're sure he couldn't have pulled one of those stupid murder mystery tricks, where it seems like he was in one place while really he was somewhere else?"

"Really and truly. They found her body this morning downtown in a vacant house. The owner checks on the place every night before bed, then again in the morning because of all the tourists in the area."

"Sorry?"

"You live in White Plains; nobody ever wants to go there. But other, nicer parts of the world get afflicted with people from other places, called tourists, who have no business being in the area and who wander around and get underfoot all the time."

"I've heard of them," Regan said drily.

"They're like mice. You have to practice constant vigilance. So the owner checks the vacant house this morning, and it's been broken into.  There's glass all over the sidewalk in the back of the house. He calls the police but doesn't go in himself. He's convinced a bunch of drug addicts is sleeping it off inside, and he doesn't want to deal with them."

"Drug addicts or tourists?"

"Shush. The officers go up to the house, open the door, and hear a scream. They find her stabbed in the chest but still alive, moaning on the floor. She dies on the way to the hospital with a heroic and frankly handsome EMT on the scene. You'll see him when you watch the news. Yummy."

"And how does this mean that Conrad Wilson couldn't have been involved, if he's at an interview now?"

"She'd been stabbed what seems to be seconds before the officers arrived, at approximately nine fifteen this morning. Wilson's interview started at nine."

It was a difficult admission, but she faced it. She was actually disappointed it couldn't have been Wilson. "What about her killer?"

"They didn't see him. They found evidence she'd been raped and are running tests to see if they can come up with any DNA matches. They found some fingerprints and are running those, but as far as signs of someone running out of the house or hiding in the basement—nothing."

"Did she say anything before she died?"

"No, she didn't. The EMT—if you would watch the news once in a while, you would know this already—said she seemed pretty out of it when they found her. I think she might have been drugged."

Regan took a deep breath. Provost laughed. "It's not him, St. Claire. You're just going to have to find another suspect for your evil genius fantasies."

"Fine," she said, disgusted that it was so easy for Provost to see through her. "What do you think about Wilson as a possibility for the detective squad? Is he any good?"

"Oh, he's good," Provost said confidently. "I watched his interview videos. It was very impressive."

"What was? And is there anything you don't stick your nose in?"

"Not if I can help it," Provost said, a pleased tone in her voice. "It’s hard to put a finger on. He's such a... well, he smiles all the time. And he's such a brownnoser. He's very good at it—a real charmer. In fact, when you see him looking straight at the interviewer, Ralph Johnson, who has a reputation as being a bit of a bastard, Johnson kind of freezes. It's like he's being instantly hypnotized. Then Wilson looks over his shoulder at the camera, and Johnson comes back to life again. If anything, I would say that Wilson is downplaying his skills as a detective on his resume... he seemed to know almost everything about Johnson as soon as he saw him, from his family life to his temperament, to the fact he knew the man's grandmother's name was Margaret—almost supernatural."

"Probably just a conman's tricks," Regan said.

"As long as the conman is on our side, working to collect information for us and help us solve cases, I'm fine with that."

"So is he getting hired?"

"Confidentially, yes."

The chair in Gary's side of the office rattled, and Regan looked back through the door at him again. He had disappeared from view. In the background she heard him curse softly.

"Johnson tested him out to see if he would accept. Wilson laughed and said he wanted time to talk to a realtor. He still owns a house in Manchester, New Hampshire, he wants to go through and see if there's anything he wants to keep. He'd been hanging on to it, I gather, because he had this idea he'd be able to get his old job back when they realized how wrong they'd been to send him to prison."

"What did they do, by the way? Offer any restitution?"

"No. Get this. They still haven't contacted him, to offer a job or even just to apologize. Wilson's lawyer is practically drooling at the opportunity to strip their coffers. But I think really Wilson's ready to let bygones be bygones, and move on."




 Chapter 30 -           Just like old times 

Cooper was driving a big white repair van from his company that echoed like a drum every time they hit a pothole in the gravel road. His hands were at ten and two, and his face turned toward the road. Shadows from the thick trees shading the road flickered over his stubborn, loyal face.

The radio played Eric Clapton’s, “Lay Down Sally.” The signal fuzzed in and out as they drove up into the mountains on the winding road.

Clean new clothes, blue jeans, and a button-up shirt over a t-shirt, a fresh shave with a new razor, aftershave splashed on his cheeks—it was a brand new day for Conrad Wilson.

The bad news was ten years had passed and the world had left him behind.

It could have been worse. It could have been twenty or thirty years; like some guys he knew who were still in prison. Imagine leaving prison and finding out about cell phones or the internet—going from the Eighties to now. The thieves would be the ones who had it the worst. The way technology was changing, spend more than a couple of years behind bars and you'd be lost, let alone the fact that most of the money was online now.

The good news was ten years had passed and a lot of Conrad Wilson's problems had left him behind, too.

His wife had left him, almost immediately, which meant he was single and carefree. And his mother had passed on.

His dad had passed before Conrad had been put away. He'd never had to go through the stress of his son's trial, et cetera. His mother, on the other hand, had seen everything, never letting the grim look of condemnation off her face. She'd never had his back. From day one she'd judged him. No matter what he accomplished in the world, she'd just shake her head and look away. In many ways they'd been complete opposites. The kind of mother you loved but weren't too shook up about when they passed on.

But she'd left the cabin to Conrad, not to his brother, Cooper—a nice gesture, but totally unnecessary. He'd been offered a job in Brooklyn. And, while it might be nice to get up to the mountains once in a while in the summer, he'd have to hire someone to take care of the place during winter.

He could hire Cooper to do it, but that could be considered just a mite bit insulting, hiring your brother to take care of the cabin he was supposed to inherit.

Maybe he would do it. Have to see the place first and how things had held up.

Even though there was nobody behind them, Cooper turned the blinker on to signal their turn up the steep, narrow driveway, then did the almost U-turn at a reckless twenty miles an hour. Conrad laughed and grabbed the dashboard as the van barreled up the drive, turned sharply, then skidded to a stop in front of the house.

“Still got it,” Cooper said. “Please, officer, don't pull me over for reckless driving.” He held his wrists out, two tanned thick bars covered with rough gold hair, sticking out of the sleeves of his jacket. “All right, officer. I'll go quietly.”

On the other hand, some things never change. Like Cooper's bad jokes.

“I'll let you go this time,” Conrad said. Cooper laughed. His voice had grown a little harsh from smoking for the last ten years, but it still had its charms.

They got out of the van, engine ticking, and stood in front of the house.

The front yard, such as it was, was overgrown, the big evergreen bush at the side of the house shot through with birch suckers. The roof looked all right—aside from the suckers growing in the gutters. The siding was a little dinged up, and one of the windows was cracked.

“Pipes are OK,” Cooper said. “I checked those over the winter. Meant to get to that window, just haven't yet. I have a new sheet of glass in the back to replace it.”

“Thanks.”

The steps in front were in three sections. The middle section had fallen off its rock and tipped to the side. Cooper pointed at it and swore. “That's new.”

They jumped that section of steps and got up on the deck. The old enameled white fridge was still sitting next to the front door on a concrete pad with a padlock on the doors. Claw marks from frustrated raccoons reached up the front of the door. Chew marks showed on the cord too, but it was covered in a metal sheath.

“Fridge's off but the power's still on,” Cooper said.

Conrad opened the screen and unlocked the front door.

The place smelled musty and was ten degrees warmer than outside. He glanced through the rooms quickly: comfortable but ugly furniture, wood floors, and rugs that were cut from old pieces of remnant carpet. Thank God there was no water damage on the popcorn walls or ceiling. That stuff was a pain to deal with.

The toilets flushed, the sinks ran, the lights turned on, and the windows were all good except for the one in the living room. Upstairs, the beds were unmade but there were sheets in the cupboards. In the basement, the deep freeze was standing open and was unplugged. The cellar was still locked and hadn't been disturbed.

He practically skipped back up the stairs. Cooper was in the utility room, bending over the washing machine to look at the pipes behind it. A quick glance at the shelves showed all kinds of tools neatly stacked. 

It wouldn't take too much effort to get the place ready to sell, or to rent out over the summer. 

“Looks good, Cooper.”

Cooper straightened up, his scowling face breaking into a smile. For a while, Conrad had wondered whether his brother had helped those bastards who had so slyly got him sealed up behind bars, waiting for death. Their alibis for him had been too good. And Cooper had repeated every one of them, almost word for word, like he'd rehearsed it.

In prison, you think about a lot of things. You spend so much time thinking, you forget what things are like in reality.

His brother hadn't help set him up. Not Cooper! Who had told so many lies to help Conrad keep his affairs secret from his wife, who had helped Conrad get rid of some unaccounted for evidence from a few murder investigations that had fortuitously led Conrad into some extra cash and goods. Cooper was solid—solid as an oak.

“Still there,” Cooper said, pulling out a thick silver bank bag, the top still locked with a combination lock. Inside were some records and photographs, not especially flattering, of some people neither one of them especially liked—blackmail material, to put it bluntly. “Wouldn't want a couple of tourists to find that.”

They both chuckled. No, Cooper hadn't been in on the betrayal. He'd just been covering up for his brother, as always, to the best of his ability. You couldn't ask for more than that.

“Are you going to use the stuff against Penny?” Cooper asked.

Conrad shook his head. “Nah. Let her keep what she has. I put her through enough hell.”

Cooper shrugged—no skin off his nose. “So what do you think? Put it up for sale, or rent it out?”

“I still haven't decided,” Conrad said honestly. “Regardless of what I do, I'll split the profits with you, you know that. Mom leaving me the place, that wasn't fair.”

Cooper shrugged. “I got the house in Manchester, Conrad, and we're moved in now. If you think that I'm going to give you half the value of that place, you're out of your mind.”

“But this place is worth more, once you count the land.”

Cooper set the bank bag on top of the washing machine and put his heavy, meaty hands on Conrad's shoulders. Conrad had never noticed, but Cooper was almost an inch taller than he was—and probably had another fifty pounds of muscle on him, under the beer gut. “Conrad. You're my brother. I mean, I am one mean, money-grubbing son of a bitch. I'll admit that. But Jesus, give me a little credit for having your back. This place is yours. If you don't want to sell it or rent it out or whatever, I'll still drive up here and check up on it for you. Just because it's yours.” There were tears beading up in Cooper's eyes. “You've been out of it for ten years. I've got the time to help you get on your feet. You don't need to feel like you owe me anything for it. Don't insult me like that.”

Conrad's chest tightened—his brother was innocent. “All right.”

Cooper gave him a little shake that made his head rattle on his neck. “If you split the money on this place with me, Mom would come back from the dead and take a ruler to your bottom. You know that, right?”

“She would, wouldn't she?”

They both chuckled.

“The first thing to do is get the front tidied up and the window fixed,” Cooper said. “Even with all the house hunting that people do on the internet these days, you shouldn't underestimate the power of curb appeal.”

“That old carpet has to go,” Conrad added.

“I want to sand and refinish the floors, too,” Cooper said. “Doesn't cost hardly anything when you already own a floor sander.”

“The fridge,” Conrad said.

Cooper sighed. “We could move it down to the basement. I hate to give up a second fridge, especially on a summer rental place. This cabin, it isn't the lap of luxury, but it does have access to some pretty good fishing back in the woods. You could do a lot of business with a second fridge to keep your fish and beer in.”

“Too bad this place doesn't have a garage.”

They went on like that, smearing the dust off the pine walls, cleaning spider webs out of the gas grill, checking closet doors to make sure they still opened smoothly, discussing who they should hire to bring in cordwood for the wood stove. Better to get it sooner rather than later and let it dry out. The old smokehouse in the back, looking like nothing more than a garden shed with a few extra vents, was still in good condition, was made completely out of wood, but was still sound along the walls and the cinderblock base. A few mice, squirrels, and spiders had climbed in, but were easy enough to chase away.

“Eat the last of the venison?” Conrad asked. “And the smoked trout?”

“You bet,” Cooper said. “Wouldn't mind going on a fishing trip or two before you sell the place, if that's how you're going to do it. Get stocked up.”

“We should do that anyway,” Conrad said. Seeing the empty freezer downstairs had made him even more nostalgic than seeing the cabin had already. “Just like old times.”

“Poach a deer or two before the season opens,” Cooper said casually.

They both chuckled. Just like old times, all right.

Almost.




 Chapter 31 -           The other case 

Three box lunches from the cafe upstairs sat on the white plastic table along with three legal pads, three pens, and three manila folders marked Craig Moreau.

It was kind of awkward with four people sitting around the cheap plastic table in Alex's quiet room: Jake, Regan, Alex, and, against Jake's better judgment but only by a percentage or two, say 53% against and 47% for, Gary.

Gary stared at the egg carton foam walls and ceiling and cement floor like he was in Batman's secret cave or something, with eyes just a little too wide.

Jake forced himself not to crack a smile. He cleared his throat. “All right. Here we are, the four of us, after a successful exoneration. I know everyone's flying high at the moment, but there's no reason to get cocky. We could have freed the guy without the real killer's confession, probably. But we're not here for the glory. We're here to plan our next case.”

Regan snorted through her nose. That was fair. He was being kind of a goof today. It was as much of a struggle for him to get himself back under control as it was to get everyone else motivated.

But what did they want to do for the rest of their lives—pat each other's backs forever?

He took a breath.

“Craig Moreau. Thirty-four years in prison.” He paused to let that sink in for a moment.

The amusement wiped itself off Regan's face. Her eyes narrowed and she stared at the far wall, putting facts in order. Alex's hands, which had rested in loose fists on the tabletop, started to twitch. The guy was so connected to the Internet that he barely knew he didn't have a keyboard in front of him. Gary's eyebrows popped up, and the look of naive wonder vanished off his face like it had never been there. It was replaced by the cynical gossiper look—the man who could find out more in five minutes of trading favors over the phone than Alex could in weeks—as long as it wasn't on a computer database somewhere.

“The guy's twenty-nine years old at the time,” Jake said. “He lives with his parents on a dairy farm. They're brutally murdered while he's at his day job as a bank teller. He drives home, notices they're missing, goes looking for them, and finds them murdered in their own RV. He starts to perform first aid but passes out when it becomes obvious he is far, far too late to do any good. When he comes to, he calls 911 and promptly gets his ass arrested for murder, even before they have the bodies bagged up and back to the hospital.

“Later, they find his DNA all over the murder weapon. A snitch in jail says he heard Moreau talking in his sleep about the crime, details nobody but the cops knew. A couple of his 'friends' show up, claiming he was selling coke on the side. An ex comes out of the woodwork to say he actually planned to murder his parents in their RV and drive it across the border to Canada, which makes no sense whatsoever.

“The guy has no previous record. It doesn't just smell like a setup; it screams of it. Pavo says the Organization wasn't involved—but the file was in with the rest of the dirty files in Marando's apartment. I believe Pavo, for what it's worth. But the more I learn about the Organization, the more I start to wonder if they hide things from each other on purpose.”

Gary leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “If he trusted my brother—if he allowed my brother access to any information whatsoever—he must be at least a little naive.”

“There is that. So who wants to go first? If Craig Moreau didn't kill his parents, who did? Any theories?”

Alex cleared his throat. “The Sherlock Holmes saying seems applicable here.”

“Yeah?”

“It is a capital mistake to theorize in advance of the facts,” Regan said. “That one?”

“Indeed,” Alex said. He pushed his box lunch toward Gary. “I'm going upstairs to get another. My apologies. Does anyone need any coffee?”

“Bring a pot,” Regan said. She held her hands about a foot apart. “Like that.”

“I'll see what we have.”

Alex exited the room, closing the door tightly behind him.

“What was that all about?” Jake asked.

“Just what he said, I'd guess.” Gary leaned back in his chair. “He doesn't want to cook up any theories before he has all the facts at his fingertips. Me, I glanced through the files already. I'm going to say it was some kind of serial killer.”

“Serial killer.” Jake didn't buy it, but he didn't not buy it, either. “Any history of serial killers in the area?”

Regan leaned forward and stuck her fingers in her ears. When Jake looked at her, she shook her head.

Gary ticked off on his fingers. “Albert DeSalvo, the Boston strangler, 1962 to 1964. The Connecticut River Valley Killer, that was possibly 1978 to 1987. Unsolved. William Devin Howell, the early to mid-2000s. Stephen Hayes in Connecticut, 2007. The New Bedford highway killer in 1988 to 1989. That one's unsolved, too.”

“The fact that Moreau was in prison at the time pretty much rules him out on a couple of them.”

Gary clucked his tongue and waggled a finger back and forth while still staring at the wall. “You have to watch out for copycats. They like having someone else take the blame. And they love to confuse the issue for their heroes.”

“Heroes,” Jake said.

“There are over three hundred million people in the United States. Some of them are more than a little screwed up. Who else...Arthur Shawcross, 1988 to 1989. A great year for serial killers—same year they caught Craig Price, the Warwick Slasher. Tony Costa from Cape Cod, that was...1969? Or 1970 when they caught him. Carl Panzram, the guy who was angry at Taft for getting him locked up in Leavenworth, that was in the Twenties. Richard Angelo, the so-called 'Angel of Death,' convicted in 1989. The Son of Sam, David Berkowitz, in the 1970s. And let's not forget the ladies. Amy Archer-Gilligan, a nurse who poisoned her patients, 1910 or thereabouts. Kristen Gilbert, another nurse, caught in 1996. Lizzie Halliday, 1894. Waneta Hoyt, killed all five of her children when they were toddlers and told everyone it was SIDS. 1970 or so. Hannah Hanson Kinney, in the early 1800s in Boston.”

Jake raised a hand. “Stop. Just stop.”

“I could go on all day,” Gary said. “The point being if you're trying to pin the murders on a serial killer, it doesn't narrow the possibilities down that much.”

“I guess not,” Jake said.

“Like I said, three hundred million people. There are a lot more serial killers than we think—and a lot more serial killers than we know about. A lot of these people operated for a number of years before they got caught. How many of them are never caught?”

“I don't even want to think about it,” Jake said. “And they're just random sickos running around out there, looking for people to murder.”

“Sometimes,” Gary said.

Regan said, “Done now?”

“I think I've convinced him that 'serial killers' wasn't the easy answer he was looking for, yes.”

“And that you're our resident serial killer expert,” Jake said.

“Don't forget poisons,” Gary said. At Jake's wince, he laughed. “I swear I haven't killed anyone. It's just a hobby.”

Jake glanced at Regan.

“Superhero figurines and murder,” she said. “Why do you think he works for a judge? He stalks FBI profilers for fun.”

Jake took the opportunity of a thump at the door to get up and break off the conversation. He was used to dealing with psychopaths, sure, but they almost always had some kind of political thing going on and were kidnapping people “for the cause”—not murdering for fun or whatever it was that drove these guys.

Alex was at the door, stacked to the gills with a coffee carafe, mugs, a pint of cream, a box of sugar packets, a box lunch, and half a dozen limp breakfast pastries that Krista had pawned off on him, probably to get them out of the display case.

“Safe to come in?” he asked.

Jake opened the door but didn't take anything. No sense unbalancing the guy since he'd clearly made it downstairs without dropping anything.

“I've had the serial killer lecture,” Jake said.

“Depressing, isn't it?” Alex said, as Regan unloaded his haul. “The idea that some people will take enormous risks just to kill someone… just for fun. Not only is it evil, the relevant data is hard to sort out of the noise. Just the fact that someone's been murdered can be difficult to determine. You have to wait for a pattern to jump out at you basically.”

Jake sighed. So much for skipping to the end of the investigation and working backward to find the evidence. He sat next to Regan.

She clasped his hand. “Jake, he's been in prison for a long time. A little more time probably won't hurt. The way we did it last time worked. We got the information we needed to get Wilson out of prison, even if we didn't end up needing it. Let's just do it that way again.”

“You're not creeped out by this guy?” Jake said.

She shook her head. “There are a lot of crimes I can see this guy committing. He was on the road a lot, worked at a bank, drove up to Canada on a regular basis... but not murdering his parents… no.”

“Why not?” He half expected her to say something like, because he looked too sad. But this was Regan, not some blonde from a TV show—she would have a logical reason.

“Because the dairy farm was making a profit, but not enough to support him, and it still had a mortgage,” she said. “He might have been able to sell it, but not before he had to make mortgage payments he couldn't afford. If he'd killed his parents for some kind of financial profit, he would have straightened that out first.”

“You think he was involved in the Organization?” Jake asked.

“On the road a lot, worked at a bank, drove up to Canada on a regular basis,” she said. “Why not?”

Jake let go of her hand and leaned forward, clutching his head in his hands. “Maybe it was a mistake to start with this one. Maybe we should go in order of obvious solutions.”

“Too hard for Jake Westley? I can’t believe that.” Regan chuckled—a good sound. She grabbed one of the thin white cardboard boxes and opened it. “Let's go at this methodically and make sure our facts are in order and find out what gaps there are in the evidence. It's just another puzzle.”

“Yeah, but if we get stuck, we can't just look up the solution on the Internet,” Jake lamented.

Regan pointed toward Alex, who had popped the top on one of his disgusting energy drinks and was guzzling it down. “Don't be so sure about that.”




 Chapter 32 -           A puzzle waiting to be solved 

It was dark except for the cherries flashing at the top of the hill. Wilson slowed down and turned on his blinker, and moved over into the passing lane. A pair of units bracketed a flaming red sports car with its trunk open and its owner with his hands on his head. One of the officers had his pistol pointed at the man.

An incompetent criminal. 

Wilson was driving back to Portsmouth on Highway 101, just under the speed limit in a car he'd purchased for cash a couple of days ago. It was a fifteen-year-old tan Honda, nothing special, with two square haloes in the back seat that meant two toddlers had sat back there for a while, shedding dirt and fabric stains.

An incompetent criminal – say, an incompetent drug dealer – would be a low class character in a flashy expensive car driving over the speed limit. An easy obvious law would be broken, indicating a lack of self-control. The criminal would be apprehended, and anybody who was any kind of cop would start sniffing around to unravel the rest of the situation: drugs in the trunk; driving under the influence; prostitution; driving on a suspended license. The whole thing will fall apart like a house of cards.

A competent criminal would drive the speed limit in a car so nondescript as to be invisible. They would have dealer plates, valid insurance, a new driver's license, and nothing incriminating in the goddamned trunk.

A competent criminal would try to mimic the appearance and behavior of a good citizen as much as possible. A competent criminal wouldn’t have impulse control problems. The prison system was full of criminals with impulse control problems.

Because, really, it was the impulse control that was the problem, not the criminal behavior.

He turned on his blinker and pulled back into the slow lane. The cherries faded in his rear view mirror.

Clark Turnbull, Dan Stenberg, and Jay Hatchell. The three cops who screwed me over by trying too hard to cover for me. The three cops whose testimony had been rubbed so thin by the prosecutor that it looked like they were covering for me. 

Had I worked with them for a time? Had I gone drinking with them? Yeah, Turnbull and Stenberg especially. Hatchell hadn't been around all that long.

Had they been my buddies? No.

For as charming as everyone seemed to find me, especially women, nobody seemed to find it necessary to become an especially close friend of mine. Penny had married me because she thought I was a bad boy she could turn into a good man. 

I cheated on her—repeatedly. But other than that, she had no cause for complaint. And she hadn't known about the cheating until I'd been arrested for murder. What the eyes can’t see, the heart can’t feel.

Given proof of her “bad boy,” she turned tail and ran, taking my bank accounts, house, and cars with her. 

Poor impulse control, in my opinion, but ultimately not something I needed to worry about. I'd build up a nest egg again—no doubts. 

He grinned.

The road stretched in front of him. It was nice settling into the routine of pushing a tin can around on tarmac. Unfortunately, it wasn't going to last much longer.

He took the Beede Hill exit and doubled back on the access road until he reached the abandoned farmhouse. He parked the car behind the house, dressed in his disposable coverall and gloves, and went inside. Upstairs, past the creaking and half missing stairs, he found the duffel bag he'd left there before, undisturbed. It was nice to see it, but he could have maintained control and tried again another day. He squatted down behind the window frame and looked out.

A good view of the highway. He took out his cell phone and checked the app he'd installed. It allowed him to keep track of GPS signals on cell phones that didn't belong to him. An ally—you couldn't call someone like Cade a buddy, not by any stretch of the imagination—had told him how to get it in exchange for certain favors.

Initially, he'd thought to use a rifle to pick off the two men in the car, Turnbull and Stenberg. But upon further thought, it struck him as too risky. First, because he wasn't an expert marksman—definitely not if the target was moving at seventy miles an hour or more. Second, because transporting a rifle, whether registered or otherwise, would attract attention if he were pulled over or had a traffic accident. It could happen. He'd caught several murderers that way and had learned from their bad examples.

No, instead he'd planted a small explosive device on the fuel line of their car. It was packed with shards of glass and fragments of metal matching the car's undercarriage. One small spark, and all would be well.

He unpacked the rest of the material in the bag and dispersed it around the room: two thirty ought six shell casings; a jar of urine, splashed against the corner; a few hairs at the windowsill; a partial fingerprint on a shard of glass; and a smear of blood on the edge of the glass and another droplet on the floor.

The car approached. He held the smart phone in front of him in one hand, the app active, and the radio transmitter in his other.

The car, a dark blue SUV of aggressively heavy weight, almost old enough to be considered a classic model, approached.

He pressed the preprogrammed button on the device.

At first he was disappointed—despite reminding himself he was prepared for failure. Maybe he'd tagged the wrong car, or the signal had been confused by the distance, speed, and the amount of metal in the car.

The car passed the window, heading back from Portsmouth toward Manchester. He watched the headlights, glancing back and forth from his small screen to the highway. Nothing.

He squinted at the transmitter, shook it, then pressed each of the buttons in turn.

The headlights on the car swerved. Then smoke began pouring out of the rear end of the car. Wilson clucked his tongue. Of all the results, this was the worst—the bomb had gone off, but it hadn't sufficiently damaged the car.

The SUV pulled over to the side of the road. Smoke quickly surrounded the vehicle in a dark haze, obscuring whether or not the doors opened. It was so thick the taillights were no longer visible.

Other vehicles on the road began to slow and stop. It was summer, and the highways were full of people who were, by definition, looking for something interesting.

He really should get going.

Suddenly a gust of wind rattled through the house, making the entire building sway. Wilson clenched his fists and stuck them in his armpits. Wouldn't it be ironic if he cut himself on a piece of glass in the window frame and managed to leave his own DNA behind?

When he looked back, the car had become a bright ball of flame.

From his post inside the house, the fire was almost completely silent, no louder than the sound of the wind moaning through the house.

The flames surrounding the car gusted with the wind for a moment—a candle flame about to go out—then stabilized as the wind died down.

A perfect ball of flame surrounded the car, a delicate flower of destruction.

A scream echoed across the night.

Wilson snapped out of it. He'd almost stood there, hypnotized, until a patrol car arrived. About a dozen cars had stopped already, with more slowing in the distance. A real traffic snarl was forming.

A silhouette approached the SUV with an arm raised in front of their face... then stopped and backed away. The fire was simply too hot to approach, although several other people made the attempt, and failed.

Smiling, he turned back to the stairs and worked his way down, careful not to tear the suit or gloves. He slipped his phone and the radio transmitter inside his shirt so he could feel their comforting weight against his skin and his tucked in shirt.

Then it was out to his car, off with the disposable suit, and down the country road leading into the wilderness. A dirt-track a few miles distant would let him take the car from one back road to another. From there he could drive the back roads all the way to Manchester.

He stopped for a few minutes to turn the disposable suit into a wad of black tar, which he dropped into a ditch.

My actions tonight were only the tip of the iceberg. 

Another favor called in had seen certain transactions in the bank accounts of Turnbull and Stenberg—ones that couldn't be accounted for legally. And a convincing amount of blackmail material on Jay Hatchell rested in the safe in Stenberg's guest room closet. He even had a suicide note for Hatchell, should it prove necessary.

But, all things considered, Hatchell hadn't screwed him over so much as he allowed Turnbull and Stenberg to do it.

Magnanimous. He mouthed the word and kept an eye out for deer.

Too far away for his muddy license plate to be spotted—just close enough for a pair of taillights to be seen driving away from an abandoned building, like a pair of arrows in reverse.

A charming puzzle, just waiting to be solved.




 Chapter 33 -           Damned if you do 

The elevator door opened onto the penthouse lobby of Paul's office. There were no guards or obvious security cameras, just a wide wood floored lobby with a curved reception desk and a small water fountain by a discreet toilet.

The male secretary at the desk, balding and clean shaven, glanced up at him, meeting John's eyes for half a second, then pressed a button that made the double doors into Paul's office click.

John shoved through them.

Paul, at the desk, had his fingers steepled in front of him and his desk cleared, as though that's how he spent his time—watching the door to see who would come through.

John marched up to the desk and slapped his palms down on it. “You son of a bitch.”

Paul, the look on his face much like that of his secretary, said, “What particular sin have you found me out on, John?”

“One involving my daughter.”

Paul's eyebrow lifted. He gestured toward the single chair on the other side of the desk.

John clenched his teeth and forced himself not to act like a fool. What he wanted to do was pound on the top of the desk like a gorilla and demand answers to questions he hadn't even asked yet. This was Paul at his worst, driving him to the irrational, just trying to get the man to admit he was wrong—he'd long since given up on getting him to apologize.

John leaned against the desk on his knuckles, imagining his hands wrapped around Paul's throat for just a moment. Then he let go of the image and parked himself on the chair.

“Craig Moreau. You said the Organization wasn't involved… that you knew of.”

Paul glanced down at his desk—nothing there to see, not even a blotter. The corners of his mouth turned down. He blinked. “Craig Moreau.”

“The other case. The one we originally met at my house to talk about. You said the Organization wasn't involved, to the best of your knowledge. You said it like butter wouldn't melt in your mouth even though it was one of the files in that corrupt bastard detective's apartment.”

Paul's eyebrows pinched together. “The one who murdered his parents at the dairy farm.”

“Yes!”

“He—” Paul's voice tightened. “The Organization wasn't involved in the case.”

John lifted his chin. “You know what those kids found out?”

Paul's mouth started to open—then the secretary pushed open one of the doors and stuck his head in.

“Paul,” he said in a low cultured voice that carried clearly across the room. “There's news.”

Paul stood up, clenching his hands together in front of him. His slacks were creased along the front, a small spot of coffee on them. “What is it? Were they able to trace ballistics on the casing?”

John bit his tongue.

“Bad news,” the secretary said. “It's the third officer. He was found dead in his home a short while ago.”

“How?”

“Suicide—shotgun shell to the head. A note was found.”

The blood had gone out of Paul's face. “Noted. Any further details?”

“I will keep you informed.”

Paul gave the man a curt nod, and he withdrew to the lobby. Paul sat, put both hands in front of him on the desk. He looked like he was staring at his fingernails, which were short and chewed, almost bloody.

“Where is Regan now?” Paul asked.

“Brooklyn. At the computer whiz's coffee shop.”

“Contact her and tell her to stay there for now.”

John pulled out his cell phone and dialed. “What explanation should I give her?”

“Tell her I asked her to do it.” His sweaty hands clenched on the desk, leaving a trace of parallel smears across the top when he moved them. “John. I don't know what else to say. Tell her whatever will convince her.”

Regan picked up. “Hello, Daddy. No, we haven't found anything else yet. No, I won't be having babies anytime soon. Did I cover it?”

She had such a light, innocent tone to her voice that his throat tightened. “Are you still at the coffee shop with Jake and Alex?”

“Yes. I'd offer to pick something up for you, but it'd be cold by the time I get to you.”

He cleared his throat. “Regan... your Uncle Paul asks that you stay where you are for now, at the coffee shop. I take it there's some kind of emergency.”

“Is he all right?” Her tone had changed. It had gone tight and strained.

“He's fine.”

A pause. He could just about hear the hamster wheels turning.

“Are you…” She broke off. He could tell she wanted to ask him whether he was involved in the Organization again but was forcing herself not to. It was the first thing her mother would have asked. “Never mind, I assume all the questions I want to ask aren't ones you can answer yet, and hang up so you can get answers to them.”

“I'll call you and let you know what's going on as soon as I can.”

“I'll keep the line clear.”

She hung up.

“She says she'll stay put,” John said. “What's this about?”

“I'll tell you in a moment. But first, tell me what they found out on the Moreau case.”

“Damn you,” John said. “Is my daughter in danger?”

Paul's tone was reasonable, but his expression was not. He was a haunted man. “I don't know yet, because you haven't answered my question.”

John forced his shoulders to relax and took a breath. “The Moreau case. They found evidence of a possible serial killer in the area—one targeting people smuggling goods back and forth over the Canadian border, mainly in Canada. One who continued their work after Moreau's arrest, all the way into the nineteen-nineties, then stopped abruptly. The M.O. of the killer matches—if you take into account the possibility that the killer might have been interrupted in the process. Apparently what they liked to do was drain all the blood out of the bodies and let them hang on large tripods or teepees or some damn thing in the middle of the woods—some kind of ritual murder.

“Other DNA was found in the RV, but the physical evidence has been lost in a bureaucratic shuffle. Sound familiar?”

He was getting riled up again. He shook his head. If Regan was in danger, he had to keep a clear head, not run around shouting at Paul.

Paul turned his head and lowered it until his cheek was on his shoulder. His jaw worked, chewing on the inside of his other cheek. Gray skin against a gray suit, with dark circles under his eyes, and skin hanging loosely like it would on a seriously ill man.

“Answer me, Paul. Is my daughter in danger?” His voice came out rough and angry.

“I don't know what it means,” Paul said. “Nineteen eighty-six. When was Wilson born?”

“I don't know. He couldn't have been more than, say, ten. Is it important?”

Paul shrugged the shoulder he wasn't leaning against. “Two of the police officers who were involved in the Wilson case as witnesses for the defense died in an automobile wreck last night. Apparently the third officer just shot himself.”

“You don't think—”

“The victim's friend—name, name, what was her name—Rossier, that was it, has disappeared. Once is happenstance—”

“Twice could be coincidence. Three times is enemy action.”

They stared at each other. John had no doubt where Paul's mind had gone. His own had been pulled inevitably in a certain direction that Paul's couldn't help but follow, like iron filings to a magnet.

Toward Linda.

“I'm sorry to have dragged you back into this,” Paul said.

John shook his head. Beads of cold sweat had begun to roll down his forehead and covered his upper lip. His hands felt like damp ice—his heart was racing in his chest. It was Paul being paranoid about Wilson—had to be. This was nothing—a false alarm.

But he had to be sure.

“For the best, especially if...” The words got away from him. It wasn't important now. “Wilson. What kind of alibi does he have?”

“The time of Rossier's disappearance was so vague as to be impractical for establishing alibis,” Paul said. “He may or may not have an alibi, depending on the time she actually disappeared. During the automobile wreck, he was supposed to have been in Brooklyn with his brother searching for apartments. According to the assistant D.A., Laura Provost, who is one of our higher level agents, he was supposed to be in an orientation session this morning and through the afternoon.”

“Orientation?”

“He has accepted a position with Brooklyn P.D. as an officer, with an eye on promotion to the vacant detective position.”

“So there's no way he could have done it?” John asked.

Paul lifted his head and squared his shoulders. It was the look of a man at a sentencing hearing. “I don't know,” he said. “But say the word, John, and I'll have him killed.”

“Do you think he's guilty, then?”

“I don't know.”

“You can't condemn a man to death for the crime of your own doubt.”

“Can't you? If it means saving the life of your goddaughter? The one light remaining to my life in a smog of chaos and doubt?”

John shook his head. Paul had dug himself a hole, all right. It was taking most of his willpower not to tell the man he'd told him so. Regan never would have believed it of him, he knew.

Paul collapsed forward onto his elbows and put his head in his hands. “If I'd killed him...Lassiter...”

John raised a hand, palm out. “If you'd had Lassiter killed, Linda would have figured it out eventually.”

“But she'd still be alive.”

John had spent time, decades in fact, thinking over the same question. What if he'd given Paul the go ahead to kill Lassiter all those years ago? He still stopped every time her birthday came around and asked himself again. Some years, he would argue it would have been better to kill him; other years, he'd swing the other way.

In the end, he'd come to realize asking the question was eating up the memories of his wife. He hadn't been able to stop, not exactly, but he'd tried not to let it get under his skin.

“I was a judge for a lifetime, Paul. All I can say is, there's a reason we have the legal system that we do. And it's not so we can be sure of punishing the guilty and sparing the innocent. It's so there's something bigger than ourselves, called the Law, that keeps individual men from having to hold the power of life and death in their bare hands.”

Paul just stared at him as if he'd started barking out loud.

“You're damning yourself to hell every time you send a man to die because of your own pride,” John said. “Whether they deserve it or not, just the act of condemning a man without the law behind you destroys your soul.”

Once again, he'd said the wrong thing at the wrong time. He could see the armor, hard as steel and cold as ice, sliding across Paul's eyes again. He straightened himself, ran a hand through the last of his thinning, widow-peaked hair, and pulled his sleeves straight.

“I have no soul, no belief in justice or happiness, and no interest in playing fair for the sake of the incompetent, short sighted, and stupid,” he said. “I have the Organization. I may, at times, long for a divorce, but I also understand it is, and has always been, until death do us part.”

“Paul—”

He shook his head and kept talking. “I live in terror of what the Organization might do to Regan. I live in terror of what it might be doing, in some kind of madness, to the innocent. I fear that if the Organization decided the survival of a monster were, in the long term, in the best interests of humanity itself, it would not only allow it, but encourage the monster's actions. Survival of the fittest. I have tried to protect those I oversee as best I can...but the Organization is a cruel beast, and the weakest must be thinned out of the herd, if any are to survive.

“I will continue to investigate Wilson. Say nothing to Regan, if you please, and try to keep her attention directed away from him. What little pride I have left is tied up more in her opinion of me than in anything else.”

“You can't—”

“No,” Paul said. “You can't. There's a difference.”




 Chapter 34 -           Spider webs 

Wilson took the stairs of the third floor walkup two at a time, yanking himself upward along the rail. He wasn't that experienced in the matter of what did or did not constitute a good apartment in Bed-Stuy. In fact, he kept catching himself being almost horrified by the way everyone lived—literally—on top of each other.

No matter how cramped it felt compared to his now sold home in Manchester or to the cabin, it was a luxury suite compared to his cell or the plain white video screening room he'd been trapped in all day.

It had been a long day catching up on training videos and paperwork. Some of it he'd just stared at blankly, it was so surreal. Either a lot had changed while he was in the slammer, or the Manchester P.D. had been behind the times. A bit of both, probably.

The hallway smelled like strange cooking spices and cigarettes. There were dark stains on the worn red carpet underfoot. The lights were dim or flickered or both. It was a murder scene in a horror movie, just waiting to happen.

He unlocked the three locks on the door, keeping an eye out for scratches in the metal and the wood. He'd had new ones put in but had given a set to the super. A tiny silent alarm on the other side of the door would tell him whether it had been opened during the day. It hadn't.

The apartment hadn't come cheap. Wilson had to bribe the previous tenant to leave, then the building super to keep him from raising a fuss about his new sub-lettor. The previous tenant left behind some furniture: a pair of comfortable armchairs, a TV stand with an old television on it, a bed, the insignificant kitchen table, a dresser, one of those rattan hutch things that sat over the toilet, and curtains.

More than likely, they'd belonged to the tenant that had lived in the apartment before—a guy named Peter Marando who'd been a Brooklyn P.D. detective before he'd killed himself—the person Wilson was hoping to replace.

A good detective sits at the center of his web like a spider, always keeping one foot on the strands to see if any vibrate. It might seem like he just shows up at the scene of a crime, boom, like some kind of superhero, but really he's always there, lurking around, keeping on top of things.

It had seemed like a good idea at the time, taking over this place. It had swallowed up a lot of the last of his ready cash sitting in the most obvious bank accounts, but so be it.

He locked the door behind him. He didn't want to have to deal with salesmen, nosy neighbors, or crackheads at the moment. Sitting around all day had worn out his patience.

He tossed himself together a quick meal from the fridge and ate it in front of the TV, watching the news. Local news took precedent, of course. New York might think of itself as cosmopolitan, but its TV news stations were still mostly wrapped up in local politics, construction, weather, and cultural crap. The two cops' deaths up in New Hampshire were featured eventually, but not the disappearance of the Rossier woman.

Annoyingly, the fate of the third cop wasn't mentioned as being implicated in the deaths of the other two. Did that mean that nothing had been found yet, that too much had been found, or that the department was covering the whole thing up? Manchester P.D.—I wouldn't put much past those guys. I would just have to assume it was a cover-up until I heard something different.

He clicked the television off and leaned back in the armchair. It was comfortable, all right, even if it did smell a bit like old cigarette butts. Too bad he wasn't in the mood to just lean back and relax. Tonight he was keyed up for action. Too bad he didn't have anything lined up, but if he stayed in the room all night, he was going to go crazy.

He grabbed his keys and wallet but left his cell phone behind—the GPS app had been deleted, the phone encrypted, wiped, and reloaded—and went out to explore the building.

The place had four apartments. One of them was accessed from a hallway in the entryway that went down a half flight of steps. One of them, the cooking spices place, was on the first floor. A chain smoker lived upstairs.

Another flight of stairs led up to the roof.

He climbed out of a small shed at the top of the building and kicked a handy rock in the doorjamb to keep the door from locking behind him.

The setting sun left streaks of gold and orange cloud across the sky. The sky had a haze to it, but not as bad as he would have guessed—if he'd stopped to think about it. The rooftops here weren't skyscrapers or anything; the tops of the trees sometimes came up higher than the roofs. A lot of red brick and heavy greenery, lit up by streetlights. A church steeple nearby had a white cupola at the top. A bunch of TV aerials and satellite dishes were bolted to big air ducts. A couple of cheap aluminum deck chairs had been set out, with a coffee can full of beer tops beside one of them—a bottle opener built right into the arm of the chair.

Not a bad idea.

He could walk from his end of the block all the way to the other end, stepping over the low brick walls that separated the rooftops, if he'd wanted to. The back of the building led to a narrow alley and a fire escape that didn't go all the way up to the roof. It looked like it was attached to his kitchen.

Big green dumpsters lurked in the alley. It clearly wasn't a place to park a car. The car he'd borrowed from his brother was parked along the street, not in front of his building, but a couple of blocks further down at the first open parking spot he'd spotted.

He wondered how much the guy in the apartment below could hear of his footsteps or whether anybody ran around up here at night. Looking across at the rooftops he could see from here, it didn't look like many people left anything valuable up here to steal: green flowerboxes, a few aluminum picnic shelters with Christmas lights on them, lawn chairs—that was about it. If he squinted, he thought he could make out some kind of grill on the other side of the street.

He turned back toward the brick shed covering the stairs, then stopped.

One of the bricks had a different color mortar around it than the others. It jutted out a little from the rest, too.

He walked over to it and gave it a jiggle. It was pasted in but just a little loose.

Wilson dug out a pocketknife and scratched it along the mortar. It was rubbery—tub sealant, not mortar at all.

He ran the blade of his pocketknife around the outside of the brick, loosening it, then gave it another jiggle.

With a little encouragement, it slid free. He set it on the roof and peered into the hole.

Spider webs, dust, and a sandwich sized freezer bag with a thumb drive in it.

He pulled it out and brushed it off. Who knew how long it had been sitting there. Wouldn't that be funny if he plugged it into his computer and it gave him a ten-year-old computer virus, or had some kind of password he couldn't figure out?

He never could pass up that kind of puzzle. He put the brick back and skipped down the stairs back to his apartment.

***

Later that evening, he found the bad tile patch job behind the toilet tank, but the dossiers the files on the thumb drive had insisted would be there were missing.

Peter Marando had been a spider sitting in the middle of a web, all right. Apparently, a bird had swooped down and plucked the spider away. But before it had been eaten, it had left some eggs behind.

 

 Chapter 35 -           The private investigator or the detective? 

One look at the driveway told him that the dairy farm belonging to Craig Moreau and his parents in upstate New York had been swallowed by a big corporate farm. The white farmhouse and red dairy barn that had been sitting behind the blocky RV in the crime scene photos were gone, replaced by long tin buildings that looked like they belonged on the site of a prison or a manufacturing plant. The green fields had become oceans of brown muck. A guy in gray coveralls hosed off a filthy yellow plow with a pressure washer.

The stench was bad, so repugnant he was tempted to pull his shirt up over his nose, and he hadn't even stepped out of the car yet.

He pulled up next to a spanking clean gray sedan on the grass in front of the closest building and put the car in park.

Jake had assigned himself the least appealing of the assignments necessary, if they were going to approach the case in a methodical fashion. It wasn't the kind of case where you could go in with guns blazing. For one thing, he wouldn't know who to threaten yet. For another thing, the last thing he wanted to do was stir up a serial killer, possibly working for the Organization.

He was here to check out the scene of the crime and get a sense of whether the new owners of the farm had been involved in the case or had just taken advantage of the opportunity to buy the farm.

Meanwhile, Gary was using a microfiche machine to go through a local newspaper looking for patterns in the deaths in the area over the last forty years. Graham was up in Canada to look at one of the sites where bodies had been found—the ritual sacrifices.

The Moreau case was going to be a tough nut to crack. He needed to be digging where the dirt was deepest.

He closed the car door and started picking his way across the grass in front of the barns, which was muddy from a rainstorm a few days ago. He didn't think it was possible, but it smelled even worse out here in the open. Maybe he'd get lucky and his nose would go senseless in a few minutes.

The air was getting warmer; it was going to be a warm, beautiful, sewage filled, spring day.

The guy in the overalls looked up, then turned off the water on the pressure washer. His face was spattered with brown and white muck—even a few drops of what looked like milky blood.

“Can I help you?”

Jake held out a hand for a shake, but the guy shook his head and put his hands behind his back—too wet and dirty.

“Jake Westley,” he said. “I'm here to ask a few questions about Craig Moreau and his parents, the couple who was murdered here thirty years ago.”

The guy seemed to shrink inside himself a little. In another life, in Brooklyn, he probably would have been a hipster, with his black framed glasses, pasty skin, and trimmed black goatee. “You're not some animal rights activist, are you?”

Jake laughed. “You want me to go back to the car and pull out my leather jacket for you?”

“No, that's cool, that's cool.” He started walking to a glass door set in front of one of the barns—a row of fluorescent lights was lit up inside, and a table and double door refrigerator stood inside the room. “Let me wash up and go on break. Are you a reporter?”

“Nah, don’t worry. Just a private investigator, hunting down some legal stuff.”

The guy's eyes glazed over and he turned away. “That's cool,” he said and waved Jake through the glass door and into the combination break room and office. “I'll be back in a sec.”

Jake scraped his feet on the dirty mat by the door and wandered into the break room, which smelled better, but only a little. Here, the dominant stench was that of spoiled milk, an odor he had never experienced before—but identified immediately.

It was cooler inside, too. The air conditioner had kicked on, even though it was only seventy degrees outside.

Jake sat at the picnic bench table by the front window and waited. A cup of coffee sat at the table, swirling with cream. A few drops of coffee lay on the table. They wobbled as Jake sat down at the attached bench. He glanced at the counter and sink next to the fridge. The coffeepot was empty.

One more glance at the coffee in front of him—he wasn't that desperate.

He pulled out his cell phone and checked it: no updates from Gary or Graham, nothing from Alex or Regan. He put the phone back.

Legwork. It had to be done.

He scratched the back of his neck. The hairs back there were standing up straight; the ones on his arms were rising up in goosebumps. He rubbed his hand across the back of his arm and looked around. It wasn't that cold in here.

The attendant came through a door in the back of the room, the side that butted up against the rest of the big barn. “Sorry about the wait.” He was wearing blue jeans and an old gray high school lacrosse t-shirt, and his face and arms were still wet, all the way to the neck and elbows. There were drops of water on his glasses.

He, too, was covered with goosebumps.

“I'm Will Vrooman,” the guy said. Now they shook hands. Vrooman's hand was cold, damp, and just slightly shivering.

Jake's grip might have been a hair stronger, but his hands weren't nearly as calloused. It was like gripping a toenail.

“The Moreaus,” Vrooman said, with a nervous edge to his voice. “What did you want to know about them?”

“Don’t worry, it doesn't have anything to do with the ownership of the farm,” Jake assured him. “We're trying to track down some papers they had related to possible part ownership of a lakefront property in New Hampshire.”

Jake almost smiled as he made it up on the spot; it sounded plausible.

Vrooman squinted, not suspiciously, but like he was doing a search in his mental database. “New Hampshire. I'd have to see if Mr. Leete knows anything. I've never heard of them owning any property over there.”

“It would be north of Manchester. I can provide more details if you need them.”

He shrugged. “Leave me a card and I'll pass it on to Mr. Leete. You can tell him.”

“Okay.” Jake pulled out a card and slid it over.

“Anything else you wanted to know?”

“My client? No, that should cover it.”

Vrooman swallowed. “But...”

“But you know I'm curious about the murders.” Jake grinned. “I saw it on the Internet the other day. What a mess. But I get the impression there is more to it than what I saw on the website. Do you know what really happened?”

Vrooman twisted around and looked at a white dial clock on the wall above the back door. “I've heard some rumors, sure,” he said. “Everyone around here does.”

“Yeah?”

Another nervous swallow. Maybe the break room was under surveillance from a hidden camera—a boss concerned about employees slacking off on the job. “A lot of people around here don't think that Craig Moreau, the son, did it.”

Jake grinned. “Yeah, that was exactly what went through my mind when I read that article on the website. Did you know them?”

“Dude, I'm like twenty-three years old. Craig Moreau's been in jail for longer than I've been alive.”

“He's been in jail for almost as long as I've been alive,” Jake said. “I was three. I guess it was a dumb question.”

“My parents knew him, though,” Vrooman said. “They went to high school with him. Everybody was surprised when he didn't drop out to become a mechanic, and he got a job at a bank and started putting himself through school at Empire State studying chemistry.”

“Interesting,” Jake said.

“Yeah, one of those tough guys that have more going on upstairs than you realize,” Vrooman said. “Anyway, the story goes he was working at the bank and selling drugs on the side. Kind of like Breaking Bad, if you know that show.”

“I do.”

“Yeah well, apparently one night, he made a mistake and sold some to a guy he shouldn't have.”

“A cop?”

“Nah. Worse than a cop. Someone from the Mafia. The guy from the Mafia sent some thugs down to the farm to investigate the situation, see if the parents were involved. The Mafia doesn't like it when people nose in on their turf, right?” Vrooman was staring over Jake's shoulder at the wall. He was visualizing it as he talked. “But the thing was, there was also a serial killer running loose at the time. When the Mafia men arrived to question the parents, the serial killer was already there, busy killing them.”

As Vrooman told the story, he seemed to relax; it was as if he'd told the same tale a hundred times.

“The dad, he was killed quickly; that’s what they say. But the killer was interrupted in the middle of doing the mom, and things got messy. The Mafia men tried to shoot the killer, but he had a gun too, and was hiding in the back bedroom of the RV with the mom and the dad's body. The mom was screaming her head off and bleeding all over the place.

“The lights were out inside the RV. The Mafia men tried to sneak in and find out what was going on...but the killer killed both of them, one at a time, with a forty-five, right through the head.” Vrooman touched his forehead with a fingertip, then looked down at the table. “That's what they say, anyway.”

“And then what?”

“And then the killer finished his dirty work with the mom and left.”

“Leaving four bodies for Craig to find.”

“Yeah.”

“But two of the bodies disappeared and Craig's framed for the murders, because the Mafia doesn't want to be involved.”

“Yeah. The Mafia, they had connections with the police department. The cops made it look like only two bodies were found, and the next year the police department gets an anonymous donation and buys themselves a bunch of equipment—pretty suspicious, in my opinion.”

Jake shook his head. “I don't know if I can buy all that. From what I found on the Internet, there was no hint of there being two extra bodies or anything like that, or bullet holes in the RV.”

“Yeah, I don't know either,” Vrooman said. “It's just a rumor—an urban legend, I guess. A farm legend, if you want to get technical about it.”

“I wonder what happened to the RV,” Jake said. “Now, that would be something to look at.”

“There's a haunted corn maze outside of West Lowville that's supposed to have it,” Vrooman said. “But it has to be a fake. The last thing the cops would want was for anyone to look at the RV. But, you know, Halloween. Things get crazy up here.”

Jake nodded, as if he did know. Vrooman looked over his shoulder at the clock and the door again, then seemed to sink back into himself again. “I guess I better get back to work.”

Jake stood and shook the guy's hand again. “Thanks,” he said.

“For what?”

“For giving your boss Leete my card so I can ask him about the New Hampshire property.”

The guy mimed slapping himself on the head. “That, yeah.” He slid the card off the tabletop toward him and put it in his pocket.

Jake was pondering whether to offer Vrooman a five or not for delivering the card. He decided not to. If the boss called, it would just mean making some crap up about the missing property. He wasn't likely to learn much more from the boss than he'd just found out from the assistant anyway.

Jake nodded to Vrooman and let himself out of the break area. The smell of sour milk had faded pretty quickly from his memory. The smell of warm manure, on the other hand, hit him like a brick. He was going to have to get the inside of his car cleaned after this. Just the smell hanging in the air was enough to make his sinuses run.

He pulled the door closed behind him. The kid went into the barn through the back door, still holding Jake's card in his hand. The fluorescent lights went out. It was broad daylight—the kid had probably just missed them from this morning.

The next step would be the nearest junk yard to ask about the rumor the RV might be around. He needed to come up with a plausible reason to be asking around about it.

He needed to stop for some coffee.

A few minutes later when Jake was on the highway, he remembered Vrooman’s car—a late model, almost clean and new enough to be a rental. They must pay dairy farmers pretty well.

Something about the license plate had been unusual. He wished he'd paid a little more attention.

He drove to the next town and had just ordered a coffee at a Dunkin' Donuts when it hit him. The plates had been green, not the blue and white of New York plates.

Green was for New Hampshire.

A quick drive back to the dairy farm showed Vrooman out front again, hosing down the yellow plow, dressed in his coveralls.

The car was gone.

Jake pulled to a stop but didn't get out. He rolled down the window. “Hey, Will,” he said.

The guy looked up and turned off the water. “Uh, yeah?”

“What happened to the car that was here?”

For a moment, Jake thought he was going to say, “What car?” But there were two pairs of tire marks in the mud. He blinked a few times, then said, “My girlfriend came to pick it up.”

“Your girlfriend's from New Hampshire?”

Vrooman’s mouth opened. Jake could see him giving himself a mental Aha as he remembered the cover story about trying to track down ownership of the fictitious New Hampshire property. “Her parents are. They pay for some of her stuff. You know how it is.”

“Had my hopes up,” Jake admitted.

“Sorry.”

“Sorry to bother you.” He rolled up the window. Vrooman turned on the pressure washer again and aimed it at the front of the plow. Chunks of mud came off in clumps and fell into the grass.

***

Will Vrooman watched the private investigator's car disappear down the gravel road, stop at the stop sign, then turn onto the highway. It accelerated, then disappeared behind some trees. He tried to finish power washing the Caterpillar but his hands wouldn't stop shaking.

Which one of them would come back first, the private investigator or the detective?

He turned off the water and watched the highway for a few minutes, flinching every time a car, truck, or semi slowed as it approached the driveway to the farm.

Finally, he walked to the other side of the barn, where his old Ford 150 was parked, and smoked a joint with shaking hands, then sent a text to his girlfriend telling her he loved her and was looking forward to seeing her later that night.

The whole time, he felt like he was still being watched by that crazy-ass detective, with his too wide eyes and his too wide grin.

When he was done with the joint, he went back out front, finished cleaning the Cat, and glanced one more time at the road. A light flashed at him from the trees. It put him in mind of a pair of binoculars.

Or a rifle scope.

He went back to work—an itchy feeling between his shoulder blades.




 Chapter 36 -           Kill two birds with one stone 

Saturday and Sunday had been productive, more productive than Wilson had expected. Saturday, he'd expected to be a waste of time, a necessary but boring loose end that needed to be wrapped up. But the visit to the farm had produced far better results than he'd expected. Someone else had been nosing around the Craig Moreau case—someone interested in local rumors of a serial killer.

Someone who'd driven around the area, stopping at several junk yards and classic car dealerships before managing to spot and promptly evade his tail.

Someone who'd been tracking down information about a property in New Hampshire.

It could have been coincidence. It didn't really matter if it was or not; it was interesting, and he'd learned a long time ago that if something was interesting, it was almost always useful to know everything sooner or later.

It was his last weekend off before he had to go on duty, and he didn't have anything better to do.

Sunday, he'd spent some time on his computer, getting up to date, putting information in order, trying to remember passwords over a decade old. Most of them had expired, of course, and had to be reset.

He'd tracked down a few old friends and a couple of old enemies, and he'd spent some quality time with Peter Marando's thumb drive.

Peter Marando.

Along with multiple other customers, he'd been known to accept payments from a mysterious, unnamed organization, not the Mafia or another organized crime syndicate—although he had dealings with those too—that sounded a lot like T.H.E.M.

T.H.E.M was a made-up group created, or rather pulled, out of the fertile imaginations of a group of kids who had been in the habit of writing him letters while he was in prison. They believed this group controlled most of the legal system in the U.S., many major politicians, and had spies everywhere. You could, they believed, be a spy for T.H.E.M. and not even know it.

They were a bunch of computer hackers, which meant their brains were used to seeing patterns where none existed. They'd decided T.H.E.M. was responsible for the frame job that had been done on him and had vowed to help him fight back.

Their letters had always been the brightest part of his day.

But now, looking at Marando's files, he had to wonder. The group would reach out to Marando, give him some of the weirdest instructions Wilson had ever seen, and then pay for favors rendered—not by cash under the table, but by coincidence.

Marando would suppress a certain piece of evidence as directed, usually via an anonymous envelope that showed up in his mailbox. The accused might still be convicted, but that wasn't the important part, apparently. Then he'd go into a newsstand and buy a scratch ticket. Bam! A couple of hundred bucks.

Horse races, lottery tickets, restaurants that offered him free meals, cash on the sidewalk, refund checks, overpaid tax refunds, pawn shops that gave him ten times the dollar value... whichever way it happened, from time to time extra money showed up in Marando's pocket.

And he kept notes about it.

He'd suppressed evidence, manufactured evidence, looked the other way at evidence, pushed harder than he should have to question a suspect, went easier on them, questioned someone who wasn't even involved, framed people, fake framed them so it looked like they were being framed when they'd done it, switched DNA samples, destroyed DNA samples, changed numbers on DNA samples, made records and dossiers disappear...

Looking at the amount of illegal activity Marando had gotten up to, it was almost easy to believe in a group like T.H.E.M. Only a conspiracy would have been able to keep the guy from getting busted.

The last record in the files was of an unknown person nosing around in the Andrew Gibbons case, one that Marando had been involved in earlier, setting up a black guy to take a fall for a murder he didn't commit.

A quick Internet search showed that Andrew Gibbons had been exonerated soon after Marando's death.

The majority of the credit for the exoneration had gone to Assistant D.A. Laura Provost—blonde, tall, slender, forty-five or so, somewhat hawk beaked and beady eyed, but clearly intelligent, ruthless, and aggressive.

He printed out her picture and tacked it to the wall. He needed to stop and pick up a corkboard, but right now, he was feeling a financial crunch, and all he could think of was the damage deposit on the apartment.

Ridiculous, but sometimes he just had to go with it. His subconscious had bailed him out of trouble so often he didn't like to screw with it. He was in tune with himself and wanted to keep it that way.

Monday—another boring day full of paperwork and training videos, but the end was in sight. He had already identified the crucial administrative personnel he needed to befriend and had casually found out their favorite bribes: bagels, cupcakes, brownies. Food, it wasn't just fuel in an office, it was the social grease that made mistakes disappear and brought vital information to his feet. One of the admins liked cutesy earrings, too. On Friday, she'd been wearing a pair of kites. Today she had on a pair of turtles. They looked cheap, so she probably didn't have sensitive skin. He'd keep an eye out for something she might like.

It was the little things, always the little things. Big plans rested on the little things.

After work, he decided to drive out to the house where those three nutty T.H.E.M. believers were living. It wasn't too far from his place, and—like a sign from above—there was an open parking spot nearby.

At the address, he found a blue clapboard house with a skeleton doorknocker and a keypad. Clearly, he was at the right place.

He pressed the bell and heard it ding dong inside the house. After half a minute, he tried it again. When that didn't work, he used both his fist and the doorknocker to make a noise.

He eyeballed the area around the door again and spotted a small camera at the corner. He looked straight at it and said, “Hey, guys, it's me. Conrad Wilson. I thought I'd come look you up now that I'm out of prison.” He inserted his most charming grin. “But I guess you're out, or wanking off to some piece of Japanese porn, something like that.” He grinned. “When you get a chance, look me up. My new cell phone number is...” He rattled it off. “Catch you later. Ta-ta.”

He waved at the camera and walked off, his hands in his pockets.

On the way home, he picked up a sandwich at a deli and brought it upstairs to eat while he read up on the private investigator who'd been nosing around the old Moreau farm.

Jake Westley. His old contact information was for a tiny office in Brooklyn. Then, he'd moved to White Plains and set up a new office there.

It almost looked like he'd been fleeing the same situation that had dragged Marando under. It might prove useful to give the guy a visit—or Andrew Gibbons, he had to know something.

The funny thing was, he and his family were living in White Plains now too. If he was lucky, he could kill two birds with one stone, which was good because his first check wouldn't be coming in for another three weeks.

He wiped his hands with a napkin and drank the last of his Coke.

He kept having to remind himself not to get too wound up and overstretch himself. As long as you have a good policy to keep yourself out of trouble, there is always plenty of time.




 Chapter 37 -           Either would do 

The man waiting for Andrew Gibbons in front of the Power Authority building wanted something. It was in the way he smiled, more than anything else. He wore blue jeans and a light medium shade of blue jacket, stood about five foot eight, and had broad shoulders like a bull, with short cropped blond hair and fair skin that looked as if it would take about five minutes of sunlight before it turned red.

But his grin. It was like looking at a living jack-o-lantern. Andy half expected his eyes to be glowing with live coals.

“Hey,” the guy said. “You're Andrew Gibbons, right?”

“Sure. Who's asking?”

The man extended his hand and Andrew shook it. For a moment he thought it was going to be a real tussle. Then the guy yielded and let his hand go limp.

“Conrad Wilson,” he said.

Andy grunted.  It was the guy who'd just been exonerated off of death row up in New Hampshire. Regan and Jake had been involved somehow. It was just too much of a coincidence.

And now the guy was nosing around, trying to find out who his benefactors were.

The fact that Wilson was here, rather than in Laura Provost's office where he should have been, put Andy's hackles up.

Or maybe it was just that unholy grin.

“Hello,” he said. “How's life treating you, now that you're out of prison?”

The grin widened. It looked like his jaw was about to fall off.

“It's treating me fine,” Wilson said. “Mighty fine.”

“Yeah, me too,” Andy said. He had a job as an apprentice electrician now that got him out of the office most days. It didn't pay as well as the warehouse supervisor job he had in New York—but then again housing wasn't as bad up here, either. And the boys had a better school.

He did sometimes feel like he was in a witness protection program, though. This place was so vanilla it was like being caught in the time warp of a classic movie.

“I wanted to ask you about something,” Wilson said. “Laura Provost. She has a righteousness bug up her rear end or what?”

Andy shrugged. “I don't know, man. I'm just grateful she got me out.”

Wilson looked around at the boring cement and glass buildings that spread across downtown. “She put you here to get rid of you or what?”

Andy shook his head. “I got kids, you know. It was time to get out of the City—too much temptation for them to get in trouble there. There's about as much temptation in White Plains as there is in your grandma's underwear.”

“But White Plains?”

He shrugged again. The sooner this guy got himself gone, the better. “I’m happy here. Now, if you'll excuse me, I gotta get home. The wife, you know.”

He started walking down the sidewalk toward the parking garage. Wilson started walking with him, side by side, as if they were old buddies. “Provost, she doesn't strike me as an idealist—ambitious more than anything else.”

Andy made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat and shrugged.

“I think it's a cover-up for an anonymous benefactor who doesn't want to take credit.” They walked along together, passing under the branches of trees planted in holes in the sidewalk. “Or perhaps some kind of organization.”

The normal thing to do would have been to speculate along with the guy, oh yeah, yeah, wouldn't that be interesting. But Andy couldn't force himself to do it—his throat had tightened up into a knot.

“Uh-huh,” he said.

“Which? The benefactor or the organization?”

Andy shrugged. “No idea, I'm just grateful.” Damn it, he sounded like a robot.

That grin flashed at him again out of the corner of his eye. It was disturbing. “Know a man named Jake Westley?”

He stumbled on a crack in the sidewalk. Wilson grabbed his arm to steady him. “Steady there,” he said, the same tone of voice you might use on a horse. “You all right?”

“I'm fine.”

“Jake Westley,” he repeated. “Know him?”

The man, Andy reminded himself, had been a detective before he'd been framed for murder. An outright lie would only make the man circle like a vulture.

He turned to look Wilson full in the face and frowned. “Jake? Of course, I know Jake. He's the boyfriend of a friend of my wife's. But what's that got to do with anything?”

Friend of my wife's. Wilson mouthed the words.

“His name came up, that's all,” Wilson said.

Andy raised an eyebrow and refrained from asking in what context Jake’s name had come up. “He's a good guy. Wouldn't want to get on his bad side, though. Runs a detective agency up here now.”

“He used to operate out of Brooklyn, from what I understand.”

“Sure.”

“He on the run from someone?”

These weren't the kind of questions someone he'd just met should be asking him. He was being pumped all right—but why?

Too bad he wasn't a master of conversational tactics. He might be able to pry something out of the guy. He would have given a twenty-dollar bill to have Jamie here right now. She'd get something out of him, all right.

“No, why?”

“He moved up here in a hurry.”

Andy shrugged again. “Well, that's the effect a beautiful woman has on a man.”

They had come up to the entrance to the parking garage, a driveway disappearing downward into the shadows under the Power Authority building. Andy hesitated. He had no desire whatsoever to have this guy following him down into the dark.

Hell with it. He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk; he wasn't going to go another step further with this guy. He was just going to stand here in broad daylight until he was safe. If that didn't work, he would go back into the building and ask Harry, the security guard, for help.

“Ah, romance,” Wilson said. “You're lucky your wife waited for you. Mine divorced me as soon as she could. Got the house, the cars, everything.”

“Ah,” Andy said.

“Well, I can see you’re in a hurry to get to the missus. I’ll let you go and head back to my car now. Nice chatting with you.” He gave a half-flicked wave and headed toward the parking garage elevator. He stopped suddenly and looked back. “Unless you're parked down here, too? We could walk down together.”

Andy shook his head—no way, no how. In prison he'd developed an instinct for violence, when to use it, when to run like hell. Now was time to run like hell.

“No? All right then.” Wilson turned around, stuck his hands in his pockets, and started whistling as he strode away.

Andy stood and watched until the man had gone into the elevator and the doors had closed on him.

Then he walked stiff-legged back to the lobby and called home to Jamie on his cell phone. “We're good on milk,” she said.

“I'm going to be late,” he said.

“What is it?” She had picked up on the tension in his voice immediately and grew suspicious.

“It's about Jake and Regan,” he said. “Somebody's come asking around about them.”

“Who?”

“Conrad Wilson.”

He could hear her drawing breath. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing, I think. But he's a slick talker.”

She made him go back over the conversation, word for word, while Harry watched him over the side of the security desk. He wasn't close enough to hear Andy's side of the conversation, but Andy could see him starting to hone in on his face, trying to decide whether to come over and find out what was going on.

When he was done repeating what had been said, Jamie said, “Hm.”

“Yeah? What do you think?”

“I'll call Regan. I take it you're waiting for him to leave, right?”

“Right.”

“You call Jake, give him the head's up. Don't try to follow the man. Whatever else he is, he's still a cop.”

“Whatever else he is?” Andy asked. “They just proved he wasn't a murderer.”

“They just proved that he didn't murder that girl,” Jamie said. “Who knows what else he's been up to? I just wish Regan had told me earlier they were looking to get involved with that case. I would have told them.”

“Told them what?”

“The same thing your gut's telling you, Andrew. The same thing your gut's been telling you.”

***

Wilson had parked next to Andrew Gibbons's car, a light blue Honda Accord from sometime back in the Nineties. It had hail damage on the roof and one of the taillights was busted. The registration sticker was for March—the same month he'd been let out of prison.

He paused at the back of the car, then took a finger drew a smiley face on the back of the trunk and wrote ‘Be seeing you Gibbons’ in the dust. Then he pulled down his sleeve to erase the words.

He stopped with his arm in the air. Why not? Gibbons didn't strike him as a guy to take stupid chances. Maybe before prison, sure. But not now. This would just reinforce the fear that had been pouring out of him. What a crackup.

He unlocked his car door with the fob, backed carefully out of the spot, and drove out to the street. He drove past the front door of the building. The glass of the revolving doors reflected his car back at him; he couldn't see inside.

He still had the impression of a shadow watching the car drive past from within.

He waved.

Dollars to donuts, as his mother would have said, if Jake Westley was involved with the case, his girlfriend was too.

He'd already found out who that was by asking around at Jake's office. The big burly man sitting at the front desk like some kind of administrative assistant had challenged him when he'd come in the door, but melted like a puppy when Wilson had brought in the big stuffed bear and asked where he could leave it out of sight, so Mr. Westley's girlfriend couldn't see it.

The bear had been locked up in Jake Westley's office with a chuckle and the assurance that he, Chuck, wouldn't dream of letting Regan see it if she stopped by after work.

The photograph on the desk in the bare little office was of a confident, intelligent looking blonde woman with an arrogant lift to her chin, a lioness to Laura Provost's eagle.

Two attractive women to choose from—in his fantasies, if nothing else.

He preferred Regan—Regan St. Claire, a judge, he later learned—but really, either would do.




 Chapter 38 -           Damned if you don't 

“You're in trouble,” Jamie said. “The deep kind of stuff.”

Regan rubbed the back of her neck. She had stopped when she got into the car to check her phone and had seen the message from Jamie. It was six o'clock and she was starving and trying to decide whether she wanted to go out to eat, pick something up, or call Jake to throw herself on his mercy—if he was back in town, that was. But the voicemail said it was something important.

Mondays had never really been Regan's friend. This Monday was worse than most—she and Jake had spent most of the weekend, either together or separately, gathering information on the Craig Moreau case, but hadn't made much progress.

Then at work, it had been a day full of backfilling for another judge—a series of minor cases she hadn't been familiar with but was expected to be able to handle competently, as well as about twice as fast as she was comfortable with.

Then she'd come out to the car and seen that some jerk had drawn a smiley face in the dirt on the trunk.

Look. Just because she'd been too distracted to have the car washed was no reason to single her out. She kept looking around outside at the other cars, as if she could spot the joker who'd done it, as if he or she were still hanging around.

It was to be expected not everything would come together as easily or wildly unpredictably as Andy's case—or Conrad Wilson's for that matter—but this one seemed like it was full of nothing but dead ends and late night searches on the Internet, and it was getting on her nerves, making her irritable for no reason at all.

And now this—Jamie was angry at her again. Regan could hear the tension in her voice.

She sighed and let go of her day as well as she could. Her troubles were nothing compared to what the world had put Jamie through. “How so?”

“Conrad Wilson is after the two of you. At the very least, he has Jake's name and place of business, and he is going to get yours in about two seconds.”

Regan blinked. Of all the things she'd expected Jamie to say, that wasn't even on the list. “Conrad Wilson?”

“He stopped by the Power Authority to talk to Andy. Had some extremely impertinent questions to ask, but the general gist of it was to try to find out whether Jake was connected with either Andy's or his release in some way.”

“Maybe he's just being grateful…or curious. He's a detective, you know.”

“I might have noticed. Regan, are you listening to me?”

She sighed again. “Jamie, everything to do with that case is just... off. Just looking at his picture made my hackles stand up.”

“And you didn't listen to your instincts?”

“Just because he gives me the creeps doesn't mean he wasn't innocent.”

“Oh, Regan. You have to listen to your instincts. That man is no good. Promise me you and Jake won't have anything to do with him.”

It wasn't like they were likely to ever meet the man. And if they did, Regan would have made her excuses to get the hell out of the room anyway, fair or not. An easy promise. “I promise,” she said. “Like I said, the man gives me the creeps.”

A pair of admins walked out of the building and over to their cars. The early evening light made them look like they were in a movie, some kind of heartwarming film about the power of friendship. A single guy walked out of the building after them, looking like he was stalking them. A heartwarming film about the power of locking your doors at night.

“What was he like when you met him?” Jamie said.

“What do you mean?”

“What was he like when you met him?” Jamie repeated, as if not quite able to believe that Regan didn't understand the question.

“I haven't met him in person at all,” Regan said. “We decided it would be safer for everyone involved if there was no way to connect us with the people we're trying to help.”

Jamie made an I-can't-believe-this noise. “You never met him. How did you even figure out he wasn't guilty in the first place if you didn't meet him?”

Ah. She was talking about intuition. “I try not to go off on that kind of thing,” Regan said. “I trust facts, not impressions.”

“You met with Andy more than once,” Jamie said.

“I thought it was important that he understood what we were doing. He was charming, of course. But I tried not to take my emotions into account when I was trying to determine whether he was innocent or not. I hate being blinded like that. Also, it was our first case, and we didn’t realize what harm it would bring if we met with him.”

“It's not blind to listen to your gut,” Jamie said. “You have to—you’re damned if you don’t.”

Regan closed her eyes. Her hands were shaking. She needed help with her blood sugar now. “Jamie, I'm starving and I can't think straight, let alone try to argue with you, or even really take in what you're trying to say. I promise I'll stay away from Wilson and that I'll call you back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Jamie asked sharply.

“I have a bunch of phone calls to make for this other case that we're on.”

“Have you met him?”

“No. But...” She took a breath. “But I will, before we go any further. I'll meet with Provost and see if she can get me in to see him anonymously or under another name or something.”

“Thank you,” Jamie said. “That would make me feel a lot better. It should make you feel a lot better too.”

Regan smiled. “It will...after I've eaten.”

“Go eat then, and not a bunch of junk.”

“All right, all right.”

“Take care, Regan. You're in our prayers.”

“Thank you. Tell the boys to stay out of trouble.”

Jamie snorted. “A fine statement, coming from you.”

They hung up. Regan leaned back in her seat. She should call Jake... Laura Provost. She obviously needed to call Provost. Would it help to call Alex and have him look at Wilson's case yet again? Probably not. Ugh, she couldn't think. She closed her eyes and tried to get it together enough to decide what she wanted to eat. The rest could come later.

La Ruche, she decided. The wait would be longer than at a fast food restaurant, but the little basket of slices of hot French bread and fresh butter would go a long way to helping her get her head on straight.

She put her foot on the brake and shifted into reverse, then turned around to check the parking lot behind her as she started to take her foot off the brake.

A thump came from the back of the car and she slammed on the brake again. She drew in a quick breath.

Then she had finally turned around enough to see what she’d just hit.

A man was standing directly behind the car, earbuds in his ears, a paper bag in one arm, and a monster cup of coffee in the other.

The top of the coffee cup had gone flying, the paper cup crushed in the guy’s hand. Coffee sparkled on her back window. The guy was wide eyed, staring at her.

She put the car in park and jumped out. “Oh my God, I am so sorry.”

The man stared at her. The back bumper was up against his thigh.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

He wore blue jeans, work boots, t-shirt, plaid button-up shirt, and a baseball cap. The front of his shirt was soaked with coffee. Grease looked like it was soaking through the paper bag at the bottom.

“I’m so sorry,” she repeated.

He put the smashed paper cup on the back of the trunk, wiped his hand on his jeans, and held it out. “Don’t worry about it. I’m just...well, damn. I’m pleased to meet you.”

He had a strong grip but kept it restrained—a lady was present. She was half tempted to push her luck and shake it more firmly than he was leading, but didn’t. She had almost just run over the guy.

“Finally,” the guy added.

She frowned. She hadn’t been listening, really—just worrying whether she’d hurt him. She did a mental rewind.

“Who...?” she said. The sun was behind him. She had a sense of the astonishment on his face, but couldn’t really get a good look at the guy otherwise.

He laughed, almost giddily. “It really is different meeting someone in real life, isn’t it?  You think you’d recognize someone from their pictures. But that’s not how it works. You get an image in your head from the picture, and then when they show up with a different hairstyle or even just a different shirt...”

He shook his head. “Meeting you in person… it’s like meeting a stranger. Ms. St. Claire, Conrad Wilson at your service.”




 Chapter 39 -           Lady Luck 

The Honorable Regan St. Claire was taller and even more beautiful than he’d anticipated. The pictures of her online didn’t do her justice. It was like the difference between looking at a statue and standing in the presence of a goddess.

Luck. Luck was what had brought him here. He’d only driven over to the Westchester County Judicial Building to get a sense of where she worked and see how hard it would be to pick her up there.

He’d gone across the street from the parking lot to pick up some of the lifeblood of any investigation: thick, burnt black coffee. Also to take a leak. No matter how much he’d thought prison had toughened him up, it had also let his bladder atrophy to the point where he couldn’t spend eight or ten hours in the car without a break anymore—not to mention his back. He’d almost been limping on his way over to the coffee shop. Then the credit card machine wouldn’t take either of his cards, and he’d been forced to walk down the street to an ATM... a list of irritations he’d been mentally cursing for the last twenty minutes.

He should have known better. Lady Luck would eventually be on his side—sometimes she just took a little while to carry herself out. Ten years in prison was pushing it, but she always arrived, just in the nick of time.

The blonde goddess smiled at him. She looked sick with adrenaline—not one of those women who got jazzed up by danger, apparently.

Good.

“Are you all right?” she repeated.

He looked down. Soaked with coffee, yes, but otherwise on top of the world. “I’m not hurt, if that’s what you mean.”

The tight line between her eyebrows relaxed a little. “I’m sorry about your coffee.”

He laughed again. An image opened up in front of him—the blonde goddess being worshipped on his altar in the basement of the cabin.

The opening lyrics of “Bad Moon Rising” started playing in his head—one of his favorite hunting songs. He took it as a sign his subconscious had a plan.

Even if he didn't know it yet.

Go for it, the lyrics told him.

“Not to be a complete stalker or anything,” he said, “but I could absolutely use a favor from you.”

One eyebrow lifted. Surprise me, it seemed to say.

Oh, he thought, I will.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Let me take you to dinner,” he said. “I found out what you and your, ah… crew tried to do for me, and it was impressive. It was really only random chance that Byron Parker came forward and admitted his guilt, but the evidence you picked up would have freed me even if he hadn’t.”

Her face went through several expressions, none of them obviously pleased or distressed. She was careful, he noticed, to keep the corner of the trunk between the two of them.

She didn't trust him. Time to throw out some more bait.

“I’ve found...” He broke off with another laugh. “Listen, you’re never going to believe this. While I was apartment hunting in Brooklyn, I found this great little apartment. A guy had killed himself there a couple of months ago, and the next guy renting the apartment claimed it was haunted and moved out before his lease was up.

“I couldn’t resist; I put down a deposit and moved in.”

“Any ghosts?” she asked politely

“Yeah, but not in the way you might think.  I was cleaning out some junk in the closet and found a... a set of files. Tell me, Ms. St. Claire, do you know anything about Andrew Gibbons? Or Craig Moreau?”

Her eyes widened prettily. “You’re living in Peter Marando’s old apartment.”

“Yes, ma’am. And I’ve found some pretty incredible stuff...stuff about an org—”

She put her hand up and shook her head. “Not out here, all right?”

He grinned. “So there’s something to that, is there?”

Her eyes narrowed. She gave him a look of cold, clear, and logical assessment.

It was a look he’d seen a hundred times before, from all kinds of women—and some men. As a detective, Wilson had been practicing for years to bypass that look. When questioning witnesses and suspects, a flash of that look almost always led to the subject shutting down and going quiet. It meant he had lost control.

He let his face fall. “You’re talking yourself out of it, aren’t you?” He puffed out his cheeks and blew a sigh toward his feet, then reached for his wallet. He didn’t have business cards printed up yet, but he had a couple of slips of scrap paper inside—shopping lists for apartment supplies.

He pulled one out and turned it over, found a dry spot on the trunk and wrote down his cell phone number and email address.

“Here, take this,” he said, holding it out to her. “I’m dying of curiosity over here. But if you don’t feel comfortable, we can email.”

She shook her head again. “Not over email, we can’t.”

He saw her balance curiosity against caution. The scales balanced evenly for a moment.

When she stepped forward to take the note, his right arm shot out around her neck and his left hand clasped tight over her mouth.




 Chapter 40 -           Rather stayed on death row 

It was almost eleven in the evening. The dew was already thick on the grass and tree leaves sparkled in the street lights. Jake braced his cell phone against his shoulder and followed traffic down the boulevard.

Once again, the call went to voice mail.

He tossed the phone in the seat beside him and turned into the parking lot of the Judicial Building, then circled through the mostly empty lot to the general area where Regan often parked her car. He'd already checked La Ruche—but there was no sign of her there.

Regan's navy Lexus glittered under the orange and green streetlights, orange for the street and green for the parking lot. The back of the car jutted out from between the lines of the parking space. It hadn't been pulled all the way forward, and something had dulled the shine on the back of her trunk.

He pulled up behind it. Brown slurry had run all over the back window.

He got out.

It looked like someone had pitched a cup of coffee at the back window. Jake touched the trunk with the back of a knuckle. It was tacky from sugar, and therefore, not Regan's coffee.

The stuff had run all over the taillights and license plate, over the bumper and onto the ground—at least a quart of the stuff. He crouched down. The puddle on the ground was just barely wet where it had puddled on the tarmac.

He got out and checked the driver side door, careful to use the tail end of his shirt and only touch the edges of the handle, just in case.

The door wasn't locked.

And, her soft sided black briefcase was still tucked down on the floor in the passenger seat.

He straightened up and looked around, then jogged up to the revolving doors at the front of the building. The doors were locked. He tried the door for the handicapped—locked as well—then knocked on the glass. The security desk was just on the other side.

The security guard, an ancient woman who looked like she was about a hundred years old and weighed no more than a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet, looked up at him with lucid eyes.

“Help,” he said. “Help me.”

A speaker next to the handicapped door came to life. “Yes?”

“Hello. There may be an emergency. I've been trying to reach Judge St. Claire, but I can't get her. Her car is still in the parking lot with the door unlocked and her briefcase on the floor, and there’s some kind of fluid all over the back of the car.”

The woman's white eyebrows pinched together in the middle.

“I'll call her office.”

“Thank you.”

The woman looked down, then lifted a receiver to her ear. After a few seconds, it was clear nobody was picking up. Jake cursed himself, then dialed Gary's number.

“Hello, handsome detective. Is something the matter?”

“Regan. Where is she? She's not answering her phone and her car's been abandoned in the parking lot.”

Gary cursed. “She left at six.” In the background, Jake could hear the sound of movement—a television going dead, footsteps across the carpet. “Have you checked her house? I'll check the police band and call the hospitals.”

“I'm at the Judicial Building. I'll be there in a few minutes.”

“She just spoke with Jamie Gibbons today before she left. I didn't hear the whole conversation, but she was promising to do something just before she hung up. I don't know if it's important...from what Regan was saying, it sounded like Jamie was upset.”

The security guard was looking up from her desk at him, frowning. She hung up the phone and started walking toward him.

“I gotta go,” Jake said. “Drop Jamie a line and see if she knows anything.”

“Sure, boss,” Gary said. The line went dead.

Jake put the phone in his pocket and stepped closer to the door. It opened a crack, and the guard said, “I called the guard from the last shift, Thomas. He said that she and a man had an altercation in the parking lot at about six pm, but that it was resolved amicably, and she got in a car with him.”

“An altercation?”

“Thomas said that she almost backed into a pedestrian carrying a paper bag from the coffee shop across the street.”

“And she got into the car with him.”

There was no reason for the security guard to be telling him this; Jake could have been anyone. They both realized it at the same time. The guard shook her head.

Jake said, “Thanks. I'm going to go back and lock the car door and see if she's at home. If she calls, let her know that Jake's looking for her.”

“I certainly will,” the guard said, then pulled the door closed until the lock snapped in place.

She stood at the door and watched him until he was out of sight.

She wasn't at home. He did a quick sweep through the house to make sure she hadn't fallen or the house been burglarized. But it was empty. In the fridge was a slice of pecan pie and a note from Regan's maid, Ellen—definitive proof in Jake's mind that she'd never been here.

He called Gary.

“Boss, Jamie says she was hounding Regan to stay away from Wilson. He came to talk to Andy at work today...” Gary summed up the situation, including the message drawn in the dust on the back of Andy's car.

Jake cursed. He didn't know what game Wilson was playing, but Jamie had been right. They should have met him, at least once, or at least gone with Regan's instincts.

Hindsight and foresight—it was too late.

He got off the phone with Gary and dialed Alex. As Jake explained to him the situation, the background was full of the sound of a keyboard buzzing.

“Jake,” Alex interrupted him, “Regan's cell phones. I have GPS software on both of them. They're both not functioning.”

“Not functioning.”

Jake's lips tingled. His fingers were going numb. He paced across the kitchen floor.

“The phones had to have been destroyed, Jake.”

He shook his head. “Can you give me any information about them? Anything at all?”

A pause, more typing. “The furthest I can track them is to Newton, Connecticut.”

“He isn't headed back to Brooklyn then,” Jake said. “Somewhere else. Probably New Hampshire. Does he still own any property out there? Find out. If not, start tracking down the stuff that belongs to his brother.”

“Will do.”

“And call her father. I'm going to get on the road and see if I can catch up to them.”

Jake could hear the wince in Alex's voice. “I'll call Pavo. Her father's just going to shout at me.”

“Let Pavo take the heat,” Jake agreed. “Check in with Gary, and call me if you come up with something.”

“I will.”

Jake hung up.

If he so much as lay a finger on Regan, Wilson was gonna wish he'd stayed on death row.




 Chapter 41 -           I’m ready 

John's phone rang, pulling him up from the darkness. He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed in one movement, putting his feet into his slippers and grabbing the phone.

“Hello?”

“John,” Paul's voice said.

A quick glance at the clock said it must be an emergency call. “Paul. What happened.”

“A car will pull up to your front door in a few minutes. Get dressed and get into it.”

His nostrils flared and he almost kicked the dresser in the dark. He stopped himself and reached around for the lights, flipped them on.

He was already pulling a pair of pants out of a drawer.

“Damn you, Paul. None of your cloak and dagger stuff. What's going on.”

“Are you getting dressed?”

He cursed and tossed the cell phone onto the top of the dresser, stripped off his pajamas, and put on an undershirt, then a polo shirt. He picked up the phone again, trapped it against his shoulder, and sat on the bed to pull on his pants.

“I am almost dressed.” He zipped up his fly. “I'm dressed, all right?”

“Socks and shoes…your wallet and keys.”

His arms and the back of his neck were covered with goosebumps. He grabbed a pair of socks, his wallet, his keys, a pocketknife, and keyed in the combination for the gun safe in his bedside table. He lay it on the bed beside him, then put on his socks.

The background noise on the phone went from a low murmur to some kind of loud hum, which rose in volume until John was fairly sure Paul wouldn't be able to hear him. He tracked down his shoulder holster, pulled off his polo shirt, put the holster on, then replaced the polo and added a light windbreaker.

John pulled the envelope full of cash out of the safe and tucked it into his inside jacket pocket and zipped it in, then used the toilet and washed his hands.

It was like being back in the Organization and going out to fulfill mysterious tasks with Paul all over again. Sleep when you can, eat when you can, piss when you can.

The background noise cut off with a thump—then the sound of radio chatter.

“I'm ready,” John said, walking toward the front door.

“The cab will take you to the Westchester County Airport,” Paul said. “My plane will stop for you a few moments after you arrive, I think. The driver's name is Maxwell and you don't need to pay him. It is a privately owned car, so please don't damage it. I have instructed him to bring sandwiches and coffee.”

“Paul!”

“Regan has been abducted by Wilson,” Paul said. “I have found a property that his family has owned and now belongs to him in New Hampshire. I strongly suspect he is on his way there—their last known location was Newport, Connecticut. We are on our way to reacquire my goddaughter and remove that son of a bitch off the face of the earth.”

John opened the door. A car was just pulling up, lights turned off.

“Good,” John said. “The car is here. See you soon.”




 Chapter 42 -           What it's like to pass out 

The streetlight turned his shadow into a giant monster approaching the front door of the blue clapboard house.

It grew smaller as Alex climbed the steps, cleverly disguising as a geek in sweatpants, sandals, and a Miskatonic University t-shirt. It had seemed wrong to change clothes before he left his apartment at the top of the coffee shop.

Alex pressed the bell, then knocked on the door at The T.H.E.M. Three's house. At one in the morning the sound was loud and almost threatening. He half expected lights to come on and alarms to go off. There was no answer. He looked up at the door camera, then punched in the key code for the door and opened it.

“Hello? Anyone home?”

The sound echoed through the house. He was about to announce himself, then stopped. For some reason, he didn't want whoever was in the house to hear him identify himself—an odd thought. Nevertheless, he followed it.

He walked through the front rooms to the kitchen, then stopped at the basement door and knocked again. “Guys? Anyone home?”

The basement was silent. Before he went downstairs, he stopped and listened at the door to the upper floor. That too was silent.

After biting his lip for a moment, he went downstairs.

At the bottom of the stairs, the room was dark, quiet and looked like it had been ransacked—which was about standard. Pizza boxes and soda cans were everywhere, with cushions piled up on the floor and tossed against the walls. A blue LED game logo sign glowed on the far wall, serving as a nightlight.

A mess, but nothing really out of place.

He edged between the cushions on the floor to the laundry room. The laundry room was shallow and held a matched pair of shiny metallic appliances, along with massive piles of sorted whites and colors.

In the back of the room was a line of pipes. Placed awkwardly behind it was a storage room under the stairs. If you didn't know to look for it, you wouldn't have known it was there.

He ducked under the stairs and tapped on the door handle. On the other side of the door was a quiet room. If you knocked on the door itself, nobody inside would be able to hear you.

A second later the handle jerked and the door opened.

All three guys were there, along with Mary, Bosco's girlfriend. TDB, dressed in cartoon character pajamas, had answered the door; the others were packed around a small table that took up most of the space. The room reeked of sour sweat and energy drinks. They all had paper notebooks laid out around them, along with piles of printouts.

They stared at him. Their expressions were unreadable, and they were all in their brightly colored pajamas—even Mary.

Alex stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

“Where's Wilson?” TDB said.

Alex blinked. “You know about Wilson?”

“You know about Wilson?” TDB said.

Alex cleared his throat. “He's abducted a friend of mine.”

“Then what are you doing here?” TDB said.

“We used to be the Conrad Wilson fan club,” Bosco said, “if you don't remember.”

“Oh, yeah.” TDB sat at the table to Alex's left. “Long story short, he was here earlier today looking for us.”

“And?”

“And we didn't answer the doorbell.”

“Why?”

The three guys all looked at Mary, sitting to Alex's right at the end of the table, next to Bosco.

“Because I told them he was dangerous,” she said. “I have information.”

Alex hesitated, licked his lips, and reached across the table for one of the unopened energy drinks. It was cold, but not refrigerator cold. They'd been in here for a while. “I, uh, have a personal question to ask—no offense intended.”

Mary drew herself up. Alex had the impression she was preparing herself for some kind of backstabbing racist or sexist comment from him. Hopefully what he was about to say wouldn't be worse.

“Are you part of the Organization?”

Her mouth, which was open to rebut whatever offensive thing he had to say, clicked shut.

Alex cleared his throat again, then started twirling the ends of his mustache. “I only ask because the person who's been abducted is Pavo's goddaughter, and he would probably appreciate whatever help he can get.”

The four of them looked at each other. Then Mary said, “Would you step outside for a moment?”

Alex nodded, then opened the door.

Outside the room, someone's phone was ringing.

The rule was—and Alex had tried to drill this home over and over to all the contractors who worked with him—no electronic equipment could go inside the quiet room. No wires, no gaps, no vents, no heaters. The lights had to be battery operated. If the room got stuffy, you stepped outside.

If the door was open, you didn't talk. No exceptions.

Mary got up and pushed past him, grabbing a purse from the floor behind one of the cushions. She answered the phone.

“Hello?”

Alex left the door open and stood in the laundry room, watching her. She nodded, then started pacing. He could hear the murmur of someone talking on the other end of the call.

Finally, she said, “We have a guest here at the moment, named Alex. Yes, that one. He says that…”

She cut herself off and started pacing again.

“Yes,” she said, then, “No, I'm pretty sure he's worked it out. No, I don't think so, but he could be useful. Yes, of course. All right, I'll call back from there.”

She turned toward Alex, a silhouette against a blue background. She moved smoothly, like a ninja, and slipped the phone back into her purse on the floor.

“Close the door,” she said.

Alex leaned over and pulled the door closed, shutting his three friends off from the conversation and himself off from the light coming from the room. He hoped she wasn't about to knife him. They probably wouldn't be able to hear him if he started screaming.

“How much do you know?” she asked.

He shrugged. “About the Organization?”

“About Wilson.”

“Just that he was set up as the murderer of Kristin Walker, and that he gives Regan the creeps.”

Her shadow moved slightly. She might have been nodding her head.

“He was set up for a murder he didn't commit, because there wasn't any proof for the murders he did commit—not by the Organization, but by a group of his coworkers, other detectives. The Organization has been watching him... they've convinced themselves that he's a superior human being.

“Smart, aggressive, adaptable—a real alpha male,” Mary said bitterly. “The boys don't know much about the Organization at this point…”

“Even though you've been pushing them to join,” Alex said.

“Even though I'm trying to recruit them,” Mary said. “And even though eventually I would have tried to recruit you.”

Alex made a face.

“Not in bed,” she said. “I don't do that. My relationship with Bosco has nothing to do with this. If he says no, he says no. I can live with that. But the important part here is you don't talk crap about us. You and I, we can have a discussion after this is over. But don't screw this up for me now.”

Alex said, “Otherwise, you'll lose recruits.”

Her voice was tight. “Otherwise, I'll lose Bosco. These are good guys. Even Paddy is starting to take me as more than just another pretty face, if you know what I mean, and that's saying something. Don't screw this up for me, is what I'm saying. I need all the friends I can get.”

She might have been playing him, but his heart went out to her anyway. He was a geek, and had known more isolation over the years than he'd ever admit.

“Okay,” he said. “I mean, obviously I'm keeping an eye on you, and we'll talk about this later.”

“That's good enough for now,” she said. With nothing more than a breath of air, she slipped past him and into the quiet room. “We need to hurry,” she said. “A friend of mine isn't answering her phone, and it might be an emergency. Come with me now if you want to go.”

***

TDB drove the van, the rest of them sitting in back in what was probably an illegal but extremely handy conversion: no seatbelts, just a table and a pair of benches running along the sides in the back.

In a few minutes they were at a gray townhouse in Crown Heights with a basement of a two story apartment. The windows were covered with wrought-iron grills and the masonry was decorated with molded cement vines.

Mary let them into the first floor apartment with a key she picked from a rather large keyring while Bosco held a flashlight for her.

No one asked how she had a key to the apartment of the assistant D.A. In fact, no one said much of anything.

They would all have to have a talk at some point or they would never be able to trust each other again.

It was a typical Crown Heights sort of townhouse, all decorative molding around the doorways and parquet floors. Mary stepped inside, then let the rest of them in while watching the street behind them. It was as silent as the city ever got—a few sirens in the distance, a baby crying nearby, a few lighted windows.

If anyone was watching them, they were playing it cool.

When they were all inside, Mary said, “Laura? Are you all right?”

It was a formality. The house was silent.

“Check the rooms, but don't leave fingerprints,” Mary said.

If the qualification bothered any of the others, they didn't say so, but spread out into the main rooms and down the hallway. Alex headed for the kitchen.

Mary put a hand on his shoulder. “The refrigerator,” she said.

A hot stream of bile rose in the back of his throat. He turned away from her and walked forward, trying to keep his sandals from making too much noise on the parquet floors. The soles snapped against his heels.

A fine outfit to be sneaking around in.

The closer he came to the kitchen, the more impossible it was not to notice the scent of air freshener, a heavy sweet scent of flowers and fruit that very quickly made him sick to his stomach.

The combination kitchen/dining room had a marble fireplace on one wall and hideous boxy cabinetry out of the Seventies on the other. Some dishes had been left out on the counter, and one of the lights under the cupboards was on. Three spindly, antique dining chairs sat at a cheap Ikea table. The overhead lamp looked like a cheap Japanese lantern.

He walked past the dining room table and up to the refrigerator. The oven was silver and had a nice range hood, but the fridge was an ancient, sickly green color. Mary's “friend” Laura, was probably replacing the contents of her condo as fast as she could afford.

The fridge kicked in and started to rattle.

Alex reached for the handle, then stopped. Don't leave any fingerprints.

As the saying went, ‘he'd lose his head if it wasn't attached.’ He looked around and found a folded towel between the two halves of the sink. He picked it up; it was cold and damp.

He used it to pull the refrigerator door open, then closed it

He turned around and found Mary in the bathroom, looking through the medicine cabinet. She closed it, using a washcloth. Her face reflected back at him, looking sick and tense, her eyebrows pinched together.

She wanted to know, but she didn't want to know.

“Confirm,” he said. “Laura is Laura Provost, correct?”

“Oh, God,” she said. “The bathtub, too.”

He looked down at the wet towel in his hand; it was stained a dingy brown.

There would be knives in the pile of dishes by the side of the sink and a sharpening steel.

Maybe a cleaver.

He walked over to the bathtub. It was one of those old claw foot ones, a brass hoop overhead to hold the shower curtain, which was a mint green color.

He found the opening at the back end of the tub and looked inside.

He looked up.

Yes, there were her feet, just visible over the top of the shower rod.

“Excuse me,” he said, and stepped into the hallway where he allowed himself to slide down the wall and onto the floor. His ears rang and the edges of his vision went gray.

His last thought before passing out was, “So this is what it's like to pass out.”

Thump.

 

 Chapter 43 -           What good does that do us? 

Provost's apartment was locked up, and they drove away at a swift but legal speed with Paddy at the wheel while Alex, still shaking, ogled the surrounding windows to see if anyone was watching. They were quiet—too nauseated to talk.

Clearly, the five of them would have to be dragged back into this at some point. A large, windowless white van parked illegally along the street, even just after one in the morning, wouldn't have gone completely unnoticed, and someone would jump to a conclusion.

No doubt, they would be pulled in for questioning.

An average detective or officer on the street—even the average FBI agent—didn't have to be more brilliant than a hacker running a dictionary attack to crack someone's password.

Eventually, the officer or agent would ask the right question.

Bosco had taken video and photos of everything in the house. The kitchen and the bathroom, especially, had been extensively recorded. It was obvious the job had been done hours earlier. Speckles of blood all over the shower curtain showed that the killer had run the shower over the body to wash most of the blood down the drain, yet the plastic curtain was completely dry.

The hamper was full of well rinsed but still stained washcloths and hand towels. The bed was mussed, but not bloody. A hunting magazine lay next to the bed, folded back along the spine. Some stains on the rugs on the parquet floor had been sprinkled with a pink powder and left to set.

Tidy. It was all very tidy, except for the mess in the bathroom and the fridge.  Her body had been strung upside down in the tub and left to bleed out.  Her head—in the fridge—was carefully wrapped in plastic wrap.

Alex was very close to tossing his cookies.

Mary had given Paddy Marando's address in Bed-Stuy; she wanted to search the place before the cops arrived.

But in Alex's opinion, the potential benefits couldn't possibly be worth the risk.

For example, what if Wilson was still there?

He wasn't. He couldn't be. He'd kidnapped Regan...

Oh, God. He'd kidnapped Regan.

***

Gary had always liked to pretend his office was a kind of information hub. He had six screens and could view a different news program on each of them, or research on one while being surrounded by the various shows in progress.

Someone else could play superhero.

He just wanted to be the super competent assistant back in the underground lair, on call for any emergency.

In reality, it sucked—big time.

He had thrown his headset across the room a dozen times, knocked over a cup of coffee, and snapped a second rate figurine in half, twisting its legs off and tossing them full force at the wall.

It's all fun and games until someone you care about is in danger. And then you're stuck in one location with nothing to do to relieve the stress but pace—nothing to do but worry and wait.

Gary had reached the point where he'd begun by calling Laura Provost's home number and hanging up on the machine when she didn't answer. He'd made a list of—God forbid—media in New Hampshire to call in order to drum up support for a missing person’s investigation. He'd called all of Jake's SEAL buddies to tell them what was going on and to send them out into the night. He had the cops on speed dial...

But Alex told him Jake wanted him to wait.

Why? The police could surround the house before he ever got there...

But the two police officers who had “defended” him in court, saying he'd never left the party when clearly he had, were dead.

The third, who had been accused of blackmailing them, had blown his brains out with a shotgun.

Nancy Rossier, the friend of the original victim, was missing.

And so was Shasta Leighton, the woman who had collected the semen sample from Wilson's tryst with his mistress.

If Wilson thought for one second he was being followed...he'd kill Regan…in a heartbeat.

And so Gary decided not to ignore Jake's orders.

The phone rang—Alex.

“It's me,” Gary said.

“We went to Provost's apartment,” Alex said. “She's been butchered.”

The world gave an awful lurch. Gary grabbed the side of his glass topped oak desk. “Murdered?”

“Butchered…reduced down to chunks of meat. Blood down the drain and her intestines and gall bladder double wrapped in the garbage.”

Gary blinked. The screens in front of him had gone to sleep; he shook the mouse to wake them up. “A hunter,” he whispered. Cold shivers were running down his spine.

“He has a cabin in New Hampshire—belonged to his family.”

A hunter... a hunter. Where had he heard of a serial killer hunter lately? He should remember these things, have some way to access them during times of stress. It felt like his head was stuffed with foam cushions. “Are you all right?”

“We're headed to his apartment. It's Marando's old apartment.”

“Good thing Jake removed those files,” Gary said. He was doing a quick search on serial killers. Hunters...

“The person we're with is worried Marando might have left more than one copy.”

Gary clucked his tongue. “We should have searched the place ourselves. I should have searched it.”

“You?”

“Nosey bastard, at your service.”

“I have to go now... we're just about to go in.”

“Be careful.”

“He's not here.”

“That, unfortunately, is true,” Gary murmured, not really listening. “Good luck.”

Alex grunted; the call cut off.

Gary pointed at the screen on the upper left. The information he wanted had been on that screen just a few minutes ago, he knew it.

A hunter...

Blood down the drain and her intestines...

Blood down the drain and...

The killer up in Canada—the one that had looked like some sort of ritual killing. The bodies had been hung on a tripod and left to drain out in the snow...

His fingers flew.

No... that had been in the Eighties.

Right around the time of the Moreau killings.

***

The two of them had accepted the use of a Mercedes-Benz delivered to the airport. Paul had insisted upon driving, as he always had when the two of them had gone out on a job for the Organization.

John had the explosive nerves, the ones built for action.

Paul's were colder, able to keep the car on the road for the thirty dark, twisting miles between the airport and the cabin, which left John with the phone.

John said, “All right. You be careful, too,” and hung up.

Pavo said, “Yes?”

“That was Gary, Regan's secretary.”

“The one from the hospital room?”

“That's right, Fiducioso's brother.”

Paul had stayed calm throughout the flight and the drive. Now his jaw clenched. “What, pray tell, did he have to say?”

“Gary said Alex called. Provost is dead. She was butchered, he says, as if Wilson were a deer hunter.”

“What good does that do us?”

***

Jake sped through the darkness, praying he hadn't made a mistake in telling the others not to call for police backup. What he really wanted was his buddies Chuck, Doug, Graham, and four ski masks—they could take care of this whole situation faster than your ma could call you in for dinner.

John and Pavo were ahead of him on the road. And Gary had called to report—among other things—that the SEALs were behind him in case things ran long.

Just when a guy needed access to a private helicopter.




 Chapter 44 -           Not an easy task 

Johnny Cash played on the radio, and the miles rolled by.

Wilson stroked the top of Regan's head. She was seatbelted in place, her head supported with a workout towel. Unfortunately, he didn't have a neck pillow. The angle of her neck looked uncomfortable. She was going to wake up with a cramp; he knew it. Poor thing.

He smiled tenderly at her. It was like riding in the car with his wife—if he had actually loved his wife, that was.

He'd left a trail behind him, he knew. If any of the “missing” bodies turned up, it was practically a stepping stone path through a well-tended garden. And in fact, he was practically guaranteeing he'd be followed by the same crew that got Andrew Gibbons out of jail, which at the bare minimum included the woman's boyfriend, a former Delta Force operator.

Too bad for him. I’m stealing your girlfriend, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to get away with it.

Some men are just jealous.
Why can’t they share?

She was such an angel—so well spoken, so intelligent. Charming. The bruise on her temple was already turning into a darker shadow. He could see it in the dashboard lights—what a pity. Since then, of course, he'd had more time and had injected her with tranquilizers from the stash he'd bought in Portsmouth. It would be a shame to have to hit her again. He would hate to ruin such a pretty face with another blow.

Some people had to be killed because there was no other way for justice to catch up to them.

Some people had to be killed because... it was hard to put into words, really. But it always made him feel that all was right in the world, that order had been restored when he did it.

Regan was going to be perfect.

She was going to be one of those who kept on fighting until they passed out.

He knew it, and he was looking forward to it. Restoring order was not an easy task.

***

She was in a car, almost fast asleep. The road hummed underneath the wheels, hypnotizing her.

It was dark. The heater was on, aimed at her feet, but the window was also open, pulling cold air over her face. It smelled like her parents' old station wagon, the first car smell she could ever remember—a smell a little bit like bread.

The green dashboard lights winked at her. Her head nodded forward.

She wanted to pull it back upright, but she couldn't. She wasn't really awake, just dreaming.

She wasn't a little girl anymore, and yet it felt as though her legs were too short for the seat, and her feet couldn't touch the ground.

Behind the wheel, her father was driving. Her mother wasn't here. It must have been chess night, and her father was driving her home from meeting with Uncle Paul.

Home. They were on the way home.

Her mother was dead, wasn't she? The man, Lassiter, had hit her with his car. No, she would have been older if her mother was dead. Her feet would have reached the ground.

It didn't matter.

Her dad would carry her inside if she was asleep—she loved it when he did that. She kept her eyes closed so her dad would think she was sleeping.




 Chapter 45 -           The family album 

The first one at the door of Marando's old apartment was Mary. Again her keyring produced a miraculous result on the door locks, and they entered via the slowly creaking door.

She scanned the front room and hesitated.

Alex couldn't blame her. What if Wilson was there? Unlikely, but not impossible. His heart thudded in his chest forcefully, drowning out the sounds of his friends’ breathing and moving, the sounds of the building, and the sounds coming from the street.

Bosco said, “Mary. Let me go in first. If there's someone in here, I'll take care of it.”

Mary's mouth tightened. She looked up at Bosco, then back at the rest of them. “No, I'll do it.”

Alex leaned forward and touched her on the arm. It was covered in gooseflesh.

He shook his head and pointed back toward Paddy.

She hesitated with one foot in the air. Paddy stood back from the rest of them, with his arms crossed over his chest. He raised an eye toward Alex, then nodded and took up a karate stance, just like the heroes in his computer games. 

Mary hesitated again. Bosco took her by the shoulder and gently pulled her back with him. If he could resist the urge to charge in and protect everyone, then she could too.

Paddy slipped off his shoes. Alex couldn't decide whether that was a good idea or not. There could be glass, but when Paddy walked into the room, he didn't make a sound on the red rug or the bare wood just inside the door.

The rest of them leaned in to watch.

Paddy stopped inside to take a look around—his ears practically pricked up like a dog's. When he turned his head to the side, Alex could see his nostrils were flared, taking in the scents of the room, again like a dog's.

Paddy moved out of sight of those watching from the doorway. The loudest sound was that of his flannel pajama bottoms brushing his skin.

A door creaked.

It was one they could see at the far end of the room—the kitchen, maybe, or the bathroom.

“Shit!” Bosco whispered.

The door creaked again, then stopped.

The tip of a black shoe lingered in the opening at the bottom of the door. A set of fingertips at the edge of the white painted door became visible.

“Come out where we can see you with your hands up,” Mary said aloud. She used the voice of authority. It was something you only had if you were a parent, cop, or agent.

The voice of a parent almost always had a flavor of fear or exasperation. The voice of a cop shouting through a doorway was, in Alex’s experience, just a little more panicked.

“Ah, my dear,” a voice said. “But you don't have a gun.”

Bosco shifted his weight, as if getting ready to push past Mary and take any bullets coming her way.

She put her hand on his arm. She had a purse slung over one shoulder and could have had a small pistol tucked into her waistband or in a shoulder holster for all Alex knew. But if so, she didn't go for it.

“This doesn't have to get violent,” Mary said.

“Agreed,” the voice said. “All you have to do is close the door, turn around, and walk back down the stairs.”

One look at Mary's posture told him that was not how this scenario was going to play out. Besides, he couldn't imagine someone talking Paddy out of beating the shit out of the guy at this point.

And… what’s more, the voice sounded familiar.

The room was mostly bare—nothing on the walls, no shelving units, no end tables stacked with knickknacks—only a battered leather chair that faced the door, presumably a television, an end table with a coaster, and a lamp.

A stack of newspapers.

A few doors along the wall.

Among the newspapers was a manila folder—the kind that Regan was so obsessed with, and the kind that Marando had used.

“I can't do that,” Mary said. “I have orders.”

“As do I.”

“From whom?”

“It needn't concern you.”

“I'm making it my concern.”

This situation was going to deteriorate in a moment. Someone would get twitchy. He could almost smell the one upsmanship in the air.

Alex wasn't normally the kind of guy to take action in a physical conflict. In fact, he had a tendency to freeze up in the first few moments after an emergency struck.

But now he had had time to assess the situation and rub two brain cells together.

Alex stuck his hands in his pockets, finding two cell phones, his wallet and a set of keys.

He pulled out the normal phone and dialed Regan's father.

“Last warning,” the voice said. “Get out of here now or I'll shoot.”

***

The cabin might be isolated and miles away from its nearest neighbors, but Wilson still pulled the car around to the far end of the drive, then turned up onto the dirt path that led behind the house to the RV parking. If you were careful, you could completely conceal the whole thing. A canvas tarp and a few branches, and the night shadows would do the rest.

The car would be much easier to conceal.

He pulled to a stop, got out, and checked the dirt trail behind him. He tossed a few broken branches into the woods, and dragged out a couple of others.

He kicked around in the layer of dead leaves and branches behind the house until he found the brown canvas tarp. It had rotted through in places but had held together well enough, if he turned the good side toward the dirt path, to conceal the car—for now.

He folded up the passenger's side of the tarp and pulled Regan out.

She was still unconscious, at least a couple of hours away from waking. Plenty of time. He hefted her over his shoulder in a fireman's carry. She was heavier than she looked—not a frail woman.

He carried her to the back door and unlocked it awkwardly, one foot holding open the screen door and trying to dig his keys out of his pocket without dropping her. Then, when he had the door open, he had to scoot sideways through the door to keep from banging her head against the door frame. Don’t want to hurt this beautiful face.

The screen creaked and slammed shut after him.

He closed the back door, locked it, and turned on the lights.

The back of the house was next to the stairs to the basement, which was lucky. He sidled down the stairs, turning carefully at the landing, and cursing as Regan's blonde hair got caught against the rough wood of the basement wall. It was supposed to give the place “character,” but really it was a pain to clean.

The cellar door was still locked; so was the deep freeze.

He put Regan down on the tattered old white couch with big orange flowers, perfectly hideous and ragged from use.

He got the door open and took her downstairs. This was harder—the ceiling was so low and the cement stairs so sharp edged and narrow. But they made it down without accident.

The second door was jammed, and he struggled with it for a moment. Here he had to drag her for a short while into the final room.

He'd cleaned and prepared it already, of course. You never knew.

***

John answered the phone. It was Alex.

“Sir,” the kid said. His voice was shaking.

They were almost at the cabin, according to the GPS. “Make it quick.”

“We have a situation at the Marando apartment. Fiducioso is here, searching the place. A shot has been fired, using a silencer. Nobody's hurt yet... can you have Pavo call him off?”

“Can't you handle it?”

“Honestly? No, sir.”

John held the phone close to Paul’s mouth and said, “Situation. Alex and his friends are at Marando’s apartment. Fiducioso is there. He shot at them. Tell Fiducioso to calm the hell down.”

The GPS voice on the phone said, “Turn right in five hundred feet.”

Paul said, “Fiducioso.  I am in the middle of an operation.  There may be information in that apartment which may determine my success or failure. If all parties involved do not call a truce and work together to produce what I need, I will personally ensure the reassignment of any operatives involved to the sewers. I do not jest.”

Paul turned onto a gravel road, the car lurched and bumped uphill. They were headed into the hills.

John turned the phone back toward his ear. “That work?”

“I hope so.” Alex replied.

“Call back if you get anything. I'll answer if I can.”

“Yes, sir.”

The call ended. The trees loomed over the road, cutting off the moonlight. The headlights seemed to vanish in the tangles of leaves.

“Turn left in five hundred feet,” the phone said.

Paul turned off the headlights. By the dim glow of the running lights, they turned onto another gravel road, this one a single lane. A tiny sign reflected the street number.

Something moved in the shadows in front of them.

“Paul!”

The car ran into something. Branches shattered.

The seat belt was a brick wall across his chest. Then the airbag in front of him exploded—right in his face.

Thirty miles an hour still made for a hell of a stop.

He gagged and pushed himself backward. That was almost worse. The belt tightened even further, pinning him to his seat. The breath had been knocked out of him.

Suddenly his seatbelt loosened with a zipping noise.

“Get down,” Paul said.

John slid forward and the tail end of the belt came loose—Paul had slit it. He crouched down below the dashboard. He was sore from the plane trip and the drive and the crash.

John unsnapped the holster for his Colt .45 and drew it. “Rifle, you think?” he whispered.

“I have no doubt whatsoever.”

The engine had cut out; one of the back windows was shattered.

He strained to hear movement over the night noises. An owl hooted.

Too many variables. Wilson could be sitting in a blind spot with his sights on them. He could be in the cabin, just now starting to respond to the noise outside.

“Your call,” John whispered.

“On the count of three, open your door.”

They were sitting ducks, and they both knew it.  But he nodded.

Paul leaned forward, looking into the woods.  “One...two...”

He took a breath.

“Three.”

The doors flew open and they jumped out.

***

Paul had seen movement next to the house on his side of the automobile.

Very well. Perhaps Wilson would miss.

Paul crouched nearly in half and made for the nearest piece of cover—a large rock sitting between the house and the driveway.

Just before he reached it, a blow from a sledgehammer hit him in the chest—a heart attack?  It knocked him backward, forcing him onto his side on the gravel drive. A gush of black blood flowed out of him in the darkness.

Not simply a heart attack, then.

Everything went dark.

***

The phone call ended. 

Alex lowered his shaking arm and stuffed the phone back in his pocket. 

“Fiducioso?” he said.  “Can we have a truce?  Is that copacetic?”

Fiducioso sighed.   Alex heard the sound of what he fervently hoped was a safety being put back on and a gun being holstered.  “I'm coming out.  Anyone attacking me will be shot.  Is that copacetic?”

Mary glared over to the shadows where Paddy had disappeared.  “We are backing off. Paddy, is that understood?”

A grunt from that side of the room.  Paddy wasn't going to like it... but he wasn't going to attack.  Probably.  Not for a few minutes at least—Alex hoped.

“What are you doing here?” Fiducioso asked.

“Wilson has Regan,” Alex said.  “Pavo and her father—”

Fiducioso snorted.  “Are going to try to save her.  Someone should have told him it was time to let the next generation start to handle things.”

Alex cleared his throat.  “Shouldn't that person have been you?  Also, I assume they told Jake and the rest of the guys from the detective agency, so they—”

“Ha, ha,” Fiducioso interrupted him.  “Well, at least you brought some help.  If Wilson has anything hidden in this apartment, it's not going to be easy to find.  We might have to take the walls apart.”

Mary glanced back at Alex and rolled her eyes.  It was true that if anyone was technically in charge here, it was her—although Fiducioso seemed to be perfectly happy pretending she didn't exist.

He raised his eyebrows in a question:  What next?

“You take whatever room the computers are in.  I'll take the kitchen, Paddy can take the toilet, TDB gets the bedroom.”

“And me?” Bosco asked.

“The living room—books, television and audio equipment, everything.  Pretend you're at my apartment, looking for pictures of my exes.”

Bosco chuckled.

“And me?” Fiducioso called from the bedroom.

“You can supervise.”

A few minutes later, Bosco found it sitting on the mantle:  a family photo album.  Bosco noticed that most of the “cousins” shown in the photographs didn't look a lot like Wilson.  He pulled a couple of the photographs (mostly polaroids) and found newspaper obituaries tucked behind them.

A short trip down Internet lane on his smartphone brought the collection to light. Every single one of them had been murdered—even the ones going back to the 1920s.

The obituaries were all marked with a single word in pencil on the back.

Sinner.

Sinner.

Sinner.

Sinner.

Sinner.

Sinner.

Just for fun.

The ones marked “just for fun,” approximately one-seventh of the victims, were all intelligent looking, attractive blonde women.  The Wilson family definitely had a type.

Alex swallowed as he leaned back from the photo album, looking over Bosco's shoulder in the big armchair.  Paddy and TDB had their phones out, still searching the names of the people in the album.  Fiducioso was texting someone.  Bosco turned page after page, the old plastic protectors covering the pages crinkling as they turned.

Mary had gone to the back of the apartment to the kitchen window overlooking the alley. 

“Erm, you okay?” he asked her.

“Just needed a glass of water.”

She didn't have one in her hand, and there wasn't one on the counter.  He nodded, then backed away.

The important thing was to get the information to Pavo and John St. Clair in time.  He pulled out his phone.

 

 Chapter 46 -           Touché! 

The gravel road off the highway was a black cave under the thick cover of the trees. Wilson's cabin was supposed to be a couple of miles up the road, according to Jake's GPS. He was out of time, and John was no longer answering his phone.

He drove half a mile up the road and found a place to hide his car amongst the trees and bushes. 

He popped the trunk of the car, and in the glare of a tiny penlight went to work. He pulled out his revolver, changed into black clothes, put black face paint around his eyes and mouth, and pulled his ski mask over his head.  Finally, he retrieved the Savage 10FP sniper tactical rifle from its bag and loaded the magazine with .308 rounds. The Savage 10FP was the official rifle for the New York State Police Rapid Response Team, popular amongst rifle shooting sports enthusiast and vermin hunters.

Jake was out vermin hunting tonight.

He checked his pockets to make sure they were closed tightly and jumped up and down twice to make sure nothing was rattling. He put the revolver in his waist holster, checked his GPS one last time, and started making his way up the gravel road with the rifle pressing against his back—a bullet in the breech.

The moon was bright but it was impossible to see anything under the shadow of the trees.

Good.

He followed the gravel road until it made a turn to the left, snaking its way up the hill. The cabin would be a left turn off this road about a mile ahead.

Half a mile before the house, he left the road and carefully worked his way up the hill, cutting across the woods. Evergreens mixed with deciduous trees, and the ground underfoot was padded and damp with leaves and twigs.

Jake had to balance his need to get to the house as quickly as possible with the need to get there unnoticed.  The owls and night birds had gone quiet, watching him.

Regan...

This was the second time some psychopath had come after her.

The cold hearted bastard, the Delta Force operative, had taken him over completely. The private detective, an inconvenient illusion of civilization draped over the hunter inside him, was gone.

He sat in the crook of a maple and pulled a pair of binoculars out of a side pocket.

The car, a Mercedes, had come to a stop no more than fifty feet past the end of the driveway. The rear end had slewed to the right, and the front end looked crumpled.

He searched the front of the car and caught the dull wink of metal. A chain hung across the road in front of the bar. A little more searching showed raw, splintered wood and bent trunks where the chain had bit in.

Both doors of the car were open.

No bodies were to be seen, but the shadows might have been mocking him. Hard to say.

Silently, he dropped out of the tree and started working his way to the road. He crossed a hundred yards to get to a spot overlooking the house, then started working his way down.

A glimpse of moonlight through the trees revealed the shine of glass. He stopped.

A second car was parked behind the house under a ragged tarp—Wilson's car.

No lights showed from inside the house. The moon glinted on the back door and the windows.

The moon was over his shoulder. Jake cut around the back of the house noiselessly, threading quickly through the birch trees.

A scent lingered on the east side of the house. Not wood smoke... some kind of furnace.

He didn't want to know what it meant. He circled to the front of the house.

A stand of scrub oak concealed him from view. He crawled through the undergrowth, careful not to disturb it, and pulled out the binoculars again.

A refrigerator sat near the front door on a cement foundation. Why put a refrigerator at the front door?

He searched the windows. They were covered with light blocking curtains lined with white plastic and stapled—or taped—down to the frames.

He spotted no cameras, but that didn't mean there weren't any.

Neither John nor Pavo were in sight, either.

The shadow of the house covered the rest of the driveway.

The guy had been in prison for ten years. How could he have planned this so quickly? He couldn't have set everything up perfectly. There must be a hole somewhere. He had to find it.

He put the binoculars back in his thigh pocket, drew his legs up underneath him, and got ready to make a run for the house.

Tch.
Thwack.

The echo of the bullet hitting wood echoed through the woods.

Jake lowered himself back down. Above him and about three yards to the right, one of the leaves fluttered. It had been punctured with a perfect bullet hole.

He heard a chuckle coming out of the woods.

“I thought it was a cowardly move for you to send two old men to do your dirty work for you,” said a happy, pleasant voice.

Jake pulled his binoculars out and searched the front of the house, the roof, and then the woods.

A shape moved.

Slowly, from his stomach, he unclipped the rifle strap and pulled the rifle off his back. His elbows dug down into the damp leaves. He thumbed off the safety.

He uncovered the scope, checked to make sure he wasn't putting it into the moonlight, and sighted through it.

He saw a thousand silhouettes that could have been Wilson, or they could have been leaves. He stayed patient.

There.

He watched the shape for a few seconds. Leaves fluttered. He didn't breathe.

Jake relaxed.  His trigger finger tightened gently—squeezing.

Tch.
Puh.

A stifled grunt. Then Wilson was up and running for the back of the house, shouting, “Touché!”

Jake fired again—he saw the silhouette falter—then he heard the sound of the bullet hitting the fiberglass chassis of the car under the tarp.

A graze.

Wilson was gone.

A light came on in the house.

Jake started to move.




 Chapter 47 -           A dead end 

Wilson made it to the back door, threw it open, then slammed it behind him. He leaned against it, breathing hard. His hands and feet were tingling.

The house was dark and quiet. He sucked in his breath and tried to listen. He could feel the air from the vent by the back door stirring his hair. The furnace downstairs was filling the house with warm comfortable air.

He smiled. Sadly, he was probably going to miss the after-kill ritual: sitting in the house, wrapped up in that ancient quilt, with his hands around a mug of hot coffee with cream and cocoa, sugar, and just a dash of salt.

This is bad, very bad.

At least, that's what he told himself. Actually he'd never had so much fun in his life. It was literally criminal to have so much fun—and stupid. Was he going to get out of this one? Probably not.

He chuckled. It wasn't a pretty sound.

One too many blondes. They are like bacon. Too much and they'd give you a heart attack.

The second shot had caught him in the back of his left arm; it was bleeding but probably nothing to worry about at the moment. It would be a pain to try to sew it up himself. Should he try to get Regan St. Clair to do it for him?

He imagined forcing her to sew him up. A sexy scene, full of trembling and tears.

No, there were always consequences.
She'd take one look at the wound and realize that someone was here to “save” her. And then she'd try to stab me in the eye with the needle. 

He imagined wrestling with her, bashing her hand against the wall until the needle dropped. Then biting her on the cheek, hard enough to draw blood.

But not enough to tear—not yet.

He shook his head. The adrenaline in his system was messing with his head.

Hell, he'd been warned not to let himself get too excited until everything was one hundred percent perfectly safe. But everybody had a time to die, and he'd rather go out like this than by a heart attack like both of his parents.

Disgusting. A lawman, one of those who are destined to restore order, goes out like this—not by heart attack or lethal injection.

He leaned the rifle against the wall and put his right hand against the place in his shoulder where Westley’s first shot had hit him between the collarbone and the neck into the lung and out between his small ribs.

The lung had collapsed. Frothy pink blood was bubbling out of the hole in his shirt and jacket, and the surrounding area was soaking wet.

Time to make some decisions.

Do I want to make it alive out of this? No. The answer might have been different if he were still married, or if he and his ex had ever managed to have children. He might have someone to pass this on to. Cooper would inherit the house—and the mess. He'd never wanted to be involved with their parents' work, not even when it was just their mother, carrying on alone the work or restoring order.

Wilson closed his eyes for a second and sent out a little goodbye to his brother. Hopefully his business wouldn't suffer too much.

Now, it was time to focus on the here and now.

He was going to go out. It was a done deal. No sense worrying about it anymore.

The question was...how did he want it to go?

Fighting it out with some special forces predator...or down in his super-secret hideout with his new best friend?

That was an easy question, all right.

The harder one was...did he want Westley to follow him to try to rescue Regan St. Clair—or not?

***

Jake had just reached the shadow at the front of the house when he heard the unmistakable buzz of a cell phone.

Nnn nnn.

The sound was coming from the driveway, just a few yards away from him.

“Shit,” a voice whispered.

Jake pressed himself against the siding under the window, then called, “It's Westley. Wilson just went in the house. Status.”

“Paul's been shot. I'm applying pressure.”

“Did you call for help?”

“Couldn't. Wilson was looking for us.”

“Do it now. I’m going in after him.

Jake could hear John muttering in the darkness. He probably wasn't liking being told what to do. Too bad.

Part of the front porch was a cement pad in front of the doorway. A locked up white refrigerator sat on the far side of the pad. The other part was a wood deck. A set of stairs in front of the deck was missing some of the planks—some rotten wood had been stacked beside the cement.

Jake crouched out of sight of the front window and climbed down under the wooden part of the deck.

A half-window casement had been set into the basement. It was strange, a place in the hills having a basement that dug down into the rock. Usually if a place had a basement, it was a walkout, bracing the house against an angled slope.

It was a piece of acrylic, cut to fit around a vent pipe, of some kind. Jake put his face up to the grille at the end of the pipe. He smelled heating oil... and something else.

He swallowed.

Out of his pants came a knife. Swiftly, he cut the acrylic out of the frame, trying not to disturb the pipe.

The pane came out. Behind it was a layer of plastic—a light blocking curtain stapled into the frame. Jake slipped his knife out its thigh sheath and used it to lift the curtain away from the frame.

A dull light shone through the window.

He didn't hear any sounds of movement or breathing...

Then, muffled, from very far away he heard the sound of a woman's shout.

He cut the curtain out of the window frame with four quick slashes. No time to wait for the police, his friends, or anyone else.

An ugly couch sat against the far wall, with a stained coffee table in front of it. The walls were lined with tin shelves covered with hunting and fishing equipment.

He dropped into the basement room onto some ugly tile and a ragged patch of orange-brown carpet. The place smelled rancid with fish.

Beside the couch was a freezer. Locked.

Jake ignored it. Washer, dryer. Furnace, vents. Pipes, sink. Narrow stairs upward. A door with a padlock hanging open on the latch.

It was quiet, until the freezer kicked in.

Jake went to the light switch by the stairs and shut off the overhead light. The only light came from the window—and the window was on the shadowed side of the house. It was as good as being blind.

He stayed low against the wall, crept past the ancient TV set under the window, and past the shelves, careful not to touch anything.

He reached the door. The handle was cool.

He turned it and pulled, but the door was stuck in its frame.

He drew his revolver and pulled harder.

The door groaned as it opened, scraping on the floor tiles.

Inside—nothing. A set of cement stairs leading downward.

“Regan,” he whispered hoarsely.

No answer. He felt around for a light switch. Found it, but didn't flip it. Instead, he moved around until he was behind the wall, then reached around with his left hand and flicked the switch.

No lights came on.

He crept down the narrow cement stairs. The walls were bare cement down here, with no drywall, studs, or insulation. The ceiling felt low overhead, lower than the level of the basement ceiling.

He reached the bottom. His ears drank in the sound and started feeding him the sound of his own breath and heartbeat.

He moved forward. His feet felt the depression of a floor drain, the cord of a pump, and then the back wall.

“Regan?”

Still no answer.

He flicked on his flashlight.

On the wall opposite him were wooden shelves stacked with ancient, dusty glass jars filled with rotting shapes: peaches; apples; tomato sauce.

He made a quick check along the walls. An air vent led upward, showing a dim glow—the vent outside.

Jake cursed himself and climbed back up the stairs.

A dead end.




 Chapter 48 -           It was time to begin 

Regan was having one of those nightmares, the bad ones that never seem to end, where she was asleep and couldn't wake up. She couldn't move her arms or legs, and a terrible pressure held her chest to the bed which kept her from breathing deeply. The room swam around her, very dark except for her nightlight against the wall.

She'd been having a nightmare a few minutes ago. A man was chasing her through city streets full of quaint shops and flowerboxes. Wrought iron railings decorated the fronts of buildings and marked the edge between a cafe's tables and the street.

Red umbrellas gusted in the wind.

She ran as fast as she could, which was in slow motion. The man chasing her was whistling and moving at a walk, stopping to look into windows, to pick up cups of tea from the cafe tables and drink from them, to pick up dogs who tried to bark and bite him in slow motion, to drag his fingernails against the cheek of a woman who was holding her big floppy hat and smiling to keep it from blowing away in the wind.

Time had gone all wrong. It was going too slow for Regan and for everyone else around her.

It was going perfectly quickly for the man chasing her.

He had finally become bored with teasing the other people along the street and was walking toward her. The hell of it was, she couldn't turn her head to look, but she could see everything happening around her, even directly behind her, as if it were a movie being played before her eyes at her pursuer's will so she could feel even more dread than she would otherwise.

She forced herself out of the nightmare and into something worse—being trapped inside her own sleeping body, unable to awake.

Her room echoed with the sound of her shout, the one she made when she forced herself out of the dream. She waited for her mother or father to come into the room and turn on the light... They would look at her, apparently sleeping soundly in her bed, smile, turn off the light, and close the door, leaving her still trapped... It had happened before.

She struggled to call out, but her throat would release no sound other than her easy, calm breathing.

She tried to turn her head.

It was as if someone else were moving it. Honestly, it didn't feel as though she had any control—her head turned slowly to the side.

Ah. She hadn't woken at all. She was still dreaming.

It wasn't her bedroom. It was a... prison cell of some kind.

The walls were made of cement and painted blue gray. The light overhead was covered with a heavy plastic cover that was caulked to the ceiling.  A metal ring in the ceiling looked like it was some kind of torture device.  On one wall was fastened a steel electrical box with a plastic cover, as if to keep babies from sticking their fingers in.

A small box sat under a tube that went into the ceiling and through the wall. A larger square... vent (heating vent?) came out from the top...

A folding steel cart sat beside the box. A heavy grate was in the floor, probably a drain.

Near the floor was a short door; it looked like it must be heavy. It was bolted to the wall with thick hinges and painted the same color as the walls and floor. It reminded her of a coal cellar door.

She watched the door for a while, trying to see where the dream was taking her.

Rats, she decided. Soon, the mysterious door in the floor would open, and then the room would be flooded with rats.

The handle on the door began to turn. Nice trick, rats with opposable thumbs.

The door began to move open—a black slit at the far side that widened slowly at first, then more quickly.

She waited for the first little rat noses to emerge, but no, it was fingers.

Then a pleasant male face appeared, grinning at her. He must be here to rescue her.

She chuckled to herself. What had she eaten for supper? She couldn't remember. It must have been a doozy.

Rats. A prison room flooded with rats. What was her subconscious thinking?

It was fine. Everything was fine.

Her eyes closed and she drifted into the darkness of true sleep.

***

Regan was still strapped to the cot, fully dressed. Her head had turned to the side and her eyes were open, watching him vacantly as he crawled through the crawlspace door. He grinned at her.

With his shoulders just pushing through the doorway, she started chuckling.

He frowned at her.

“Rats,” she said, or something like that.

Then her eyes closed.

She chuckled a few more times under her breath, then stopped.

He slid the rest of the way through the crawlspace, reversed direction, then crawled back out and pulled the box of moonshine bottles back in after him.

Then he sealed the door shut, bolting it from inside.

He watched Regan for a few more moments. She had started to snore—it was adorable.

But then he shook himself. He had limited time available.

And it was time to begin.

***

Jake searched the rest of the house, upstairs and downstairs—a quick search of a cabin that hadn't been touched since the Seventies.

The place was a warren of cardboard boxes. But he couldn't see anywhere that didn't match up. There were no secret rooms.

The bloodstains by the back door showed tiny bubbles coagulated in a few of the blood puddles. He'd hit a lung.

Wilson’s rifle lay against the wall by the back door.

A few splatters of blood led him into the kitchen.

A wadded piece of shirt lay in the sink, soaked with blood. A pair of pants and a jacket rested on the floor, also soaked.

A pile of wet towels and an open first aid kit…

The trail ended.

Nothing to follow.

He cracked his neck and walked slowly down the stairs.

If secrets—big ones, as in a place to hide at least two people—were hidden in this house, it had to be downstairs in the basement, underground.

He eyed the basement, taking it in. The piles of crap would make for a terrible secret door; that stuff would go everywhere.

He closed his eyes and breathed in.

The room smelled like fish. The warm air blowing from the furnace…

The furnace wasn't running—not the one at the bottom of the stairs, next to the washer and dryer.

He glanced toward the window. The vent that led through the window was still there. It led down the wall, behind the TV set.

He jerked the ancient cabinet forward, ripping the cords from the wall. The cabinet hit a snag and the set did a face plant onto the carpet with a muffled explosion of glass as the vacuum tube burst.

The vent went down into the floor.

The cellar he'd been in was nowhere near it.

The cement pad by the front door with the refrigerator on it. What was that for— a solid block of cement that jutted in front of the house?

He shoved the busted TV out of the way, pulled up the carpet. Nothing.

He wasn't surprised. Wilson, who had been shot, had gone down his bolt hole. He hadn't pulled a carpet and coffee table over the top of him on the way down.

Jake paced the walls. Shelves full of crap wasn't the same as a rich man's swinging bookshelf.

He tossed everything off the shelves where the cement slab would have stood at the front of the house, to the right of the window. The shelves had been screwed into the concrete.

He jerked on them, trying to push—or pull—them off the wall. They were solid.

He paced the room. Where...?

The rug in front of the couch. It showed an arc in the pile.

He yanked on the couch. It swung outward easily, following the arc in the rug. Behind it was a plywood panel in the concrete, the same color of gray as the walls.

Jake studied it for a second, then pushed in on the panel. It was on a magnetic latch. It clicked and came outward half an inch. He pulled it open with his fingernails.

Behind it was darkness, a low tunnel.

No, stairs running parallel to the back of the house.

A long blonde hair hung off the magnetic latch.

He turned on his flashlight, lay on the floor and looked through the hole. The stairs led downward and disappeared in a blank wall.

The cement ceiling was low, but a little higher than the doorway.

He ducked inside.

***

The blood loss had slowed from Paul's chest. Whether that was a good thing or not remained to be seen—it had been a lot of blood.

John leaned against his folded jacket. The phone lay on the ground next to him. An ambulance was on the way.

It could have been either of them. But as it happened Paul's side of the car was facing the house.

“Go,” Paul said. “Help Jake to save your daughter.”

“He's got it covered.”

“John. Tell her I honor her, as well as the memory of her mother.”

“You can tell her yourself.”

The phone rang. Alex again. He reached over and tapped the screen to answer it. It left a smudge of blood on the screen.

“Sir?” Alex asked. “You said to call if…”

John cut him off. “Get to the point. We're busy over here.”

“Information on the Wilson family.” Alex paused. “You're not going to believe this.”

“Son, you don't know what I can or can’t believe.”

He took a deep breath. “Wilson's parents may have been serial killers who taught their son how to kill. We've found records in the apartment that seem to show... he's basically killed two different groups of people, criminals and... women.”

“Women are criminals?”

“I think one group is out of duty, the other one out of, uh, fun. The case we’re working on, the Moreau case, that may have been his mother.”

John blinked.

Red and blue lights started flashing through the trees. “Son, the ambulance is here. Save it... Pavo's not looking too good.”

“Sorry, sir. One more thing.”

“Can't it wait?”

“I... I can't remember your wife's name, sir. Was it Linda?”

John shuddered. No. It couldn't have been. “Son, I appreciate it, but no. Tell me later. And make sure those idiots from the Organization don't make any trouble. Don't tell them. Don't tell them anything.”

John looked down at the dark shape in front of him, pale skin illuminated by the light of the phone.

“See how they like it.”




 Chapter 49 -           It was a hook 

The room wasn't a prison cell—it was a miniature abattoir.

This time when Regan woke up, she knew.

Wilson squatted next to her, stroking the side of her face, holding something in front of her face that stung her eyes. The room reeked of ammonia—smelling salts.

Her heart raced.

She was strapped down to a camping cot, wearing all her clothes but only one of her shoes.

Wilson smiled at her. “Good. You're awake.”

His face was pale, covered with droplets of sweat. He'd taken off all his clothes, as far as she could tell. His right shoulder was covered with a sloppy bandage, soaked with blood. And his left arm had been wound with gauze.

Good. He'd been shot. Jake is here.

She glanced over the room, sorting out what had been a dream and what hadn't.

Except for the rats, her dream had been spot on—but Wilson was blocking part of the room. She couldn't see the odd little door she remembered.

Ironic, how just his photograph had creeped her out...but that she'd still been sucked into the field of his charm in person.  I am so stupid. 

Thinking I could handle him.

Thinking... he was just another guy pushing me a little too hard to get something he wanted. 

Something harmless.

She looked in his eyes. They were tender...yet ruthless.

The charisma was still being piled on. Interesting. He wants something from me.

Something he couldn't just hurt me into giving him.

She wanted to fight back—she tensed against the straps. But she wasn't Superman.

They both knew that. His grin broadened.

On the metal folding table by the miniature furnace were weapons. Knives. Tools. If I have a chance to get to them, I will.

What do I have in my pockets? What else could I use?

Car keys, wallet, a pair of phones, if they hadn't fallen out.

She liked to travel light—Not even a pocket knife. 

Spit in his eyes, claw at his bandages, kick him in the groin.

All of these things were impractical fantasies at the moment.

Time.

All she had left was playing for time.

She kept her face blank. No happiness...no sadness...no anger.

Make him work for whatever he wants out of me.

“I suppose you're wondering why I brought you here,” Wilson said.

As if it wasn't perfectly obvious. He'd brought her here to kill her. But of course he would have to explain it. In great, laborious, self-aggrandizing detail.

His kind always do.

“No,” she said. “You're going to murder me. I think you made that clear.”

“You and I are going to have a dance together.”

If his purpose was to make her panic before he killed her, he was succeeding. She evened her breathing and put on her judicial face, the ice shield of everyone sitting on the bench.

He was just another perp, after all.

“A dance that will take us into eternity together.” He smiled. “You know, I was brought up to fight injustice and restore order, just like you, but in a different manner. But still, I fought injustice. Criminals... most of the people I killed were criminals. Some of my biggest cases were broken in this way, by breaking the men responsible for them.”

He waited for her to respond.

Instead of rolling her eyes, she said, “It was the poisoned fruit of a tainted tree.”

“Let's not argue legalities,” he said. “In order to accomplish what you did on the Gibbons case in so short a time, you would have had to step across the line yourself. Past that... you're a vigilante, just like me.”

If he wanted her to swoon, he shouldn't have strapped her to a cot.

“I see that you fail to follow the logic. You see—”

“No, I follow it. I've been pondering it for months, in fact—trying to determine my boundaries.” This was the last thing she wanted to talk about with him. But if it gave Jake another five minutes, she would keep on talking. “On the one hand, walking outside the law from time to time allows me a lot of freedom. If something needs to be done, I can do it. But there's a problem—my judgment.”

His one eyebrow lifted. “Are you afraid your judgment will become skewed by the power? 'Absolute power corrupts absolutely,' and that bullshit?”

“I would think it was obvious from my current position that my judgment is flawed. If it had been accurate...”

“I would still be out of prison.”

“But you would not have come to Brooklyn if I hadn’t pushed Provost to give you a job.”

He grimaced and put his hand to his side. Another bandage there. “Provost,” he said disgustedly. “Nothing but a screamer. Not like you. I had to do her quickly. I think I knew, even then, what would have to happen.”

So Laura Provost was dead, all her ambitions and negotiations collapsed into whatever he had done to her.

Blondes. Of course.

“You were never after Kristin Walker,” Regan said. “It was her friend, Nancy... what was her name?”

His face lit up. Oh, he was delighted with her. “Excellent! Nancy Rossier.  Yes, my lovely blonde legal secretary. She was on the road to become a full law partner at her firm. I was so proud of her.”

“Yet you killed her.”

“I,” he said grandly, “killed a lot of people. She died well.” He glanced at the drain in the floor. “Not perfectly, but well. I'm sure you'll do much better.”

She swallowed back a sarcastic response.

Cold. Think like Uncle Paul. Everything was strategy. Everything was policy.

He coughed lightly in the back of his throat, an ugly sound. He turned and spat toward the grate in the floor. Blood.

“It's too bad we won't have more time together,” he said. “I looked forward to finding excuses to visit you, get to know you better, and let you get to know me.”

He stood, not straightening fully but keeping his hand pressed to his side, and shuffled over to the metal table. He was fully nude—blood had seeped through the bandage on his arm and the one on his side, and begun to run down his skin in rivulets.

Time. 

In a sense, all she needed was more time.

Well, that and some way to get unstrapped from this damned cot. Wouldn’t it be ironic if he collapsed and she was unable to escape and died here... wherever here was?

Wilson touched something on the table, then moved his hand and selected something else.

He lifted up an old Swiss Army knife and pulled out a short, two-and-a-half-inch blade. He turned to her, grimacing.

“It's so difficult knowing what to choose. Something sharp? Something long and ugly? Something smooth? Something serrated? I've been using this tomato knife lately...”

He shrugged. His breath was coming faster and more hoarsely.

“I'm talking shop, aren't I? But this was the first knife I ever had. Lots of animals and beautiful blonde women dead because of this knife.”

He chuckled.

“You're such a good listener. I could talk all night... but I'm afraid we don't have the time.”

He reached overhead and pulled the silver ring out of the ceiling. It was attached to a chain, but it wasn't a ring at all.

It was a hook.

***

At the bottom of the secret stairs was a hole, smaller than the doorway, set in the concrete. A case of capped beer bottles sat inside it about six feet back.

Jake crawled inside the hole on his elbows and pulled the case back out with him. The bottles weren't as heavy as they should have been. He pulled one out—it was full of white powder.

Something illegal.

A distraction.

He crawled deeper into the tunnel.

At the end of the tunnel was a cement slab. He aimed his flashlight around the area. A crack ran around the edges of the slab.

Fake.

He looked for a way in and saw nothing—no variation in the plain gray concrete.

He pressed on the door. Unfortunately, it wasn't on a magnetic lock. It didn't budge—not an inch.

He crawled out, reversed, and scooted back in. The tunnel was inches over his head. There wasn't room to curl up his knees and get a good kick.

He shoved at the door with both feet. Did it budge?

He slithered out, then crawled back in. The gap around the door hadn't widened.

He put his hand on the concrete panel. It was cold. Bring a sledgehammer down here?
Wait until the SEALs, or at least the cops, arrived? Cover the exhaust pipe of the furnace hidden down here and hope that it made Wilson open the door and come out...without killing Regan first or smothering her? 

He leaned his head on the floor.

Find a way to flood the room? Have the electricity shut off to the house? 

Call the guy on his cell phone and beg him not to hurt her?

His hand was shaking.

He'd lose her. He'd already lost her. There was no part of him that could answer this. Attacking the door with brute force would just make Wilson kill her faster.

Above him, he could hear sounds in the house. Breaking sounds—glass shattering, wood breaking. The SEALs. The cops would have been more cautious. The SEALs, not so much.

The only hope he had left was Wilson didn't have security cameras. If he could see what was going on outside...

No. It didn't matter. The guy was as good as dead. There was no way he could think he was going to make it anywhere other than prison or the grave.

Wilson was going to go down killing Regan.

“Regan,” he said. “God. Please help me, God.”




 Chapter 50 -           Why don't you find out? 

In order to undress her and tie her hands together, he was going to have to unstrap her.

If he was going to hang her from that hook, cut her throat, and let her drain out over the grate in the floor, he was going to have to take her off the cot.

And therefore, he was going to have to loosen the straps.

He could drug her, which would take care of his problems nicely—but he wouldn't.

He still wanted something from her.

Wilson took the Swiss Army Knife and laid it against her cheek. She kept the icy judicial visage intact, thank God. She had no doubt if she had begged for her life, he would cut her.

She would have failed his crazy test.

What does he want from me? To praise him for being so clever? To fall in love with him? To carry his child?

Too bad. Even if he raped me, I’m already on birth control.

The knife blade, initially cold, quickly warmed up from the heat of her own skin. He had to know that the second he untied her, she would move. He certainly wasn't trying too hard to terrify her into submission.

The blade disappeared from her cheek.

Sssst.

The first strap loosened. Part of the weight on her chest disappeared.

She raised one shoulder, then the other. Her hands were still pinned...but she could probably rip them out from under the strap.

Wilson tensed—not his body. His left hand stayed poised with the knife, ready to stab...slash... The blade must be sharp if it had cut through the nylon strap with one slash. Who knew, he might have replaced it with a similarly shaped razor.

Does he want me to kill him?

Or just to try?

He began lowering the knife toward her stomach. It probably wouldn't do much good to stab such a blade through the tough fabric. She'd get hurt, but she wouldn't let it distract her.

She sent a prayer up. Please let Jake be on the other side of the door.

Then she kicked off her other shoe.

Wilson froze, his hand in midair. “Planning something?” he asked coyly, like a guy who was wondering whether his girlfriend was thinking about a surprise party for his birthday—like he was flirting.

“Why don't you find out?” she asked, as blandly as she could.

His hand lowered. Her hands clenched on the aluminum sides of the cot.

Ssst.

The next strap came loose.

***

Something was happening on the other side of the door.

Jake couldn't hear it through the thick cement...

But he could feel it—through his fingertips.

He crawled forward until he was leaning against the door with his shoulder, cramped up almost into a ball. He shoved against the cement panel with the soles of his boots. He braced one elbow against the cement panel, the other against his ribs.

The revolver was aimed upward.

If Regan can give me an inch, I’m going to take a mile.

***

She jerked her legs free from the last two straps and rolled them upward, kicking at Wilson's face.

She missed.

She would have missed anyway, but it made him jerk back for a second.

She kept her hands on the sides of the cot and rolled to the side, pulling it with her.

Steel bit down into the aluminum. Hissed.

It made a tearing sound in the canvas.

She kept rolling but let go of the cot. The edge of it caught her side. He'd jumped on top of it, trying to pin her.

Instead he got her coat…and one arm.

She didn't waste time trying to reach for the door. She knew she wasn't close enough yet.

Instead she jerked her arm out from under the cot, leaving the empty sleeve behind.

Wilson was already taking his next move. He was rolling off the other side of the cot, knife up.

If only he'd stabbed himself, rolling around like that. 

She jerked the coat out from under the cot. The fabric slapped against her legs.

She backed toward the corner, holding the coat in front of her against the charging of the bull.

He was up on his feet and kicked the cot toward her.

It skidded across the floor and became another barrier between them. He realized this and picked it up to throw it out of the way.

It bounced against the wall and into the table full of shining, awful bits of metal.

She hooked her foot against the handle of the squat, heavy door and flung the handle upward.




 Chapter 51 -           Stay with me 

The door opened, throwing Jake backward and to the side as he slid across the concrete floor into the room.

The shape in front of him was a naked beast, covered in streams of blood—male, golden blond hair.

The concrete room was a friendly fire bullet ricochet trap in the making.

So he took his time and waited until he'd stopped sliding, no more than a half second delay. He squeezed the trigger three times.

Red blossoms opened up in the middle of the naked man’s chest. Blood splattered the gray walls.

Three tightly clustered, perfect shots.

The tightness of Jake's vision loosened a little, watching the man fall. He kept his finger on the trigger—ready to fire again.

Wilson’s face was naked with shock…surprise…something, as if he hadn't seen it coming. Although obviously, he'd known Jake was closing in on him.

Jake looked for something evil in the man’s eyes, but he couldn't find any—there was only surprise.

He planted another slug in his chest, thumbed on the safety, then rolled to the side—in case the brother was here in the room, too.

When he got a look at the opposite side of the room, the gun fell out of his hands.

Regan was crushed against the wall, limp. Her head was tilted to the side, blood pouring out of her forehead.

One hand lay next to a knife.

The world tightened up again.

Every heartbeat became a measure of time wasted.

He crawled toward her.

The concrete door was in the way.

He pushed it aside.

Her coat lay on top of her.

He pulled it away.

Her clothes were soaked with blood.

He put his fingers against her carotid artery.

A pulse.

He pushed her hair away from her face. The blood was matting up and tried to cling to her skin.

The skin above her eye had split open—a sharp slash that ran from her temple along her brow and almost touched the opposite eye.

The knife blade was bloody, but not completely covered with gore.

Jake almost grabbed it to cut off a strip of her shirt, then kicked it out of the way. He needed the fingerprints.

Instead he grabbed a scalpel off the floor underneath the aluminum cot that had been kicked into the corner. It looked like it had upended a metal cart full of autopsy instruments. As he moved the cot to reach the scalpel, he spotted a few packets of gauze and some rolls of tape.

Jake had a flash. The gauze wasn't there to help close up wounds or stop the bleeding. It was there to sop up extra blood, so Wilson would be able to see what was underneath.

He almost threw the damned gauze across the room.

No.

He would use the bastard's tools against him.

He bound up Regan's forehead, making sure the tape was tight enough to put pressure on the wound. He used the extra gauze to mop up her face.

Unconscious. Wilson's knife had cut her, knocked her backward against the cement, and knocked her unconscious.

When that was done, he stood up. He had a minute or two.

Wilson was still breathing.

And there was a room full of saws, knives, and probes just waiting to be used.

Jake wanted him to hurt—or not so much hurt as see the results of hurt. He wanted to see the bastard beg for mercy. He wanted to hear him confess what he'd done, confess to all the damage he'd done to the world and to women like Regan.

He wanted to hurt the guy until he had the information they needed to be able to put those women to rest.

Proof.

Jake bent over and picked up the scalpel from the floor. It was cold in his hand and felt right. If he'd picked up a different heavier blade, then he wouldn't have been able to stop himself from killing the guy right away.

What he wanted to do was to torture him – to death – not put him out of his misery.

Wilson's mouth opened and closed like a fish. His abdomen jerked, trying to get oxygen into the body in short, starving gasps. But the holes in Wilson's chest gaped open with every breath. Blood poured out of his body and down into the drain in the floor.

What should he do, tie the guy's ankles together, hoist him up on the hook and let him drain out over the hole in the floor?

Do unto Wilson what he'd planned to do to Regan?

It was tempting.

He squatted next to him. From this angle he could almost see the shuddering of Wilson's heart in his chest.

“I want information. If I can get a diary from you, a record of your kills so that we can put some of these bodies to rest, then I'll cut your throat. This could all be over in a second.”

Wilson grinned, teeth pink with blood. He couldn't speak out loud, even if he wanted to.

His lips moved.

Do it, his lips seemed to say.

You know you want to.

And Jake did. He really, really wanted to. All the times he'd beaten the shit out of someone to get information... It was tempting, just to make sure the guy was done, if nothing else.

A whisper came from the other side of the room.

“Jake?”

It was hoarse, without a real voice behind it. It still pulled him to his feet and made him throw down the scalpel in a heartbeat.

Regan's eyes were open, confused. Her face was still a smeared mask of blood.

“Jake? Is that you?”

He sat down beside her and wiped her face again. Now she looked like she'd been smearing red greasepaint on her face before going into the jungle.

“It's me, Regan. It's Jake.”

“Did you kill that bastard?”

“He's dying—you don’t have to be scared anymore. I’m here.”

“Good.” Her eyes closed again. He could see the pupils jerking behind the lids. Her throat swallowed several times. She probably had a concussion.

“Regan,” he said. “You have to stay awake for me, please. Okay? We have to get the paramedics here so they can check your neck and monitor you. You have a concussion.”

Her eyes struggled to open again. They wandered over the room, seeing but not seeing.

“What did you do to him?” she whispered.

“I shot him—in the chest.”

“Is he suffering?”

Jake glanced over at Wilson. He was still grinning... still trying to breathe. But the grin was fixed and forced now, not the merry little smile of superiority and amusement that it had been a minute ago.

“Yes,” Jake lied.

“Good. I want him to suffer,” she whispered. “He killed Laura Provost, did you know that? And Nancy Ross....”

“I want him to suffer, too.” Jake said. “But that's not what's important right now.”

She grunted, annoyed. Her eyes closed again. “So dizzy.”

She took a breath, then tried to lean forward. He put a hand on her chest to keep her still. Noise was coming from the tunnel.

“We're in here!” he shouted. “Wilson's down... we need paramedics!”

The sound rang in his ears for a second, drowning out something that Regan was saying.

“What did you say, love?” he asked.

She swallowed. Lights were shining down the tunnel now.

This way!
Down here!

“Stay with me,” she said. “That's what's important. Forget about Wilson. Just stay with me... stay with me...”

“I'm here,” he said. He clasped her hand tight. She squeezed back until it was painful.

She kept muttering the words until the paramedics had her on top of a stretcher and were dragging her out through the tunnel.

Chuck, Doug, and Graham had crawled in after the paramedics had left, and the four of them looked down at Wilson, arms crossed over their chests.

Wilson was still alive—still trying to breathe. Jake flashed back to Afghanistan. The room was filled with stench now—the intestines had finally burst. That just made it harder to stop remembering.

“What do you want us to do with him?” Chuck said.

Just one kick in the groin. It would be so satisfying.

“Leave him,” Jake said. “He's not gonna talk. I already tried. We have better things to do. Let forensics have their fun.”

He squatted down and crawled out of the tunnel on his elbows, trying not to hit his head.

He may or may not have heard the sound of a boot hitting flesh and a groan.

It didn't matter.

Regan was headed out to the ambulance, and if he didn't hurry up, the ambulance was going to leave without him.




 Chapter 52 -           Epilogue 

The sky was big and blue, with the shadows of tree branches stretching overhead. Leaves rustled. Birds chirped at each other, tree-to-tree gossip. The wind tossed the leaves, drowning out most of the sounds of civilization around the cemetery and replacing it with a soft meaningless moan.

Somewhere on the other side of the cemetery, someone had hired a bagpipe player for another funeral. It echoed across the green hills, bounced around the big marble slabs, dodged between the trees and the big old stone funeral home, and made the statues hold their hands toward the heaven and look upward, as if begging for mercy.

It was, Jake had to admit, the end of an era.

Pavo had been shipped back in the first of several ambulances that had arrived at the Wilson cabin. John St. Clair accompanied his friend, saying he trusted Jake to take care of his daughter.

Remembering he'd said that, always made Jake have to blink back a couple of tears. With any luck, John would never know how close Jake had come to losing his daughter.

It was a small group standing at the graveside. Jake, Regan, and John stood together. That was the extent of “family” as far as Pavo was concerned. Not a single living relative appeared at the cemetery—not a brother or sister, no distant cousins. Pavo's secretary, sure, but that was about it from his work at the sewers, too. Jake suspected Pavo's secretary hadn't passed the information around.

It was what Pavo would have wanted.

Behind them stood Chuck, Doug and Graham, looking like Mafia thugs in their black suits. Andy and Jamie Gibbons had come and brought their boys with them. They came in support of Regan and Jake—not to honor Pavo. Jake was pretty sure Jamie had lectured the boys on the way over, telling them to be respectful and keep their questions to themselves. He was also pretty sure she'd told them, maybe not outright, but at least hinting, Pavo had gotten what he deserved. He was a bad man who had justified bad actions and thought that made him good. She just had that look on her face. Stiff—with her nose lifted just a hair too high for Christian humility.

But it had been her husband Pavo had sent to jail for a decade for a murder he hadn't committed.

All in all, Jake couldn't blame her.

Alex had come, bringing a small gang of friends with him—the ones who'd been helping with the Wilson case. Slightly apart from the others stood an attractive black woman with a look on her face that said she knew more than she was letting on somehow. Jake made a mental note to check in with Alex about her. Alex had been acting a little strange over the last few days—disorganized, unable to focus, distressed. He was constantly twirling his mustache and scowling—toward the black woman.

He'd somehow resolved a situation at one of Wilson's victim's homes, a conflict with Fiducioso, Gary's brother...

He couldn't keep track of it all.

Regan and John had been too shattered for him to be able to do anything other than cope with funeral arrangements, lawyers, and calls from the cops. If it wasn't one thing, it was another. The SEALs had been running his detective agency since the day Wilson died. He was too busy trying to coordinate things.

Fortunately, Pavo only had one real request: to be buried next to Linda St. Clair.

The plot had already been set up that way, with a single marble headstone set up for Linda and John—Linda's dates already filled in—and a second one set up a couple of feet away, waiting for Paul.

The date hadn't been cut in, yet.

The hole in the ground was covered with green fabric, then a border of heavy, brown rubber-backed rugs, in case of rain. The mound of dirt was ready and waiting, and so was the vault, painted gray. The lid of the vault stood back from the gravesite, along the road on a specialized wheeled trailer that could be hooked up to a motor so it could be lowered safely.

Jake had glossed over the selection of the vault—the model he'd picked was only available in a couple of colors, and he didn't think either black or bronze would have been appropriate.

But now he wished he'd picked any color other than gray.

It was the same damned color as the walls inside the hidden cellar.

The coffin was steel colored and had been closed after the memorial service at the funeral home. Pavo, as the saying went, had cleaned up well.

As always, Jake had the sensation the body was going to move, and the longer he looked at it, the worse it got. He kept expecting the frown lines between Pavo's eyebrows to deepen, and his hands to lift off his chest, fingertips steepled together...

Regan held on to the lapels of John's suit jacket and lay her head on his chest. She was panting for breath, not sobbing. She'd only just been released from the hospital that morning, and she wasn't doing well. She needed to get off her feet.

She needed to cry.

The minister—a Unitarian who had been cautioned the person being mourned was a vehement atheist—clearly had the same thought Jake did, and started the service quickly.

Jake didn't hear half the words said; the rest didn't make sense. He chalked it up to how tired he was.

And how alone he felt.

Regan had spent a lot of time in the hospital in and out of consciousness. And when she was awake, she was distant. John had told her about Pavo, about her beloved—and difficult—uncle.

And since then she had been looking straight through both of them as if they didn't exist.

Jake had this sickening feeling it was over between them. Not because of anything he had done or omitted—although he was eating himself up inside over some of it—but because of something he had no control over.

He wanted her to at least blame him for Pavo's death, as unreasonable as it would have been.

Anger he could deal with. Hate. Weeping.

But not this blankness.

The minister droned on, not trying to fill the cemetery with divine love—just making noise. Giving them time to stand there, stunned.

Giving them somewhere to look that wasn't at each other.

It was strange. He couldn't remember whether he'd liked or hadn't liked Pavo anymore. He could remember the guy's face, sure. But how he'd felt about him, it just didn't seem important.

Now, if John St. Clair had been the one who'd been shot…

His throat tensed up.

According to John, it had been close. If he'd been driving, it would have been him in the steel coffin on top of the braces.

And then what?

Regan straightened up. Her face was waxy and had a sheen of sweat on it. John gave Jake a helpless look.

Jake went jogging off toward a large tent spread over the grass, rows of folding chairs set up underneath. Whoever's funeral it was, they could just suck it up for a few minutes while Regan caught her breath.

***

Regan forced herself to turn around and look at the casket... and at the hole in the ground underneath the vault.

Soon, it was going to swallow up Uncle Paul.

She had stared at him lying in the coffin all throughout the memorial service. Perversely, it felt like he'd abandoned her, on purpose.

Everywhere she looked, she saw them—people from the Organization, come to force her into Uncle Paul's old role.

She realized (of course she realized) that part of her paranoia was just that, anxiety mixed with a knock on the head. The concussion had taken more out of her, psychologically speaking, than she could believe.

When she'd lost her mother, she'd been inconsolable. Now, it was like she was fighting a war not to have her true emotions overwhelmed by dizziness and nausea. She didn't grieve for Uncle Paul, she felt disgust for him—revulsion.

Confusion.

Jake stole a folding chair from a nearby funeral—the grievers hadn't arrived yet—and put it on the grass for her. Jake and her father lowered her to the chair; her father gave her a look telling her to stay put.

Oh, she wasn't going to fight them. It was all she could do, suddenly, to keep from passing out.

Uncle Paul was gone. The Organization was going to force her to take his place.

How could he do this to her?

How could he?

How could he die like that?

Trying to save her?

Her eyes misted up. She fought to keep them clear, blinking and rubbing them, trying to swallow back the tears in her throat.

Suddenly Jake was beside her, holding her in his arms. And she couldn't hold it back anymore.

A lump rose out of her throat, burst in her mouth. She shouted:

“I hate you, I hate you! Don't leave me here, Uncle Paul! Don't make me take care of all of this without you!”

For a moment she thought the sound echoed back to her across the cemetery. But her head was tucked into Jake's shoulder. She was beating her fists against his arms.

It was all coming out. She was weeping now, smearing his shoulder with all the ugliness inside her. Everyone was watching her, seeing how weak she was. She hated it.

“I love you,” he said, over and over again. “I'm here. I love you.”

It didn't seem like the tears would ever end. She held on to Jake's arms and tried to silence her grief. But she couldn't.

“Stay with me,” she begged him. Just like she'd begged him before, in that horrible coffin of a room. “Don't let them use me like they used him. Stay with me.”

“I will,” he said. “You don't have to do anything you don't want to.”

But she also knew it was going to be more a lot complicated than that.

 The End




 The End Justifies the Means: Prologue 

Saturday, a visitation day at Taconic Correctional Facility. Not one of the days that her friend Regan St. Claire was coming to visit her, which was both a good and bad thing. A good thing because it meant she would be able to conduct her business without Regan getting in the way or be any wiser about it; and a bad thing because the business Jessie Bell decided to get into was bad—Regan would never approve.

The fact that Regan St. Claire hadn't come to stop her, Jessie took as a good omen.

The guard brought her into the visitation room and unlocked her handcuffs. The guards around the edge of the room looked at Jessie, then at her guard, then back to Jessie. She wandered over to an empty table along the powder-blue cinderblock wall and sat down with her back to it and waited. Her visitor had not yet arrived.

The room had that smell—lemon pine cleaner over the top of decades of ground-in despair. To Jessie that was all the worse for not being able to smell it. If you couldn't smell the stinks of a prison anymore, it meant your brain had accepted that you belonged there.

The visitation area wasn't as packed as usual; the balmy May weather meant families chose the outdoors, a park or the beach above a visit to their mommas, aunts, grandmas, sisters, and daughters in the prison. There were at least two empty tables between hers and any other occupied table in the room. The guards all had a clear line of sight to her, which was exactly how she liked it. She was going to do her business in plain sight so that she couldn’t be accused of anything, whether she had actually done it or not.

The people who had shown up for visitation mostly fit the profile of loved ones of recent arrivals, the ones who hadn't yet been deadened to the mind-numbing situation. They had big, artificial smiles on their faces and dragged along kids who still knew how to laugh and cry. Others fit the profile of “loved ones” who were there to smuggle drugs to the prisoners. They had better clothes, for one thing, and eyes that fastened onto the guards like magnets onto a fridge. They were amateurs, though. The professionals had long since learned that the best way to get anything in or out of the system involved making friends with a guard or a worker bee—preferably while the two of you were out of sight of anyone else. No major handoffs would be coming through the visitor's room—not today.

And then there was Jessie's visitor.

She had written Jessie a letter claiming to be her great-aunt, her Grandma Martie's sister Evelyn. She'd asked for a visit today, if that wouldn't be too much of a hassle. She'd get her best friend's son Larry to drive her up to the facility.

The thing was, Grandma Martie didn't have any sisters—maybe it was time she had, well, at least one. Why not?

So, she'd sent back a reply saying yes, she'd been missing Grandma Martie a lot lately, had been praying for her up in Heaven, and would love to see Aunt Evelyn, even if she wouldn't be allowed to bring her wonderful lemon cake into the prison—in case she tried to smuggle in a key, a saw blade, knife or worse, ha-ha.

The operative word in the letter was Larry, Lawrence del Rey. He was an estate lawyer she'd met with a couple of times, but not to talk about estates. He'd come to her with a job offer:

Sign up to work for us, and we'll get you out of there.

They did not provide the details of their plan to accomplish this, except to confirm that it wouldn't be a prison break. When she was out, there would be no dogs on her heels tracking her down. Her freedom didn’t mean she would be entirely free, but it wouldn't have the bad kinds of strings attached.

And the work they wanted her to do?

Certainly, not the paralegal crap she'd been doing before she'd been sent to prison. No, they wanted her to take up a managerial position running a section of their organization, the part covering the City. Their previous manager had passed away recently, and they were currently in the recruitment process.

“If,” Mr. Del Rey had said, “you are not chosen for the position,” he hinted there was another strong candidate who had been offered the role but who had reservations, “we would certainly find something interesting for you to do.”

The world was her oyster, the check was in the mail, et cetera, et cetera. She'd believe it when she saw it. It was a bunch of goddamned drug-runners, that’s what it was, and they wanted her to organize their shipments the way she ran the black market at Taconic. Someone must have talked.

If someone expected her to run their smuggling ring on the outside, they were sadly mistaken.

She might still take them up on their offer, though. With a little organizational restructuring, a bit of sabotage here, a little blackmail there, and their organization wouldn't be dealing drugs anymore, because the drug dealers would be in prison instead of her. A little turnabout, as well as being pleasant, could only be considered fair play. Although she did intend to get back twice as much as was taken from her—at a bare minimum. Plus, of course, fair compensation for pain and suffering, as well as lost opportunities and of course punitive damages.

She was sick of prison, sick of even the sound of the word, that’s been on her mind all the time—far too long.

The visitor's door opened and a female guard came through, one of the ones that always tries too hard to look good for the job—blue eye shadow, arched eyebrows, square jaw, a bosom that jutted well into the D range, and a perpetual sneer under her layered lipstick. She was one of the guards Jessie had told the others to keep their hands off of. She was trouble, the kind of guard who would take the bribe but turn them in anyway.

The visitor who followed behind her clearly was as amused by the guard as Jessie was, with one corner of her mouth turned up as the woman led her across the floor, almost in a goose step march.

“Aunt Evelyn” had her natural hair up under a red scarf and was wearing a big blue knit dress with a striped kaftan on top. She had big hoop earrings, a gold wedding ring on a chain around her neck, and penciled-in eyebrows. She kept her walk loose and slow, and the guard kept having to look back over her shoulder, stop, and wait for her to catch up.

Jessie stood and smiled. “Hello, Auntie Evelyn. Long time no see.”

“Evelyn” gave her the once over, eyes pausing at every worn spot in Jessie's prison uniform, at the old scars on her neck.

She clucked her tongue.

“You haven't been eating right,” she said. “And don't tell me they don't feed you. When Timothy was in prison, he ate just fine.”

Timothy was Jessie’s younger brother, a real hoodlum of a kid who had been in and out of trouble since he was ten. It was like he'd taken a good look at how the world worked and said to himself: So, that's the way it is. All right, if it's a thug they want, it's a thug they'll get. Jessie had spent most of her time after her parents had died either taking care of Timothy or studying to get into college. She had succeeded more with the latter than the former. If only she hadn't married Ed, she might have gone farther and would have been able to help Timothy out more.

Or, she might still be stuck as a paralegal. Who knew?

Jessie gave a fake smile. “Have a seat, why don't you? And don't start on the nagging. I never did bother to listen to anyone who nagged me.”

Evelyn snorted, then sat down. The plastic chair creaked under her weight. Jessie sat down too.

The guard hung around for a few seconds, looking down the slope of her bosom for a moment at them, just because she could. Then she walked away.

The room was supposed to be private—all except the guards standing around the room, ostensibly out of hearing range. But Jessie had never put much faith in so-called privacy, not in prison anyway. “So what brings you here, Auntie?”

Evelyn tilted her head and batted her eyes at Jessie coquettishly. “I've heard that there might be a possibility of new evidence being brought to light in your case, sweetie.”

“New evidence?”

Evelyn scooted her chair up a little, the legs bumping across the floor tiles making all the guards look their way for a moment. She put her hands up on the table in front of her in loose fists. She had grooves all over her fingers from about a dozen rings. The guards must have made her take them off before she came in.

“Apparently, Edward had been taking pictures of the two of you in... less appropriate moments. He'd set up a secret camera in the bedroom, the toilet, and...” she paused, “and the basement room.”

Evelyn nodded. Her eyes seemed to say that they had seen it all, they had seen what he'd done to her.

Jessie knew better. She had more than enough years to know better. This woman, in front of her, whoever she was, only wanted to use her.

Nevertheless, Jessie's eyes filled up with tears from that unquestionably sympathetic look. She turned her head to the side and swallowed, trying to draw the tears away.

“If... if you'd rather stay here, then it will never come out,” Evelyn said. “I'll talk to Larry. He can make those things disappear in a snap.” She snapped her fingers with a flourish.

The guards looked at them again. This time their eyes lingered.

“But if you can bear it, I think we can get you out of here” Evelyn said, “with the recordings and a couple of other things. I have someone who knows how to look at procedures and whether they were followed, and the ramifications of not following them. You know, that kind of lawyer.”

Jessie did know. It was exactly the kind of lawyer she hadn't been able to afford. It was a deal too good to be true.

“And then?” she asked, still not daring to make eye contact with the woman.

“And then...” A warm, soft hand reached across the table, lying on top of her own. “And then we use those talents of yours, those poetic instincts, to try to make the world a little bit of a better place.”

By selling drugs and managing prostitutes, no doubt. Jessie glared at the woman, who rolled her eyes and shrugged.

“How?”

“That's for you to decide, sweetie,” Evelyn said. “We can talk that through later. The man who passed recently was set in his ways. But there's always room for new ideas, don't you think?”

For a moment Jessie was almost tempted. Then a flush of humiliation, then rage, rose in her guts and turned her face blazing hot. Evelyn had seen what Edward had done to her and was suggesting that Jessie allow her to show that to other people—people who already had enough information to know what she'd done was only fair and just.

“No.” Jessie said. “No, I don't want to do it.”

The warm hand withdrew, and “Auntie Evelyn” stood up. In a louder voice, she said, “I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, sweetie, but life has continued without you. Your Cousin Paul will be sadly missed.”

Jessie didn't have a Cousin Paul. That, she understood, was just the cover to explain why she'd teared up. She nodded.

“Give me a hug,” the woman said. Jessie stood up and was immediately enfolded in a crushing hug that left her gasping. Again, she was almost undone by the amount of sympathy she felt flowing from the woman. She pushed away, rubbing the back of her hand across her face.

“Let Larry know if you need me,” the woman said. “You know I'm a terrible correspondent. Some days I just assume everything's a bill and chuck it into the fireplace.”

“I will,” Jessie said.

“It's good to put eyes on you after so long, girl. Remember I told you to eat. It's a hard time in here, I know. But you must keep your strength and your spirits up. And there's no way to keep your spirits up when you look like you're about to blow away in the wind.”

“Okay.”

“Take care now.”

“Okay, Auntie Evelyn. You too.”

The woman walked back toward the visitor's door. As soon as she'd been escorted out, Jessie sat down in the cheap plastic chair again and put her head in her hand. The guards came to walk her back to her cell and give her a nice strip search, afraid that Auntie Evelyn had slipped a shiv into her pocket or something.

That night Jessie thought of Regan St. Clair with anger. If only she would do something to make my upcoming parole hearing go smoothly, then I wouldn't have this choice in front of… this horrible, tempting choice.




 Chapter 1 - The heaviest weight 

Melvin Cho's office was in the new District Attorney's offices in the Marriott building on Jay Street— unquestionably, a step up from Laura Provost's office, which had been tucked into one of the evidence rooms at the Red Hook Community Justice Center. To get to Laura Provost's office, Regan had to cross through the evidence room. No matter how much Laura had pretended to be at the top of the ladder, and no matter how far she leaned over her desk with her hawk-nose to get into Regan's face, it was impossible to forget you had to walk through a room full of cardboard boxes, manila envelopes, plastic crates, copy machines, and busy clerks to reach her desk. It was a bad place for an office, too. A sharp lawyer would have argued that somewhere along the line Laura had annoyed or disappointed someone higher up the ladder.

But Laura Provost was dead now, murdered by the serial killer Conrad Wilson, her head cut off and her body suspended over her tub so the blood could run down the drain. Gruesome as it was, that had taken care of any potential conflict of interest Regan might have had.

Regan made it to the right floor of the building before losing her nerve and fleeing into the ladies' room to hide. It was May now, and the murders had happened in April, including Laura Provost's, and Uncle Paul's.

At first she felt numb. She felt the kind of numbness that flooded her mind with thoughts: And now I am feeling numb… look at how numb I feel… how odd it is to be at Uncle Paul's funeral, standing next to my father and Jake, feeling numb… look at my numb hands, and how they're perfectly steady.

The numbness had passed. In a way, she wished it hadn't. Now it felt like she was constantly just about to get the flu. Every moment was the moment right before she threw up—trembling, nervous, anxious, sweating under her clothes. Her forehead felt waxy with a thin sheen of sweat all the time. She'd stopped using foundation and powder. Every time she did, she broke out in hives.

It felt like everyone could see her raw emotions, naked on her face. She had dark circles under her eyes, and her cheeks had become sunken. The little bit of extra weight she had started to put on around her belly months ago had melted away and left her stomach hollow. Ellen, her housekeeper, kept trying to push more food into her. Her fridge was full of leftover Mexican food she couldn't eat and that made Ellen look at her with a hurt expression every time she saw her. Regan had taken to going to a coffee shop if she thought Ellen might still be at the house, waiting for her to leave before she would turn up at home. She hated playing games, but she didn't know what else to do. She couldn't stand feeling so exposed.

And now she was going to have to meet with Melvin Cho—about Laura Provost. She had put it off as long as possible, knowing the longer the time lapse between Laura’s murder and meeting with Cho, the less likely they were to start attacking each other. No, scratch that. The less likely they were to start attacking each other on purpose, just to be able to hurt someone.

But it didn't seem like enough time had passed after all.

She gripped the sides of the cold porcelain sink and looked down the black pit of the drain under the trap. It felt like any second now, the cup of cold coffee with cream, all she'd been able to force down her throat today, was going to be coming back up. She waited, swallowing back the acid rising from her throat.

When it finally became clear that nothing was going to happen, she washed her hands, set her blonde hair back in relative order, and took a deep breath.

 I can do this. I have been doing this—standing up to tragedy—since my mother died when I was sixteen. I survived everything life has thrown at me so far. Admittedly, there were people who had it worse and who handled it better than I had. But still, here I am, coping.

She washed her hands again, straightened her hair—again—and walked out of the bathroom with her hands shaking.

Then, in the hallway, she saw him. A blond man with a wide grin and warmth in his eyes, especially for her. He had a long stride walk, almost bobbing up and down.

She froze in the doorway of the bathroom. Conrad Wilson was dead. He'd died in that basement torture chamber. He wasn't coming back.

The man turned his head toward her as he passed. For a while his face looked just like Conrad Wilson's... until it didn't.

She backed into the bathroom again, walked into one of the stalls, and locked the door.

***

Ten minutes late for her appointment, she greeted Melvin Cho's assistant and asked if he was available.

“He's waiting for you,” the woman said, gesturing down a short hallway with a pair of doors. “First door to the right.”

She braced herself outside of Melvin Cho's office for a moment, then knocked on the closed door.

“Hello? Ms. St. Claire? Please come in.”

She opened the door slowly. Cho sat at his desk with his hands folded on a leather pad. His face looked photogenic, in a friendly, congenial way. He had a reputation as a cutthroat negotiator among the local criminal lawyers. Reportedly, it was Cho who had forced the city to come up with extra funds for the new offices. If true, it was impressive.

The office looked normal, if slightly more appealing than an average office. The guy clearly was one of the those who collected certificates and mementos and liked visitors to his office to see them. Etched glass community awards sat on shelves; wooden plaques with brass nameplates, and photographs of him shaking hands with various notable figures hung on the walls.

Out of the corner of her eye she caught a familiar face in one of the pictures. She turned her head to look, but her stomach lurched, so she stepped fully into the office and closed the door behind her so she could check that there was nobody behind it first. Then she let herself take in the room.

No closets or file cabinets that anyone could hide behind, no large potted plants. Just Cho's desk, a U-shaped affair that allowed him to face a workstation by the window or to spin his chair around and face the door.

He was facing her now, one eyebrow raised. “I was going to ask you what the holdup was. But now I just want to know if you're all right.”

Obvious. Her state was all too obvious. She blinked at him, then turned her head toward the wall with the pictures. Just as she had thought, there was one of him shaking hands with Uncle Paul. Her chest tightened. Uncle Paul towered over Cho, looking cold and serious to Cho's friendlier, more open face. Nevertheless, she could tell that Uncle Paul had respected him. There was just something about his posture that spoke of it. The way he seemed to lean into the handshake, maybe.

“You knew Uncle Paul,” she said.

“Are you all right?”

She realized he was repeating himself. She turned to face him and held out her hand. He shook it; it was warm but not sweaty. She sat in the chair across from his desk and folded her hands in her lap. Now the ongoing flu-like symptoms were joined with the sense she was coming down with a cold. Her lungs ached and she felt her head nodding forward. A wave of exhaustion was crashing down on top of her. It wasn't fair. She hadn't done anything today. She hadn't accomplished a single thing.

“I'm coping,” she said.

He flashed a partial smile. “Yes. I knew Paul. We were on a couple of charitable boards together. A very earnest man—he will be missed.” He pressed his lips together as his eyebrows twitched. “What am I saying? We've been working our asses off trying to replace someone whose skills and insight can never be replaced.”

She nodded. She was sure he'd meant her to take it as a compliment.

“I'm sure you're wondering why I asked to speak to you in person… on a Saturday, no less.”

She nodded again. Her head had begun to ache and she felt slightly dizzy.

“I've been going through Laura Provost's files and papers, trying to sort out everything she was working on, and your name came up in a few of her more interesting cases,” Cho said.

“Yes?”

“Were you involved in the Andrew Gibbons exoneration case?”

“I know his wife.”

“Were you involved in the case?” Cho asked.

“No,” she said. “Jamie wrote to me asking for help, and I did investigate things, but my leads went nowhere. It was Laura who broke it—as far as I know.”

“You hired a private investigator at that time.”

“Two of them, actually,” she said. Her head throbbed. “The first one abandoned the job. The second one saved me from some assholes at a dive bar on my way back from meeting with Gibbons and eventually became my boyfriend.”

She should probably try to keep her mouth shut. She had used strong language, admitted to seeing Gibbons, and her relationship with Jake in one breath. If she wasn't careful, in two seconds she was going to be spilling her guts, and that would cause nothing but problems.

“And?”

“And then we were attacked by a stalker, Morrison Gray. Everything went south after that. I had to let the case go.”

“Did you give any information to Laura?”

“Yes, I gave her what we'd collected at the rime. She knew I had been...” The wave of exhaustion hit her, and she closed her eyes for a moment. “...looking into it. She was able to take it through the system much better than I could’ve.”

Cho watched her face for a moment. “Are you all right?”

She gave him part of a smile; it probably looked as ghastly as she felt. If she couldn't control her face, then at least she could use her fractured state to her advantage. “Coping.”

“We can continue this another time.”

“No, I'm sure you need the information, even if it's negative. Her cases need to move forward, and the damage that Conrad Wilson did has to be found and dug out.”

“What about Peter Marando?”

It struck her that a lot of people had died recently because of her. Of course, Uncle Paul had died because of her, and Laura Provost. Good people. But Peter Marando had died because of her, too. Lots of people had.

She slumped forward. “Jake spoke to him once... I think, he described him as greasy.”

“You didn't know he was selling information to the Mafia?”

She shook her head. “I wouldn't be surprised, though. The Gibbons case had more holes in it than a sieve.”

“And what about the Craig Moreau case, the one with the murders in the RV? What was your involvement in the case before it was discovered that Conrad Wilson's parents had been involved?”

“Laura and I discussed it. We were ah… friends, or at least co-enthusiasts.”

“Co-enthusiasts?”

“We were both interested in exoneration cases.”

He drummed his fingers on the leather desk pad. “And what is the extent of your interest?”

“I research them in my spare time. I'm an exoneration fanatic, you might say.”

He flashed another partial smile at her. “Some people have hobbies that don't tie in to their jobs.”

“Some people,” she agreed.

“What...” He drummed his fingers again. “What do you think Laura's level of involvement was in all this?”

The office around her had stopped feeling real; it was slightly gray around the edges. Sleep pulled at her like an ocean undertow. “Not sure… I think... I think she was gunning for your position and thought that having several exonerations under her belt could only help her reputation.

“You know how people are about putting women into positions of authority... and she could be personally abrasive. Pardon if this sounds brutal, but I'm sure she thought she needed as much help as she could get.” She managed to smile for a moment, remembering the look on Laura's face when she thought she was onto something that could help her career. It always made Regan feel like she was about to be pounced on. But even though Cho looked forty-five, in fact, he was over sixty, and no doubt Laura could taste the blood in the water. “You could say that we used each other. I provided the disciplined look at the case materials, and she provided the resources to get the cases looked at again.”

“And that was the extent of your involvement.”

“Yes.”

“And that's why you and Laura were targeted by Conrad Wilson.”

She blinked at him. “Are you trying to imply that it was Laura's or my fault that she was killed?”

His lips twitched, not in a smile, but with disgusted. “Of course not,” he said, even though that was exactly what he implied—one or the other of them had taken some action that had drawn Wilson’s attention down upon them.

They had, but even in her most extreme states of paranoia and self-blame, Regan couldn't blame herself for that. Wilson would have targeted someone. Regan’s fault was she hadn't been smart enough to see it coming, and to prevent Laura and the others from being harmed.

She should have trusted her instincts and stayed out of the case. That much was true.

It was true, wasn't it? I am the reason that Laura is dead. It is sheer arrogance to try to distance myself from the situation. If I had followed my instincts and stayed away from it, Laura would be alive. Wilson only tracked her down because of her efforts to help get him exonerated, at my insistence.

“I've actually been asking myself that very question over and over. What could I have done to prevent Laura's death? Would she have involved herself at all if I hadn't been curious about him myself? I was torn between my belief that Wilson couldn't have been guilty of the murder he supposedly committed… and a feeling that I didn't want to be in the same room with him.

“Of course when I actually met him, he seemed perfectly ordinary and charming, right up until the moment he knocked me out. I worked out the timing, of course. Laura was dead by then. He'd butchered her the night before.”

Her gaze had slid down to her hands. They were trembling. She glanced back up to Cho. He looked concerned, as if she'd been spouting complete insanity for a moment there. She hadn't. What she was saying was only logical.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “Did you have another question? I seem to have gone slightly off track.” Her brains felt like they were trying to force their way out of her skull. “Do you have some ibuprofen with you, by any chance? I feel utterly foul.”

He reached into a desk drawer without breaking eye contact with her and put a large bottle on the desk with a heavy thump. She glanced at the label. Five hundred capsules. He must eat them like candy.

“Thank you,” she said, and dry swallowed two, then a third. She had to keep it together for a while. That night she and Jake and her father had to meet with Uncle Paul's lawyer for the reading of the will.

“You were saying?” she said. She couldn't remember the last thing that Cho had asked her. She just wanted to sleep.




 Chapter 2 - Tried to let it just pass 

The offices of Grauno and Goldsmith were in the big brick building next to the White Plains City Hall. The coffee shop nearby was still open—just barely—and she stopped in to pick up a cup of coffee. The waitress was just packing up the pastries for the night, and the coffee tasted burnt, like ashes scraped off a forest fire. Regan added a heavy dose of cream and went around the corner to the offices. The spring night air was cool, damp, and was starting to turn to fog. The streetlights and headlights had acquired hazy haloes and moisture was beading up on the metal benches along the sidewalks.

The secretary escorted her to a meeting room facing the street, one long table stretching across the room and a large flat-screen television along one wall. Jake, her father, and Jane were waiting for her. Jake must have called Jane. It was right and logical, but Regan had completely forgotten.

Jake stood up and held a chair for her next to his, across from her father, near the end of the table. Jane sat in a chair set apart from the table, not putting herself forward. She had a legal notebook in front of her to take notes.

When she was seated, Jake took her hand, capturing it. She left it there; she didn't want to make a scene.

A few other people were present, including the thin man that Regan thought she remembered as Uncle Paul's secretary, a large black woman in a tailored tan suit, and a Hispanic woman, also wearing a suit that Regan subconsciously pegged as being on one of Uncle Paul's charitable boards. Gary's brother Lawrence, the bastard, was also present. She wasn't surprised, but his presence still irritated her. But of course, Uncle Paul would have thought of him, and the Organization would want a representative present.

She sipped her bitter coffee, at least it was warm. The secretary started pulling the vertical blinds across the big arched windows. The plastic slats rattled against each other.

“How did it go?” Jake murmured in her ear.

“Later,” she snapped.

It had just struck her that everything about Uncle Paul's life seemed to be focused in Manhattan and Brooklyn. But now that he was dead, all the pieces were in White Plains. He'd been buried in a plot beside her mother. Her father's gravesite had already been etched in on the stone beside hers—just the death date left to carve in and complete the set.

Several people she recognized from White Plains had come to his funeral, making the affair at the graveside almost uncomfortably crowded when it had started to rain and they all tried to crowd in under the small tent and the large tree near the grave.

His estate lawyer was there too, a sharp lawyer in his late forties who hadn't inherited the business from his father. Uncle Paul had selected him recently, a decade ago, after his previous estate lawyer had retired.

Anthony J. Grauno, a broad-faced man with rimless eyeglasses and pale green eyes, entered the room, holding a manila folder that he laid on the far end of the table. “My...” he said, “this isn't something you see outside of a British historical drama any more. The testator calls the executor and beneficiaries together to hear the reading of the will.”

He gave a false, flat-lipped smile and made eye contact with each of them. “This may take some time. Is everyone comfortable?”

The chairs were decent but not something Regan could relax in on the best of days. She nodded.

“Then let's get started. The last will and testament of Paul J. Travers.

“I, Paul J. Travers, being of sound mind, a resident of and domiciled in the City, County, and State of New York, and a citizen of the United States of America, declare this to be my last will and testament...”

Regan tuned out. She didn't care. Someone would tell her later. She sipped her awful coffee.

Jake's hand tightened on hers, and she looked up from the surface of the table. Her father's eyebrows were knit together. A quick glance toward Jane and her pen scratching over the surface of the tablet told her she'd missed something important.

“...along with several properties, with addresses to follow...”

Jake's hand tightened again.

The black woman near the head of the table glanced at Jake with amusement in her eyes. The face of the woman who belonged to the charity organization or something wasn't reacting, and neither was the secretary, to whom none of this was a surprise, probably. Fiducioso—Lawrence—had a smug look on his face, as if he'd personally delivered a particularly clever insult.

Jake shook his head and mumbled. “That can't be right.”

Grauno looked up from his reading, both eyebrows raised. “I assure you, Mr. Westley, that I am reading the exact wording from Mr. Travers's last will and testament. Word for word.”

“But it can't be right. That stuff belongs to Regan. Not me.”

Grauno gave Jake a fixed stare in which his round face seemed to age and sag, adding ten years to his looks. “If I may continue?” he said finally, with a slight bit of archness to his voice. “Your expressions of disbelief might be better saved for the end of the document, for I assure you that there is a great deal remaining to be read, and about which you may have many more protestations. We have opened the offices tonight for you. Please do us the courtesy of not wasting the time and services we are providing. Every moment that we are here longer is money coming out of your pockets, yes?”

“Sorry,” Jake said, settling back into his chair.

“Thank you. To continue...”

He read off several additional addresses, most of them scattered around the Northeast: Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Upstate.

Jake whispered into her ear: “I don't like this. I feel like I'm being pushed into something—manipulated.”

“Of course you're being manipulated,” she whispered back. “Uncle Paul, remember? He didn't believe in free will.”

“Everyone's guilty of something,” Jake said. “I wonder what he's trying to make me do.”

“We'll find out together.”

His hand tightened on hers, then relaxed. He kept his head turned toward Grauno, listening attentively. She tuned out into oblivion again.

She couldn't be what Uncle Paul had wanted her to be—a replacement for him in the Organization. He had run Brooklyn, the sewers, and who knew what else for them: setting up drug deals, blackmailing cops, framing innocent men... Until recently, she had known nothing of his real life, had only known he and her father had fought long ago over something that neither one of them would talk about, that Uncle Paul had loved her mother but hadn't married her, and that Uncle Paul would play chess and talk to her earnestly about things like justice... honor... respect. His views of it.

The whole time he was organizing murders and abductions, he spoke to her of codes of honor, while for himself he held to no stronger code than:

The end justifies the means.

Jake snorted, and her father spat out a curse word. She looked up again. Uncle Paul must have also left her father something significant, although her father wasn't interrupting the lawyer to decline it. Like her, he knew that Uncle Paul, his best if estranged friend, wasn't to be trusted even in death.

Grauno paused for a moment to see whether her father wanted to make any comment, then resumed reading. Another list of addresses followed.

He continued reading: Fiducioso and the secretary received hefty annuities; the woman that Regan associated with a charity smiled when the list of charitable contributions was read, although Regan wasn't sure which one had triggered her pleasure; and the black woman was personally thanked but didn't get anything, although the will did stipulate that certain of her possessions were to be returned to her—an ebony cane, a gold ring, and some papers that had been stored in a safe deposit box in a White Plains bank.

The remainder of the estate was to go to Regan St. Claire, with Jane Hendricks as executor, to be remunerated as follows...

There. It was done. The last parts of Uncle Paul's life had been neatly packed up in boxes and handed off to other people. His troubles had been dumped in other people's laps. His replacement at the Bureau of Water and Sewer Operations would be put in place soon, if they hadn't already.

All that was left, not mentioned in the will but implied, was for the Organization to contact Regan and tell her that she had to replace him in the Organization, that there had been some weird agreement in place to basically sell her into slavery, so she could spend the rest of her life running things for them.

She put her elbow on the tabletop. The others were discussing something, but she didn't care what it was. Tired. She was always so tired. This day had dragged on far too long and had demanded far too much of her.

A drop of water landed on the table in front of her, behind her coffee cup. She rubbed it away with her thumb.

Another drop followed. She felt like she was sixteen again, listening to the pastor drone on about her mother and what a wonderful woman she had been.

Someone walked in front of the big windows at the other end of the room, casting a shadow on the vertical blinds. He had a bounce to his walk, looked like he might even be whistling.

He stopped about midway across the room and seemed to look at her. A light twinkled from between the blinds.

He could see her through the blinds. He was watching her.

She shivered.

Conrad Wilson was dead! She'd seen the autopsy report. A medical examiner had cut him open, removed all his organs, and weighed them. He was done. Dead.

And every time she started to get him out of her mind, he would show up again like a bad penny, hiding in the face or the shadow of a stranger.

She rubbed the next tear out with her thumb.

Jake nudged her. “Are you all right?”

And she said what she had probably said a thousand times since Conrad Wilson had died. “I'm coping.”

It was her fault Uncle Paul was dead. It was her fault that Laura Provost was dead. She needed to start keeping a running count of all the people who, directly or indirectly, were dead because of something she'd screwed up. And that wouldn't even take into consideration the other lives she'd screwed up somehow, like the Gibbons’… or Jessie… or...

Her arm slid out from underneath her, and she rested her head on the table.

It wasn't going to work. None of this was going to work.

The shadow in front of the building still stood there, watching her. The memories were coming up hard on her, making her heart race and her stomach clench and her skull pound.

She was tied up on the cot in the basement room where Conrad Wilson had wanted to torture here. She was waiting for him to kill her again.

She hid her face in her arms and tried to let it just pass.

Then someone touched her on the shoulder—Jake.




 Chapter 3 - She was in a bad space 

Jake kept his eyes on the road and his hands on the wheel. Regan was pretending to sleep in the passenger seat. He could tell she was only pretending by the way her body flinched whenever the car hit a bump or oncoming traffic shone their lights into her face. When she slept, she was like a rag doll. A softly snoring one.

They were still a couple of hours away from Malletts Bay in Vermont and the little house off Lake Champlain that they'd used as a hideout during the Gibbons case. The place where they'd first made love. He hoped it would have some good associations for her.

But he didn't expect it to be a magic cure. He was too familiar with what was happening to her to believe it would be as simple as that.

Regan had burst into tears, then gone into hysterics at the lawyer's office after the reading of the will—the will that had made him, in one paragraph, a multimillionaire. He didn't want to take time to think about that now, though. She'd screamed that Wilson was outside the window, watching them.

Her father, John, had gotten up to check what was behind the blinds, but there was only a light pole outside the window. Nobody waiting there, watching them.

It was all in her mind.

He'd seen it before, in the Delta Force. Not often among the members of the unit, but more common amongst non-special force soldiers who had experienced trauma. By the time someone made it into the Delta Force, the ability to feel that kind of terror had been stripped out of them. Guys still burned out, but not like this.

This was still the reaction of someone who'd seen too much combat, though. Every loud sound was a shot. Every person moving behind her was a threat. Every person that walked a certain way was him. Even sitting in the passenger seat of the car had been hard for her, he could tell. When he'd bent forward to start the engine, she'd flinched. Wilson had knocked her out and abducted her in a car.

Every time she came into a room, she did a quick threat assessment. Who was sitting where, any places from where someone might hide or be watching her. She had situational awareness now. If he spent the night and left his toothbrush out, she would fix on it, taking in its location. If he moved it without her seeing him do it, she noticed and did a quick check of her house, including the street, to make sure that nothing else had changed.

It wasn't something that was supposed to happen to civilians—especially not to Judge Regan St. Claire.

Some guys didn't make it through. They lived the rest of their lives in a heightened state of awareness—in a state of constant panic—so painful they went nuts or killed themselves just to get away from the way it ate down every nerve. It was a hard fight, and too many people lost the battle.

But his Regan would find her way through it. He had faith in her. She would come out the other side a little bit broken, but stronger and smarter, with a sharper sense of the dangers around her. He firmly believed she was a woman with a sound mind and strong body.

But it might take years. And there were a hundred things that could set her back if he pushed too hard or let her try to blow it off. He would have to be patient and understanding.

***

By the time they reached the little white house on the lazy, curving street that backed up on the lake, Regan was asleep, and it was four in the morning. The air was cool wet, and foggy, but not so thick he had to creep along. The leaves were thick and heavy, dragging the tree branches down over the road.

He texted Doug to let him know they'd reached the house. The tiny vacation house belonged to the brother of one of his employees at the detective agency, a former SEAL. It was a miracle the place was vacant. Doug had concluded that Regan needed to get away from White Plains for a while and asked his brother to clear out any early tourists.

He turned off the car and watched Regan sleep for a while. She was covered up in her long black wool jacket and she looked comfortable, at least as comfortable as such a tall woman was likely to get in the passenger seat of a Corolla. Despite the toll on her physique by her emotional state, she was still a sensationally beautiful woman.

He could measure just how miserable she'd been by the fact she hadn't protested when he'd thrown some clothes in a bag for her, and insisted she leave the laptop and all paper files behind. She'd just got into the car and let him lock the door of the house behind her.

The sun just started to think about coming up and burning off some of the fog when she woke up. One second she was out, the next she was up and running like with the flick of a switch.

In overdrive, immediately, her breathing sped up and her eyes searched the area: front seat, street in front of the car, and Jake. And then she turned around and checked the back seat and the street behind them. Then she flinched and looked at Jake again. Probably she was checking to make sure he hadn't suddenly turned into Conrad Wilson.

Again, she looked at the street in front of them. She adjusted the side mirror so she could see behind her. She checked each of the houses along the street for signs of movement. The place next door had a gap in the curtains on the front window. He saw her see the gap, wonder if someone was watching her, then continue to check the rest of the street. It was a restless gaze. It didn't stop checking for threats. It didn't know where to draw the line of acceptable risk.

It didn't know how to trust the instincts that were being built.

He waited, not moving. Her gaze switched from place to place, following the movement of birds, jumping when she heard a dog bark, shrinking deeper inside her coat when a streetlight dimmed and went out.

It took ten minutes that seemed to stretch out forever, but finally she said, “Jake? Aren't we going to get out of the car now?”

“Yes ma'am,” he said. “Whenever you're ready.”

“I want you to go first and check out the house.”

“Do you want to come with me, or do you want to stay in the car?”

He would not ask that question of a male soldier. Too much pride would have been involved. But Regan took it as intended, not as a challenge.

“I'll stay on the sidewalk.”

He took the car keys out of the ignition and handed them to her.

“What are these for?”

“In case you need to get out of here in a hurry.”

Her cheeks turned a little pinker in the early dawn light. But a lot of the times he'd walked someone through this, it had almost always helped to show the person they were the ones in control. Even if, like in Afghanistan, that wasn't usually the case.

“Okay.”

He walked up to the front of the house, giving it a good onceover to check for anything unusual. He pulled the house keys out of his pocket, walked up to the door, then hesitated, letting his ears try to pick up any sounds—or lack of sounds—that might indicate that someone was in the house or otherwise watching them.

The birds were chirping merrily—a good sign.

He slid the key in and unlocked the door. Carefully, he went over the little house. On the inside, it looked more like a cabin than it did on the outside, with all the wood paneling and wood floor. The living room had an open ceiling with big pine logs stretching across it as rafters, and stacked with a pair of kayaks and a bunch of fishing equipment.

The kitchen was stocked, the bathroom was clean, and the bed was calling his name.

He finished checking the inside of the house, then came back out to get Regan. She was standing where he'd left her, turning in a slow circle to keep watch on the neighborhood. He could see the whites around her eyes.

“Regan,” he said softly.

She turned her upper body toward him but continued her search. Finally, she looked at him, and he nodded and gave her the come here signal. She paused for half a second, then walked across the lawn toward him, entering the house quickly when he stepped out of her way.

As soon as she passed through the doorway, he held out his hand and said, “Stop. Wait here. Watch. Listen.”

She froze. He walked back across the lawn to the Corolla and carefully opened the back door and pulled out their overnight bags. When he carried them to the house she was standing in the doorway, watching the street again.

She stepped out of the way to let him through, then hit the lock button on his key fob. The car cheeped. Then she closed the door behind him and locked it, including the deadbolt. She closed the curtains tightly on the big windows on either side of the door.

She looked at him. If he'd ever wished Regan were a soldier, with complete obedience, at his service instead of her normal wrangling and arguing, he took it back then.

“Sleep,” he said and hugged her. “For now, we just sleep. You need the rest.”

He carried the bags into the bedroom, then waved her to follow him. She did. As soon as she was in the room, he closed the bedroom door and locked it. Meanwhile she had checked the curtains. They were closed but had rolling window shades behind the lace. She pulled those down as far as they would go, putting the room even deeper into darkness.

“Sleep,” he said again. “Do you want your pajamas? Or do you want to sleep in your clothes?”

She shook her head.

“At least take your shoes and coat off. Leave them by the bed.”

She nodded and sat on the quilt, removing her shoes and leaving them neatly by the bed, then taking off her long wool coat and hanging it across the back of a spindled rocking chair. She still had his car keys.

He, too, took his shoes and coat off. He, too, left them ready to be slipped on quickly. He had already changed into sweat pants and a heavy gray t-shirt when he'd come to pick her up. He swung himself into bed and lay back on the pillow. It tried to pull him under right away.

Regan sat on the edge of the bed, not moving. He could feel her trembling from the way the mattress shook slightly.

“Regan. Sleep,” he said in a very soft and caring tone. “It's time.”

She rocked forward and backward on the edge of the bed, then got up and let herself out of the room, closing the door behind her. After a moment, he heard the bathroom door close. He had a vague sense of water running a few minutes later. Then she came back and sat on the edge of the bed again.

He'd already pushed her further than she wanted to go, he could tell. If he told her to sleep one more time, she might just run out of the house.

He'd done what he could. If she still wanted to stay up, it was probably better to let her.

He rolled onto his side and said, “Wake me up if you hear something.”

And then he went to sleep.

***

When he woke up it was broad daylight—his stomach told him about eleven a.m.—and Regan had just lifted herself off the bed. She had her shoes on, but didn't grab for her coat or reach for the keys. She tiptoed out of the room and closed the door behind her.

He waited for the sound of the front door opening but didn't hear it. The sounds told him she went into the kitchen instead and started up a pot of coffee, sat at the kitchen table and drank it, getting up after a minute to get something out of the fridge. She lingered for a while in the kitchen, then moved around the house, wandering aimlessly.

Every time she passed the door of the bedroom, she hesitated.

He waited, even though he ached to call her name and tell her to come back to bed. But he knew it was probably better for her to know he was there than him invading her personal space now.

She paced around the little house, checking and rechecking that nobody had crept in while her back was turned. Making sure that nobody was watching them through the curtains. She probably felt like she had eyes crawling all over her. Who knew? Maybe they were being watched, by the Organization if nobody else. Life was full of risks. And all one could do was taking the right level of precautions.

He zoned out for a while, but still, keeping one ear open in case she went out of the house.

Eventually she came back into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. He kept his eyes closed and breathing slow, but didn't otherwise hide the fact that he was awake. After a while she got up, pulled back the blankets, and crawled into bed with him, pressing herself against his back. She put an arm over his chest. He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed it.

“I love you. I'll be here for you whenever you want me.” Then he allowed himself to sink further down into sleep.

Not all the way—just like in the days when he was in the warzone. She'd probably get up again in an hour when she discovered that she still couldn't sleep. But he couldn't care for her if he didn't take care of himself first. Like those safety instructions on the commercial airplanes, ‘put your own mask on first before assisting other passengers.’

An hour later she got up again and had another cup of coffee.

He waited. It was like being on a stakeout. He could wait for days. Weeks, if he had to. She was in a bad space and there was nothing he could do, other than to be there for her and give her an abundance of TLC.




 Chapter 4 - It was the wrong kind of blue 

When Regan came back to the office, it smelled like flowers—heavily. Fortunately, Gary had gotten rid of most of them by the time she came in. The arrangements had been kept down to a couple of vases of tasteful calla lilies, her favorite.

Gary, her extraordinary admin, looked up from his desk, gave her a double take, half stood, then sat down again. Jake must have called ahead to warn him: No sudden moves, no impromptu hugs or other invasions of personal space.

The worried look on his face changed into a stiff mask as he disciplined himself. Good. She didn't have the energy to deal with other people's emotions today—harsh but true.

“Hey, Regan,” he said.

“Hello.”

“How's it going today?”

Her throat tightened. If she had her way, nobody would ever be able to ask her illogical personal questions… ever again. How did it look like it was going? She'd made it in to work, that’s how it was going. Every other time she'd made it, she'd panicked and run before she'd made it this far. Couldn't people see that she was trying to deal with all the blood on her hands? Couldn't they tell how awful she felt?

Would it be better or worse if they could tell? Worse, she decided. Infinitely worse.

Instead of hanging all that dirty laundry out, she said the same thing she always said. “Coping.”

He nodded.

“What's going on today?” she said, forcing a smile. “Why don't you catch me up on the gossip?”

She stopped herself before she could say, how are you doing?

Gary puffed out his cheeks and sank down in his chair until his eyes dropped out of sight and just the top of his bald head was showing behind the tall reception desk.

“What?” she said.

“You're not going to like it,” he said.

“What?”

“It's about Jessie. Her latest parole hearing came up.”

Regan's stomach did that thing where it felt like it was going to heave… but didn't. She gripped her upper arms through her coat and glanced at the open door into her private office. It didn't look like anyone was in there, but...

“She's not getting out,” Regan said slowly. “Damn.”

“Worse than that,” Gary said.

“What?”

“One of the people on the board, a retired judge who shall, for the moment, remain nameless, called her a witch and a harpy, and said that she had to be kept in prison for the sake of every man on the outside, because she, ah… murdered her husband for no reason and would murder again, and that given the chance, he would have her put down like a rabid dog.”

Regan closed her eyes. “It was Cunningham, wasn't it?”

“It was.”

“Oh, Jessie,” she whispered. “Someone else that I've let down. I'm so sorry.”

“You can't—” Gary cut himself off. Which was probably for the best, because if he'd said something like You can't save everyone, or you can’t blame yourself, she would have had to start screaming or turn around and go back home. He cleared his throat. “Jake left a message saying that he'd drive up with you to see her if you wanted. Or, he said, the two of you could take on her case and try to get her exonerated.”

“We couldn't do that; exoneration means she has to be innocent to start with.” Regan said. “She murdered her husband. There's no question about it. She brutally murdered him.”

“But what if he deserved it?”

“Then she should have done it quick and clean, like putting down...” She broke off. Someone was walking down the hallway outside her office. It might even be someone who wanted to say hello and welcome back to her, which was the last thing she wanted right now, but might be unavoidable. “Excuse me.”

She pushed her way into her office, scanned it quickly, and kicked her door mostly closed with one foot. She was shaking again and painfully aware there was only one way in or out of her office, and that now she was trapped—like in that basement with Conrad Wilson Someone knocked on the outer door, then opened it and came in. She stood in front of her desk, unable to make herself sit down and look like a normal person. She swallowed.

“Hello, Gary,” a pleasant male voice said. “I heard she is back in the office today?”

Regan straightened up. It was Barton Gardner, one of the other district judges. The two of them were on a friendly basis—not actual friends, but friendly with each other at work. If she sent him away now, there would be gossip, although Bart wouldn't be the one spreading it. He was a good man, happily married with six kids, and did well working with teens in the courts.

“She is,” Gary said. “At least to you she is, Bart. But don't make that public knowledge.”

She pulled out her chair, took off her coat, and folded it across the back of the chair so that she wouldn't have to step back out into the main room to hang it on the coatrack by the outer door. Then she sat down and started her computer.

It felt perfectly normal. Just a normal day at the office.

The door opened slowly, and Barton came in, a tentative smile on his face. “Hello, Honorable Justice Regan St. Claire. How are you today?”

She blinked. It felt like tears were about to well up in her eyes. She willed them back down again and kept a poker face firmly in place. “Coping.”

“In other words, you're miserable.” He chuckled.

She took a deep breath and looked down at her hands. They were not shaking. Good. “I suppose. But it will pass.”

“Sure.” He crossed around her desk and sat in one of the chairs on the other side with a shushing noise. She looked up. He had one foot crossed over his knee and had his robes over one arm. “The wife and I have been worrying about you. You should come out to supper with us some time.”

She chewed the side of her tongue for a moment. He wasn't trying to make her break down in tears, really, he wasn't. She wanted to say something snide but didn't.

“Sometime,” she said noncommittally. It was hard to breathe. “How are the cases going?”

“A backlog,” he admitted. “There's some pressure to have you back sooner rather than later, by which I mean my wife putting pressure on me to work less overtime. But I told her what you've been through lately, it's not something you can bounce back from in a day or two.”

“Why not?” she asked. “It seems all so illogical. I'm not being threatened now. Why...?”

She couldn't say it out loud. To say it out loud would be to bring the terror down on her like a ton of bricks. Why am I always so terrified?

“Hmmm,” Bart said. “Regan, I'm going to tell you something that you probably don't know. I trust you not to repeat it.”

He waited until she made eye contact with him, then nodded.

“My wife, Penny, she was raped in college. We had just started dating. It was an ex-boyfriend.”

“I'm sorry,” Regan said, forcing her not to cringe backward into her seat. Another item on the list of things she'd rather not talk about today.

“The details don't matter for this discussion. But she did say something about it once that has always stuck with me. This was decades later—a couple of years ago. 'It wasn't that I was raped,' she said. 'It was that everything I'd been told, directly or indirectly, was a lie. It wasn't just me that had been broken. It was the whole world.'”

Regan stared at him, her throat locked completely shut. It just wasn't something that resonated with her. “I wasn't raped,” she said finally, the words coming out pinched for breath.

“I know that,” Bart said. “But you've been through hell lately. A man abducted you and tried to murder you—he almost raped you. I'm sure he would have, given the chance. That's not something you can pass by lightly.”

“I have to,” she said. “The more I dwell on it, the worse it is. Someday,” she took a breath. She wanted to scream at the man. “Someday I'll be able to look at what happened, and analyze it, and put it to rest. But not today. Today I just can’t do it.”

Bart nodded. “I know. Everyone's different, how they handle this kind of thing. But I wanted you to know that what you're going through, it's not invisible. There are people who might understand—like Penny.”

“Barton,” she said. It came out almost as a growl.

He stood. His robes brushed against the arm of the chair. “I know you'd rather this all just disappeared. It impinges on your work—and nobody here's more dedicated than you are. Just keep in mind that...”

“Barton!” she shouted. “I have things to do now!”

He nodded and left the room, his robes touching the side of her desk with a hissing sound.

She got up, closed and locked the door, and sat down again. The lump of her coat against her back felt like it was prodding her, almost pushing her off the chair. She picked it up and threw it against the window. The plastic buttons clinked against the glass, then the coat lay on the floor.

She leaned forward and lay her head on her desk calendar. With her throat tight and her eyes feeling heavy, she expected to break into tears; but she didn't. They felt hot and prickly, then dry.

If she was going to be able to function at work, she had to cut herself off from her thoughts of Conrad Wilson... of Uncle Paul... of Laura Provost... of everyone else. Someday she'd be able to let it all out. She and Jake could drive back up to Vermont and she could just... sit beside the lake until it all went away.

Blue skies, fluffy white clouds, the waves lapping against the shore, the distant sound of motorboat engines and the white triangles of sailboats sliding over the shimmering surface in the distance. No more guilt, no more grief.

She looked out the window.

The sky was blue, but to her it was the wrong kind of blue. The thin wisps of clouds looked heavy and ugly and gray, like lace that had been dragged through the dirt.

She got up, put the coat across the back of another one of the chairs, pulled the drapes, and stared at the thousands of unread emails.




 Chapter 5 - A good measure of her justice 

Jessie shook. She'd been shaking ever since her parole board hearing and having to sit in the straight-backed chair and keep herself from jumping up and strangling that old bastard Cunningham. He'd called her a witch and worse—and the other members on the board had just sat there and let him. Days had passed and she was still shaking.

The visitor's room at the prison was crowded today. The weather had turned south. The exercise yard had been filled with rain, the kind that came down hard and cold and lingered underfoot, trying to find a way to get into her socks. Perfect, miserable weather to visit family in prison. The smell of lemon-pine cleaner had been quickly overwhelmed or absorbed by the smell of wet clothes. Babies wailed and small children fussed and fought with each other.

The people around her had tried to give her as wide a berth as they could, even though the room was crowded. They hadn't been able to leave any extra tables between them, but the sides of the tables facing her were empty. The faces of the people around her were turned away.

The guards were keeping a constant eye on her. She wouldn't be surprised if they let contraband through today, the way they were watching her and not the rest of the room.

She hated attracting all the attention. But she couldn't help it.

Growing up, she hadn't thought of herself as being innocent. Then she'd gotten hitched to Ed, and a layer of the world had been peeled back, revealing an ugly layer of the world, and the years hadn't been any gentler to her since. Every illusion she'd had about how things worked had been stripped away, leaving the naked, ugly lump of truth behind. It was every woman for herself. It truly was.

There was no such thing as justice for all. There was only what justice you cut out of the world for yourself.

Regan hadn't come to help her. That was the naked truth of it. She'd been busy, and it was every woman for herself.

Old Cunningham had decided to call her names. He had the luxury of doing so.

The other members of the board hadn't stopped him from doing it or apparently given it a second thought. Every board member for themselves.

Fine, fine. She shouldn't have been surprised… or upset.

But she was, she was. She radiated betrayal and outrage like an over stoked furnace.

The door opened, and a guard guided her visitor over to her table. “Auntie Evelyn” hadn't come today. Jessie had managed to get the message out that she wanted to see her, but her replacement was fine, just fine—Lawrence del Rey.

He was wearing a silvery gray suit that cost more than her first year of college tuition. His dark hair, thinning just slightly on top, showed the crease of having been burdened with a hat just moments before. As he walked over, he ran a manicured hand through his hair to straighten it out.

She stood to meet him; they shook hands and sat. The guard walked away.

“Hello, Mr. del Rey,” she said.

“How are you doing, Ms. Bell?”

“I am doing less than stellar, Mr. del Rey. In fact, you could say that I'm practically in an incendiary mood.”

“I see.” He kept a professional look on his face but his eyes were laughing at her. “Have you changed your mind, then?”

“I have.”

“Do you have any questions?”

“I do not.” She bit her tongue. “I mean, of course I have questions. I have a thousand questions. But they aren't material. At some point, you're going to hand over a piece of paper with some words on it, and I'm gonna read them, and we're gonna argue about interpretations and word choice and clauses. But that ain't today.”

“Agreed,” he said. “And I admit that I look forward to discussing paperwork with you. It should make for an excellent battle. But are there any other matters that you'd like to ask about before I and my associates start the ball rolling?”

“You're putting a lot of trust in me based on my reputation,” she said. “I assume there will be some kind of trial period?”

“A kind of job interview, yes” Lawrence said. “The practical kind, where you’ll have to demonstrate your abilities. As a matter of fact, you'll need to demonstrate your abilities before your release can be arranged.”

“Oh?”

“We would like you to carry out some act of useful justice.”

“Like what?”

“Ah, there you have the choice, whatever you think best and appropriate.”

She glanced around at the guards. They were keeping more of an eye on her than was necessary, but the intent stares had slackened off.

If Lawrence del Rey wanted to take a chance of getting heard, well, she'd be the one to suffer the consequences. Today, though, she wasn't too worried about suffering, if she wasn't the only one.

“It should be on targets outside of the prison, of course,” Lawrence said, “just to provide a bit of challenge. We know that you have a good deal of control over what goes on inside the facility.”

“Justice,” she murmured. “Poetic justice. Justice that I can create myself.”

He shrugged.

“Just thinking out loud.” She balled up her fists on the table. “Yeah, there's more than a few people who I know who need some poetic justice right about now. Is there a deadline?”

“How soon would you like to get out of here?” he replied.

Okay, fair. “Is there any way you can keep those tapes from being shown as additional evidence?” she asked.

“Is there any way you can keep them from being shown?” he retorted.

She snorted. “So that's how it is, huh? If that's how it is, what do I even need you for?”

“That depends on you,” he said. “Any tasks given to me will be accomplished quickly and cleanly, unless I let you know differently.”

“You and your resources are at my disposal, is what you're saying?”

“Within reason.”

“Excellent.” She stared at him for a few more moments, and he let her. She was just letting her mind wander with the possibilities. He had a purple handkerchief in one pocket—a real pimp. “One more question,” she said. “Why aren't you gunning for the job yourself?”

“Who's to say I haven't been?”

“Me,” she said. He didn't look the type to be ambitious, although she couldn't have said why.

He gave her a tight smile. “I have the skills, the lack of ethics, the intelligence, and the discipline... but not the vision.”

“Vision? What's that got to do with it?”

“Everything. Some people,” he touched the lapel of his gray suit with the fingertips of one hand, “are skilled at creatively implementing other people’s visions. Others,” he tapped the fingers of the other hand on the table, pointing them toward her, “are skilled at seeing the big picture. Just as some musicians can play any instrument masterfully, in any style, and can come up with any kind of riff, while others... pass through a period of musicianship to become conductors.”

She snorted again. “Melodramatic much?”

“I do love my metaphors.” He stood up. “Consider the project carefully. We'll be expecting you to continue once you've begun, however you choose to do it.”

“No surprises?” she asked.

“Au contraire,” he said. “As many surprises as you can handle. But whatever you do, make sure you can maintain the pace—you know, making your own bed and having to sleep in it.”

He left. Her mind racing, she barely noticed him. He was asking her to commit to a hustle, from within prison, no less. It would, incidentally, provide some blackmail material to hold over her head, whether they offered her a job or not. If she did this, they would own her forever.

But she might end up with more freedom than she'd imagined since the first night of her marriage. She'd still have a boss, no doubt, and it would pinch in ways she couldn't yet anticipate. But despite that constriction, the leeway left still might be endless.

She put her chin in one fist. It was gonna take her a minute to catch up to the implications.

One thing was for sure, though, she knew some excellent candidates on the outside overdue for a good measure of her justice… like Cunningham.




 Chapter 6 - Turnabout is fair play 

Roberto Ortiz was having a bad day, which was too bad. He looked like a handsome young man of forty or forty-five with a bright future ahead of him, when he wasn't hiding his face behind a newspaper.

Evelyn had taken a few minutes' break to watch the video. One of the sound engineers, an old friend of hers who wasn't involved in the Organization but knew her tastes in scandal, had given her the heads up, and she had sent the band out to catch some fresh air while she played the video clip.

Sweat glistened in droplets on his neck and the back of his hand. He ducked out of the back seat of a car and into a side door on the parole building in Manhattan. A picture of the man in happier times flashed onto the little phone screen. His eyes were too widely set and a little bit too wide in general. It gave him the look of being slightly less than fully attached to reality. He also looked too thin, and if it had been back in the Nineties, Evelyn would have tagged him as full blown HIV. Being twenty-five years later, she'd have to say he had the look of a dedicated long distance runner or someone with an eating disorder that was getting out of control but had not yet drained him completely dry.

The breaking headline read, “New York Parole Board Member Ortiz in Gay Love Affair.”

Nothing to be ashamed of, but the fact that both he and his lover were married and had children, wasn't so hot—infidelity never was.

Working on the Board of Parole wasn't exactly a cushy job. There were tons of cases that had to be reviewed every year which kept them all hoppin'. It was an appointed position by the governor and approved by the senate, and it paid well—over a hundred grand a year, which in Ortiz's case, added up to over a hundred thousand reasons not to embarrass the governor or the state senate.

It was paradoxical how some of the men or women in charge of sifting the chaff from the wheat in prison had a skeleton in the closet. Not unexpected—look back far and hard enough on the shelves, and you could find something in anyone's closet—but still paradoxical in this case.

The sound engineer, Thomas, watched her face disinterestedly while she watched and re-watched the video, then asked her if she was ready to do another take.

To be honest she was tired of the song, a jazz rendition of an old murder ballad named “Pretty Polly.” She'd added a verse to it, where the woman came back from the dead and haunted him and told his secrets before driving him mad, that went back to older versions of the song. It had been going well enough, but not brilliantly—no spice to it, no life. It would be better to call it a day than to beat that old dead horse around one more time.

She told Thomas to tell everyone to knock off for the rest of the day and come back again at eleven am tomorrow.

She felt disappointed—not bitterly so, just a little slump to her shoulders. She wasn't sure the scandal spoke to her sense of justice. That was the problem.

***

The next day in the sound booth was just as pitiful as the day before. The “Pretty Polly” song wasn't holding together, no matter how many times they went over it. Reeds broke, strings went out of tune, the drummer lost a snare brush, she got hoarse. Maybe she should call in some backup singers. Maybe she should can the whole thing. If she hadn't owned the recording studio, she would have chewed herself out for wasting studio time.

Then, about five o'clock, her sound engineer caught her attention from the other side of the glass. She sent everyone out for a break and went over to talk to him.

He handed her his phone—another video to watch.

Michael Cunningham, chairman of the New York State Board of Parole was holding an interview on a Brooklyn newspaper's website. All right. She clicked play on the video. It wasn't so much an interview as it was a one-man press conference.

Cunningham looked pale and shaken. After a few preliminaries stating that his home had been burglarized two nights ago and that something had been taken, he made a painfully uncomfortable appeal to the camera:

“Certain things that I have said as chairman of the New York State Parole Board were certainly not in line with the high professional standards that are expected of members of the board.”

For an old fart with white hair and a politician's face, he looked nervous. He was sweating into the collar of his pale pink shirt, which showed dark spots where the moisture leaked in.

“I will personally ensure that the events that led to this... unfortunate situation... are rectified with a de novo review.” He glanced toward the interviewer, who had, during the interview, acquired such a look of glee that he might have been unwrapping a Christmas present.

“Are you saying, Mr. Cunningham, that... you're being blackmailed?”

Evelyn chuckled. The rest of the interview was cut short. Cunningham refused to answer questions, then walked off the set in a huff, his pale face turned beet red.

Just so it wouldn't disappear into the ether, she called up a dear friend at the New York Post and directed him toward the link.

The drummer came back in, smelling of pot smoke, and asked if they were done for the day or not.

“One more take,” she said. But first she went out back with the others and allowed herself half a joint with the band while she shared the news. More than one of them had friends or family in prison. The self-righteous parole board, infamous for holding on to every prisoner like they were free money, was a thorn in all their sides.

They went back in to record, just a little bit high, off more than the effect of the joint.

That last take turned out to be pretty good. She called it a wrap.

***

The next Monday morning there was another present waiting for her. This one she found on her own: a third member of the parole board had been missing for a week, and they'd called out the dogs over the weekend. It had been all over the news—impossible for Evelyn to miss, even though she'd had a show on Saturday and had spent most of Sunday recuperating from a hangover and looking over reports.

The woman, Theresa Prouty, had turned up at work on Monday morning with a cast around one leg, a black eye, a couple of broken ribs, and a grim look on her face. The newspapers got wind of the story and mobbed the Parole Department building about an hour after she got back, forcing Prouty to hold a press conference—damage control.

Prouty was a thin, long nosed woman with shoulder length gray hair and a mouth that could sour milk. She read a statement saying that she regretted causing worry to her loved ones and her coworkers, and that she'd been in a car accident that had left her knocked out for a couple of days in a hospital in Maine, but that she would be fine and would continue working throughout her recovery. It was a perfectly good statement—and it would have held up—were it not for two other members of the parole board who just had minor scandals of their own.

The reporters, bless their hearts, dug deeper, shouting out questions that made the woman flinch.

Finally, one of them, having done his homework, brought out the big guns. “Doesn't your daughter Emily Prouty-Fisher live in Maine? I have records here that she called 911 about a domestic disturbance just over a week ago...”

Theresa Prouty's face drained of color, and she gripped the sides of the lectern she was standing behind in the little conference room where the reporters were boxed up.

“Yes,” she said. “My daughter does live up in Maine.”

“And she made a 911 call Thursday before last, did she not?”

“She did.”

“And it was not the first domestic disturbance call she has made against her husband Martin Fisher, correct?”

“That… that’s correct.”

“Did you get in an altercation with your daughter's husband, Ms. Prouty? Is that where your bruises and broken bones came from?”

Prouty ground her teeth together. She was gonna spit fire in about two seconds. “No comment,” she said.

The room was quiet for a second. Then the reporter shouted out, “Is your daughter still living in her home in Maine?”

“Yes,” Prouty said.

“Is her husband with her?”

Prouty's lips spread a little, almost a smile. “He,” she paused, “is in jail on charges of assault and domestic violence criminal threatening.”

The flashbulbs went off.

“So would you say that this incident does or does not have anything to do with the recent revelation of your coworker Roberto Ortiz's love affair or Michael Cunningham's burglary and subsequent public humiliation in a blackmail case?”

“I can't comment on those issues,” Prouty said. “I've been unconscious for several days and have better things to do than poke into my coworkers' private lives. And now, if you'll excuse me, I need to get off my feet.”

More questions were shouted, but a pair of police officers brought out a wheelchair and helped her into it. The flashbulbs went off again.

Just as they were about to wheel her out of the room, Ms. Prouty called for a stop, then wheeled herself back to the lectern where one of the reporters dashed over and handed her the microphone.

“I just wanted to say bless you,” Ms. Prouty said. Her middle-aged, hard face looked teary. “God bless you.” Then she handed the microphone back to the reporter amidst another flurry of questions.

Evelyn didn't have to read the writing on the wall, and she didn't need to wait for Fiducioso's report. She knew who'd done it. The woman, who in prison was known as Justice, had been behind the whole thing, skillfully running three simultaneous stings against the three members of the parole board who had condemned her to further time in prison and who had prompted her to accept the Organization's offer.

Too bad she hadn't been able to get more on Ortiz. That wasn't justice so much as petty spite.

Nevertheless, Evelyn went in to the recording studio with a melody in her heart that day.

It only got worse when about two in the afternoon the other shoe dropped on Ortiz. He hadn't just been having an affair with another woman's husband, he'd been abusing the man and using the threat of scandal to keep him quiet.

Now the other man, the other man's wife, and Ortiz's wife were all making statements, with both women supporting the other man despite the affair.

Evelyn clucked her tongue and ran everyone through a jazz version of AC/DC's “Dirty Deeds” just for the fun of it. Turnabout is fair play, she thought.

Jessie—a.k.a. Justitia (Justice)—would soon be out of prison. It was something to look forward to.




 Chapter 7 - Crudely but directly 

“So you decided to get around Regan and call me in here,” Jake said.

The Brooklyn D.A.'s office was nice, nicer than every precinct house that Jake had ever been in, as well as most buildings belonging to the military short of the Pentagon. Someone had been pulling strings to get them into the Marriott building; it was swanky.

No wonder Laura Provost had been so intense about moving up the ladder. With ambition like hers, she could have sat back in Marvin Cho's chair and pretend she wasn't being pulled around on puppet strings anymore. She could have pretended she was the puppeteer.

Marvin Cho seemed like a decent guy, as far as puppets went. It was mostly just a matter of jerking on his strings to find out who controlled him.

Cho folded his hands in front of him and kept his face as blank as if he were playing poker. “That is essentially correct.”

“Your purpose being to make me crack a smile, hand you some information that you could use to either blackmail my girlfriend or get her arrested, and then compliment you for the privilege.”

Cho nodded. “You have grasped the situation—crudely but directly.”

Jake grinned. “That's me—direct. Sometimes crude, but always direct. I take it that you're generally not as direct as I am, and there's some other purpose for calling me all the way down here that isn't a complete waste of my time and yours.”

Cho leaned back a little, sitting a little taller and letting his eyes crinkle up around the corners. “Actually, yes. There were a few loose ends we wanted to wrap up on the Craig Moreau case—practical matters.”

Jake used his tongue to worry a sesame seed stuck between his teeth from breakfast at Alex's cafe, the Thumbprint. The three of them—he, Regan and Alex—had been brainstorming for this meeting this morning. Mostly it was just the two of them, with Regan staring into her coffee and grunting monosyllable responses, but they'd come up with some possibilities. Either Jake was about to get his ass chewed, Cho needed more info on the Conrad Wilson case, or he knew more than they thought he did and Jake was being arrested for some of the enhanced information gathering techniques he'd used on one or another of the cases.

“Like what?” he said.

“We suspect Craig Moreau's parents were murdered by Conrad Wilson's parents and they framed him for the deed, and we're trying to find out what information you might have discovered at the scene of the crime or at any other point.”

“And you couldn't have asked Regan when she was in your office?”

The merry little crinkles at the corners of his eyes—they made him look like a grandfather more than a D.A.—disappeared. “She seemed rather unwell. I decided to cut things short.”

“You couldn't have emailed then?”

“I wanted to meet you.”

Cho was no fool—or no fool about some things anyway. After Wilson, Jake was never going to make the mistake of not looking a man he was trying to exonerate, in the eye again. What little Jake had seen of the man had been colored by the murders he'd done and the violence he was threatening to do to Regan. But in his memory, the man had looked wild eyed and frankly, nuts—something he hadn't been able to pick up from a still photo or a video.

“I’m honored,” Jake said. “So how do I measure up?”

“Blunt and direct” Cho said, “yet someone who flies by the seat of his pants more than he should—a man in need of leadership.”

“Ouch,” Jake said.

“But much like a bloodhound—once put onto the correct scent, a man impossible to evade,” Cho added, then smiled again, the corners of his eyes tightening. Jake wasn't sure whether he was trying to give him a compliment or needle him even more.

“Do you have grandchildren?” Jake asked.

“Excuse me?”

“Grandchildren,” Jake said. “Do you have them? You strike me as the kind of pops who would pull on a kid's leg. The kind of grandpa who would tell a kid that if they swallowed watermelon seeds or tomato seeds, they'd start sprouting with vines.”

A small smile appeared and disappeared. The laugh lines at the corners of Cho's eyes didn't change. “Did you want to see a photo album? I have one...” He turned toward a set of drawers beside the computer screen.

Jake laughed. “No, that's okay.” He pointed toward the picture of Cho shaking hands with John St. Clair on the far wall. “I see you've met John.”

“I have.”

“And what's your take on him?”

The smile faded. “A good man. A surface of broken asphalt covering a layer of golden retriever, covering a layer of submachine guns.”

Jake leaned back in the guest chair opposite Cho's mahogany U-shaped desk, pushing the front feet off the floor and folding his hands behind his head. “And what would you say about yourself?”

Cho snorted under his breath, rocking backwards for a moment. “I would say I am a patient man, Mr. Westley.”

“The kind of guy who doesn't try to win each hand. The kind of guy who chips away at the pot.”

“An apt metaphor,” Cho said.

“Play poker much?”

“No. The constantly shifting probabilities always give me a headache—especially after a full day at work.”

“Ah.” Jake rocked the chair forward. “Fortunately for you, I figured that what you wanted would be something like this, and I put together a file with the material that we have available.”

Cho looked him over, from his old Brooklyn Dodgers cap to his bomber jacket to his button-up but slightly wrinkled shirt underneath—to the complete lack of portfolio, briefcase, or other means of carrying paperwork around with him.

It was in one of Regan's endless manila folders, which he'd left in the car. “I didn't bring it with me,” Jake said. “I wasn't sure how this would go.”

“May I have it?”

“That depends. Some of the information in that folder was obtained in questionable circumstances.”

“Illegally?”

“How would I know? I’m not a lawman.” Jake wanted to roll his eyes. Of course, the information had been obtained unlawfully, and of course he wasn't going to come right out and say so. But Cho had said he was a patient man. He could afford to set cheap traps and wait for Jake to step into one of them, which was why Cho was D.A. and Jake was a retired Delta Force operator who'd walked away from a career training hotshots how not to screw up a hostage situation—patience.

“And you want assurances that none of the questions will be directed toward yourself,” Cho retorted.

“That's right.”

“What kind of assurances would you find acceptable?”

“The kind where you give me valid blackmail material about yourself—tit for tat, as the saying goes,” Jake said.

Cho flashed another smile; this time it didn't make the corners of his eyes crinkle. “Touché.”

Jake slid to the front edge of the chair and stood up. “Well, Mr. Cho, it's been nice talking to you, but I have other things to get done today.”

“The file?” Cho asked.

Jake shrugged.

“Do you have anything that would directly connect Conrad Wilson's parents to the Craig Moreau case?”

“You know what they say,” Jake said. “It's not just what you know, but who.”

He didn't really mean anything by it. He just wanted to annoy Cho for dragging him all the way out here, then trying to get something from him without offering anything in return. Plus, the guy could have been a little bit more polite, even if he was the D.A.

“That's true,” Cho said. “Thank you for your time.”

“No problem.” Jake left the office and walked down the hall. He could hear Cho picking up the phone and saying something, but he couldn't tell what—nothing that caused the man to raise his voice, at any rate.

He trekked down the hallway to the elevator. With the hotel there, it was like a secret way to get high profile clients into the D.A.'s office without anyone being sure what was going on. Check into the hotel, take a couple of service corridors, end up in the D.A.'s part of the building for a quick, behind-the-scenes deal—pretty sweet. This wasn't where they questioned the dirtier witnesses and suspects, though. That would be at Laura Provost's old office.

“Excuse me.” A female clerk in low brown kitten heels and rhinestone-studded cat glasses came out of a side office, holding a manila folder. “You left something behind at the front desk.”

“Did I,” he said. It wasn't a question.

She smiled at him, showing dimples. “Mr. Cho thinks it's yours.”

“Thanks.” He opened the folder and flipped through the pages. It wasn't blackmail material on Cho, nothing like that. Instead it was a file on Detective Peter Marando, the corrupt detective that Jake and his crew had slapped around a little bit to break the Andrew Gibbons case. At a quick glance, the information in the file not only tarnished Marando's name black as coal, but implicated Laura Provost, and Regan's Uncle Paul.

It was going to take a while to sort out what it meant.

“He also mentioned,” the clerk said, “that you might have a file for him later. I just want to let you know that I'll be available until eleven pm this evening.”

“Kind of late,” he said.

“I often work late,” she said, showing her dimples again.

Right. The blackmail material wasn't in the file—it was the clerk. She might as well be admitting under oath that she and Cho were having an affair.

“What's your name?” he said.

“Angeline Stanton-Sholes.”

He repeated her name and said, “Okay. I'll have them call you down to the lobby if I can find the file.”

“Excellent.” Another smile and she disappeared back into the side room. As he passed it, he caught a glimpse of her sitting at a desk, surrounded by paperwork and computer terminals. Her glasses reflected a strip of light from one of the screens, white light with rows of what looked like numbers scrolling by.




 Chapter 8 - Any updates about Jessie lately? 

Back in the basement of the Thumbprint Cafe, Regan had spent the entire time Jake was gone doodling on a legal pad. She had drunk a couple of cups of coffee, with cream, eaten part of a pastry, and taken a break for half an hour to watch the news. Otherwise she'd stared out into space, according to Alex and Krista, the blue haired woman working for him upstairs at the espresso counter. Alex reported in a whisper to Jake he hadn't been able to see any pattern in the news items Regan had been watching, but he'd take a deeper look later.

Jake nodded. The three of them retreated into Alex's quiet room, a back room with no independent electrical or other access, the cement walls were lined with eggshell foam to absorb sound, there were a plastic folding table and six folding chairs.

“How you doing, kid?” he asked Regan kissing her lightly on the cheek

“Coping,” she said.

He hated when she said that. She always said she was coping, but in fact, she meant she was barely managing to hang on, most of the times busy falling apart.

“Let me give you the report then” he said, putting his coffee cup down at the table. “I dropped off the information with Cho's confidential secretary.”

He slid into the folding chair next to hers, with Alex across from him. Alex glanced at Regan's face, then started twisting the end of his mustache, a nervous habit.

“Oh,” Regan said.

“And by 'confidential secretary' I mean his mistress. Her name's Miss Angeline Stanton-Sholes, and she's pretty cute—dimples.”

Regan stared across the table. She'd brought the legal pad in with her, with a couple of pages turned back. The one on top had a couple of bullet points running along the top of the page, and about a thousand black dots from her tapping the tip of the felt-tipped pen on the page. She started tapping it again, adding more dots to the mess.

“I don't know her,” Regan said finally. “I haven't been to the new offices very often.”

“On his wall there's a picture of your dad and him shaking hands.”

“I saw that.” More taps of the pen. “Did you give him the information?”

“No. Gave it to the mistress. She ran out with a folder of paperwork that I had supposedly forgotten at the front desk,” Jake pushed the folder along the table toward her, “then asked if I had anything for her boss.”

“Not everyone is in the Organization,” Regan said. Completely out of the blue. She picked up the edge of the folder with her fingernails and pulled it on top of the legal pad. She flipped the folder open and started paging through the material inside.

“Do you think she or her boss is?” Jake asked.

“Provost was,” Regan said blandly, turning one page back and forth. “Marando was a busy little bee, wasn't he? A lot of stuff here, either stated or implied.”

“They knew about the connection to your Uncle Paul,” Jake said.

“Mmm,” Regan said.

“Do you think they'll use that for blackmail? Is that what this folder's about?”

Regan tilted her head from side to side. “No idea.” She was a million miles away. She closed the folder and continued staring at the wall.

Great. Just great.

The semi-antagonistic meeting between Jake and the D.A. was supposed to have piqued her curiosity, made her wake up a little.

It was one thing to grieve. It was another thing to sleepwalk through what you loved best in life.

“Let's table that information for a while” Jake said, “and give Alex time to go through it, see what he can find out.”

“Okay.”

“Let's move on to the next order of business—deciding who to take on in the next case.”

“Whoever you pick is fine,” Regan said.

Alex's eyebrows pinched together, and he started twisting his mustache more heavily. He cleared his throat, shifted in his seat, then cleared his throat again, giving Jake a worried look.

Jake shrugged. What else were they going to do?

Alex had brought a folder with him as well—two possibilities from the Marando file, and one from the recent news. The two that Jake and his crew of retired SEALs had recovered from Peter Marando's list of people he had screwed over were probably related to the Organization one way or another; the one from the recent news was a toss-up.

Alex cleared his throat again and ran through the details. One of the two Marando files was a former Delta Force operator who'd been retired since before Jake had joined. The other was for a female schoolteacher. Both had been unjustly accused of murder. The third case was an ugly divorce that had spilled over into child abduction, then the murder of the child in Brazil. The father was in a Brazilian jail serving a life sentence. All three of the cases smelled bad, like an open can of tuna fish that had been left in someone's gym locker in July—the Brazilian one smelling the worst.

When Alex was done, Jake turned toward Regan and said, “Any preference?” He was almost positive she would take the last of the three cases, the interesting one that didn't have known ties to the Organization and wouldn't be reminding her constantly of her Uncle Paul.

She shrugged. “Just pick one.”

Jake took a long breath, trying to make a mental readjustment. She wasn't ready to come back to the real world yet. Okay. If she wasn't going to be a participant, he was going to pick and run with it.

“Let's go with the former Delta Force operator,” Jake said.

“Okay,” Regan said. She'd slipped the manila folder under the legal pad and was tapping the tip of her pen against the page again. She'd also written the word revenge on the paper.

Alex, reading upside down, gave Jake an even more worried look.

Jake shook his head. They had to keep moving forward in the hopes Regan would get caught up in the current with them.

“His name's Mark Macharia,” Jake said, trying to sound casual. “It seems like this case should be a relative cake walk.

“Macharia was accused of raping and murdering a little girl who lived in his neighborhood, even though there was no physical evidence tying him to the scene of the crime.

“We should be able to get access to the evidence and have it tested for DNA... after we meet with the guy in person, of course.”

Regan didn't react. Of course, she didn't know the name. She didn't know he was one of the earliest Delta Force operators back when the unit was established in the late 1970s. It wasn't the kind of detail that was near to her heart—not at the moment.

She hadn't gone through the system cutting her teeth on tales of SFC Macharia's prowess, even in the face of mission failure. She hadn't suffered through the arrest and trial that had taken him down off his pedestal and had dirtied the entire unit's reputation.

“Okay,” she said. The pen on the notebook stopped bouncing up and down. “Have either of you heard any updates about Jessie lately?”

Jake and Alex looked at each other. Jake shook his head.

Alex said, “No, should I check?”

The pen started tapping again.

“Maybe,” Regan said. “I mean, no, never mind.”

“Okay,” Alex said, staring at Jake again.




 Chapter 9 - I'm staying with you 

The drive back from the city to White Plains was filled with uncomfortable silence. Jake was uncomfortable with it, anyway. Regan didn't seem to notice, not even when he changed the radio station from rock to country music. She just stared out the window into the twilight, then into the darkness.

He knew what she was going through, and yet he didn't. She had PTSD, it was not a condition reserved for soldiers. The combined effects of Pavo's death, being abducted and threatened by Conrad Wilson, and Laura Provost's death had punched her in the gut and taken over her life. She probably didn't realize how numb and distant she seemed, or maybe she did, and that would only add to her misery.

The car hummed along the highway, following the speed of the other cars around them. Jake kept a casual eye out for anyone following them, made sure he wasn't driving so fast he would get pulled over, and hated the silence… just hated it. Every word out of Regan's mouth felt like it had to be dragged out of there. But he loved this woman, and he was going to help her through this no matter what.

The glow of the dashboard, now that the sun had set, made her look fragile and tired—exhausted. Maybe that's what it was. She needed some time to rest, that was all. It would just take time.

He didn't have to do anything, not particularly. He just needed to stick around and be okay and be there for her. He had to keep himself fit and functional.

There was something that had been on his mind for a while, something he'd been meaning to ask Regan about. Might as well get it over with now.

“Regan?”

“Hmm?” She glanced toward him, then back out the window.

“What are we gonna do with Pavo's—Uncle Paul's—money? I mean, it's a lot and in my case, totally unexpected and unmerited.”

“I just gave it to Jane to take care of.”

Her accountant, Jane would have fun playing with it, and would probably protect it from the IRS better than any guard dog. But that wasn't answering the question.

“You don't feel uncomfortable having it? That much money can't be clean. He didn't own any businesses or anything. He had to have, uh, laundered it or something from his Organization deals.”

“He liked to play the stock market,” Regan said.

“Play the stock market… mph, and you think that's where he got it all from?” He didn’t say what he thought ‘play the stock market’ meant in Uncle Paul’s case.

In the green dashboard lights, her shoulders went up, then down again. She didn't care right now. The fact that she didn't care about something that would have driven her into passionate speeches before was threatening to drive him nuts, and he would have to guard against it.

It was like she'd been replaced by someone else.

“What are you going to do with it? Long-term?”

“I'll think about it later,” she said. “Jake, if you're not comfortable with the money, you can give it to charity or something.”

“What if I refuse to take it?”

“Then I'll probably have to deal with it,” Regan said, “eventually, or Jane will. It's fine, Jake. You should do what you want with it. You should do what you want with your life. Otherwise, what's the point?”

Whatever that was supposed to mean, he didn't like the sound of it. They drove on for a few miles while Jake tried to get his emotions under control. It was almost like she was trying to provoke him.

“Regan,” he said, just as her head started to dip forward.

She jerked upright. “Yes?”

“I'm staying with you.”

She didn't answer.

“I'm worried about you.”

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I have a lot on my mind right now. You're staying with me. What does that mean?”

“I'm spending the night tonight.”

“Oh.” She shifted in her seat. “All right. But I'm not going to hurt myself… nothing like that. I'll be fine.”

“You're not eating.”

“Ellen called you.”

“Ellen called me.”

Admittedly the Hispanic woman panicked any time Regan didn't eat all the cake that was foisted off on her, and probably wouldn't be secure in the knowledge that Regan wouldn't waste away until she was two hundred pounds or so. But it did sound serious.

“I'm not hungry,” Regan said.

“Tell me that you're sleeping well,” Jake said.

After half a mile, she admitted she wasn't. “But I'm not pushing myself. I'm taking it easy.”

“I know you're doing your best,” Jake said. “I don't want to nag you. I just want to be there.”

“You're going to nag me.”

“A little bit. Protein shakes and vitamins—that's it.”

She made a little annoyed sound in the back of her throat. “I was planning to stay with my father. He's in worse shape than I am. I figure the two of us could handle it.”

“Tonight?” he asked.

“No, not tonight. Later this week.”

She was lying. John would have told him about it if she had said anything to him. The two of them called each other daily to trade updates on her. And, she wasn't giving a specific date—also suspicious, if she intended to go.

“Then I'm staying until you go to him,” he said. “I’ll sleep in the guest room.”

“I...” She turned her face toward the passenger side window. They were passing by a thick stand of trees, and the branches seemed to jump out at them in the headlights. “I don't know. I'm not sure what I... what would be a good idea.” She leaned harder against the door, like she was trying to push her way out.

He bit down on a burst of irrational anger. He was going to see this through with her. 




 Chapter 10 - Slacker Jack 

Ben Kane, owner of the massively successful internet company Slacker Jack, employer of about two thousand workers in New York alone, had come to visit his latest project, a mixed use, thirty story high-rise apartment building in the South Bronx. Half of the lower floors would be dedicated to the SlackerJack call center and software development office space. While other centers, now opening in Omaha and Des Moines, would carry the heaviest load of new personnel across all departments (an additional fifteen hundred bodies at each site), Ben liked to keep the real visionaries in each department close. That way, they could be shown off to investors as well as develop interoffice synergies. Cutting edge gaming software was what happened when the developers went out to lunch with the janitorial staff and everyone swapped phones. That kind of cross-pollination wasn't easy to engineer on a consistent basis.

And that was why the other half of the floors were reserved for accommodation of SlackerJack employees. Rents would be carefully calibrated to salaries and vice versa. The land was cheap—cheap enough—and with any luck he'd be able to take over quite a bit of the local apartment buildings, rebuild them, and revitalize the area across from the old Yankees Stadium, now Heritage Park.

He, one of his secretaries, and Liz Milner, the owner of the construction company handling the project, Reid Milner Building Co., were taking a personal tour of the twentieth floor. The hard hats were mussing the ladies' hair, but not as much as the wind would have. It was a good view. In Manhattan, they would have still been in the shade of the surrounding buildings. But here the view was wide open, not a cloud in the sky—a good omen of endless opportunities.

The men had all gone home for the day. It was just the three of them and a couple of Ms. Milner's assistants, a pair of burly construction foremen who had risen through the ranks and walked behind and either side of Ms. Milner like a couple of bodyguards—working men. They weren't the software developers that were Ben's normal employees, nor were they the kind of guys to whom you could say something complicated about the good of the company to justify holding back raises for six months. They didn't give a damn about the good of the company. They cared about Liz Milner because she was the source of all paychecks. Anything that hurt the paycheck was the opposite of ‘for the good of the company.’ Handing out bonuses to foremen, that was for the good of the company, and they'd work their asses off to prove it. They didn't waste time talking about the latest superhero movies on company time, that was for sure.

Ben didn't know if he could have handled these guys. He'd lucked out with the software developers. Most of the time he took it for granted, but today with the wind making whipping sounds through the naked I-beams and his hair dancing in and out of his eyes under the rim of the hard hat, he couldn't. Those two guys could have pushed several billion dollars' net worth off the side of the building in about two seconds.

A plastic tarp snapped a few times, then went silent. A bird soared overhead; he shaded his eyes to try to make out what it was.

Ms. Milner, with her curly black hair bulging out awkwardly around the bottom edges of her hard hat was shouting over the wind. “I love what you're doing here.”

“Oh?”

Shouting clearly and slowly so he didn't miss a word, she said, “This isn't the best neighborhood in the city—not even close. But it has the kind of potential that you're never going to see in a place like Brooklyn, with all those historical buildings that nobody will let you change… ever. A place like this, nobody's going to protest too much if you tear a building down and replace it with something better.

“The new generation that's growing up now, they don't care about their jobs. They have no loyalty. I see it all the time. The young kids that work for me, they can't take the pace. They flake out to work at minimum wage jobs all the time—no backbone and no loyalty.

“But building places like this, where your home and your job go hand in hand, people should think twice about moving on. They'll learn what it means to be loyal.”

They'd discussed the subject before, of course, in boardrooms and at ground level. But this was the first time he'd been up at any kind of height in the building. He supposed it was a significant enough occasion to let her ramble. He was feeling great about the project himself.

“Didn't you grow up near here?” he shouted, his voice not carrying anywhere as well as Milner's had.

“Over there.” She pointed toward a row of apartment blocks, bricks stained black with smoke and graffiti as high as an arm could reach. The shops on the bottom floor were locked down tight with metal shutters. A row of garbage bags had been dragged out to the sidewalk, with two black men in mismatched polo shirts guarding them with their tattooed arms across their chests, and a homeless camp nearby, an empty lot half covered with plastic sheeting that rippled in the breeze.

She could have meant the apartment buildings; she could have meant the empty lot. There were worse places to grow up—a war zone, maybe.

“Would it make you happy to tear that down?” he asked. “If the land ever came up for sale and I bought it, I mean.”

“I would be ecstatic,” she said.

From somewhere below them, metal clanged against metal. One of the foremen took off at a jog toward the elevator.

Ben and Milner turned their backs on him, watching the last of the afternoon sun going down over New Jersey.

“Did you take care of that cost overrun?” Ben asked, as casually as possible.

“Almost,” Ms. Milner said. “We found a few places to cut corners.”

“How bad is 'almost'?”

She sighed and took a step closer to him. In a much lower voice, one that her foreman and his secretary wouldn't be able to make out, she said, “Seven hundred thousand.”

His skin tightened, suddenly prickling with sweat. It was bad, that was true. But it could have been so much worse.

“And?” he asked, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“No and,” she said. “That's it. We're over by seven hundred thousand.”

A month ago, it threatened to be over three million—caused by a single inspector with a stick up his ass.

Ben looked over his shoulder at the other foreman, still standing guard. “Did you pull it out of labor? Am I going to be putting out bonuses later, to make up for running shorthanded now?”

“No,” she said. “I found... a really good deal on materials.”

He grimaced. She'd cut corners, physical corners.

But done was done. She wouldn't have done anything that would endanger the building. It would have been like betraying a childhood dream.

The two of them were going to go far together. They were going to revitalize the South Bronx. They were going to make this someplace that you could raise children and not be worried about whether they were going to step on a needle or get shot.

“Okay,” he said. “But next time, let's lean toward labor. I'd rather pay out overtime than—”

The other foreman, the one who had run over to the elevator, shouted at them, waving his arms.

Milner swore, grabbed Ben's arm and started running across the temporary flooring, dodging the rolls of electrical wiring and stacks of PVC pipe. The other foreman ran with them.

Ben looked over his shoulder. His secretary was frozen in place. She'd dropped her pad of paper, had spread out her arms and was leaning from side to side.

For a second he couldn't remember her name... “Sheri!” he shouted back at her. “Come on!”

Then a pyramid stack of PVC pipes came loose off its palette and started rolling toward his feet. His stomach lurched.

Ahead of them, the foreman was holding onto an I-beam and waving at them to hurry toward the elevator.

Then the man disappeared in a flurry of movement, a tangle of black cords streaming through the air where he'd been a second ago. Then those were gone, too.

Ben tried to dodge the pipes but went down. The air was groaning around him like a sick man getting ready to vomit. He landed on top of a couple of pipes and was bundled across the floor, closer and closer to the edge...

“What's going on?” he shouted.

Ms. Milner had lost her hard hat and was sliding across the floor too, grabbing for passing I-beams. She didn't answer him. She just screamed.




 Chapter 11 - The karma cases 

Regan sat in her office with the yellow legal pad in front of her and... tried to think. The page was full of notes about recent news stories, all of them twisted tales of karma coming back to haunt someone. And most of them had happened in the City over the last two weeks.

She'd just added another one this morning. The new Kane building in the Bronx by the old Yankee Stadium had just collapsed the previous evening, killing five—including the owner, Ben Kane. Most of the workers had been sent home early so the owner could have a private tour with Liz Milner, the owner of the construction company. Two foremen on the project and one of Kane's personal secretaries had been killed along with the two company owners. Other than that, not many details had been released.

At first glance, it might not look like a “karma” case—businessman tries to revitalize neighborhood, instead is tragically killed—but looking at the situation from the perspective of a neighborhood resident, the story changed.

A big office and residential building had moved into the neighborhood, replacing three older brick buildings and evicting over a hundred tenants from the old lowrent apartment buildings. Nobody who currently lived in the neighborhood would be able to rent in the new building. The rents were too high, unless you also worked for the company. And if things went well with this first building, the entire neighborhood would be turned into expensive apartments for office workers as far as the eye could see.

On top of that, the building couldn't have been up to building code. The whole place had come apart like wet cardboard. The place had been waiting to collapse. It was a miracle it had only killed five people.

When Regan looked at the situation from the perspective of someone who lived there, what she saw was that the man who was driving them out of their homes and the owner of a corner-cutting construction company were killed by their own substandard building practices—and that was karma.

She tapped her pen on the legal pad. The pattern was coming to her. She could almost smell it. Unfortunately, her brain hadn't been working well lately. She felt tired constantly, as if she were lifting a mountain every time she got out of her chair. And she would catch herself staring at the wall or out the window for ten or twenty minutes at a time, with no idea how or when she'd started doing it, and no recollection of what she was thinking while staring into nothingness like that.

If only she'd been able to... if only she'd never gotten involved...

It was hard, trying to go back far enough that the 'if only' loops in her brain, the ones that left her feeling drained and exhausted, couldn't sneak up on her and derail even the simplest thoughts.

If only she'd stayed away from Conrad Wilson.

If only...

A knock came at the outside door. She jumped a little. She'd almost lost herself again. She put her pen down, not because she was expecting anyone, but because she wouldn't be able to focus until after whoever it was had spoken to Gary and gone away again. So close. She was just so close.

“Hello?”

The voice wasn't familiar. “Come in.” Gary said. The door opened.

Normally, Gary would have the perfect greeting ready for anyone who came through the door. But whoever had just come through had made him skip a beat, and he didn't say anything just after the door opened—interesting.

“Hello,” a woman's voice said. “I'm here to see Judge St. Claire.”

After a second, Gary said, “I haven't talked to you on the phone or anything, have I?”

There must be something unusual about the way the woman looked. Regan stood up and opened her door.

It was a black woman, tallish, with natural hair and a pleasant, if somewhat skeptical smile. She was wearing a gray pantsuit with a ruby colored shirt, a necklace made of large gold links, and a gold wristwatch. Gary was staring at her like she was dressed in an astronaut's uniform.

“Hello,” Regan said, holding out her hand. “I'm Judge St. Claire. May I help you?”

The woman shook her hand in a firm but not aggressive grip. “My name is Mary Girard. I'm a software designer.”

“Yes?”

Gary's chair rattled.

Regan glanced at him. Maybe the woman was a psychopath or something, and he was too shocked to speak. But the look on his face wasn't one of horror, only puzzlement, as if he'd seen the woman before but couldn't remember where.

Ms. Girard said, “I'm here to talk to you about... a business opportunity.”

“I'm not interested in anything outside of my current position,” Regan said. It was her standard answer. Sometimes headhunters would try to hire her to cross over to the other side of the bar. Most of the time Gary handled that kind of thing for her.

Ms. Girard tilted her head to the side a little. “An opportunity with the Organization.” When the room seemed to freeze, she added, “I'm told you're both aware of it.”

Gary inhaled quickly, then clicked his mouse several times. “I—”

“We have a mutual friend,” Ms. Girard said. “Alex Carr.”

“Alex,” Gary breathed.

Regan licked her lips. “Alex is in the Organization now?”

Ms. Girard tilted her head the other direction. “As I said, he is a mutual friend. Even in the Organization, we have friends on the outside.”

“I see.” She glanced at Gary, who was forcing his face to stay perfectly straight. “Why don't you come into my office and have a seat? We can discuss...” She wasn't going to seriously consider getting involved in the Organization, although it seemed wisest not to kick the woman out on her butt without hearing what she had to say, but then again, saying that out loud... she shrugged.

“Yes,” Ms. Girard said. “We can discuss.”

They went into the room. Regan's computer screen had fallen asleep and turned completely black. Combined with the empty desk and the doodled upon yellow legal pad, it was probably obvious she hadn't been busy with anything.

Girard sat in the seat across from Regan's. “I know that you're not a supporter of the Organization or its aims, Judge St. Clair, but I've come to speak to you about them anyway. Please understand that I wouldn't have brought any of this up if I and my superior didn't think it was a necessity.”

This told Regan exactly nothing, so she waited for the woman to fill the silence with more information—an old lawyer's tactic.

It didn't seem to faze her. Her eyes stayed locked on Regan's, as if daring her to say something. “Unfortunately, with the passing of Paul Travers—”

Regan was willing to lose the battle of who could stare the longest to win the war of staying out of the Organization. She raised a hand. “Stop. Just stop. I'm not taking his position. I'm not getting involved in the Organization, even temporarily, not even remotely. I'm not going to help you in any way shape or form. I'm not touching the Organization with a ten-foot pole.”

“Even though…” Girard turned her head to the side. She was obviously biting her tongue. “Excuse me. I did mention that we wouldn't have asked if it weren't important. We know how you feel about the Organization.”

There had probably been a thousand bugs planted all over Uncle Paul's office, listening to their arguments. “I suppose you did.”

“The only reason I'm bringing this up is that another faction within the Organization has put forth a candidate of their own, one that my faction finds unacceptable.”

So they weren't a monolithic pyramid of conspiracy, smooth and unbreakable. Interesting. “You're just going to have to live with that, aren't you?”

“As you may be aware, the members of the Organization aren't the only ones who have to deal with the fallout from certain policies, such as the ones Paul Travers insisted upon implementing, by which I mean framing the relatively innocent for crimes they didn't commit.”

Regan's nostrils flared. “Yes, I'm aware.”

“The person, whose name I shall not give you, has been auditioning for the role over the last week or so, and this person’s efforts have brought far more public attention than any of us have been comfortable with.”

“The karma cases,” Regan said.

Girard opened her mouth, closed it, waited, then said, “Yes, the karma cases.”

Regan nodded. Yes, she could see how one faction of a secret organization could fail to appreciate having their dirty laundry displayed in public—the hypocrites.

She picked up the pen from her desk and started tapping it on the legal pad again. “And you think the Organization would let me run the district the way I would want to, which would be legally? I wouldn't put up with drug deals or knocking buildings over. I wouldn't be blaming the innocent for crimes they didn't commit. And, I wouldn't be trying to bring karma down on those who deserved it.”

“What would you do?”

Regan said, slowly and clearly, “Nothing. I would sit in that chair behind the desk and do nothing. And it would be far, far better than what you idiots keep trying to do.”

“What if I told you that doing nothing wasn't an option?”

Regan said, “I won’t get involved with you people. Just put the idea out of your head. Just resist the temptation to think about it.”

Girard breathed deeply, then put her hands palm down on the desk. “I don't want to insult you, Judge St. Claire, but I don’t think you understand what I’m saying. Sometimes doing nothing isn't an option.”

“I know it bothers you people that human beings might want to live their lives without undue interference, but does that really seem like such a stretch? So... what? Will aliens come and blow up the planet if the Organization just disbands overnight? Will there be nuclear war? Are you going to save us all from ourselves? Are you going to stop global warming? End war and poverty?”

In her pocket, her phone buzzed silently. She eased it out and glanced down at the screen. It was a text message from Gary. Ask her about Alex's friends—THEM. Might be in the Organization now.

Regan knew who he was talking about. The THEM three, a bunch of conspiracy nuts that Alex used as freelancers from time to time. So, they were working with the Organization, were they? She must have missed it while zoned out in one of the meetings with Jake and Alex. Her whole life had been in such a haze lately.

“Judge St. Claire,” Girard said. “I know that you've had some very bad experiences with us. We're trying to accomplish what no one has done before. Some mistakes were bound to happen.”

Regan stood up; Girard stood up, too. From the look on Regan’s face, she could tell that the meeting was over. Regan held out her hand, and Girard shook it.

“If you have any intention of playing nice, Ms. Girard,” Regan said, “then you and the Organization will agree to walk away from Alex Carr's three friends. You know who I'm talking about. Let them go, and I'll agree to listen to what you want to say. Until then, I don't want to hear about it.”

Girard's shoulders slumped. “I can't do that,” she said. “I'm dating one of them.”

How dare she pull someone she was even remotely fond of into the Organization. “And I'll bet you'll feel mighty fine about that someday,” Regan said. “At night, when he's dead or in jail and your conscience finally kicks in.”

“We're building something bigger than ourselves,” Girard said.

Regan said, “And when this thing falls down around you, I'm going to have to clean it up. So forgive me if I don't rouse myself to give you a hip hooray here.”

Her heart was thudding in her chest and her throat was tight. Her fists were clenched and she was leaning across the desk toward the woman. In fact, she was literally seeing a red haze on the edge of her vision. If Girard said one more word, she was going to step around the desk and strangle her and, in fact, every agent of the Organization she could get her hands on.

She wanted to scream.

Girard said, “Humanity…”

“Get out,” Regan growled at her in a voice that shocked her. “Just get out.”

Girard, her back straight, her face stiff, and her head held high, left.

After a moment Gary called through the doorway in a hushed voice, “Regan?”

“Yes?”

“Would you, ah, can I get you some coffee?”

“Yes, please,” she hissed. Now that Girard was gone; her face was burning hot with flaming embarrassment. What was she thinking? What had she done? She'd practically declared war against the very people she and Jake had been trying to hide from. So much for keeping a low profile.

She sat back down and looked at her legal pad. Girard had done one good thing for her—two things, actually.

First, she'd let Regan know that one person tied to the Organization was behind the karma crimes. And second, she'd made Regan feel more alive than she had since before Conrad Wilson had abducted her and threatened to gut her like a deer—which was more than anyone else had could do lately.




 Chapter 12 - Push somebody's button 

Mark Macharia was in the same prison where Andrew Gibbons had been, Green Haven. He had a reputation for being violent, so it wasn't too much of a coincidence for both men to have been in the same maximum security prison. Jake still recognized some of the guards.

Jake had brought Gary with him.

For one thing, he wanted to get a second opinion on Macharia. It was gonna be hard to stay objective. There was just too much possibility of misplaced hero worship on Jake's part, and he knew it. And bringing Regan along with him was out of the question now. The last time he’d seen her, earlier today, she was sitting stiffly at her desk in her office, staring out the window, and tapping her felt-tipped pen on that legal pad again. She’d barely noticed when Jake had kissed her or when Gary had said his goodbyes as they went out the door.

For another thing... well, he just had a hunch Gary would be useful, that was all.

The two of them were shown to a pair of tiny meeting rooms, a scuffed plexiglass wall between the prisoner's side and the visitors'. Speakers and microphones in the ceiling would allow them to hear what was going on over on the other side of the wall, as well as record every word they said. The outer walls were also plexiglass so the guards could watch their every move.

Jake didn't like it, but he didn't think he was going to get away with claiming client-lawyer privileges to get more privacy. Sometimes he could get away with it if he was working for the client's lawyer. But he was sure that it would be checked if he tried it today. The guards shut and locked the two of them into their side of the room.

Gary had dressed up for the occasion in a gray suit, brown shoes, a maroon tie and matching pocket square. In fact, he had overdressed. He had brought an expensive brown leather briefcase with him, which he opened to pull out a leather portfolio with a white legal pad and expensive silver pen tucked inside.

Jake must have looked at him funny because Gary grinned and handed the pen over to him.

It was engraved with the name Lawrence del Rey. Gary had taken the briefcase from his bastard of a brother, a thorn in Jake’s side ever since they'd learned about the Organization.

Clearly, it meant that Gary had dressed and accessorized on purpose.

They sat and waited. The room smelled musty and had layers of old black grime in the corners. The plexiglass was smudged with fingerprints. The clear plastic was at least an inch thick. It felt like being in a human zoo cage. Considering it was a prison, the feeling probably wasn't too far off. There wasn't a single crack between the two rooms. Jake couldn't have passed a pin across to the other side, even if he'd wanted to. The fiberglass chairs were bolted to the floor and seemed purposefully placed so Jake couldn't put his feet up comfortably on the ledge in front of him.

After a couple of minutes, a pair of guards led Mark Macharia to the other side of the plexiglass. He'd lost his hair, they'd made him shave his bushy black mustache, and his gait was a little stiff—like his back was bothering him. But he also looked like he could take down the entire prison facility with the back of a sharpened plastic spoon if he'd felt like it. It was something about his eyes that said he was constantly calculating the probabilities of doing damage to everyone around him. Not that he was necessarily planning on it, but just in case.

He was about five feet eight inches. He looked lithe rather than buff. The Navy SEALs of Jake's acquaintance were all tall and muscular, at least two hundred pounds of muscle on most of them. But Delta operators had a wide variety of profiles, maybe because they didn't need to swim so much, or maybe because they had to value smarts more than strength.

At least that's what Jake liked to tell his retired SEAL buddies to rile them up. He and Gary stood and faced Mark Macharia. Nobody saluted. It would have been inappropriate under the circumstances. That didn’t mean that Jake didn’t want to.

Macharia gave them both the once over, then shifted his gaze back to Jake, his big salt and pepper bushy eyebrows pinched together in the middle. He didn't seem like he recognized Jake—not that he would have. They hadn’t served together. He just assumed the guy with the military stance was the one in charge.

“Hello, Mr. Macharia,” Gary said. “My name is Gary Titschmarsh and this is Jake Westley. We have an interest in your case, specifically studying the exoneration process for you. Thank you for consenting to speak with us today.”

Macharia glanced at Gary.

Gary sat; the two of them followed suit. Macharia turned his torso toward Gary. It must look like he was in charge, and Jake was working for him.

All right. He'd go with it.

Gary said, “Mr. Macharia, we represent a client who has an interest in the justice system and the abuses that have proven rife within it. We have reason to believe that you were framed for the crime of which you were convicted, and we would like to hear your side of the story.”

“Am I being recorded?” Macharia asked.

“By ourselves, no,” Gary said, but pointed up toward the speakers in the ceiling. “As far as this facility is concerned, I could not say. Probably yes.”

“Gotcha,” Macharia said, then scratched his chin. The microphones picked up the sound of fingernails scraping against stubble.

It was killing Jake not to just burst out with questions, not so much related to the case as ones about the history of the unit. Yeah, it was probably smart of Gary to be running this one.

“All right. How much good do you think you and your client are going to be able to do? Is this some kind of rich guy hobby or something?”

“We have had...” Gary glanced at Jake for a moment. “We have had success with at least one other person. Andrew Gibbons, if you knew him when he was here.”

“Andy,” Macharia said. “Yeah, I knew him. He was furious about that judge lady who was nosing around... but she got him out in the end. Small world, huh?”

“Indeed,” Gary said.

“So she's back for round two?”

Jake bit his tongue. So much for keeping Regan’s name out of it. And no sense bringing up Conrad Wilson or Craig Moreau at this point. Craig Moreau wasn't even out of prison yet—still a few lose ends to wrap up.

“We all have our successes and failures,” Gary said. “One of the lessons we've learned is to make sure we're not freeing someone who would be better off in prison.”

One of Macharia's dark, thick eyebrows twitched. “Huh,” he said. Jake had to wonder if the guy was thinking about Conrad Wilson. Whatever game Gary was playing; it didn't involve keeping their cards too close to his chest.

“Thus the personal interview,” Gary said. “So my apologies for the extremely personal nature of our chat, but…”

“But you'd like to make sure you're not getting involved with a psychopath,” Macharia grinned. “My record might be clean, but who knows? Psychopaths can be some pretty good liars.”

Gary didn't respond. He had his hands folded on the ledge with the open portfolio under them, the implication being that he was patient. But what he needed was to get to work.

“All right,” Macharia said. “I'll tell you about it. I don't have anything for you that hasn't already been dragged out in public. But since the issue here is one of trust, and since I don't have anything better to do…” He glanced toward the pair of guards standing outside their rooms. “I'll give it a shot.”

All things considered, Gary was a pretty good operator. Not from a Delta Force perspective, obviously, but Jake wouldn't have minded using the guy on the private investigations’ side. Regan had kept him around for a good reason...

“Thank you,” Gary said picking up his pen. “I'd like to take shorthand notes, if that won't disturb you.”

Macharia gave Jake a look that said, Is this guy for real? Jake shrugged.

“Nah,” he said. “I'm pretty hard to disturb. So, it started out ten years ago... what?”

Gary had given Jake a hard look. “Excuse me,” Jake said. “So that would be about the time that Andrew Gibbons got put away?”

“I guess.”

“Go on...”

***

“My conviction,” Macharia said, “came out of the blue. It wasn't logical. It wasn't because somebody had a grudge. It didn't happen because of an unlikely set of coincidences. It made no sense whatsoever—still doesn’t

“I had been in the Delta Force since 1978; I did operations until 1988. Ten years—a good run, although I won't say there weren't some tears when it was over. I trained people for a while after that, but by 1998 it was mostly just a desk job. I wasn't too thrilled about that. I felt like a caged animal after a while, so I let my wife talk me into retirement. By 1999 I was out and trying to answer the question, now what?

“I decided to go back to school and become a teacher, a P.E. teacher for high school kids, and the wife approved. She finally had me back and she wanted me out of the house again. Even though I didn't have a single college class under my belt, in three years I had all the boxes checked off and had applied all over New York state, which is where the wife's family lives. Wouldn't you know, I found something a twenty-minute drive from her mother's house. We lived in the village of Avon, the school district's Caledonia-Mumford. I started working the 2003-2004 school year. I got a rescue dog, a big mutt. I had a home.

“On Tuesday, October 14, 2014, I was arrested for the murder of Madison Rounds, age eight.

“She disappeared the previous Thursday from behind her parents' house outside of Mumford. One minute she was playing behind the house, the next she was gone.

“She had been missing for four days before a couple of teenagers found her in an abandoned country schoolhouse off Wheatland Center Road. There used to be a big farm out there; the schoolhouse hadn't been used for a hundred years or so. Also, nearby was an unused outhouse that had half fallen in. The local kids knew to stay out, or at least that was the impression we all had which, as it turned out, was mistaken.

“The teenagers went in to get stoned or whatever and found blood all over the schoolhouse. There was an old mattress in the main room that had been used quite a bit in the past, and it was soaked with blood, more than enough blood to show the girl had been killed in that room.

“The two kids followed a trail of blood out to the outhouse and found her underneath the wood seat, down in the pit. They rode their bicycles out to the road and flagged down a car.

“Needless to say the police conducted tests to see if she'd been molested or raped. They saw signs of it having been done previously and recently, but didn't find any semen on or in her.

“The first I heard of it was at school that Monday. I knew the girl had been missing, and I had been part of the search that weekend looking for her. We... The search had covered the schoolhouse already, and she wasn't there at the time we’d covered the place on Saturday morning. That’s when we searched it the first time—not me, but the team—which anyways meant the poor kid had been abducted, then murdered later. The autopsy and doctors confirmed it. She'd been murdered early Sunday morning. The kids found her on Sunday at about noon.

“On Monday the whole school was talking about it. The two kids who'd found the girl both went to Caledonia-Mumford High School and were both students of mine. I coached them in football. I knew them. But they'd been brought in for questioning. The rumor was they were suspects too, which was bullshit. Eventually the cops established the two of them both had alibis for the time the girl disappeared and were probably in their beds that Sunday night, no sign of them having sneaked out of the house. But still the cops held onto those IDs for as long as they could.

“Once I was arrested, of course, they let the two of them go.

“I went home that Monday after school and sat on the couch in the living room with my wife. We were both just stunned. I didn't know the little girl. I didn't know her family. I didn't know a whole lot of anyone from the area—I'd spent too much time in the Army. And it had been over twenty years, you know, since the wife had lived there herself.

“But I did know those two boys that had been arrested, so it felt very personal to me. I called the police and asked if I could act as a character witness for them. They would let me know if they needed me, they said.

“I went to bed, got up the next morning, went to school, and got set up. Then, just before the first bell rang, I was called to the office. The first period kids were already in the locker room. I had already had to put out a couple of fires, kids getting in arguments and picking on each other, that kind of thing. Everyone was tense. I told them to behave themselves.

“When I got to the office, there were a pair of police officers present, and the secretary's face looked like it had been painted white, it was so pale. They asked for my name, I gave it, and they arrested me—read me my rights and everything. I told the secretary to send someone to the P.E. class and take care of the kids before they got unruly. I thought I'd be right back.

“Their case against me was like this: I didn't have an alibi for the time the girl was abducted. I was driving back from Rochester after the football game on that Thursday night. I didn't go anywhere near the girl's house, but the point was that I couldn't prove I hadn't. I was at home when the murder probably occurred. The wife had slept through the night—she's a heavy sleeper, though. I could have left the house and come back with a brass band for all she would have known. Also, our house is an old one—it has a basement and a cellar, for women to put up canned food and store apples and things. I could have hidden the girl down there for a few days, and again the wife probably wouldn't have noticed.

“The fact that I had never met the girl meant nothing. The fact I had no history of anything like that didn't mean a thing. What was important though but never said, was that I was an outsider in a small town, someone who didn't have family in the area. I worked with children. I had been through a couple of wars in the Special Forces. I also didn't take it too easy on the kids I worked with, especially the teen boys from broken homes who were tearing their lives apart because they didn't have a father to kick their asses for them.

“In short, I was someone they could afford to be frightened of.

“And then… This is hard to say.

“One of the boys that had found the girl’s body, who had been arrested, told the cops he’d seen me in the woods behind the old schoolhouse skulking around a couple of weeks before the murder.

“I hadn’t been. I didn’t have the time. It was football season. I barely had time to shower and eat, let alone run around in the woods.

“I tried not to hold it against him. Everyone was going a little crazy, and I can see where he could get to thinking it was either him or me—but still. He should have taken it back when things calmed down, or at least during my trial. It would have shown character.

“But he was just a kid. So, like I say, I try not to hold it against him.

“Anyhow, in my opinion, they would have been better off looking closer to home, and I've said as much. The girl was being abused, but they didn't find any traces of semen on her. Reading between the lines, I think it was very likely she had a history of abuse by someone who had regular access to her. I think the girl threatened to tell someone, and maybe something set them off.

“It would have taken someone close to the family, to know what the family’s routines were, to be able to take the girl so smoothly—rent a car from Rochester, drive down while wearing a hat to cover most of your face, lure the girl into the car one way or another, drive off with her, and…

***

Jake shuddered, then held up a hand. “We can imagine,” he said. “This isn't the first time I've had to deal with this kind of thing. We deal with a lot of divorce cases at my agency.”

“Then you know how it goes,” Macharia said. “The family closes up ranks to defend both the offender and the victim from public exposure.”

“Yes.” Jake cracked his neck. It felt stiff, probably from grinding his teeth constantly during Macharia’s speech.

Gary took a few last notes. He’d filled the page up with shorthand—probably had taken down the statement word for word. “All right. Now we’ve heard your story. What are your feelings about pursuing a path to exoneration?” he asked in a flat, almost bored sounding way. “The old evidence will need to be reviewed. It could mean going through a new trial even.”

“It could mean poking a stick into a hornet’s nest,” Macharia said. “Whoever the guilty party is, they’ve had ten years to let their conscience scab over.”

“They’ve had ten years to muddy the trail,” Gary said. “There might not be anything left to find.”

“They’ve had ten years with their kids, their wife, and their dogs they wouldn’t have had otherwise,” Macharia said. “or cats I guess. I see what you’re saying. This could get ugly. Lives could be destroyed and all that. I might not even get out. But I’ve thought about it a lot, not just in general, but since I found out someone wanted to talk to me after all this time. And here’s what I think. The hell with them. If it were just me, that’d be one thing. But Maddy Rounds was raped and murdered when she was eight. If you’re willing to let that slide, you’re going to Hell. That’s what I believe.”

He sneered at Gary. “I’ll cooperate if you’re willing to make finding the girl’s killer your priority. Otherwise I’ll throw all the sand I can in your gears. You can take your glory and shove it—no offense.”

Jake wanted to salute the guy, but didn’t. They were still being watched. “That’s what I wanted to hear, sir.”

Gary closed his notebook and stood up. Jake and Macharia followed suit. “No offense taken. Then we shall start the process of researching your case. Thank you for meeting with us today. I will ensure you’re informed of any progress we make.”

“Thanks,” Macharia said. “I wish you the best of luck. You’re gonna need it.”

“Why do you say that?” Gary asked. “To be honest, we have a more than enough money to throw at the problem, as well as some experience in the process.”

“Somebody doesn’t want the real killer known,” Macharia said. “Someone in the system, I mean. Otherwise...” He shrugged.

“We have,” Gary repeated, “some experience in the process.” He showed himself to the door. The guards had already come alive and were waiting for him at the door.

Jake hesitated a moment. He’d have to talk to Gary later about his impression—which seemed at least moderately negative, gauging from his stiff posture and cold attitude—but Jake believed him.

“I’m trustin’ you,” Macharia said to Jake. “You. Not that other guy. Don’t do me wrong.”

Jake nodded to him, then left the room without looking back. Making his way out of the prison while keeping his cool wasn’t going to be easy, even without one last look at Macharia, chained up and waiting to be escorted back to his cell.

***

“So Gary,” Jake said to Regan. “I think he got under Macharia’s skin.”

“Mmmm,” she said.

She had curled up on her couch, watching cable news in her living room with a heavy quilt wrapped around her, even though it wasn’t that cold. He sat on the end between her and the big screen. He could feel her toes underneath his leg. They were ice cold. He pulled one foot out from under his leg, put it in his lap and started massaging it.

She put up with it for a few seconds. Then a commercial came on, and she pulled her foot away.

“He was dressed up like a high-powered lawyer, carried his brother Larry’s briefcase, and he acted like a real snob to the guy, the tone of his voice and how he said things—like he was forcing himself to be more polite than he wanted to. By the time Macharia was done telling his story, he practically had his hackles up every time he looked at Gary. And as we were leaving, he told me he trusted me, not Gary. It was almost like Gary had planned exactly that—to force the guy to trust me. I was impressed.”

“Mmmm,” she said. “Jake, I think you should go home now.”

Well, that was out of the blue.

“Why?”

“Because I think you should.”

He shook his head. The two of them watched TV for a few moments, not talking.

“Did something happen at work today?” he asked her.

“No.”

“Then why?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I just want some time to myself.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. You...”

“You don’t think I can take care of myself.”

Jake shook his head. The sun had gone down a few minutes ago, and the room was getting dim. The brightest spot was the TV; they hadn’t turned on the overhead lights yet. Regan’s face was lit up by the screen as were the glass covered pictures of black and white flowers around the room. The streetlight outside the front window came on.

Jake felt the rage rising in him. He subdued it.

She hadn’t been taking care of herself. The evidence was there. She’d lost enough weight that it made her cheeks gaunt and her neck look like it was hollow. The skin on her arms and belly sagged. Her voice was thin and harsh, like she was having to work extra hard just to force it out of her lungs. Her hair was dull colored near the roots and her fingernails were cracked. There was a sour scent to her breath and black circles constantly under her eyes. She twitched. She watched every door of every room she was in. She...

She knew that he could see she wasn’t doing okay. She was trying to push his buttons and get him to leave her alone for some reason.

“I don’t have to sleep with you,” he said, “but I’m going to stay.”

“Even though I don’t want you to. Even though, right now, I am asking you to leave.”

“I’m staying.”

“Jake. Please go. I want to be alone.”

“No. I’m staying.”

“I’m fine.”

“I think you should see a therapist.”

“I don’t need help.” She pulled her feet away from his leg, then pulled the quilt up underneath them, like she was trying to protect herself from him.

It felt like she’d stabbed a knife in his heart, which was exactly how he was supposed to feel. These damn St. Claires—too stubborn for their own good.

“And I don’t need to be on suicide watch, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Regan said.

 “No, you don’t.”

“What if I called the police?” she asked.

“What if I called your father?”

“Touché,” she muttered. “All right. Fine. You can sleep in the guest room.”

She swung her legs over the side of the couch, tucked the quilt tighter around her, and stood up. “I’m going to bed now.”

 “All right,” he said. “I’ll be across the hall if you need me.”

“I don’t need you to rescue me all the time,” she said.

“Not usually, no,” he said. “I’m just here for moral support.”

“How are you supporting me by being here?”

She was as prickly as a thorn bush.

He spread his arms toward her and smiled. “I’m radiating love; can’t you tell?”

She hesitated for a moment and opened her mouth like she was going to say something. For a second he thought she was going to back down and admit that maybe she could use a shoulder to lean on as she climbed her way, dehydrated and wounded, out of the desert of grief. But of course, not. Like father like daughter. She turned around and stomped off to her bedroom, making sure to securely close, then lock her door. A second later he heard the door of the bathroom slam as well. She must have been stewing for hours, trying to figure out how to get him to leave.

He watched TV for a few more minutes. A report about the Kane building, which had fallen a couple of days ago, was all over the news. The building hadn’t been built to code, not by a long shot. The workmanship was good, but the materials were bad—or in some cases, even missing.

It was starting to look like fate or something, the way the building had killed the two responsible for it, the contractor who had given the orders to build the thing under budget by whatever means necessary, and the owner of the building who had pushed her to get it done that way.

It was sad about the two foremen and the secretary who’d been killed with them. As far as Jake could tell, they were hapless innocents.

Late that night he heard Regan unlock her door and slide out of her room. Stealthily, she slipped into the kitchen. He heard a drawer rattle, then the sound of one of the knives being laid on the counter. He swung out of bed and moved to the door and opened it, far more quietly than Regan had. He waited, holding his breath.

Then the fridge door opened and glass rubbed against glass. She was taking the decorative plate with one of Ellen’s cakes out. She set it on the counter, then set out a plate.

Jake leaned his head against the door frame. He felt weak in the knees. Of course, she wouldn’t...

A few seconds later he relaxed when he heard a fork clinking against the plate. She was eating.

He closed the door softly but stayed close to it, drinking down the sound of Regan eating, then pausing, then sniffing hard. She put her dishes in the sink, then blew her nose and tiptoed back to bed.

She hesitated at his door.

“Jake,” she breathed, so silently that he wouldn’t have heard it if he hadn’t been standing right there. “Oh, Jake. Just be patient with me. I’m trying. Please just...” She cut herself off. Then she slipped back into her room, closing the door.

Jake smiled. Hang in there Regan, Delta Force never leaves anyone behind. I’ll help you get through it. 




 Chapter 13 -  It can strip the flesh from your bones 

The reception area at the therapist’s office looked like it belonged to a masseuse, not a councilor’s office. The art on the walls were all French Impressionist art posters. She wanted to say Monet, but she had never been good at art. It was pretty. She liked some of it, but she had no idea what she was looking at half the time. And whenever she talked about it to someone who knew anything about it, she always sounded like an idiot. She hated talking about art.

She leaned forward on the edge of the chair. The seat was thickly padded but it had no sides. Maybe the floor was tilted, but she felt like she was constantly about to slide off. She popped her knuckles. The sound echoed throughout the room, but the woman at the front desk didn’t look up.

“It will be a few more minutes,” she said. “Mr. Van Lintner just has a few things to finish up.”

Regan had arrived half an hour early expecting to fill out paperwork the same way you had to at a doctor’s office on a first visit, but it was not required. She’d already checked her email—three times. What did people do when stuck in a shrink’s office at times like this? The magazines sitting around the office were mostly for different ages of kids. The thought of kids having to come here made her want to cry. It was weird how the therapist was willing to see her at such short notice. Must have been a cancellation.

She scraped off all her lip gloss with her teeth, then contemplated chewing her fingernails. She’d already chewed them down badly. It was a bad habit. She’d stopped for a while after she’d started dating Jake, but after everything with Wilson...

“Mr. Van Lintner will see you now,” the receptionist said.

Great... Wonderful… Just what she’d been waiting for. She stood up. She knew her eyes must look at least a little wide and panicked, but there wasn’t much she could do about it now.

The receptionist showed her to a room down a short hallway; there were four doors. If anything, this place reminded her of Jake’s private investigator’s office. It was the same basic layout. But could anyone possibly be as terrified of Jake’s offices as she was of these? Maybe if it was a missing person’s case.

The room was devoid of other human beings. “You may sit where you like,” she said. “Mr. Van Lintner will be with you shortly.”

Regan bit her lip until the woman closed the door behind her—now she was trapped.

It wasn’t a bad room to be trapped in. There was a couch, but it wasn’t the kind that you could stretch out on. It was too short for that, with arms on either end. It faced a pair of wingbacked armchairs that were set at an angle to almost face each other. A coffee table sat in the center of the conversational grouping. A short stack of black slate coasters sat in the middle of the table next to a silk flower arrangement. A bookshelf sat along the wall.

A lot of sitting going on in this office.

She checked out the shelves. They held a wide selection of novels and poetry, a lot of them with USED stamped or stickered onto the spines. She pulled one out—something random. Inside the cover was the price $1.50 CASH ONLY penciled lightly on the first page.

“Would you like to take that with you?”

She almost dropped the damned book. At the door was an odd-looking man, about five foot five, with a head shaped like a sideways football covered with thick black hair in the center and stark gray around the sides—a toupee. He didn’t walk into the room, he waddled, and sat in one of the two wingbacked chairs.

She looked down at the book. Some romance novel—a woman embracing a man in a cowboy hat—not her thing. “No thanks.” She slid it back onto the shelf.

“Fiction and poetry can be very therapeutic,” he said. He had an accent—German or Dutch, she couldn’t tell for sure. It wasn’t too pronounced, but it made him sound a little Freudian.

“What do you read, if you don’t mind my curiosity?”

“Legal texts.”

He glanced down at a clipboard he had in his hand. In the other, he had a cup of coffee. “Your occupation is a judge, I see. But what do you read for fiction?”

“Nothing.”

“Ah, that’s too bad. We could talk books if you ever became stuck on your problems.”

“Because that would... help get me unstuck?”

He didn’t crack a smile. Maybe he couldn’t. “No, because I like books. But please, have a seat.”

She sat in the other wingbacked chair. The cushion was soft; it seemed to pull her in deep and wrap her up safely. Subtle.

Van Lintner had introduced himself, shook her hand with a short fingered mitt that seemed more like a shovel than something he could play piano with, and proceeded to go over the initial questionnaire with her, question by question. If she were required to give an initial impression about him, it would have been “more than slightly anal retentive.” He kept asking her to confirm or elucidate on things he’d just written down a few minutes ago.

But finally, it was done and he moved on to more serious matters—not that he warned her first.

“So, you have been through a traumatic experience, or rather several traumatic experiences, while a close family friend, so close as to be considered a blood relative, was killed, as well as others of your loved ones put into danger, a danger for which you blame yourself. Is that correct?”

He threw that twisted sentence out just as casually as if she’d written it down on her questionnaire—which she hadn’t.

She choked. How had he guessed?

“Would you like some coffee?”

She nodded vigorously. He stepped into the hallway and returned with black coffee steaming in a thrift store mug that read, “Happy 100th Birthday Betty!” The coffee was strong and not too terrible. While she was sipping at it, he slid one of the slate coasters toward her.

“How did you know?” she gasped finally.

“I look all my clients up on the Internet,” he said.

She snorted; he chuckled. It was the moment where she should have relaxed, camaraderie established. Instead the hair on the back of her neck rose. She held the coffee mug in front of her face and slurped.

“You don’t need cream or sugar?”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

He nodded. “Now, tell me how you’re holding up.”

“My boyfriend thinks I’m falling apart.”

“Are you?”

Her shoulders tightened. “I’m coping.”

“Okay, so you aren’t falling apart.” He settled back in his chair, looking satisfied with himself. “Let’s talk books. You should be reading more—reading fiction, reading poetry. I think you will find that it is not entirely a waste of time.”

She stared at him. Some lunatic must have stepped into the office just to jerk her chain. “What?”

“If you’re fine, then you don’t need my assistance,” he said.

“I didn’t say I was fine.”

“Then...?” He raised his thick eyebrows, then waggled them. “So what is it you want to achieve by coming here today, calling for an emergency appointment, besides putting some sort of damper on the annoying comments that you’ve been receiving from your loved ones? Would you like to talk about how your biological clock is ticking, perhaps?”

“No!” The coffee cup knocked against her tooth, she lifted it so quickly.

He chuckled. “Another sensitive subject. Something safer? You’re a judge. Let’s talk about ethics.”

She took a deep breath. “Are you messing with me on purpose?”

“Yes, of course.” He smiled at her, then closed his eyes and leaned back into the chair. He looked like he was blissfully relaxed, and yet every word of his made her tense up even more. “Some clients need to be reassured. They are afraid of therapy for one reason or another. Sometimes they think I’m going to prescribe drugs for them, or I’m going to send them to the madhouse. And, some think I’m going to administer electric shocks. But of course, if I’m seeing you at my office, you’re probably not a candidate for drugs or a resident facility, not that I would be able to force you into either.”

He sat up and slurped noisily from his coffee, which he’d left on the table without a coaster next to his clipboard. “Other clients,” he said, “require a little shaking up.”

“The last thing I need is a shakeup,” she interjected.

He ignored her and continued, “and rarely effective.” Van Lintner said. “But when it is, it is very effective.”

“It’s not going to work with me.”

“No?”

She shook her head, put down her coffee and stood up. “This is as much as I can take today, Mr. Van Lintner. I thank you for your time.”

“Are you sure? You’re going to be billed the entire hour irrespective. We could talk books.”

The man was a crackpot. “I’m sure we can,” she said.

He stood, ducked around his chair, and snatched a book off his bookshelf, seemingly at random. “When you find yourself troubled by memories of what happened to you, perhaps when you are sleepless, then look at this, although it has far more to do with ethical questions than relieving your trauma. Also, it has the added benefit of being entertaining.”

“Yes. Fine,” she said, “I will. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, Judge St. Claire,” he said. “I hope you find a way to improve your condition from the state of merely coping. Such stress—it can strip the flesh from your bones.”

There was a grotesque image. She was out of there. Out the door, into the hallway, away from the reception area, and out onto the street.

When she was safely standing next to her car, she looked back to the office. Mr. Van Lintner was watching her from the front door, waving merrily behind the glass.

She fled.

In line at a coffee shop, she riffled through the pages of the book.

It was a mystery by Agatha Christie, a name she vaguely remembered: And Then There Were None. On one of the pages, the word Statera had been penciled in, alongside an underlined quote: “Crime is terribly revealing. Try and vary your methods as you will, your tastes, your habits, your attitude of mind, and your soul is revealed by your actions.”

She tossed the book down on top of an empty table like it had been covered in spiders. The two people in line behind her stopped talking to each other—whatever. Just because a similar thought had been on her mind for the last few days, it didn’t mean it was anything other than coincidence to see it underlined in a book from a crazy therapist next to the Latin word for scales.

Ugh. She picked up the book again and shoved it in her pocket.

After receiving her terrible, burnt tasting coffee (she made a mental note not to go to the place again), she drove in random patterns, watching for anyone following her, then pulled over and listened to her phone messages. Jake had said he’d be out late on a case, and coincidentally her father had left her about a dozen messages asking if she’d like to: a) come over for supper; and b) spend the night. The two of them were about as subtle as a pair of slap happy circus clowns.

But she still called her father back to say yes.

“And Then There Were None,” he said, when she asked him whether he knew the book. “Yes, I’ve read it—one of your Uncle Paul’s favorites. Why?”

“No reason,” she said, and shoved the copy under the seat.




 Chapter 14 - So much for clever 

There were two kinds of people in the world who lied. Nah, make that three. There were always the people who didn’t know they were lying, for one reason or another. So, two kinds of people who lied on purpose: the people who were scared, and the ones who thought they were being clever.

Mostly the liars Jake had to deal with were the first kind, the scared ones. They were the ones who got angry. Nothing like shouting at the top of your lungs to cover up terror. But he’d had to deal with his share of the clever ones, too. Some people just couldn’t resist trying to be clever.

This client of his, Ronald Martsolf, was the second kind.

He’d sent them to get evidence of his fiancée cheating on him. “Although I would be pleased as hell if you fail,” he’d said. He’d carried a whiff of creepiness with him, it probably would have set Regan off and driven her out of the room. Jake had handed it over to Doug and told him to keep an eye out for anything peculiar.

Doug had found it right away. The woman barely knew Martsolf. She wasn’t his fiancée; he was stalking her.

All of which led to tonight. Tonight, it was time to do a few good deeds. It was safe; Doug had managed to get some pictures of Martsolf looking through the woman’s window with a pair of binoculars—perfect shot, too. A streetlight had lit up Martsolf’s face, and Doug had managed to catch a street sign in the background, placing the guy perfectly—blackmail material.

Jake had printed the photos and put them in a couple of photo album sheets so the guy could save them for future reference the next time he was tempted to follow someone around.

The four of them drove to a dive bar on the northeast end of town. Martsolf should be there in about half an hour. He’d be drooling over the thought of getting his hands on the pictures. They’d told him they had bad news. He was probably thinking they’d caught the woman, his so-called fiancée, “red-handed” with someone else.

Graham was driving. As he pulled into the bumpy parking lot, Chuck said, “Wouldn’t ya know, he’s here already. There’s his car.” He pointed at a row of them, parked along the curb and facing the street.

“Which one?”

“Tan sedan, FCL-4418.”

“Got it,” Jake said.

Graham pulled around the side of the building and parked. He stepped out of the car and leaned against the trunk, lighting a cigarette in his cupped hand. “I’ll take the back door if you lads don’t mind,” he said.

Chuck said, “Not coming in? What, you been eighty-sixed here before?”

“That’s the problem with being a recovering alcoholic,” Graham jibed. “One simply cannot remember all the offenses one might have committed in any area. I doubt anyone remembers me, though. That was some time ago.”

“Sure, sure.”

Chuck and Jake followed Doug into the bar; Doug was the point of contact on the job this time. Jake came into the bar with Doug; Chuck leaned against the blue painted brick wall and waited.

The bouncer didn’t card them but gave them a funny look. “What about the other guy?”

“Underage,” Doug said.

The bouncer said something that wasn’t too flattering about Doug’s personal habits but let the two of them in. When Jake glanced back, the guy was sitting on the edge of his tin stool. He was ready for trouble.

The canned music was loud and the lights were dim. The air reeked of cigarette smoke. Graham and Chuck were going to have to watch they didn’t catch the wrong guy or let anybody stepping out for a smoke see something they shouldn’t. They’d be careful.

Doug slid behind the crowd at the bar, checking the booths for their guy. He was in the end booth, which had a decent light over the table cutting through the gloom, and yeah, almost drooling.

“Hello, gentlemen,” Martsolf said with a little purr in his voice. “I can’t say that I’m pleased to see you.”

He was a short, round faced guy in a gray trench coat, prematurely balding, about twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old. He worked as an accountant. His facial hair was cut into mutton chops.

The handsome guys got all the girls. The broken guys had given up trying to find love. The truly nice guys were hooked up with single mothers who had been used and dumped, who’d given up on life until they’d run into the local miracle.

And then there were these guys.

Doug said, “Hello, Mr. Martsolf. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

Martsolf sighed. “It’s about what I expected.”

Jake pulled the plastic sheets out of his jacket and dropped them flat on the table. The sound echoed like a slap.

Martsolf looked up. “And you are...?”

Jake’s face must have been in the shadow behind the lampshade over the table. He was the one who’d interviewed Martsolf originally. “Jake Westley.”

“Oh.” Martsolf squinted and crouched down. “I see you. Sorry.” He glanced down at the photographs. “These...”

“Mr. Martsolf, you have two options here,” Jake said measuredly. “You can step outside with us, or you can wait for the police to arrive.”

“Police?”

Martsolf squinted at the pictures, then picked up the plastic sheet. “These aren’t the pictures I asked for. Who is that?”

Jake frowned at him. The guy sounded like he honestly didn’t know. “That’s you, Mr. Martsolf.”

“That’s not me.” His hand reached up to the side of his face, tracing the edge of the mutton chop, the same one that was in the photo. He touched his hair, feeling the bald spot that was so obvious in the picture—then, more tellingly, his eyebrow where a small scar had left a white line through the eyebrow hairs. “That can’t be me.”

“That’s you,” Doug said. “I followed you from your house to hers, and I have the dash cam footage to prove it.”

“But I don’t look like that.”

“You were there,” Jake interrupted. He got it now. The guy was in denial that he was not very attractive, and certainly more than a little creepy-looking. Seeing himself from a weird angle in a photo, he hadn’t been able to recognize himself. “Last night.”

He didn’t need this crap.

“But...” The guy’s voice faded out. He’d been there; Doug had the evidence.

“Two choices,” Jake repeated. “Step out with us, or wait until the cops come.”

“What are you going to do to me?”

“Nothing that you haven’t brought down on yourself.”

The guy started shaking. He’d gone from feeling clever to feeling afraid. Jake waited for the other type of lies to come.

“No! That wasn’t me. I wasn’t there. That was someone else. Dressed up like me...”

Doug had been through this side of things before, too. They both waited as the guy ranted in denial, his teeth practically chattering. Finally, he started to run down. His eyes looked dull, as if he wasn’t seeing anything around him anymore.

“...she’s a lying bitch, whatever she said, she just wants to use me...”

That was about enough of that. Jake picked up the guy by the lapels of his trench coat and swung him out of the booth. The guy’s feet scraped on the stained wood flooring. Jake set him upright, brushed the lapels of his trench coat flat, and said, “One more time, Mr. Martsolf. Either you step outside with us, or we call the cops. If we call the cops, they’re getting all the nice evidence, far more than we just turned over to you. As you might expect, we have a couple of good friends on the force that might owe us a favor or two, and a couple of, uh, contacts in the news media who wouldn’t mind taking a couple of pictures when the police arrive. You understand?”

Martsolf shook his head. So much for clever.

Doug caught Jake’s eyes, then gave a shrug. He was right; the guy had made his wishes—or at least lack of understanding of the consequences—clear. He turned around and made his way out of the bar, with Doug following.

The bouncer was still watching them. In fact, he’d gathered some back-up, in case things turned violent.

A shout came from behind them. “Wait!”

Jake didn’t bother to look behind him. They were up to the bouncer and his friends now. The bouncer, stepping in close but not actually violating Jake’s personal space said, “Trouble, friend?”

Jake leaned in and said in a clear, slow voice, “Private investigator. Guy back there hired me to trail a ‘fiancée,’ turned out to be a woman he was stalking. He’s just decided that he’d rather we reported his behavior to the cops than take him out back for a few minutes. Wanna see my license?”

The bouncer looked up and eyed Martsolf, whose periodic requests to have them wait were getting louder.

“Yes, please.”

Jake showed it to him; Doug followed suit.

“All right,” the bouncer said, “you can go.”

Jake and Doug glanced at each other. A quick nod, and they stepped out of the front door together. It’d be interesting to see what the bouncer and his friends thought about the situation.

The glass paned door closed behind them. Chuck was still waiting outside. “Well?”

Doug shrugged. Jake said, “The guy couldn’t make up his mind, so we’re letting the cops make it up for him.”

“Damn,” Chuck said. “I was hoping for a little gratuitous violence tonight you know?”

On the other side of the door, Martsolf was arguing with the bouncer. He still had the plastic sheets in his hand. The bouncer confiscated them. That’s when Martsolf got agitated. They could hear him shouting through the glass and over the top of the music things like, “Give that back,” and “You can’t do this to me.”

As much as Jake’s fists itched to scratch themselves on the guy’s face, it was amusing watching two of the bouncer’s friends grab Martsolf’s arms, twisting them behind his back with Martsolf bent forward, still shouting.

The door opened and Martsolf was hustled outside by the two guys with the bouncer following him holding the plastic sheets. He pushed the sheets into Jake’s hand.

“I don’t need these,” said Jake. “Got copies.”

“Be a good guy and hold those for a minute,” the bouncer said. “Called the cops yet?”

“Nah,” said Jake. “It looked like you were having fun.”

“Give us like five minutes,” the bouncer said.

“Sure.”

With Martsolf still shouting, they dragged him around the building to the back where Graham was checking his cell phone and had surrounded himself in a cloud of smoke in the still air between the back of the building and the wood fenced enclave that held the trash.




 Chapter 15 - The judge did it 

John told his daughter, “No, I’ve never been to a therapist. Never needed one.”

“Not even after Mom died?”

He looked away. They were standing on the back patio in the dark, drinking coffee and taking a break from a marathon session of old Law & Order episodes. Regan was indulging him because he hadn’t pestered her about grandchildren so far. She’d eaten an egg salad sandwich and a piece of pecan cake, more than he’d seen her eat in a while, but he couldn’t exactly say she looked better. The fireflies had come out past the end of their yard where the back fence ran down along a brushy stream. The neighbor’s yappy Pomeranian had finally shut up. It was a nice night, and the two of them weren’t arguing as much as usual.

“By the time I got around to it, I didn’t need one,” he said. Being stubborn. “But then I’ve never been abducted by a serial killer, either.”

“Just Mom’s death.”

“Are you trying to annoy me?”

“A little.”

They both slurped at their coffee.

“How’s Jake doing?”

Her face grimaced in the light from the kitchen behind them. “Very tenderly and carefully putting up with me.”

John grunted. It might be better to leave that one alone.

“I mean... he’s not treating me like I’m fragile or anything. He’s giving me space—emotionally. He hangs around. I can’t get rid of him. I feel like I’m smothering.”

“Do you really?”

She sighed. “No, not really. I’m just annoyed that he’s not doing what I want him to do. It’s my house. He’s not pushing me around otherwise. He doesn’t even make me eat if I don’t want to. It’s just that he won’t go away.”

“Do you really want him to?”

“Some of the time, yes. Most of the times, no, but I can’t tell him. I get it. I need someone around to keep me from sinking too far under the surface. I need someone that I’ll be ashamed to disappoint, if that makes sense.”

“Perfect.”

“But... sometimes I just want to be alone too. I don’t want to have to pretend to be civilized and not spend all night reading texts and caffeine myself into action in the morning. You know?”

“I’m almost certain he’d understand, if that’s really what you want to do. Jake is a good guy.”

She nodded, “I know.” Then she shrugged and leaned the top of her head against the siding. “Daddy, I feel so lost. I’ve been keeping it together for everyone else, but it’s a lie. It’s just a lie. I want to erase the last six months. I want to go back to the way things were. I knew who I was. I knew what I believed in.”

“You were bored.”

“Believe me, if someone handed me the opportunity to be bored again for a while, I’d take them up on the offer in a heartbeat. I’d appreciate that opportunity more than gold.”

“Then quit your job,” he said.

“I can’t do that.”

“It’s obvious you haven’t had your head in the game for a while now. It’s not like you’d be giving up much at this point.”

“Oh, Daddy.”

“Someone has to say these things Regan.”

“I know.” She finished off her cup. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Well.”

The two of them went back into the house. It was ten o’clock. “Ready for another round?”

“No, I think I’ll go to bed,” she said.

“Need a couple of legal texts to keep you up until dawn?”

“No, I... I think I’ll read a book—a normal book.”

“The one you got from that quack of a therapist?” She’d told him about the session earlier in the afternoon. He was proud of her gumption in getting the appointment scheduled so quickly, but wished she’d spent a bit more time doing her research about the guy first.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s been so long since I read any fiction. Isn’t it just a waste of time?”

“You might as well ask whether it’s a waste of time watching Law & Order with your father.”

“Oh, Daddy.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek.

It was strange. When she was just leaving for college, he’d thought to himself, that was it. He was never going to be the father of his little girl ever again. That was all over with. But that kind of fatherhood lingered on. Little moments of it would come up from time to time in the sweetest fashion. They thought they were all grown up, and then they did something like that.

He squeezed her with one arm around her shoulders. His little girl was growing up again. If she never quite made it all the way, he’d be satisfied.

He had some books downstairs in the basement that Paul had given her over the years. She’d left them behind when she’d gone to college. He wondered if she remembered.

He shut the patio door; the neighbor’s Pomeranian began to bark. They both laughed.

“We made it just in time,” she said. “Oh, Daddy. I miss Uncle Paul. I was just getting used to having him around again.”

He felt a stab in his throat. Just as they were starting to get along again, well, he could fool himself that they were, he’d had to watch the life flowing out of his friend onto a gravel driveway as a madman abducted his daughter, and he could do nothing to help either of them. Good thing he was getting old, or he wouldn’t be able to take it. But with age came the sense that the world’s fundamental unfairness was more or less as useless to fight as the weather. “Me, too.”

“The Organization,” she said, then stopped.

“Yes?”

“Why, Daddy? Why is it even there? Why does it exist? Do they all think they’re doing the right thing? Or are they just in it for the money? Or are they all being forced to do something they don’t want to do, because someone’s blackmailing them?”

A good question, but not one he could answer. Fortunately, she wasn’t expecting one.

“Is there someone at the top with some kind of grand scheme, or is it... is it just a monkey running things, jamming buttons and sending out conflicting instructions? Is it all just chaos?”

She opened the dishwasher and put her cup inside, then held her hand out for his. He drank down the cloudy dregs, then handed it over. The two of them had been coffee fiends for so long that it was unlikely it would keep either of them up if they didn’t want it. But that was the trick, wasn’t it—learning to let the day go.

“I don’t know, Regan,” he said. “One minute it seems like they know what they’re doing. The next it seems like they haven’t the slightest clue. It’s been like that since my day.”

“At least you’re free of it,” she said.

He controlled a grimace. He was only as free as they’d let him be. He’d gotten slightly involved again for the sake of trying to cover up her and Jake’s involvement in the exoneration cases. Probably it wasn’t fooling anybody, but probably they were taking it as him being a good boy and leaving things alone in return.

“True,” he said—lying.

She sighed, one of those long, drawn-out ones that he’d thought would disappear with the end of adolescence. But they, too, had survived.

“I’m going to bed now,” she announced.

“It’s all made up.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. You’re always welcome Regan.” That, at least, was true.

She kissed him on the cheek again, rummaged around in her coat, and went downstairs. She had a book and her cell phone with her, a charge cord wrapped around her fist. She’d check for messages from Jake all night long, read emails, and stare at the book like it was some sort of large but essentially uninteresting bug until she fell asleep, he’d wager.

And Then There Were None. If he remembered right, the judge did it.




 Chapter 16 - Maybe she’d be back 

Jake had been expecting to come back to Regan’s place, thinking he would have to cover up a few items from his adventures the previous night. Not so.

She was sitting in front of the TV again, wrapped up in the quilt again, with a stack of law casebooks on the floor beside the couch and a legal pad in front of her. She was staring at the flickering screen and seemed so lost that she hadn’t noticed him come in.

“Regan,” he said. He almost added, “I’m home,” like they were in a Fifties sitcom. But this place didn’t feel like home. It never would. It was a house in the suburbs, not his kind of place. But still, the urge was there.

She turned her head and looked at him. She never wore a lot of makeup, but it seemed obvious that she hadn’t put on any. Her eyes were red, so was her nose. Her skin looked blotchy, possibly from crying. A trash can full of tissues sat on the floor under the end table.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hey.”

“I went to a therapist yesterday,” she said. “Today I took the day off and cried all day.”

Completely out of the blue. He almost took a step backward, then literally rocked back on his heels. He bent over and loosened the laces on his boots. “How did it go?”

“I didn’t like it. It felt like he was watching me... like he’d been sent to spy on me—by the Organization, who knows. He gave me a book.”

“A book?”

“He was strange.”

“Are you going to see him again?”

“I don’t know... I’m not sure if he’s with the Organization or I’m just being paranoid. You were right. I should see someone.”

“Did you ask Alex to check him out?”

“Oh,” she said. “No. It didn’t cross my mind. I’ll do that.”

Here he was, standing in the same room with her, having a normal conversation—a relatively normal conversation. This hadn’t happened for weeks. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to tear up in front of her. She might panic.

“How did... your thing go?” she asked.

“It went okay.”

“Okay.”

She turned back to the television. “I talked to my father last night, too. He asked me why I don’t quit my job.”

He slipped off his leather hiking boots and left them beside the brass coat stand. He hung up his bomber jacket. He moved slowly and carefully so as not to scare the wild, frightened animal sitting on the couch. This conversation could be deadly. He didn’t want to get attacked—but more important, he didn’t want her to run.

“I thought about it but I couldn’t figure it out. Why don’t I quit my job? What kind of meaning does it have for me anymore? I’m basically useless at this point. Everyone understands, but I’m not pulling my weight. If I were anyone else, I’d be out on my butt. I’m lucky I’m my father’s daughter. Imagine if I were Andy Gibbons, or Jamie. If I lost the ability to function and I weren’t rich, I’d be homeless in two months.”

He crossed the gray carpet over to the couch and chairs. He thought about sitting next to her, but she hadn’t taken it well the other day. He sat in one of the chairs. “Probably,” he agreed. Andy and Jamie had a bunch of money squirreled away now—Jane had made sure of it, and reported back to him when it was obvious that Regan wasn’t up to it. But now was not the time.

“But, really, I never need to work again. Because of Uncle Pa-aul.” Her voice hitched. “I’m a wealthy woman. You’re a well-off guy now, too. Tell me. What makes you show up for work?”

“I like it,” he said. It was true, especially now that he had Doug, Chuck, and Graham to pass his less interesting cases to.

“How many people can say that?”

He shrugged. “Not many.”

“Why?”

“Don’t know. I do know that if your father hadn’t steered me in the right direction a long time ago, I would have been miserable now.”

“A lot of people are miserable. More miserable than they should be. Is that their fault?”

“Sometimes? Maybe. Sometimes you take a shot at something and you miss. I guess that kind of thing is your own fault, even though honestly I have to respect that.”

She sighed and wrapped the quilt tighter around her. The front windows were open, bringing in the evening air which felt too cool for comfort. “You warm enough?”

“I needed to be wrapped up in this quilt. If I leave the windows shut, then it gets too hot.”

“Okay.” He glanced toward the kitchen. “Have you eaten yet?”

She shrank into the quilt. “Yes.”

Probably lying. “I’m hungry. Want to sit in the kitchen with me?”

“No.” She turned back toward the TV. “I... the news has been bad lately.”

“Yeah?”

“That building that fell down. The... uh... did you hear about the woman who went missing recently? She was found after a couple of days in a hospital… lost her memory?”

“No,” he said. “What was that all about?”

“And the pimps,” she said.

“What pimps?”

“There’s a serial killer out there, murdering pimps.”

“I hope you don’t want to get involved in that case,” he said. “I’m pretty sure the killer is guilty—maybe admirable, but guilty.”

She watched the screen, sinking further and further into the couch until she was a lump of cloth and a nose peeking out. She looked tiny and fragile, all folded up like that. “Jake, why do you stay with me? I’m broken. I’m no good to you.”

The wild animal was about to make a break for it. He had a feeling—careful.

“I’ve been around broken people before.”

“Girlfriends?”

“Other guys in the unit—PTSD.”

“Oh. Is that what I have?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Is that why nothing seems safe? Why everyone seems to be watching me, ready to attack? Is that why the news...”

“Maybe,” Jake said.

“Or maybe they are out to get me,” Regan said. “That was a joke, by the way.”

He couldn’t find it in himself to laugh. “I’m here for you, Regan. You’re not a burden to me. You’re not useless. You’re not a waste of my time. You’re broken, sure. But—I love you, PTSD and all.”

“And you don’t leave anyone behind, right?” Her voice had gone flat—not angry, just not there anymore. The news showed a picture of a black man in a track suit, holding a black and white photograph in a clear plastic bag. The picture was of a woman lying in the street, her chest halfway down a sewer drain in the curb. Her head looked wrong—smashed in, maybe.

The screen flashed onto another picture of a man in a deep purple suit with a red bow tie, square gold rimmed sunglasses, and a hat with a thick black and white ribbon on it. It was just a shade too ornate to be legit. He was standing in front of a pair of chain link fences, the innermost one topped with razor wire.

Then next was a photo of the same man in the same suit with a black square over part of the picture and blood splatters on a brick wall behind his head.

“You should leave me,” she said. “I’m not going to hurt myself.”

“No,” he said, and he stood up, “I won’t.” Her eyes followed him, then he was behind her. “I’m going to grab something to eat. I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.”

He made himself a sandwich and poured a glass of milk. It didn’t look like anything in the fridge had been touched, not even Ellen’s cake. Maybe she’d eaten while she was out. It had to be killing Ellen, watching her cakes slowly wither and die. But she seemed to have an endless supply.

When he came back out into the living room, she was gone. The TV was still on and the quilt was still there, looking like a shed snakeskin. The stack of law books had slid over; the notepad had been flung face down on the floor with the pages mussed and folded.

It looked like she'd had a moment of inspiration.

Maybe she’d be back.

***

When it wasn’t visiting hours, the visiting room at Taconic became a day room, a place where inmates who were in good standing could hang out, socialize, watch a little television. The guards watching every move were the same though.

The news was on, a red bar scrolling across the bottom of the screen.

Jessie leaned one elbow on the table and clucked her tongue. That was just too bad—another pimp dead, the fifth in as many days. They were offering a reward now, ten thousand dollars. Look at that. Where was that kind of reporting when it was prostitutes being killed? She wanted to know. Where was that kind of money?

One of the guards crossed the room, keeping out of reach of the inmates, and came to just outside arm’s reach of Jessie. “You have a visitor, Bell.”

“It’s not visiting hours,” she said, not moving.

“You still have one. Come with me.”

“Yes ma’am,” she said, and stretched when she stood up. She could feel the shackles and chains falling away from her already. The test she’d been working on via Lawrence del Rey given her by the Organization, she had a feeling she’d passed it. 




 Chapter 17 - Distracted 

The Thumbprint Cafe seemed to be having a slow day. Instead of a busy hustle of crowded tables and the sound of people tapping away at their laptops, and muttering to themselves over headphones as they played online games, there were normal sounds: soft jazz music, the clink of a spoon against a china saucer. The geeks had gone.

Jake ordered a big mug of coffee. Gary ordered a soy latte with an extra shot, no whip. Krista, the blue-haired barista, waved off the charges, and they both threw a five in the empty tip jar.

“What happened to the geeks?” Jake asked. “Did Alex make them mad or something?”

“There’s a big geek festival in town. Some sort of technical convention, the latest and greatest in technology and gadgets. Every propeller head who can go, went.”

Jake had the feeling she was mocking him, just a little. But he let it go. “Ah.”

They went downstairs with their drinks. The heavy steel door was open.

Alex was the only one working downstairs. His stable of freelance hackers had been emptied out by the convention too. “Just one moment,” he said. “I’ll be right there.”

The quiet room had several big sheets of butcher paper tacked up on the walls; they were filled with lines of code. Alex came in half a minute later, clucked his tongue, and took down the paper, rolling it up into a neat tube, then shoving it into a cardboard tube in the corner. “This needs to go to D.C.,” he said as he went back out the door, then up the stairs, two at a time. He was back in a minute.

“Sorry about that. The case,” he said. “How’s Regan?”

“I thought she was doing better,” Jake said. “But today she’s worse—curled up in bed crying. Maybe that means she’s better, though. You never know.”

“Uh, is it a woman thing?” Alex asked.

“PTSD.”

Alex nodded sagely. He didn’t have the slightest idea what it was like. The guy panicked at the thought of violence.

“The case—Macharia. You and Gary met him? How was he?”

Jake looked at Gary and nodded. He wanted Gary’s opinion first, untainted by his own.

“He seems like a straightforward guy,” Gary said. “Would I want to play poker with him or be a target of his if he were still in the Army? No. Flat out absolutely no. Would I trust him with my hypothetical daughter, age eight? Yes, I suppose I would—but not my wife, if I had one. He seems like the kind of guy who doesn’t necessarily have the greatest respect for women. Chivalry, yes—respect, I don’t know, if that makes sense. At any rate, he’s not gay… not even a little bit. And he’s not a pedophile either.”

He eyed Jake, waiting for him to argue with his assessment. Jake tried to keep his face straight.

Gary straightened his shoulders. “But I think we knew, or could suspect, those things going in. There were some things he said I found particularly resonant.” He pulled open the portfolio he’d been using and flipped through the shorthand-covered pages. “‘In short, I was someone they could afford to be frightened of.’ I think that was correct. In other cases, we’ve seen, with Pavo that is, the condemned man was in prison because he’d done something that Pavo felt was worthy of punishment, and he needed a patsy.

“But here... I didn’t get a sense there was something else Macharia had done to ‘deserve’ what he was being blamed for. I didn’t pick up on any signs of his being a drug dealer, for example, or abusing the kids he oversaw at the school.”

Gary leaned back in his chair; the front feet rose off the ground. “I’m going to go out on a limb here, a wild-assed guess if you will. It felt like he was being pushed out of the way, possibly because he could’ve exposed someone else. I don't mean that he knew who it was and was withholding the information—more like he got too close for someone's comfort. But that's just a guess. I feel we should be looking in that community for additional cases of either child murder or possibly child abuse by someone in a position of trust.”

Alex looked back and forth between him and Jake. “Uh... what do you think this has to do with the Organization?”

“I think the person who committed the crimes is in a position of authority in the Organization,” Gary said.

“I think you’re theorizing in advance of the facts,” Jake said.

“Absolutely.”

“You have nothing to go on—just hunches.”

“There’s a reason I’m not a detective, Mr. Private Investigator. I specialize in building relationships with other people… Gossip… Getting what I want through an exchange of favors—or threats. I’m actually very good at intimidating people.”

Jake grinned, I’ll believe it when I see it. If he’d been impressed with Gary at the prison, now he was just annoyed. “Then leave the investigating to the investigator.”

Gary’s chair thumped down onto the floor. Alex gulped loudly, then patted the empty table in front of him. “My... drink. Right back.”

Gary stared at the wall, catlike. They waited until Alex returned with a slim can half full of energy drink. It clinked hollowly on the plastic tabletop.

“And,” Alex said, “what’s your opinion, Jake?”

Suddenly, Jake missed Regan so badly he could have punched the wall. This all would have been so much easier with her here to keep a rein on everybody.

“I think,” he said. “I think Macharia is innocent. He’s a retired Delta Force operator, and he tends to rub people the wrong way. But basically, he’s a decent human being. I agree with Gary that someone took advantage of the scary military guy and pushed the cops at him. I mean, why even think about the local P.E. teacher as a possible murderer otherwise? Someone had to have set the cops on him.”

“Release the hounds,” Gary added.

“Exactly.”

“For what it's worth, I think Regan wouldn't find Macharia off-putting,” Gary said. “I don't think they'd become friends—but I don't think she'd have a negative reaction.”

“Good,” Jake said. “Tell her that.”

Alex's eyebrows rose.

“Scratch that,” Jake said. He was letting the operator take over and try to bulldoze everyone around him into obedience. “She can judge for herself, if she gets to the point where she can join us.” He rolled his shoulders; they were tight. “Alex, what do you have for us so far?”

“So far?” Alex said. “Nothing. I didn't have the go ahead.”

“You normally don't wait for one.”

“I normally get a wink from you or a nod from Regan. With what happened with Wilson, I didn't want to presume.”

“Okay,” Jake said. His shoulders had ratcheted up again. “Here's your wink. See what you can pull together on the case and report back to me.”

Gary shifted in his seat. Maybe he was offended, thinking he should take Regan's place. But he couldn't—nobody ever could.

“Gary,” Jake said. “I want you to see what rumors you can dig up, both pre-and post-crime, from that area. I also want to know what kind of record Macharia has in prison. See if you can get a feel for whether his speech to us was an act or if he walks the talk.”

“On it, boss.”

“And we need someone to replace Provost,” Jake said. “We need a contact who isn't Regan who'd be willing to get this pushed through the system if we get enough evidence to clear Macharia.”

“Do you want names? Or should I try to arrange things?”

“Just names at this point. We’ll need to vet them first.”

Gary nodded curtly. He was probably upset about being treated so brusquely, even though Regan could have been twice as rude and run him around like a dog chasing a stick, it was okay if it came from her but not from anyone else.

Jake gritted his teeth. He was on edge, and he knew it.

Alex slumped back in his chair and started twisting the end of his mustache. He cleared his throat several times. He was trying to say something; apparently, he was choking on it.

“Alex. Just spit it out.” Jake snapped.

Alex chewed on the end of his mustache, then said, “If that covers it for now... I, uh, I have a question.”

“Shoot,” Jake said.

“How much should you support a friend who's having problems?”

“Is this about Regan?”

Alex blinked and rocked in his chair. “No! And as far as I know, she hasn't needed me for much during all this. Of course, I worry about her, but... No. This is someone else.”

Jake relaxed. His hands had been clenched into fists.

“So I have a friend who's been having problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

“Unethical bullshit type problems,” Alex said. “A hacker doing the things that hackers kind of find themselves tempted to do.”

“It's not you, is it?” Gary asked.

“I think my ‘unethical bullshit type problem years’ have passed,” Alex said. “I found my own answers, capiche? My current problem is more of the 'my friends have problems and I don't know what to do about it' type of problem.”

“Go on,” Jake said.

“Yeah... Anyway… How much do you support someone who's going through that phase? I mean, clearly with a drug addict you don't loan them money or lend them anything with a resale value. You wait until they ask for help. And even then, you keep one eye on them and your back always because you never know when the bad habit’s going to take over again. It's like helping someone come back from demonic possession.”

Jake blinked.

Alex cleared his throat. “I'm kind of a benevolent uncle to the baby hackers around here sometimes. Anyway. What makes this situation so difficult to handle is...”?

He drifted off.

“What?” Jake asked.

“I think... I just answered my own question,” Alex said. “Yeah, well, never mind.”

Gary gave Jake an I don't believe it for a second look. “If you don't need us, we should get back to White Plains,” he said. “Lots to do.”

“Yeah, me too,” Alex said. He stood up.

The three of them shook hands. Jake and Gary grabbed their cups and headed for the stairs.

Alex stayed behind. When Jake glanced back at him, he was wandering the main room with his hands in his pockets, looking from terminal to terminal even though they'd been turned off.

So, one of his freelancers was doing something that would get him in trouble with the FBI if he didn't report it. And, if Jake's suspicions were right, Alex had a running thing with the attractive agent who'd originally busted him, then recommended leniency for him. Sounded like an ethical dilemma, compounded by the threat of getting dumped.

No wonder the guy had seemed so distracted.

“Alex, let me know if there is anything I can help you with.” Jake said as he got up.

***

Alex waited until Jake and Gary had gone. He even picked up his headset and checked with Krista upstairs that they hadn't hung around.

Then he called the house of the THEM three.

Nobody answered.

In the handful of seconds between the answering machine picking up and playing Bosco's kooky answering message—You have reached the home of the sexiest conspiracy nuts in the galaxy. If you're wearing a tinfoil hat, please remove it before leaving a message. You know how that interferes with our telepathy. Thanks. He had about a million different ideas of what to say.

Like, don’t get involved in the Organization. Just don't.

Or, I know Mary is hot and smart and you're sleeping with her Bosco, but don't confuse that with loyalty.

Or, I thought you guys were against worldwide conspiracies to control other people, yet you're getting involved in one. I could just strangle all three of you. Hypocrites.

But then the answering machine beeped, and he hung up. They knew all those things, and it still wasn't stopping them. And they knew how he felt about it, and it wasn't stopping them from asking for his help.

They'd know that he'd called and hung up without leaving a message.

That probably said everything that needed to be said.




 Chapter 18 - Nurses and junkies 

The night guard at the Freedom Park auto recycling facility had kindly left the side gate open a crack for him. He pulled the ski mask over his head and slipped in carefully. He didn't want to catch his jacket on the chain link of the gate or drag against the brick wall. Life was too short to leave fibers behind.

The gate hummed, then rolled shut with a little shake of the wires.

He stuck to the brick wall. The uncomfortable boots pinched his feet; he was going to get blisters if he wasn't careful. The yard was packed with rows of cars with barely enough room to slide between them. During the day, car aficionados crawled between the rows, pulling out carburetors, gaskets, headlights. At night, it seemed a place of mechanical worship—the rows of cars facing the conveyor ramp up to the compactor. Machines would be no smarter than humans when they finally took over the planet, it seemed to say.

He was in a dark and morbid mood, but not a reluctant one.

The man he was expecting sat on top of an old, unlovely Chevrolet from the Eighties, eating a sandwich out of a greasy white paper bag, swinging his legs covered with motorcycle boots back and forth.

The night was silent, as silent as Hunts Point ever aspired to. In the distance, sirens wailed. Cars drove through the neighborhood. Two people spoke to each other in Spanish—flirting or negotiating.

He sat on the hood of the car next to the man as if they were companions. The hood of the car was cool and slightly damp with dew. The man was wearing a leather jacket with worn elbows and cuffs. He had wild, curly hair but did not look black. Grease from the sandwich had dripped into the stubble on his chin.

“You want some?” Curly said. “I got two.”

“Very generous, but no thank you. I've eaten.”

“Too bad for you. These sandwiches, they're the bomb.”

They waited until the Spanish conversation concluded and they could hear two people walking away, their footsteps at first out of step with each other, then walking in time. Fortunately, they kept going when they reached the end of the block.

Curly wrapped up the end of his sandwich and put it back in the white paper bag. “Hold this,” he said.

The bag was received with care as Curly opened the hood of the Chevrolet and pulled out a duffle bag. A reasonable system—soon this car would be sent through the crusher, and any traces would be inaccessible.

He unzipped the bag and pulled out a pistol, something new and cheap looking. He couldn't be bothered to keep up with the newer models. It looked like something one might purchase at a big box sporting goods store—at a discount.

“You're new,” Curly said.

“To the area,” he said, slowly folding up his mask to reveal his face.

“Where you from?”

“London.”

“That explains the accent,” the man said.

“Indeed.”

“You a cop? A what? A loaner cop?”

“I am not.” He pulled out his wallet and handed over the ID inside. The lighting was poor, so Curly’s inspection took a few moments.

At no time was he able to spot any movement in the yard, among the cars, or in the building overlooking them. A camera might have been recording the interaction; it would have been smart. Eventually, the less intelligent and thorough of the dealers working the area would be weeded out, and then additional planning would be required. But for tonight it should be safe enough to be this reckless—a heady thought.

Curly grunted and handed the ID back. It was returned to his wallet and then to the inside of his jacket.

“Cash?” Curly said. “Used, unmarked, non-sequential?”

He pulled the envelope out of his jacket. It was a cautious amount—not because they couldn't afford to lose it, but because the dealers at this level were used to establishing a certain amount of trust before they moved a great deal of product into a new client's hands. He opened the envelope and riffled through the twenty-dollar bills, none of which were traceable.

“I'm gonna count that,” Curly said.

“Be my guest.”

It meant a certain amount of shuffling around. They ended up closing the hood of the car as quietly as possible, then putting the sandwich remains, cash, duffle bag, and pistol on top of it.

He stood back from the car, waiting for Curly to assure himself of the cash's validity, holding sample bills up to the light at the other end of the yard.

“Looks good,” he said finally. “You wanna sample?”

“Yes, please.”

The bag was opened and two solid double bags of white powder were produced. “Cut with?”

“Just dextrose, man. You know how it is.”

He carefully gave the bags a sniff—nothing foul or heavy, just the lovely perfume of ether and wilderness. He opened the outer bag and brushed a finger along the inner seal, then rubbed it on his tongue. It was of decent quality. If he'd been working on his own, he might be tempted to leave this branch of the tree untrimmed and hunt down less honest businessmen.

But of course, he wasn't alone.

“You like it?”

“Excellent quality,” he said. “Is the cash acceptable?”

The envelope disappeared into the leather jacket. “Yo.” The two bags of cocaine were replaced in the duffle bag. “Next time, bring a bag with you. I'm not gonna keep running out for new bags. That just looks bad.”

“As you say.”

He accepted the duffle bag, then put it on the ground. Curly holstered his pistol, then reached for the greasy white paper bag for his sandwiches. “Nice doing business with you, as the saying goes. Just remember, you don't screw me over, I don't…”

Graham hit him in the windpipe, and then kicked him in the crotch. Curly doubled over and made gasping sounds, but not very loud ones. He swung him onto the ground, then pulled a syringe out of his jacket.

It was a shame. Curly’s product had been worth maintaining.

The syringe was filled with cocaine, an unreasonably high dose of inferior product, cut with trash and reeking of chemicals. Unless the dealer had the heart of an elephant, he was going to have major issues. If he did have the heart of an elephant... well. There were always these awful new boots to break in. Either way, the message would have been delivered.

He knelt on Curly’s chest, tapped the syringe to release the air bubbles, pinned the man's arm under his armpit, found a nice vein, and injected.

One became good at this kind of thing with practice—nurses and junkies both.




 Chapter 19 - Jessie didn't want to see her 

The road to Taconic wasn't quite as familiar as the back of Regan's hand, but then again, who looked at the backs of their hands? Most of the highway was lined on either side with trees. She didn't know what kind, but they were thick and blocked the sides of the road. Where there weren't trees, there were vines and brush. The traffic was sealed away from the people living their lives out here. Who knew what was being hidden?

She felt like someone was creeping along beside the car on a hidden road just out of sight. But then, she'd felt that way most of the time lately.

The road itself wasn't crowded. A couple of white vans drove on either side of her for a few miles. Then they pulled away and she was driving next to a liquid gas tank truck. The driver glanced at her as she passed and she stepped on the accelerator. A blue sedan behind her changed lanes to pass the gas truck. She fell back and it passed her.

She drove under an overpass whose cement supports had been elaborately spray painted with graffiti, but she missed whatever it was. Something bright and fun that was going to be painted over soon, never to be seen again.

Jessie—the stories in the news. 

For a while Regan hadn't been able to see the pattern. But suddenly, she couldn't stop seeing it everywhere. Somehow Jessie, behind bars, was behind all the weird karma cases in the news. Three guesses as to how she had obtained the resources to carry out her schemes. Of course, the Organization would target her as a strong leadership possibility. She was from the area, had the mind of a con artist, and had a strong, if twisted, sense of fairness.

Ms. Girard had come to plead with her to take Uncle Paul's position. She'd turned them down. They'd found a replacement.

Karma. Jessie had always been a fan of ordinary human beings carrying out the work of karma.

She hadn't just murdered her husband Ed. She'd locked him in the secret room he had built in the basement, just the thought of it made her feel ill, and tortured him first. According to Jessie, Ed had it coming. She was only doing to him what he had done to her, although admittedly she was doing everything he'd done to her all in one go instead of one or two things a month.

Payback—an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.

It was fair, at least by some people’s definition of fair. But by no stretch of the imagination could it be considered right. Throughout Jessie's marriage, Regan had seen her friend grow darker and angrier. Her temper had shortened from a long, sardonic fuse to a hair trigger.

Physically she'd gotten shorter over the five years she'd been with Ed. When the truth came out it had horrified Regan. He’d beaten her so much her spine had taken on a zee-shape, and of course they didn't have chiropractors in prison. She'd also lost weight, her skin had turned gray from malnutrition, and she’d lost teeth.

She'd claimed that Ed had left her. She didn't know where he’d gone, but she had an elaborate story that seemed to suggest he'd either left her for another woman and a bag full of cash headed to South America, or someone else had caught up with him regarding the disposal of a certain woman and a bag full of cash. Regan had easily believed Ed had been selling drugs and saving up enough money to run away from home. Ed was scum.

Regan had stayed with Jessie in the house for a few days, watching as her friend mentally collapsed into despair and hysteria, one stubborn-willed night at a time.

Finally, she'd taken Jessie back with her to her apartment. She hadn't bought her house yet but was working as a lead clerk in the county courthouse.

By the time Regan dragged her away from Ed's house, she could barely speak.

At the apartment, Jessie jumped at shadows and fled when the phone rang or someone knocked on the door of the apartment down the hall. She always kept her back to the wall, away from the door, and stayed away from windows. She refused to do laundry and absolutely refused to go downstairs into the basement, period.

The apartment was so small it was impossible not to get a clue about what their marriage had been like. Ed had hurt her—badly. The evidence was all over Jessie's body.

Regan took her to the hospital and checked her in with her own credit card: broken ribs, bedsores, internal injuries consistent with rape and physical abuse, missing and shattered teeth, bruises, scars…

Regan went back to Ed's house to pick up some clothes. She was careful; she watched the house to make sure Ed hadn't come back first. Then she let herself in.

She didn't figure it out, not then. It just wasn't something that could cross her mind, and the evidence she would have expected to be there, wasn't. For one thing, it didn't smell in the house. She picked up some more clothes for Jessie and found a small safe full of paperwork in the closet. She heaved it into the trunk of her old Honda and brought it with her. She went through the refrigerator and dumped the leftovers and the milk. She unplugged the small appliances but left a light on in a back bedroom. She talked to a couple of the neighbors about the situation and asked them to watch the house. She left her number in case something happened, like someone breaking into the house—or Ed.

The safe was locked. She hadn't found a key in the house, but there was one on Jessie's keyring that looked about right. She left it shut—none of her business.

Inside were photographs, documentation of what Ed had done to her, but Regan hadn't known that.

Jessie recovered. Nobody bothered the house. Jessie was discharged. Regan wanted her to stay at the apartment with her. Jessie agreed, but said that she had to go home first for a few things.

One of the neighbors caught her carrying a suspicious number of garbage bags out to her car, thought that the house was being burgled by a stranger. It was an old white woman with bad eyesight across the street, who possibly had it in for Jessie after an argument about cats, and called the police.

Regan didn't find out about it until Jessie used her phone call to tell her she was in custody. The apartment phone she had was so cheap it still had a cord, a tan-colored one that was so tangled on itself that she had to keep her ear next to the wall.

Her knees went week and she sat on the kitchen floor as Jessie told her she'd been arrested for the murder of her husband, Ed Bell. The cord stretched upward, trying to pop the phone out of Regan's hands.

At first Regan thought it was just a bad set of coincidences and that Jessie was innocent. Jessie hadn't said anything about the garbage bags. She hadn't said she'd done it. She had just wanted Regan to find her a lawyer.

When Regan found out the truth, her first thought was, you could have just left.

Now she understood a little more of what Jessie had gone through. Clearly, what Regan had experienced—a serial killer abducting her and getting ready to torture her—hadn't been as bad as what Jessie had suffered as part of domestic violence. And there had been no one to rescue her, no end in sight. She'd been pushed past the end of her rope—temporary insanity at the bare minimum.

And then... she'd had to deal with the aftereffects.

That also, Regan understood very well now.

Every sound was the sound of Wilson moving beside her, just out of sight. Every door was one that he could come through. Every window was one he could get past and see her. Every stranger had a scary familiar face.

Jessie must have thought the nightmare was over when she killed Ed. But it had only begun, because after that he haunted her. Not literally—Regan didn't believe in ghosts. The man was dead. But it didn't change the fact that everywhere she went, her attacker went with her. Death had done nothing to free her.

Eventually Jessie seemed to recover and became the person that Regan had known. By then she'd been in prison for two years.

But even now, she hadn't found a way to let go of what Ed had done to her. She hadn't stopped being haunted.

It didn't bode well for Regan and the constant sense of Wilson following her around. And worse: every reminder of Uncle Paul or Laura Provost was like a dagger to the heart, opening fresh wounds.

Would she be like this for the rest of her life? Haunted?

Exhausted?

She took the exit and doubled back along Saw Mill River Parkway. She should ask Jake how he'd coped with this kind of thing, not just expect him to cope with her problems. Clearly he'd survived worse.

Almost there.

The murder wasn't the first time that Jessie had done something like that, either.

Back in college, the two of them had done a little low-level pool hustling. For Regan, it was something to do for fun. Jessie had taught her to stay away from bar bets, especially anything involving dice or cards. Apparently, the sharks got a lot bigger when there was more than just beer money involved. Mostly they'd stayed safe. A few times it had been a case of the amateur hustlers being hustled by a professional; Regan and Jessie sucked it up and considered it a lesson learned. They never, ever hustled townies. And they were known to donate their winnings to people who were having a hard time. Jessie was on a full-ride scholarship and Regan had Uncle Paul's money. What did they care if they took from the football team and gave to the theater geeks? They didn't.

But then there had been the day that Jessie had gone to ‘their’ bar by herself one night during finals.

Regan had been pulling an all-nighter for a forensic biology course and had waved off the invitation. If she didn't ace the test, she was going to get a B, and she didn't want to disappoint her father or, even worse, Uncle Paul.

Jessie had played a few games of pool, but not for money; the place was full of regulars and townies. Instead she played with a guy trying to pick her up for the night, a shy philosophy major who'd been waiting to see her around without her white friend. She'd almost said yes. But she didn't.

The guy left eventually to ponder the stars, poetry, PBR, and disappointment, and a stranger came in and hustled her. Not at pool, just a stupid bar game.

He took her for two thousand dollars. Her entire savings. Gritting her teeth, she took as much out of her bank account as the ATM would let her and handed it over. Then he laughed at her and said that he'd be back the following night to pick up the rest of his cash, and if she knew what was good for her, she'd come up with it. Otherwise there would be pain.

The bartender overheard.

Jessie said nothing about it to Regan: she didn't want to be a distraction for the finals. And, importantly, she didn't want a goody-two-shoes underfoot when she took revenge on the guy.

The next night he came back. Which was dumb.

Jessie paid him the cash, then bought him a beer and suggested a rematch at the same game, as if she were trying to fool him into giving her money back. Only this time, she'd be the one running the game.

He went with it.

Regan didn't know enough about bar tricks to understand how it worked, but apparently, it was one of those three-shell games, played under tinted shot glasses with peanuts. It was the same game that he'd pulled on her the previous night; she'd worked out how she'd been screwed and had spent the whole night perfecting a similar technique, then bettering it. She was fast.

He won a few games. She let him win a few games.

The first game he lost, he stood up and tried to leave. Jessie asked him to stay. He refused. She begged him to stay.

He left. Or tried to. But a couple of townies stood up from the bar, grabbed him, and put him back down at the stool.

They played. He lost. He tried to leave again; the two guys at the bar kept him pinned there. They were both beneficiaries of the Regan and Jessie goodwill fund; they were regular drunks and had taken rides back home with Regan and Jessie multiple times.

Meanwhile, another couple of guys stood up and walked out of the bar, two college students that Regan and Jessie had bought books for. From outside came the sound of breaking glass. The guy tried to get up again. No go.

“I'm done here,” he said.

Jessie said, “Oh, you're gonna play. You're gonna play until you're scared to play this game ever again.”

That's when the guy started to panic. “What are you gonna do to me?”

“Me? I'm going to beat you at your own game. That's all.”

The next time he tried to get up, one of the two drunks broke his pinky. Popped it right out of the joint.

He shouted at the bartender to call the cops. The bartender was hard of hearing and just kept washing glasses.

She took him for everything he had. One broken finger, a wrecked car, cleaned out his savings account, put up his picture on the Internet along with some pictures of the playing cards he had on him, pointing out the marks on the backs, paid for a taxi and a cheap motel room on the edge of town, and posted his address along with the pictures.

The guy disappeared without a trace.

Regan didn't hear about it from Jessie. One of the bartenders, not the one who had been on duty, had heard the story from one of the regulars, and passed it on to Regan. She'd asked around the bar, then dragged Jessie out back and shouted at her. Her whole life was ahead of her. Regan would have given her the money.

“But you couldn't give me my pride back,” Jessie said. “And you couldn't bring karma down on that bastard, to pay him for all the other people he screwed over.”

They'd argued about it for weeks.

Fortunately, nothing bad had come back around to Jessie. It never came to the attention of the cops. The bar owner had the guy's car towed after three days. Security camera tapes got lost.

Life went on.

Regan turned into the driveway for Taconic and drove up the hill. The first lot was empty so she took her chances at the main lot and found a place near the gate. A good sign.

They knew her at the main gates; she said there'd been a family emergency, and she'd like a moment with Jessie Bell, if that was possible. They said they'd take a message.

It was six o'clock.

Regan paced back and forth in the lobby, biting her nails, for twenty minutes.

A call came in at the desk.

Jessie didn't want to see her. Someone else had already told her about the family emergency—the message went. And she didn't want to talk about it right now. Or ever.

It was like having a bucket of ice water dumped over her. At first the shock was painful. Then she started shivering.

“Are you all right, Judge St. Claire?” the receptionist said.

“It's been a rough couple of months for everybody,” Regan said.

“That it has.”

She drove home. Curled up in her quilt.

And sat on the couch to watch the news.




 Chapter 20 - We could be working together 

Alex said, “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

“I've always wanted to see the secret basement lair of the Thumbprint Cafe,” Mary Girard said.

He walked carefully down the stairs to the steel door, which he'd left ajar, and went inside. The room was still empty; he'd put a dozen jobs on hold just to make sure that she wouldn't see any of their faces. They were still at risk—but he knew that his real weakness was social attacks, not systems attacks. His freelancers were in only as much danger as getting recruited by the Organization, or the FBI, for that matter.

Realistically, there was no point trying to hide his defenses from her; the THEM three had been down here a million times and had probably already told her everything they knew. Either the defenses held, or they didn't.

She followed him into the room, carrying her large latte cup carefully, holding it almost to the level of her lips. She was ready to slurp the foam off the top of the cup if it started to spill. Krista had made it without any additional decoration, just a shake of nutmeg on the top... she'd always had a sixth sense about customers.

Mary eyeballed the room. Ten seats around the main table in the center of the room, five on a side, and another twelve spots around the sides of the room. The small commercial cooler at the far end of the room holding energy drinks, the coat rack by the door. His posters. She looked like she wanted to freak out about something but was holding back.

Alex was not built to have enemies on his end of the geek versus mundane spectrum. He hated it. It was like constantly being betrayed.

He escorted her into the quiet room and shut the door. He cleared his throat. “This room is a relatively safe spot to hold a conversation. You may check for bugs, if you choose.”

“I'm good,” she said. “What did you want to talk about, Alex?”

“THEM,” he said. “I want you to get them out of the Organization. All of them.”

“No,” she said. “That's not open for discussion. If they want out, my superiors are willing to discuss it with them. You don't get to decide that.”

He nodded, not in agreement, but because they had that out of the way.

Step two: it was her turn to retaliate.

“If you want to have some influence in how the Organization is run, for example, in how it treats your friends, then you need to join it. Otherwise, what you have to say has no meaning to us.”

“No,” he said. “I will not join the Organization. I do not agree with its methods.”

“Then change them yourself.”

“Said the demon from its pentagram,” he responded.

She flashed a quick smile, then drank some of her latte. Opening gambits had been presented; neither of them was ahead in the game. Other people used polite nothings to start a conversation.

“You're using THEM to carry out crimes,” he said.

“I am not.”

“Then your superiors are.”

“They are not. The THEM three are currently on a project that does not directly or indirectly involve a crime of any kind.”

“What are they doing?”

“They are working on simulations to find out what the effect of changing various laws would have on space exploration.”

“Ah,” Alex said. He had to admit that he was slightly jealous—the programming would probably be a pain; it sounded exactly like the kind of thing that higher-ups liked to stick their fingers in and stir up parameters for. But it would still be fascinating.

“You could freelance,” she said.

“Get back, you devil. All right, if they're not involved with this, and I'm not saying that I believe you, then who is? There's no way in hell that the crimes with the Parole Board members and the building have nothing to do with the Organization. And the pimps... I found out what the news is holding back. Raped to death? Come on. It has your stamp.”

Mary pulled a long breath through straining nostrils and slumped down in her chair. She was dressed in a superhero t-shirt with ink so faded that there was no way it was a recent acquisition. She had a tan corduroy jacket with professor elbows over it; it mostly hid the fact that there was a hole under one armpit, but not completely. In short she had come to negotiate for something.

She swore a long string of non-repeating profanities, then said, “Not my branch. I work with Space. The local districts have lost sight of the mission. They've been doing some crazy stuff. They've always been doing some crazy stuff. But this is even worse than usual.”

“Tell me about it.”

“All these crimes go back to one person, a potential new district manager to replace someone who died recently.”

“Pavo,” he said.

“Correct. Given the success of the crimes so far, I'm going to say that the probability that this person is going to get the spot is pretty high.”

“I see.” He leaned back in his chair; his fingertips found their way to his mustache. “Who is this person?”

“I'm not going to tell you.”

“That's fair,” he said. “Any hints?”

She shrugged.

“Whoever it is seems to have a taste for karmic irony,” he said.

She shrugged again.

“If this person gets the position, what will change in the borough? The city?”

She tilted her head. Ask a nerd a question, and she would have to at least try to answer. “I'm not sure. I think she hopes that people will be a little more reluctant to take actions that they wouldn't want reflected on them. The Golden Rule.”

“That's possible,” Alex agreed, at least he knew it was a woman. “Although I think it's more likely that it's just going to bring more attention to the Organization. Pavo's methods at least had the benefit of shifting blame onto someone guilty of something.

“This new person might as well be leaving a calling card that there's something big and mysterious going on. You guys are a big deal, but you're not big enough that you can afford to come right out in the open.”

Mary grimaced and attacked her latte, draining it to the dregs.

“You're working on a case,” she said. “Mark Macharia. And your normal points of contact to get anything done on a judicial level are out of the game now. We both saw what happened to Laura Provost. And Regan St. Claire is distracted and useless.”

Alex's jaws clamped shut.

“I identified someone for you. He's not part of the Organization, just someone interested in the Macharia case.”

“Did Macharia go to prison to cover up someone else's involvement? Is the Organization behind his case? Are you saying that this is going to be an uphill battle unless we work with your contact?”

“He's not part of the Organization,” she repeated. “His name is Ivan Morris. He's a family court judge at the Seneca County Family Court. He's been following the case for years, trying to get it looked at again.”

“Why?”

“Who knows? Do your research.” She stood up, leaving the cup behind. “You owe me a favor.”

Alex crossed his arms over his chest. “I don't think so.”

“I'm tired of sparring with you. We're getting nowhere, and we both know it. Trading vague threats back and forth when we could be working together.”

Alex snorted.

“All right, I'm going,” she said.

She let herself out; for some reason Alex had the feeling that he'd come out of the exchange worse than she had.

After he heard the door close upstairs and had verified with Krista that she was gone, he went over the room with a bug detector, manually checking everything she'd touched, then everything she'd come within six feet of, then everything else in the building. He must have looked like a lunatic, waving the sensors around in the coffee shop. Fortunately, he wasn't embarrassed by much anymore. And he owned the place, so technically he could do what he wanted in the place anyhow.




 Chapter 21 - Iustitia 

When Fiducioso had asked Jessie what kind of proof of good faith she wanted from the Organization, she'd said, “Bring Timothy in to see me.” Because that boy, he'd hated her for years. In and out of prison, he was going to get stuck there at some point, and then she was going to lose sight of him entirely. It was like he'd blamed her for their parents' deaths, blamed her, too, for every bad thing that had happened to him since then. She wasn't a magic umbrella—but he never seemed to grasp that. She waited daily to find out that he'd been shot and killed while holding up a convenience store or something equally stupid. She was almost sure he was doing heroin, with no intentions of ever coming back.

He'd been a good kid, too. Kind of brat when he was in a mood, but also very sweet.

The world had got to him. It got to them all.

She didn't expect him to come. Really, she didn't.

But the Organization could work miracles, apparently, because she was called to the next visitation session out of the blue. When she asked who it was, she expected Regan, but no—Timothy. She went through the body search shaking. Her ears started to ring.

She sat down at her usual table, back toward the wall, about halfway between the guards, so she could keep an eye on them.

The guards let in families with small children first. That was just how it was—she still found herself seething with impatience.

Finally, they brought him in.

The last time she'd seen him, he'd been tall and gangly. Now he was filled out—broad through the shoulders, long and lean. He'd grown into his face, too. A handsome devil.

She stood up from the table. The way the two guards were staring at her couldn't stop her: there was simply too much emotion within her to be able to stop. They'd have to taze her to take her down.

They stepped closer to her, getting ready to break up a fight, but didn't get in her way. Good enough.

She came up to her little brother—he was so much taller than she was now, he had been before, too, but it had never felt real, he was as skinny as a stick. She grabbed him in an embrace, looping her arms around his chest. She felt like she could pick him up and swing him around.

Now he was solid. And she had tears in her eyes, he was going to think she was a fool but she couldn't help herself.

She felt his words rumble down deep in his chest. “Hello, sis.”

She was going to start bawling, right here in public. She took a deep breath—never mind that it hitched in the middle—and let go of him. She took a step back; her hands up on his shoulders. It was like looking at a giant.

“You got big,” she said. “Hello, Timothy.”

“I go by Tim,” he said. Of course, he did. No Timmys or Timothys for this boy anymore.

“I am so glad to see you, Tim.” Her eyes were still spilling tears, although she could speak in an almost normal voice. “You can't know how glad I am. Thank you for coming.”

She led him back to her table and the two of them sat down in the two chairs with their backs closest to the wall. She gave him a smile that said, Sad that we both should know how to do this.

She said, “What made you agree to come? I thought you'd never forgive me.”

He reached across and clasped her hand. “Forgive you for what? Being like another mother to me, when all I had for you was rudeness?”

She blinked back more tears. “Forgive me for getting arrested and leaving you on your own.”

“I wasn't on my own,” he said. “I was an adult. And it's not like we don't have more family, on Dad's side at least. They helped... as best they could.”

She clasped down on his hand harder. She could barely believe he was there.

“So... what have you been doing with yourself?” she asked. “I mean, clearly you can see what I've been up to, for the most part.”

He chuckled. “I have no doubt that you rule the roost and that you have everyone's lives set precisely for them by this point. You've been here for...”

He trailed off. She didn't fill in the number; it would have left a bitter taste in her mouth.

He was twenty-nine years old, the last knife-edge of real youth between him and thirty. He said, “I've been taking care of myself.”

“Married? Kids?”

He chuckled again. “No... no. Although there might be some in the future, if things go well. Step kids, at least.”

She found herself grinning and wiped it off her face. She clutched his hand. “Look at me, I'm acting like a grandmother. Tell me all about them.”

He told her.

The world was a strange place. Her little brother the hellion had settled down. His girlfriend—that he'd been with for two years—had two daughters, ages three and five, and he was like a father to them. He didn't put it that way, and she could tell that's how it was. He worked in Queens at a chemical plant, supervising the warehouse. Not a glamorous job, but a steady one, and it paid well. His girlfriend worked at a day care center. Timothy said she was like an army general to those kids, and they loved her.

They had plans to get married in a couple of years. He said—she didn't know if this was true, but at least he said it—that he was waiting for her to get out of prison. He said he felt like he couldn't go through with it without her to stand up for him and give her blessing.

She almost lost it then. She sniffed hard and he laughed at her again. He even laughed better than he used to—freer, less bitter. Ten years ago, as a nineteen-year-old he'd been bitter.

He'd come because she'd asked. He'd gotten over his adolescent days a long time ago. Cleaned up—he showed her the old scars—and stayed clean, kept his head down, learned to live with injustice and disappointment, or rather to let it wash off him. He still went to protests, taking Kelly and the girls with him, and taught them what it meant to be Black in the world that they lived in, not the one they wanted to be living in.

When he said that last bit, the tears almost overwhelmed her again.

To learn how to live with injustice. That was the lesson he had needed to learn. And that alone was an injustice, one that got under her skin and twisted at her stomach, for his sake.

It shouldn't be this way.

She said, “I hope to be out soon, but I can't promise anything.”

“I know. Kelly understands.”

If it had been Jessie in the same situation, she didn't know if she would have. “What about her... ex? Is he still in the picture?”

He shook his head. She let it go. Asking about that kind of thing did nothing more than stir up bad blood or unpleasant memories.

“After we get married, I'm gonna adopt those kids,” he said. “I'm going to give them a better...” He smiled ruefully at her. “Sorry. I didn't mean that as an insult. I just keep thinking, what could I have done with my life, if Mom and Dad hadn't died. You did good. You did the best you could with me, you did better than anyone else could have done. But having stability in their lives, that could mean the world to these girls.”

She nodded. Her throat had completely closed up. She couldn't breathe, let alone speak.

The room was full of families, reunited for a little while before the system took them back into their dark cages again. Half of the women there were black; another quarter were of Hispanic descent. Where wheels could be greased if you were white, they remained stubbornly immobile if you weren't.

She thought about telling him about the Organization.

She was going to turn it from... whatever it was... into a tool for justice. They had already picked out her name: Iustitia, Latin for justice.

She'd change the world, one step at a time. And she knew that he'd love to be part of it, right in the thick of the action.

But no.

He couldn't be part of this—he had to stay safe. For the sake of the man who'd dragged himself away from the edge of a cliff so wide and so tall that the tiniest mistake would kill him. He was still standing far too close to the edge, but then he was a young black man. He was standing far too close.

She squeezed his hand again.

She told him a couple of funny stories about prison. Yes, even in prison you could have a sense of humor. He told her some, too, that made her realize that he hadn't been able to find the humor in it. And no wonder. She let the stories slide right off her. Getting angry now would be a waste of precious time.

She sat with her brother until they told her he had to go. She soaked up his presence like a sponge.




 Chapter 22 - My end of the story 

Jake hadn't had the best of days. His car had broken down, and he'd to have it looked at. Driving the loaner car, a brand-new orange Mustang that the car-rental place must have thought matched his personality, was annoying the crap out of him. Doug, Chuck, and Graham hadn't had the best luck the night before on their cases, and in fact Graham had gone home sick at three. Regan had been a piece of raw meat when he'd come back the night before—cold, clammy, unresponsive. When he’d asked her how her day had been, she’d just stared at him, as if the question had horrified her. He’d had to force himself to stay. He was running on empty, but he was not going to give up.

The only good news was that Martsolf, the ’clever’ client who had hired them to stalk the object of his obsessions, wasn't pressing charges on the guys from the bar who had been the ones to beat him up. They had done a thorough, but not essentially permanently damaging, job. No bones broken, not even a rib—just the cartilage in his nose. Doug was going to contact the woman he’d been stalking and ask her to contact them if Martsolf ever tried to contact her or was seen anywhere around her again.

But that was a small plus in a day otherwise filled with minuses.

So, today he was taking the opportunity to treat himself to a little road therapy, the kind where the miles under the wheels unspooled the stress pounding in his veins. Today he had a date with a big thermos full of coffee and a mini cooler full of deli sandwiches, and a guy in Waterloo, New York, who might want to talk to him about Macharia. Courtesy of Alex.

The guy, Ivan Morris, was a judge at a family court out there, and, like Regan, was obsessed with legal cases involving innocent people condemned to prison. That much, Jake had could figure out from the materials that Alex had sent him. Why Alex had sent him the information—how he'd been inspired enough to find someone who might be able to help them on the legal side, Jake didn't know. But right now, he didn't much care. Maybe Alex was starting to regain his focus. He had been kind of random and distracted lately. As far as materials supporting Macharia's innocence or helping sort out leads to the real killer Alex had produced diddly squat, the equivalent of a quick Wikipedia search. Jake knew that Macharia would throw sand in the gears if he thought for a second they weren't going to find the real killer.

What was up with that kid? If he was getting involved in the Organization... he couldn't be. He wasn't that stupid.

By the time Jake finished the four-and-a-half-hour drive, he'd worked out most of his irritation by singing along to the radio at the top of his voice. For hours. He was a terrible singer to begin with, and by the time he was done he sounded like a heavy smoker. But he felt at least marginally sane and relaxed.

The Seneca County Courthouse was a nice place, a red brick building with white columns and detailing. Some of the upstairs windows showed onto rooms packed with junk all the way up to the ceiling, but everyone must put their stuff somewhere.

A man was waiting out front along the sidewalk, away from the bus stop. His face vaguely matched the one that Jake had found on the county website—white, five foot ten, a squarish head with short black hair, round, gold-wire rimmed glasses. He could have been an illustration for the cliché sober as a judge. He was looking at the orange Mustang with a skeptical look on his face. Jake couldn’t blame him. The car screamed, good luck taking this guy seriously.

Jake used the power button to roll down the window. “Judge Morris?” he asked.

“That's me.”

“Jake Westley. Why don't you hop in and direct me to someplace where we can talk?”

“Have you eaten?”

“Yup. But I don’t mind keeping you company if you want to eat.”

“No, it’s fine.”

They drove to a nearby park. The clouds overhead were fat, lost, wooly lambs wandering across the sky. They had dark gray centers, though—it was gonna rain sooner or later.

Jake parked, got out, and stretched. He missed his Corolla. Maybe it was the way he and the driver's seat had long since come to a agreement. Maybe it was the way the car just disappeared if you weren’t looking too hard at it. Ah, if he were eighteen now, he’d be in love with the Mustang, he had to admit it. But he’d had that kind of thinking beat out of him in the heat of the Middle East’s deserts. Stay low, blend in with your surroundings, let other people do your bragging and your smack-talking for you. Your job is to get the job done.

Young kids were playing on the swings and a merry-go-round. The metal slide was abandoned under the hot sun. They walked out to a wood picnic table under a pair of big oak trees next to the path and sat. A woman jogger with a big Irish setter went by; both of their heads turned to watch.

“So. Mark Macharia,” Jake said. “One of the first Delta Force operators. A gym teacher and football coach. Convicted of murdering an eight-year-old girl. Why did I get steered toward you?”

“The question is; how did you get involved?” Morris asked. “At least from my point of view.”

“It’s a long story.” Morris seemed like a nice enough guy; Jake gave him a short, heavily edited version. He did a little name dropping of St. Claire the elder and younger.

“John St. Claire,” Morris said. “I’ve heard of him. But I only started working after he retired.”

Jake nodded. “He put me back on the straight and narrow.”

“I follow everything you’ve said so far,” Morris said. “But that doesn’t explain why you picked Mr. Macharia.”

“We had a couple of options to pick from,” Jake said. “But I pushed for working on Macharia next. Because of my background—I was in the Delta Force as well.”

“That makes sense.” Morris relaxed. It was almost as if he first needed the assurance that Jake’s involvement was properly motivated. “For me, the story’s a little simpler. I certainly haven’t encountered any serial killers!”

Another woman with a dog walked by.

“My mentor’s name is Hank Rubin, he’s a judge on the New York State Supreme Court, New York County. He was the presiding judge on Macharia’s case; we spoke of it several times, and I became interested in the case. He always said that it was the most difficult and troubling case he’s ever been on. He felt that he handled the case in a professional manner, but that he wished for a different outcome. He strongly disagreed with the jury’s verdict.”

Jake grunted.

Morris put his chin on his hand, leaning against the top of the picnic table. “The case was a sham. If you looked at it for two seconds you know what I mean. All the prosecution bothered to do was prove that Morris could do it, might have done it, not that he had. No motive. And yet the jury was out of deliberations within three hours. Guilty.”

“I recently interviewed Macharia with another person,” Jake said. “My friend said it felt like someone had fingered Macharia because he was the type of person to fear.”

“That’s it exactly." Morris said. "Blame the guy who’d just come into the community, and who had a history of being capable of violence, professionally. It’s scary.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. It looked like his face had suddenly gone pale.

“You all right?” Jake asked.

“It’ll pass. I just found out I have an issue with my heart; there’s a microscopic hole in one of the blood vessel walls. I’m going to have surgery soon, but for now I’m on some drugs that seem to be producing some odd side effects.

“Shouldn’t you be at home?” Jake said.

“I was, for a while. But it was too exhausting to do nothing.”

“You remind me of Regan. John St. Claire’s daughter.” Although lately she’d been lethargic, if she were working too hard he’d be less worried about her.

“Yes, we judges are usually Type A personalities... all go and no stop.”

Jake snorted.

“But let me tell you my end of the story, before I need to get back to the office.”

“All right.”




 Chapter 23 - Tipping point 

“I was never involved in the original case,” Morris said. “By the time I was mentoring under Hank Rubin, it was over with. During the case I was still in law school and hadn’t even met Hank yet. Time flies, whether you’re having fun or not. I’m not from the area. My origins are in exotic Omaha, Nebraska—that’s a joke—but I’ve always liked the Northeast. My eventual goal is to retire in Maine at a house on a lake. The more mosquitoes the better. That’s another joke.

“Hank Rubin. At least from my point of view he showed me the ropes. But more than that, he was someone I wanted to emulate. Honorable. Fair. He had a brilliant, generous, balanced mind. When you heard him talk, you could almost feel him weighing the scales of justice with every word. He thought before he spoke, and he didn’t speak if he didn’t have to. He didn’t back down from difficult issues. He didn’t legislate from the bench. It was like having an apprenticeship under Solomon.

“I was lucky to have his attention and guidance.

“In my spare time, I started studying his cases—to find out how he came to the conclusions he did. I asked him directly, too. He seemed to think his conclusions, his insight into legal matters, were a matter of straightforward practice and dedication. He admitted to having made several mistakes when he first started, and learning from them. He expected I would make mistakes too—everyone makes mistakes. The fact of the matter was that not everyone learned from them. That was to be my goal: to learn as much about the law as possible, and to admit and observe my inevitable mistakes and learn from them.”

With those principles in mind, you should become an excellent judge. "He told me.

“Easier said than done, of course. I made mistakes and regretted them bitterly. We discussed them, and extracted as much as possible from them. We discussed alternatives, what the possibilities were from this point, and how they would change if I put off action until that point. I don’t want to bore you with the details. Legal cases are often more boring to listen to than a play by play recounting of a game played by two teams you’ve never heard of, in a sport that you don’t particularly care for.

“And, as I said, I studied his work.

“Case after case was filled with brilliant insights into the judicial system in New York, but more than that, the necessity of one’s personal judgment in the gray areas. Each law viewed on its own might be clear or unclear. Combined, even the clearest set of laws became a little fuzzy around the edges and sometimes conflicted with each other.

“It is the duty of every judge to take responsibility for those gray areas. The gray areas created by the legislatures needed to be shepherded. Someone needs to care for them and guard them, make sure they don’t turn cancerous. And there was no one better suited to care for them—and to teach others how to care for them—than Rubin. Even now I have the greatest respect for his juristic proficiencies.

“But… then I stumbled upon a pattern.

“Often, cases had no gray areas. They clearly fell under the black or the white. But in those types of cases that came before Rubin, sometimes, not very often, there would be ‘accidents’.

“Evidence went astray. Witnesses refused to testify or changed their stories from their sworn statements. Expert witnesses became ill. Juries ignored evidence or took irrelevant evidence into consideration, or could not come to a verdict, or also became ill.

“Over the years, a pattern emerged: Rubin’s trials benefitted a certain type of client—the wealthy.

“When I realized that, it was a kick in the gut. I was in denial for a long time. It couldn’t be true. I had to be mistaken. The man’s name is practically synonymous with defending the rights of property tenants in the City, after all. It wasn’t possible. I tried to hint at it to Rubin. It was the first time I had ever seen him lose his temper. He drove me from the room with his poisonous words.

“When he calmed down, he apologized, claimed he had taken my words the wrong way—as an accusation of wrongdoing. But I knew better. I had no proof, but the man’s shell had been cracked open. It appears a completely different man had emerged. It might have been a conspiracy within the rest of the court system itself, a consortium of wealthy businessmen or something similar, but by then I had seen too much to blindly believe that Rubin was above it.

“In many ways he was the same—the epitome of wisdom and fairness. But the pattern continued, and the cases in which there was a great deal of money involved or the reputation of a wealthy person was at stake, something almost infinitesimally small would occur that would prove a tipping point in the case.

“I cut my ties with him. It was like tearing out my own tooth with a pair of pliers in my bare hands.

“Since then I have made no progress through judicial circles. I’ve never heard of any ill talk behind my back—but I’ve been in the same position in the family court for the last eight years. I used to have ambitions. Now I have sorrow that the world works the way it does, and that the wisest man I’ve ever met has been tainted by the effects of wealth in some way. I can’t help wondering whether such a position is wise after all, but then again I’m a bit of a dreamer—if you haven’t noticed.

“Given the extremely sloppy nature of Mark Macharia’s case, as well as what I know about Rubin, my belief is Mark was sent to prison because it was easy to shift blame onto him, and the blame that was shifted onto him was shifted from a set of wealthy shoulders.

“The problem is while there are many wealthy people in the area where Macharia lived, most of them are seasonal, coming up for the summer and retreating when school starts again. The murder occurred in October. Of the more permanent residents in the area, I can’t find any who had regular contact with the family, unless you want to include other students at the elementary school, in which case I think I’d rather take a bullet to the brain. If a ten-year-old is responsible for this, I don’t want to live.

“It’s a mystery.

“And… keep in mind that this may simply be a case of paranoia caused by some of the drugs I’m taking for my condition. But then I also might have reason to be a little paranoid. It seems like I’ve been a lot more accident prone lately. My car has sprung a few leaks in the same hose. A delivery truck lost traction on some ice last year and slid across a parking lot and almost hit me while I was walking back to my car. The neighbors had a kitchen fire. I got salmonella poisoning twice during the last month. With my heart condition, losing that much water that quickly is a serious problem. It could mean the tipping point between good health and heart failure.

“I feel like I’m being watched constantly, especially inside the courthouse. I’ve heard people repeat things I’ve said they couldn’t have possibly heard—because I said them to myself in the privacy of my office. It’s unsettling. I’ve caught other cars following me when I went out of town. It seems worse these last two weeks, possibly because you and your friends have started investigating the case.

“I feel as if my life is being run on strings, like a puppet. The more I resist, the harder they pull.

“But, then again, I’m not married, I don’t have children, and someone needs to bear witness.

Does that make sense?

***

Jake took a good look at Morris sitting across from him—a brave guy, if somewhat flighty. “For what it’s worth, I think you might be on to something. I don’t know enough about the legal profession to say anything about Rubin’s fitness as a judge, about legal gray areas, or about whether he’s deliberately tipping the balance on the scale of justice on certain cases. Regan might be a better judge of that.”

If she’s able to drag herself out of the numb darkness she’d sunk into.

She was going to kick herself for missing out on talking to this guy. He sounded like he’d been thinking about the same things she was and maybe could help her come to some answers.

Jake rubbed a hand over his head. He craved a buzz cut. Trying to look and act like a civilian was exhausting today. “But I believe you about the accidents. Someone’s trying to tip you right out of the picture. At least...”

At least it gave him something to take back to Alex. Alex could probably cough up a couple of names of wealthy residents who’d had contact with the girl in a couple of hours.

“I want you to stay out of this,” Jake said. “I’m glad you talked to me, but you need to let us take over for now. We have protections in place to keep us safe, and you’re in crappy health. You need to take care of yourself.”

Morris’ black eyebrows met in the middle. “Are you one of the puppet strings by any chance?”

It was almost an insult. On the other hand, it was also a valid question.

“No. I mean, I don’t think so. Some days, I have no idea. Trying to fight this stuff is complicated.” Jake laughed. “No, seriously, I’m not trying to railroad your case. I’m trying to help you so we can get a fellow Delta Force operator out of prison, and get the actual bad guys in jail.

“Even if everything goes perfectly, it’s going to be rough on you because Rubin is probably going to come under some close scrutiny. His reputation could be wrecked, and possibly yours just because your association with him.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Morris interrupted. “My reputation doesn’t matter. Protecting the innocent matters. Finding justice for the dead matters. Those are the things that matter. But what matters most is that a man hid his corruption under a veil of integrity and wisdom. It taints everything he’s done. Better to live with open doubt than to honor a man who used his honor to defend lies.”

It was a grandiose statement. Regan would have liked this guy a lot.

“Cool,” Jake said, patting Morris’ shoulder. “But stay out of it—openly, I mean. We’ll find a way to get in contact with you without it being traced.”

“Mmmm, spy stuff,” Morris said. “Excellent.”




 Chapter 24 - Every step of the way 

Jake came back just after eight o'clock, letting himself in the front door, struggling with his boots for a moment, then sighing when he kicked them off. He straightened up and wiggled his toes in his gray socks, then stretched. His back crackled. He peeled off his jacket and hung it on the coat rack. She'd left hers on the floor. He picked it up and hung it up for her next to his.

He kept coming back because Regan were someone worth coming back to. At present, she had a difficult time understanding how that could possibly be true.

Another worthless day. Another attempt at facing the darkness surrounding her, which only she could see or feel. Darkness. She felt like one of those slam poets that she had heard in college at the bars, the melodramatic ones who dressed in black. At least they'd gotten dressed and gone out. She was still in her gray jersey pajamas and a robe.

She laughed at herself—one short chuckle under her breath as Jake came back toward her, a guarded expression on his face.

Honestly, if she could laugh at herself. She was probably feeling better—a little. But she didn't want to get his hopes up. She should probably just keep her mouth shut for now.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

He sat next to her on the couch. She'd kicked off the blanket onto the floor and had cleaned up a pile of tissues, junk food wrappers, and mugs of tea. She'd turned on the lights when it had started to get dim outside. She'd gone out and picked up the mail, although after looking through the first few sales pitches and fliers she'd tossed it all on the kitchen counter and retreated to the safety of the couch.

She felt nervous just looking at him. What if she messed something up? What if...

She shoved the thought down. He kissed her cheek gently, then leaned back, giving her space.

“How did it go today?” she asked. When was the last time she'd been with it enough to find out how his day had gone or what progress he'd been making? When was the last time she'd cared?

No, she told herself. Not now. She could tear herself apart with doubt and guilt later.

“I talked to Ivan Morris,” Jake said.

“And?”

“And I think he's on to something on the Macharia case.”

“What's that?” Her eyes narrowed. He was trying to hold something back.

Jake licked his lips. He might be a killer at pool, but he was probably less than stellar at poker. Although it could be he just had a hard time lying to her.

“It looks like there's a judge involved who's covering things up at the behest of a wealthy contact.”

Regan found herself staring up at the ceiling, trying to remember who the judge on the case had been. Not her father, obviously. But still someone Jake thought was a touchy subject to reveal somehow.

She couldn't remember. “Who?”

“The contact? No idea.”

“The judge. Henry Rubin.”

“No!” The words exploded out of her before she could stop it. “Not Hank the New York Supreme Court judge.”

Jake stared at her. His hands were clenched and his shoulders almost up to his ears. He was hunched between two sections of the couch cushions, trying to fade backward into them.

“Yeah, unfortunately, it’s him,” he said.

Her ears started ringing and the room seemed to waver. This was not happening. She was not feeling dizzy because of the thought of Hank Rubin being less than honest. She was appalled, yes, but not—

Jake put a hand on her shoulder, gently guiding her back into the couch cushions. “Are you all right?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her head throbbed like an oncoming migraine. She couldn't believe it; she was not this weak. She was not this fragile... If the last year had taught her anything, it should have been that people weren't always what they seemed. Don't assume. Trust but verify.

The room lurched around her. Suddenly it seemed simultaneously too bright and too dim. She lurched off the couch and stumbled toward the hallway. She was going to toss her cookies.

She used one hand to keep from banging into the walls and doors and rushed to the bathroom. She made it in time—barely. Jake's footsteps came down the hall toward her. She didn't want him to see her like this. She kicked the door shut, then reached over and turned the lock on the doorknob.

With the door shut, it was too dark to vomit. Luckily the dizziness had subsided a little. She flushed, heaved herself up, and turned on the lights over the sink.

Her face looked like it belonged to a ghost.

“Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” she said.

“Something you ate?”

She didn't answer. The words seemed stuck in her throat. How could she tell him that she'd been so... hurt by the idea of yet another respected authority figure being corrupt? Another role model had bit the dust. It was starting to feel like nobody's hands were completely clean.

She leaned her head against the glass.

“I'm fine,” she said again. It seemed to be the only words she could say.

***

Jake pressed a fist against the bathroom door. He wanted to bang on the door; he wanted to kick it in. It looked nice but it was just a hollow-core door with a stained oak veneer on it. It would take him approximately two seconds to break in—one kick and one shove. He could remember kicking down a hundred doors, usually with a rifle in his hands. Kicking a door down was nothing.

He took a step back from the door.

He took a couple of deep breaths and forced his hands to relax. Back straight, let the air flow out without pushing it.

He wanted to shout at her. Did she want to pursue justice for the people unjustly locked up in prison or not? Couldn't she see how important this one was to him? The guy was a retired Delta Force Operator. This one was personal—a hero. A role model of his—one who looked like he'd kept his hands clean and done the right thing. One who had stood up and said he'd refuse to be let out of prison if justice wasn't done for Madison Rounds.

He did an about face and marched into the kitchen where he poured himself a cup of coffee. It was hot and fresh. It wasn't Ellen's day to clean—Regan must have made it herself.

He stood with both hands holding the white, oversized coffee mug.

His cell phone buzzed in his pocket. Eight thirty, Judge Senior Stubborn St. Claire would be calling for the daily Judge Junior Stubborn St. Claire report. If he tried to ignore it, the old fart would just keep calling until he answered. And Jake already knew that there was no way he could out stubborn the guy. Not on this.

He answered it. “Hello?”

“Well,” John said. His voice sounded painful and tight, like he had to know but was afraid to ask. “How is Herself doing today?”

Jake couldn't help it. It was laugh or cry at that point. He pounded a fist on the counter, making the coffee ripple inside its cup. “Sir,” he said, his guts forcing him to chuckle as he talked, “your daughter is driving me crazy. I'm about ready to strangle her and walk out of here tonight.”

John's voice hissed across the speaker. A sigh of relief. “I'm sorry to hear that,” he said.

“You'll back me up if I bend her over my knee and spank her, won't you?”

“Maybe,” said her father. “If she can still sit afterwards. That was the rule her mother gave me.”

“That seems fair.”

“What's she done this time?”

Jake shook his head. He didn't know how to explain it. “Just... being...”

“Rude as a sow,” John said. When Jake didn't contradict him, he said, “That is, you realize, a fairly normal state with her. I'll understand if you want to hold your nose and flee.”

The tone of his voice belied his words. The old man was desperate to keep someone nearby, to keep an eye on his proud, beautiful but currently insufferable daughter.

Jake cleared his throat. “John, I hate to ask this, but... what's your opinion of Justice Hank Rubin?”

Across the line there came a loaded pause. Then a single worded curse.

“You might have set her back, son,” John said. “All your good intentions and hard work. Then you tell her the last thing she wants to hear.”

“I wasn't able to tell her much. She ran off and locked herself in the bathroom.”

“He was one of her mentors when she first got out of law school. She wouldn't listen to a word I said on the subject of becoming a judge, but she'd listened to him.”

Jake tried to imagine what he would feel like if it turned out that Macharia had molested and murdered an eight-year-old girl. He'd be angry—more than angry—outraged. But he'd face it without running away and locking the door behind him—without denial.

He took a sip of coffee, strong and hot.

“Do me a favor,” Judge St. Claire said, which he knew Jake would have to take as an order not a request. Jake gritted his teeth. “Get out if you need to. Get some air. Don't let her drive you crazy. She's not going to... do anything too rash at this point. One night won't destroy either of you.”

“Has she ever been like this before?”

“Just once,” her father said, “when her mother died. It took her a while to come out of it.”

“How long?”

“I don't know,” he said. “It took me even longer.”

The old man sniffed. Jake said his goodbyes. Then he walked out into the back yard via the garage. He hadn't been out there much. It was a thin line of grass abutting a tree line. No flowers, no path, just a bare concrete slab behind the door leading into the garage. He wouldn't have been surprised if Regan hadn't been in her own back yard in over a year. There wasn't even a shed.

The sun had finally gone down and the trees tossed in the breeze. Crickets called back and forth to each other. He'd fallen in love with a woman who didn't mow her own grass, clean her own house, or know her neighbors to recognize them on the street. Her friends were professional contacts, a violent murderer in prison, her assistant, her accountant…

And him. She'd fallen in love with her detective, and she hadn't been exactly gracious about that either. He'd practically had to lead her every step of the way.

I guess I should just keep on leading the way then. 

He'd left his coffee in the house. He went back inside.




 Chapter 25 - There's always tequila 

The next day after fleeing from Regan's guest room to his office and clearing up the buildup of daily paperwork and other organizational crap that was the price of owning your own business, he tried to set up a phone conference with Gary and Alex. Alex begged off. He had some other business to attend to with some critical timing involved. He apologized profusely and asked if what Jake had for him could be reprioritized.

Alex, not being the type of guy to duck out of work, Jake took him at face value, sent him the information he had over a secure drop email, and asked Gary if they could meet somewhere to talk.

Gary said “sure” and “where?” and Jake replied with, “Wherever is fine; I'll buy lunch.” He wanted to see what place the guy would pick when he was away from his boss.

It turned out that Gary picked a 24-hour Mexican place within walking distance of the courthouse. The neighborhood was, strangely enough, mostly used car lots and small shops in old single story brick buildings packed cheek to jowl along the street. There were two options for restaurants: Mexican and Italian. The sidewalks were cracked, but their windows were all sparkling clean, and there wasn't a piece of trash bigger than a cigarette butt to be seen.

Jake parked along a side street, and had no trouble finding a spot. He was never going to get used to that. He went inside, a steamy blast of spices hitting him in the face as he opened the door.

Gary waved at him from a table. The walls were covered in cheesy framed pictures of Mexican landmarks, street markets, and saints. The pictures of saints had shelves full of candles in front of them, and more saints stuck on the candles. Everything that wasn't a government-required piece of paper on the wall was in Spanish, including the TV channel. One guy worked a big grill, flipping pieces of meat. The other guy assembled food from a hot and cold table, banging big tin spoons against the metal tubs as he worked. A bakery case held cake, and along the wall were refrigerator cases with beer and Coke.

Gary had a pair of giant paper cups in front of him. “I ordered for you. You better not be allergic to spicy food.”

It was gonna be that kind of meeting, was it? Demonstrating their manhood by chili pepper. All right, you’re on. “Bring it,” he said.

“Good for you.” Gary pushed over a paper cup. “Horchata,” he said. Horchata also known as orxata was a traditional Spanish beverage made of ground almonds, sesame seeds, rice, barley, tigernuts (chufas), or melon seeds. “That’s unless you think you need a beer.”

“I'm good.”

In a couple of minutes, the guy at the cash register brought them out a couple of huge platters of food with a row of tacos in fresh corn tortillas smothered in green sauce and piled with tomatoes, lettuce, and some crumbly white cheese. The rest of the plate was swimming in rice and beans.

Jake eyed the tacos warily. This might be painful.

“Don't worry,” Gary said. “I only got you medium hot.”

There was something in his voice that put Jake's hackles up. He took a finger and lifted a piece of lettuce. The meat underneath smelled good enough. He picked up one of the tacos and took a bite.

Delicious. Pork—a little chewy. The salsa was good. Not too spicy, but maybe a little bit spicier than he would have guessed for a medium.

“How do you like it?”

“'S good,” he said.

“It's buche,” Gary said mischievously.

“What's that?”

“Pork stomach.”

“Huh,” Jake said. About what he figured—either it was going to be something hot, or something that sounded weird but tasted good.

“Do you like it?”

“I'd like it a lot more if you shut up and let me eat.”

Gary smiled broadly then settled back in his seat on the other side of the booth and dug in. Jake ate all his tacos but left the rice and beans alone. Small offices filled with detectives didn't so much need to be filled with the smell of beans. Gary let it pass.

“So,” he said when they were finished. “What do you have for me? I'm assuming you need some gossip dug up?”

“What do you know about Justice Hank Rubin?” Jake inquired.

Gary's face fell. He had a speck of sauce on his collar. Jake was tempted to point it out but just then would have been a bad time.

“Oh, no,” Gary said. “Hank's involved in this?”

“It sounds like he might be covering something up for the guilty party or parties or otherwise taking action that benefits someone with some money to throw around—at Macharia's expense.”

Gary sighed. “It's getting to feel almost routine, isn't it? A pillar of the community is discovered to be rotted from the inside out. One's expectations must be adjusted. You lean a little harder against the other pillars of righteousness in your life, and then another one topples and you wonder if the whole edifice will tip over. Larry loves that kind of thing. Me, not so much.”

“You've never heard any scuttlebutt on him before?”

“No.” Gary rested his chin on his hand and closed his eyes. Behind his glasses, his eyelids twitched. “Mmm, there was something about a protégé of his, some rumors about him. It's not coming to mind, but I could find out.”

“Was his name Ivan Morris?”

“Could be? Maybe... I think so, actually.”

“I just talked to him. Guess where I got my information from.”

“And it wasn't just the protégé being catty?”

“That's what I need you to find out. The guy's a bit shaky, a few health problems et cetera, but he didn't come across as a liar—too sloppy and disorganized.”

Gary sighed again. “Wishful thinking on my part. Regan won't take it well... she mentored under Hank when she was just out of law school. Hank was very generous with his time, she said.”

“That's what Ivan Morris said too. He also said the guy had a brilliant legal mind.” Jake filled Gary in on the rest of what Morris had said, then told him about Alex not being available, but didn’t tell him about Regan’s reaction the night before.

“And you want me to see if I can find possible suspects,” Gary said. “I'm a rumor-monger, not a data-cruncher, Jim.”

Jake rolled his eyes at the cheesy reference. “Just see what you can do, as quietly as possible. It seems like the Organization has an eye on this guy somehow.”

Jake had told Gary about the accidents and coincidences.

Gary said, “It does, doesn't it? It makes me wonder whether they have a hold over Hank, which may be part of the reason they're pushing so hard to get Regan on the team. Hank's due to retire soon. He should have laid down the gavel a couple of years ago. He's not in the best of health; still sharp, but over eighty.” His eyes continued to roll. “You know; it almost sounds like what's been going on around Brooklyn.”

“What's been going on around Brooklyn?”

Gary's eyes popped open. “Haven't you been watching the news? All kinds of the craziest of crazy accidents and coincidences: pimps murdered, drug dealers forcibly OD'd, shoddily built yuppie meccas collapsing on their owners...”

Jake's mouth dropped open. “Someone new is running Brooklyn now that Pavo is...”

“...out of the picture,” Gary said.

“Have you heard anything from your brother, Fiducioso?”

“Larry has very little to say to me, I assure you,” Gary said. “Especially with Regan off the market, he hasn't been nosing around much. Does that mean he's up to something? Of course, it does. He's always up to something, that's a given. It's finding out what, that's the problem.”

Jake blew air out of his cheeks. “Is there any way you can find out?”

“Sure. But it's like one of those scientific experiments where observing the experiment affects the outcome. I forget what that's called. I can find out what he's doing, or I can keep him from finding out what I'm doing, but not both.”

Jake shook his head. “Okay, got it.” Fiducioso was complicated; there were risks. “Go ahead and find out what he's doing. If anybody needs to know why, it's because we need to know if he's messing with Regan.”

“Mmm,” Gary said. “Credible. Will do.”

Jake pulled a five out of his wallet and left it under the napkin holder. “Thanks for the lunch,” he said.

Gary flashed some dimples at him. “Thank you for handling it so well.”

Jake grinned. “Have I earned your respect, then?”

“My respect takes more than a few tacos to earn,” Gary said. “But close.”

“Good.”

“How's Regan?” Gary asked carefully.

Better to meet the question straightforwardly. “One minute I think she might be getting better; the next I want to strangle her. So about the same.”

“Take care of yourself,” Gary said. “I have counselling resources if you need them. Supporting someone suffering from depression can be very draining.”

“That's what her old man said, too. I'll stick with beer and tacos, thanks,” Jake said.

Gary nodded. “If that doesn't work, there's always tequila. For her, not you.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “I'll keep that in mind.”




 Chapter 26 - Situation was the same as Macharia’s 

There might have been a knock at the door. There might not have been. Ivan Morris was asleep when it happened—so he couldn't have said for certain one way or another.

He'd been having a dream about Justice Rubin, which was natural after having discussed the subject with Mr. Westley, the mysterious investigator. Hank's face was friendly and open, although it was rather leatherier than Ivan remembered, not so much wrinkled as thickly cracked. They were drinking tea at an outdoor table (a white tablecloth and cups decorated with tiny red roses and gold silverware) with a strange, forced perspective that seemed to run off into the distance like a set of train tracks. He and Justice Rubin sat across from each other in the distance about every seventeen or eighteen spots. He remembered waving at himself, further down the table. The copies of himself all waved back simultaneously, then turned back to the conversation with Hank.

“Justice is the basis upon which society rests,” Hank said. He was wearing one of those big British wigs with all the rolls of white hair, over a Hawaiian shirt covered in parrots. “Without justice, society comes apart at the seams.”

It sounded like something that Hank Rubin would say. But something was wrong, deeply wrong. There was something crawling up out of Hank's delicate red and white teacup, something long, thin, and black.

Ivan winced. It looked like a spider leg. But no, as it emerged, it became obvious that it was letters crawling out of the cup, dragging a trail of dark tea behind them onto the saucer when Hank put the cup down and leaned forward to make his point.

“We cannot merely pursue justice, however,” Hank said. “We have to be seen to be pursuing justice. Otherwise society's faith in justice crumbles.”

The word money had crawled out of the cup into the saucer and was dragging itself across the white tablecloth, leaving a weak brown stain behind it.

What a nightmare, Ivan thought. Obviously, his conversation with Mr. Wesley had bothered him more than he realized.

Words continued to crawl out of the cup. Influenssssssssss was misspelled and trailing far too many extra sinuous esses, the tail ends of which looked like centipede legs. Power didn't come as much of a surprise, and neither did it's not what you know or its twin it's who you know. Other words followed.

But then something surprising happened.

The words tangled themselves together until they were the size of a small dog—a little bigger than a Chihuahua or perhaps a Pomeranian—then leapt at Hank's face just as he was saying “And yet sometimes the appearance of justice is more necessary than justice itself...”

Hank shrieked and put his hands to his throat, trying to rip the monster of tangled words away. Ivan jumped up and reached across the tablecloth, knocking over the teapot. Words gushed all over the tablecloth. Ivan ripped the words away from Hank's face. Small bite marks swelled up on the aged skin. Hank was having trouble breathing. Both hands went to his throat.

Ivan flung the words away from him as hard as he could. The copies of him up and down the table did the same. But was it too late? Had he, too, been bitten...

He was dragged out of his dream roughly and forced onto his knees on his own bedroom floor.

“Put your hands up!”

He put them up.

It was so sudden it took him a moment to come back to himself from the nightmare. Carpet—gray. Walls—deep blue. Wearing—pajamas.

Six large men in paramilitary uniforms holding guns packed his bedroom. The mirror over the dresser seemed to double the number. His heart shuddered in his chest. He was having trouble breathing. It felt like every breath ratcheted the band around his lungs tighter... and tighter...

He was pulled to his feet, patted down, and had his hands pushed and twisted around until they were behind his back, handcuffed together. He hardly knew how it happened, it was so fast.

The drawers in his room rattled as they were yanked open. Doors were slammed. Footsteps echoed overhead. They rapped on the tile floor in the kitchen. Silverware jangled.

China smashed.

He didn't understand.

“Walk!”

He was pushed forward, following no one. Apparently, he was so terrifying they couldn't risk turning their backs to him, even with his hands cuffed together behind his back. He was taken out of his bedroom into the hallway, red and blue lights flashed, and he heard loud voices on a megaphone. There was the smell of diesel exhaust, low and loud—not the exhaust of a civilian vehicle.

Outside with no wallet or papers, the cool air on his face and the sidewalk under his bare feet, he was ordered on a shortcut over the cold, dewy lawn toward a large green and brown vehicle—not a tank or a Hummer but something big with four doors. He was pushed inside with a young man sitting next to him with a stun gun aimed at him.

None of it made sense. He didn't understand.

He turned his head as the vehicle pulled away from the curb. The front door was open, his house crawling with policemen in standard uniform, the SWAT team in their paramilitary uniforms, firemen in search of a fire... It was an ants' nest, and apparently, he was the one who had allowed it to be stirred up.

“I need to call my lawyer,” he said.

The young man sitting beside him said nothing. From the front seat a voice said, “When we get to the station, buddy.”

He leaned his head back, but that only made his arms uncomfortable. So, he leaned against the door instead. A minute had passed since he'd awoken—perhaps two.

“Thank you,” he said.

***

En route to wherever they were taking him, Ivan fell asleep again. He was hustled out of the vehicle and into a pleasant, one story brick building that looked nothing like a police department. It looked like a church—until after he was inside. Before he knew it, he had been strip searched by a police officer and put inside a jail cell with plastic covered walls, like an oversized shower stall that had somehow been fitted with a toilet, sink, and plastic covered mattress. He was still so affected by sleep and anxiety, of course, that he felt sick to his stomach. The door was barred with white bars, and sprayed with a kind of textured plastic—easy to clean. He could see the doors of two more cells across from his. Presumably there was another cell beside his own, although he couldn't see it. A camera was aimed into his cell from the hallway outside, watching his every move.

A large hose lay coiled up on the wall between the two sets of cells, pinned down by a heavy wire cover to keep the prisoners from pulling the hose loose. It would be a convenient way to wash down a dirty cell—or to wake up or punish prisoners.

“Hello?”

There wasn't the slightest response. He leaned against the bars, trying to see the rest of the place. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of the edges of a row of bars, indicating there was indeed another cell to his left; a reach around the wall of his cell confirmed it. He could just catch the sight of a green doorway past the second set of cells. The ones opposite him were empty. If there was anyone in the cell beside his, they were remarkably adept at sleeping through or ignoring someone shouting at them.

If these were the men's cells, and the women's cells consisted of at most another four cells, he couldn't have been in the jail of a very large municipality.

“Hello? I would like to speak to my lawyer, please.”

The number of responses to this request were exactly zero.

His bare feet were uncomfortable on the textured, painted cement floor. He had not put himself through all the effort of going to law school, then training to be a judge, only to find himself in a jail cell in an unnamed small town.

He did want his meds, however.

“Hello? I have medication that I should be taking very soon,” he announced in the general direction of the camera. “I have a heart condition.” He pointed to his heart.

He happened to glance down at his bare feet. Strangely, they were both covered in brown spots, like liver spots, but darker. So were the cuffs of his pajamas.

Unfortunately, there wasn't a mirror in the cell. He looked himself over. His hands were clean, but there was a layer of brown grime under his fingernails and in the crevices of his cuticles, as if his hands had been sloppily washed. The brown spots ran up the arms of his blue and white striped pajamas, and there was a large spot of it on his chest. The spots were thick on the cloth, almost like paint.

Good Lord, is it blood?

What had I done? In my sleep, no less?

Good Lord. He repeated the words to himself several times. No wonder things had been so irregular.

He was not so foolish as to speak his thoughts out loud. That was the sort of thing that got one put away for multiple decades, if not sent to death row.

This whole situation was, he suddenly realized, very much like something that had happened to someone else he knew—Mark Macharia. The accusations had come from nowhere, and been somehow unavoidable, irrevocable. They were a stain that had sunk into his skin, like dye.

And if this situation was the same as Macharia’s—who was it then that I, Ivan Morris, was supposed to have killed? 




 Chapter 27 - That's long enough 

Several hours passed during which he kept himself awake by requesting a phone call to his lawyer.

Eventually, at the far end of the hallway a door opened. Two sets of footsteps could be heard, then the people came into view: a male police officer and Ivan's lawyer, Jean Whiting.

Jean was one of those women who could have had an excellent career marrying old men and killing them off for the inheritance money. Ivan could think of several old farts who would have considered it a fair trade. She was blonde, gorgeous, charming, and as manipulative as Machiavelli. She smiled at him tiredly. It couldn't have been past dawn yet.

It was both comforting and disturbing to see her: comforting, because it was better to have Jean Whiting on your side than otherwise; disturbing, because he hadn't told anyone she was his lawyer.

He suddenly remembered Jake Wesley saying something about staying out of it and something else about spy stuff. It all felt like a badly-plotted spy novel, the kind where the brilliant scientist was abducted by the Russians and made to think he was being held by legitimate police officers.

“Hello, Ivan,” she said.

“Hello. Sorry to have been the reason you've been awakened so early.”

“It's no problem.”

Clearly, that was not the case. She had two young daughters at home, both just as lovely as she was, and no spouse to ensure they got off to day care this early.

“There have been several irregularities about my arrest,” he said. “I haven't been read my Miranda rights, for example. And I haven't seen a warrant for my arrest, let alone found out why I've been arrested.”

Jean licked her lips and looked at his clothing.

So that’s how it is going to be, then.

“I'm working on that,” she said. “Unfortunately I haven't been able to obtain your release just yet.”

“Knowing your great skill in these matters, I shall await results as patiently as possible. Have you at least been able to uncover the reason for my arrest?”

Again, the licking of the lips. She hadn't had time to put on any makeup, and she was without jewelry or watch—but those might have been removed from her before she was allowed in to see him. Her clothing was a normal, professional blue blazer, slacks, and white shell top, but it was all slightly disheveled, as were her flowing blonde locks.

“You are being held in relation to the... ah... death of Justice Hank Rubin,” she said.

Ivan clutched the bars of his cell to keep himself upright. It felt as though his heart were being squeezed by a gigantic pair of pliers.

“Hank,” he whispered. “Oh God. What happened?”

“I'm not... I don't know,” she lied.

The world was spinning around him. He had to sit down. He retreated to the plastic covered bunk, where his pajama pants promptly stuck to the plastic.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I have a heart condition,” he told her. He couldn't remember if he'd told her since he'd been diagnosed. “Please let them know I need my medication.”

“I'll tell them,” she said. The guard, standing beside her and watching them both intently said nothing.

“Err,” he said. “Since you've arrived here without the need of using my solitary phone call, I would still like to exercise my right. Would you let them know?”

“Who?”

She shouldn't have asked. She should have known better than to ask.

“Someone interested in the Macharia case,” he said. They had discussed it before. He had thought she was on his side in this, but apparently, the stormy ocean of injustice had swept in and overturned her boat, absorbing her in the process. “I'm supposed to meet with him today. I'd hate to leave him in the lurch. He'd be driving over from White Plains for nothing.”

“I'll tell them,” she repeated.

“Thank you.” He swung his legs up and lowered his head. He immediately felt better.

“I'll go now,” she said. “I just wanted you to know I was here. You look terrible. I'll have them send someone to see you right away.”

“My GP is Lori Reidy,” he said. “Aetna Insurance. Card's in my wallet back at home.” There were dark rings around his eyes. He closed his eyes but he couldn't remember Jake Westley's phone number. It was something cute, or at least memorable, but of course he couldn't remember it now. It didn't matter. They probably weren't going to let him have his phone call.

He listened to their footsteps as they left. As soon as the echo of the slamming door died out he remembered the phone number, 914-WESTLEY, whatever that worked out to be.

Rudely, he was awakened a few minutes later. His hands were handcuffed outside the bars, and then he was handed a handset, which made it rather awkward to try to dial. Humiliatingly, he had to crouch down to put his ear close enough to the speaker to hear the rings.

An answering machine picked up. After the beep, he said, “Mr. Westley, this is Judge Ivan Morris. I regret to inform you I've been arrested and will be unable to meet with you later today. I suggest you get in contact with my lawyer, Jean Whiting, for more details before making the drive from White Plains.” He glanced up at the two guards. “Where am I being held, by the way?”

“That's long enough,” the guard said and took the phone away. The call ended with a beep.




 Chapter 28 - You are under arrest 

Jake dropped his feet off his desk, leaned forward, and hit play again.

Just before the voice started, there was a breath and a brief grinding of teeth—probably disappointed not to reach him personally—then the clink of metal on metal.

“Mr. Westley, this is Judge Ivan Morris. We spoke the other day. I regret to inform you I've been arrested and will be unable to meet with you later today. I suggest you get in contact with my lawyer, Jean Whiting, for more details before making the drive from White Plains.” There was a pause and the soft sound of cloth rustling. “Where am I being held, by the way?”

A voice in the background said, “That's long enough.” Then the sound of the phone being shifted around and a few more clinks of metal before the phone cut off.

A quick Internet search coughed up a lawyer named Jean Whiting near Mumford. Jake dialed Ivan Morris's cell phone number and got the message that the phone number was no longer in service.

Judge Hank Rubin had been brutally murdered the night before, just past midnight. The news was covering it with a note that ’a person of interest' has been taken into custody.

Okay. The Organization—he had to assume it was them—was moving faster on this than he'd expected. Just over twenty-four hours after he'd talked to Morris, they'd found a way to eliminate him, or at least any credibility he had, while taking down a possible security breach in one fell swoop. Jake had no doubts that Rubin could name names, if someone were to put the right kind of pressure on him. That was the problem with corrupt people—you couldn't trust their integrity.

But could he assume it was the Organization? The style felt wrong. Yeah, someone was shifting blame from one person to another—but that didn't necessarily mean the Organization was the only group who did that. The Organization, at least the part of it he knew, liked to find someone who was guilty of something to shift blame onto. But then again, maybe that had just been Pavo's style.

Who knew? At any rate, it was more than he could sort out from the confines of his office. He was going to drive out there and put some boots on the ground—his. And he did love to stick his nose in where it wasn't wanted.

He walked out to the front where Graham was sitting at the front desk reading a magazine with his sunglasses on—Guns & Ammo. He looked pale and washed out, with circles under his eyes, like he was either a British vampire or heroin addict.

Maybe he should keep an eye on the guy, and make sure everything was okay.

But that would have to wait until tomorrow. Today his quota of things to worry about had already been maxed out.

“Hey, Graham?”

Graham looked at him over the rims of his sunglasses. His eyes were blazing red, and it wasn't just dark circles he had under his sunglasses today. Someone had given him a fresh new shiner.

“Yeah?” he croaked.

“What happened to you?” Jake asked. It would have been weird if he hadn't.

“Watching soccer in a pub,” Graham said. “Someone took offense to my opinions of the referee and his rather disgusting bias toward the other team.”

“Do I need to worry about the cops showing up?”

“He had it coming.”

“And?”

“And I gave him the name of my dentist and five hundred bucks. We shook hands on it.”

Jake rolled his eyes. Graham, always the perfect gentleman. “Given that that's settled. Anyway, I'm headed out. The guy I talked to a couple of days ago in Waterloo, Ivan Morris. Do you remember him?”

“I remember you traveled to see him.”

“I'm headed back out there.”

“Did he come up with new information then?”

“Nope. He's been arrested, for the murder of Judge Rubin.”

Behind the sunglasses, Graham's eyebrow rose. “Is the Organization involved then?”

“Sounds like it, doesn't it? I'm going to go find out. See if there's anything I can do to help.”

Graham hesitated. “Would you like some company? We could close the office. I doubt any fires will start on the cases being worked by the others.”

“Nah,” Jake said. “Just sit here, look pretty, and answer the phone. Call me if it's from Ivan Morris—or from Regan, of course.”

“Of course.” Graham hesitated again. It was coming up, that question. Everyone wanted to know. “How is she doing, by the way?”

Jake shrugged. “You know PTSD—it's never good.”

“No,” Graham said. He looked back down into the pages of the magazine. He had suddenly traveled a million miles away. “It's not.”

***

Jake called the lawyer, Jean Whiting, on the way to Waterloo. Good thing he did, too, because Morris wasn't being held in Waterloo at all, but in Caledonia. Jake had his phone update his route on the fly.

That morning, Regan had been up and moving before he was, but she was acting like a robot, making coffee and eating oatmeal on autopilot. He'd asked her what her plans were for the day. She'd said she was going to go to another counselling session with the same guy as before. Then she'd smiled at him with this spooky looking, stretched out smile that made him want to tell her to knock it off. Instead he smiled and nodded and told her it was a good idea. To his question how it's going with her he got a,  “It's fine... It's going fine.”

So she was no longer coping. She was fine. What that meant in the hierarchy of getting over PTSD, he didn't know. And he couldn't force her therapist to tell him. At least she was seeing one.

“And,” she said, almost shyly, the first hint of emotion he'd picked up from her in a very long time, “I'm thinking of going to La Ruche for lunch.”

Her favorite French restaurant. Kind of cheesy, but still good news in Jake's opinion. “Eat some for me,” he said.

“I'll get fat.”

“Fat sounds awesome. Let's get fat. I’ll join you.”

She rolled her eyes at him but didn't smile. “Idiot.”

A strange woman, who could make him feel better about getting called names than most women could by complimenting him. “You're an idiot.”

Now she did smile. It looked like a real smile—but it also looked like it hurt. It was because muscles were stretching that she hadn't used in a long while.

He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Be good.”

“You be good.”

“Eh,” he said. “We'll see. Lawyers are involved.”

“Then don't be good. Be impeccably clever.”

“On it.”

More improvement—she'd kept up an actual conversation for a few seconds. She'd even used actual words that: a) weren't grunts; or b) monosyllabic. It was almost like talking to a real person again. But he knew he shouldn't get his hopes up. PTSD wasn't something that went away in a single day. He knew that, but it was hard making his emotions take it into account.

He arrived at the Caledonia municipal building, which contained a fire station as well as the police department. The parking lot was filled with cop cars. So was the street.

He found a parking place further down the street, parked and thanked God he had his own car back. The orange monstrosity had been banished back to the car lot. He walked up to the building. It was a nice kind of day, one of those warm spring ones that were nice when you were outside but could be murder if you were sitting in a car in the sun watching a place. The wind wasn't blowing, and the clouds were thin wisps of cotton interspersed by jet contrails. They were dandelion fluff.

The place had a tense feel to it, naturally enough.

A voice spoke over a radio—an officer was sitting in his patrol car with his hat off. He watched Jake walk by.

He heard his name over the radio in the patrol car, followed by a decent description.

Suddenly he wondered if it had been a bad idea to drive to Caledonia. In fact, he was starting to wonder if he was going to need a lawyer.

Too late to back out now.

He stepped up to the front door, making sure to scrape his feet on the mat outside the door. His wallet was in his back right pocket. He wasn't carrying... He hadn't thought he'd need it. His revolver was in the glove box, but that, and the doors, were locked, and he was legally parked.

The door opened, triggered by his approach.

Inside were a dozen cops, all staring at him. “Jake Westley?” said one of them.

“Yes, sir?”

“Put your hands in the air. You are under arrest...”




 Chapter 29 - Everywhere there was a stench 

The whole thing had been some kinda kangaroo court. Rights? He didn't need 'em read. Lawyer? He didn't need to call anyone—not yet. Was he arrested or not? He was a person of interest. What was he arrested for? For being interesting, apparently.

He didn't get to see Ivan Morris. They didn't take him to a cell, but to a conference room down a pair of hallways that didn't quite line up, like they'd been cobbled together from two separate hallways, and the windows weren't barred. An unplugged coffeepot sat on a buffet on the far side of the room. The cups were out and the trash was full. The white board at the front of the room had notes about soccer camps. They must have left the police department area.

They asked him questions about Ivan Morris… then about Judge Rubin… then about Madison Rounds… then about Macharia. He said a lot of I dunnos. He told them he was a private investigator and a former Delta Force operator. He thought about whether to hold back Regan's name, but decided against it. If anything was going to keep these yahoos from burying him in a jail cell for a while, it was the St. Claire name. He used it. He said he was working for the old man and dating the daughter.

They didn't beat him with sticks, shine bright lights in his eyes, stick needles under his fingernails, or give him paper cuts and pour lemon juice in them—also no waterboarding. When he asked for coffee, they brought him some out of the urn, figured out it was cold, and sent someone down to the fire station for some fresh.

They ran out of questions a couple of hours after they started.

Everyone seemed to relax all at once. He and Morris weren't collaborating in a conspiracy. Once they had that sorted out to their satisfaction, they were good. Jake, sensing the change in atmosphere, asked to make his telephone call. They gave him a phone handset, still sitting in the same conference room.

He didn't have or wanted a lawyer, so he called his own office instead and got Graham.

“So that went about as well as could be expected,” he said.

“Hello, Gracious Employer. I don't suppose you've been arrested, have you?”

“Maybe, sort of, in a manner of speaking. I am not exactly sure. All I know is I can’t just leave if I want to.”

Graham grunted. “Well, that’s what I like about you boss. You are always so clear when you explain things. There can never be any misunderstandings. I mean your situation is crystal clear and analogous to being just a little bit pregnant. Are you in need of bail money?”

Jake glanced around the room. There were more than a few comments that he wanted to make, but not with a room full of officers standing around watching him. They'd already taken a phone away from one guy.

“I need something. They won't tell me whether I've been released yet or not.”

One of the officers nearest him shifted his weight from foot to foot, but nobody confirmed or denied. Great. The answer was probably not.

“Will ten thousand American cover it, do you think?”

“No idea.”

“I'll bring it. I hope you're good for it.”

Jake snorted. He was a multimillionaire now—another thing he didn't want to say over the phone, though. “You do that.”

“Right, hang in there, chin up, et cetera, et cetera. I'll apply slightly extra pressure to the gas pedal and skip my usual seven course meal.”

Graham was in a mood for some reason. It almost sounded like someone was listening to his end of the conversation, and he was playing up the whole British thing. He was born American of Brit parents and slid in and out of the accent like an eel. He usually didn't lay it on so thick.

“Expect me in four hours, or however long it takes to drive to Waterloo.”

“Caledonia,” Jake said.

“Caledonia? I thought you said Waterloo.”

“Yeah, I did but that was a long time ago when I last saw you. He wasn't taken to Waterloo. He was taken to Caledonia, or at least that's what his lawyer said. I haven't seen him yet.”

“Mmmm,” Graham said. “That's interesting. Irregular.”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “We'll talk more after you get here, all right? Some of these guys are looking antsy.”

“I'm not surprised. Well, tally-ho, see you in a bit.”

“See you soon.”

“Goodbye.” Graham hung up. Jake handed the phone back to the officer who'd brought it to him, then drank some of the coffee sitting in front of him in a Styrofoam cup. That coffee, it was no good.

You had two kinds of coffee at a place like this. The first kind was when the person making the coffee was the person in charge of the petty cash. Then it was strong but cheap and stale, and you were only ever going to get powdered creamer with it.

The other kind of coffee was the good stuff, brewed weak. That was when the person making the coffee had woke up one morning and said, I don't care what it takes, I'm going to have some decent coffee 'round here. That usually lasted a couple of weeks to a month before the routine ground them down, and they stopped spending a hundred bucks a week filling up everybody else's thermos. The coffee got weaker and weaker as their willpower and bank accounts drained. Then it was back to the cheap stuff and smug looks from the person in charge of petty cash.

This was the good stuff, but brewed weak. It was not going to keep anybody going on a double, or even a triple shift. It was not going to last much longer either.

Jake made a face and drank it. One of the other officers smirked. There was a murmur out of sight. The words “even he doesn't like the fancy beans” floated up out of nowhere.

These were good guys whose routine had been shaken up. They weren't part of a conspiracy; they sure weren't evil masterminds. They looked uncomfortable. Just guys doing their jobs when their jobs turned out to be not exactly what they thought they were.

Puppets hanging awkwardly on their strings.

It reminded him of being in Afghanistan and seeing some of the fighters over there—good guys who didn't know what they were supposed to be doing. But hey, they'd do it, because what else were they gonna do?

***

They kept him away from Morris. A blonde woman, who didn't introduce herself but looked like Jean Whiting's picture on the Internet, stopped by to see if he needed anything. He and a couple of the officers started up a running game of poker, a game at which Jake was so-so, which was the best kind of poker player to be, in his opinion—good enough to not go broke, but bad enough not to be tempted to build up some bad feelings in situations like this. They marked up points on the white board. Not as satisfying as using chips or counters, but you do what you can with what you have.

They brought him a hoagie from a sandwich shop somewhere nearby; it was still hot.

Graham arrived and they released Jake into his custody.

Another weird moment. There was no bail, no seeing a judge. No word about whether any charges had been dropped—no word on whether there had been any charges.

They didn't even ask Graham for his ID or any information whatsoever.

It was dark by the time they got out. The parking lot had a lot fewer cop cars in it by then, just a handful. Jake's car was still in its parking spot, undisturbed. Graham had parked his ancient Volvo station wagon just past it.

They stopped at Jake's car and he leaned against the passenger door.

Graham said, “Either the Organization has become sloppier lately, or...”

“Or,” Jake agreed, “it wasn't them. It was someone else.”

“What a mess.”

The worst and thickest and cheesiest of the British accent had disappeared. The shiner was still there; so were the sunglasses. The orange streetlights had kicked on.

“What's next?” Graham asked.

“I...” He wanted to talk to Regan about it and get her advice, or Alex at least. He needed more information if he was going to plan a line of attack. “I don't know. And it worries me that I don't know where to start.”

Graham bit his lip, as if he were deciding whether to say something. He didn't.

“Need anything else?” he asked.

“No.” Jake walked around the car and unlocked it. “See you tomorrow. Thanks for coming to get me out.”

Graham hesitated. “The news is bad,” he said. “It was a brutal killing. The judge, his wife, and a pair of granddaughters who were staying the night. All of them found with their throats cut.”

Jake's throat tightened. Nobody was going to be rational or sane handling this, least of all him. Another weird thing: why hadn't the media found them yet?

Was Ivan Morris even here? Because the reporters weren't.

And reporters, like maggots, were everywhere there was a stench.




 Chapter 30 - Getting under somebody's skin 

Over the phone Gary hissed through his teeth. “What did he do now?”

Jake paced back and forth in the guest room at Regan's place. The thought of trying to do this in front of Graham was a no-go for some reason. He couldn't risk it, and he didn't have time to figure out why. He trusted his instincts; he had to. So now he was on the phone with Gary again asking for the world's strangest favor.

Jake said, “I know it sounds bad. Just get your brother's number for me.”

Gary rattled it off from memory. “So if it comes up on my phone without caller ID, I know not to answer.”

“Without... certain people,” Jake said, “there's no other way. I just don't have any other contacts that I'm sure are in the Organization.”

Gary paused for a second. “But still, be careful. Don't agree to anything. But he'll want something from you. Otherwise he won't give you anything.”

“Kinda hard to both agree to something and not agree to it, Gary,” Jake said.

“Don't listen to me. What am I saying? It's anxiety talking.”

“You don't think I can handle him?”

“Don't show fear, that's the important thing. Treat him like a dangerous animal.”

“What did he ever do to you?” Jake asked, then put up his free hand as he heard Gary start to inhale. “Never mind. We can talk about it sometime over tacos and tequila. I have stuff to do this week.”

Gary snorted. “Someday I'll tell you the horror stories.”

***

They met at Fiducioso's law office in Manhattan, Ball & Del Rey Wills & Trusts, at a midtown high-rise on 46th Street, one of those places made of glass and arrogance.

As big as the building was, and as thick and luxurious as the white carpet was, what kind of idiot has white carpet, he wondered. The place felt claustrophobic. The ceilings were low, seven feet. Jake felt like he had to duck through every doorway, even though they were over half a foot overhead. And the sounds—there were none. He could hear a murmur through one of the thick, solid core doorways just as he was passing it. Then nothing, not even air in the vents, typing on a keyboard, or gossip.

The secretary led him along the overly thick carpet past the doorway of William Ball, which had a gold plate on it, to the door at the end of the hall belonging to one Lawrence del Rey. The plaque was smaller and more modest than the one on Ball's office. But Jake noticed, as the secretary opened the door, it was the one with the big window looking out over the city from the fifty-fourth floor.

Fiducioso was rising from the other side of the desk, extending a hand.

Jake resisted the urge to bare his teeth and growl threateningly. He smiled.

“How's it going?” Fiducioso asked. “Long time no see.”

Not long enough Jake managed to suppress. It was even worse seeing Lawrence del Rey in his natural environment. Back in Pavo's old offices, it was clear that del Rey was nothing but an errand boy, a man with no morals or goals of his own.

Jake waited until the door closed behind him, following a soft “Do you need anything, Mr. del Rey?” from the secretary. By then Fiducioso had lowered his hand.

The catch on the door clicked.

Fiducioso seated himself in an antique wood chair behind a mahogany desk that looked like it had come from a railroad magnate's office. He leaned back, clasping his hands across his stomach. He was wearing a white shirt, black tie, and a black suit. A thin slice of a pocket square jutted out of his jacket pocket. He looked torn between attending a formal event and auditioning for a spy thriller. His hair was probably what the ladies thought of as rakishly tousled but reminded Jake of some guys who had gone out in the desert and hadn't come back in one piece.

The guy had killed before, that he knew. He'd killed and he'd shut off the internal voices that hated what he did. The dead eyes gave it away.

“If you need to start shouting, you may commence,” Fiducioso grinned. “This place is basically soundproofed.”

“No need for that,” Jake snapped. The guy was getting to him already. He took a breath. “The Organization. Why is it screwing over Ivan Morris?”

Fiducioso hummed in the back of his throat—insultingly, if that was possible. “So, you think the Organization is behind the murder of Justice Rubin?”

“It has your stink about it.”

“I can see where you might jump to conclusions.” Fiducioso said. “Perhaps you might want to do a little more research next time before bringing accusations to me. Is this what you used to do to Paul Travers? Burst into his office with an unfounded rumor and throw it in his face?”

“If not you, then who?”

“That's not my problem. Solve your own cases.”

“You swear that the Organization's not involved.”

Fiducioso's eyebrows pinched together. His mouth didn't move at all—it still looked like a sneer. “You'd actually trust me if I to swear that?”

Jake didn't need to shout. But he wanted to. In fact, he felt more inclined to wring the man’s neck. 

“Ivan Morris isn't one of ours. Neither was Justice Rubin, or his wife, or his granddaughters. Because I had to report on the incident to someone else, I did some investigating.”

“Who?” Jake asked. “Who did you report to?”

The eyebrows pinched together again, this time accompanied by a nostril flare. “I did some investigating. It appears Judge Morris left Waterloo, New York, the evening previously, drove to the house where Justice Rubin was staying with his wife and two young granddaughters in Lakemont. Rubin was on vacation.

“All four of them were found with their throats cut. Morris' car was seen in the area and reported for reckless driving; he forced a local off the highway. His fingerprints were found at the scene of the crime. They found a straight razor with blood matching Rubin's DNA in Morris’ bathroom. The blood on his pajamas matched. If he didn't do it, who did?”

“...asks the guy who arranged more than one set of faked clues,” Jake muttered.

“That's the information I have.” Fiducioso said. “Everyone knows—everyone on the legal side of things, that is—that Morris resented his mentor for not helping him further up the ladder. He wanted to be named Rubin's successor on the state supreme court, not stuck in a backwater judicial district. The old man wouldn't cover up Morris' mistakes, and he wouldn't die on schedule.”

“What mistakes?”

Fiducioso shrugged.

“I talked to Rubin two days before he was arrested,” Jake said. “He was researching the false conviction of Mark Macharia.”

Fiducioso closed his eyes for a moment. The eyeballs rolled under the lids. “Yes?”

“He said Rubin had a pattern of tilting cases when serious money was involved. He kept the finger on the scales light and indirect, but there was a pattern.”

“Which could have been traceable to anyone.”

“He brought it up with Rubin. That's when the rumors started.”

“And?”

“And then, right after he talks to me, Rubin is murdered.”

“And why should I care?”

“Maybe you don't,” Jake said, “But your boss in the Organization might.”

Fiducioso's eyes were still closed. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. Jake had punched him once and broken it. It looked fine, a little splayed out under the skin. Somebody had done some reconstruction work on it, no doubt.

“She might at that,” Fiducioso said. “Very well. I'll tell her about your suspicions. But don't count on her throwing any resources in your direction. We're stretched a bit thin right now.”

Jake remembered something Gary had said. “Busy lashing out at injustice… Collapsing buildings… Killing innocent people…”

“Karma,” Fiducioso said. “In its original state, justification for injustice across generations. Now, a hippy's excuse for revenge.”

“So you're behind all that.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny. If you want to find out more, you know who to ask.”

“No,” Jake said. “I don't.”

“You live with her now, don't you? Or did that all fall apart? How is she, anyway?”

The question surprised him. Jake shook his head. Fiducioso didn't care. He was just angling for information.

Jake ignored the question and stood. “Good work on the nose, by the way. My compliments to your plastic surgeon.”

“I'll let him know,” Fiducioso growled. “Now get out.”

Getting under somebody's skin. A game two could play, and one, unlike poker, Jake made a habit of winning.




 Chapter 31 - Her pride won't let her 

Regan drove slowly up to the garage, hitting the garage door button at the last minute. The motor hummed and she rolled inside, closing the door behind her. She clutched the steering wheel and left the motor running for a moment before she realized what a bad idea it was to do that. Then she turned off the engine and went into the house.

If Jake checked the mileage on the car, she'd say she'd gone for a drive after her appointment.

She was probably just being stupid. But...

...it was Jessie who was at risk here. She couldn't just blurt out her suspicions to Jake. He might... he might... he might make her talk about her suspicions to someone. Worse, he might ask Alex to do some digging.

And Alex might find out something she didn't want to know.

She should tell Jake. She knew she should tell Jake. She was going to have to tell Jake. But she couldn't make herself do it. It was an ulcer eating away at her stomach, just the thought of having to tell Jake right now. When she had proof, then she'd tell Jake.

The thought ran around and around in her head, beating her down, wearing her out. She was exhausted. The anxiety wouldn't let her sleep at night. Her! She'd always been out like a light shortly after her head hit the pillow. Probably this was all part of PTSD. She couldn't think straight because... just because. Maybe it was because her thoughts were trying to heal around a place in her brain where she couldn't think at all. Shouldn't it be natural that her thoughts had some swerve to them? When everything reminded her of being hurt, of being abducted, of Uncle Paul being killed. Shouldn't it take some time to... cut the reminders? Change them? Reprogram them?

What it meant was she was acting like a complete fruitcake. Jake was going to leave her soon. She knew it.

She found herself with her head leaning against the door into the back hall, one hand on the doorknob. She'd been standing there long enough that the metal was body temperature. Stupid.

She went inside. Her heart started thudding in her chest. Something was wrong. Someone was in here with her.

This happened every time she came into the house, or left the house, or got in the car, or saw someone walking across—oh God—a parking lot. She was starting to learn how to cope. Deep breaths—not five or ten of them, but twenty or thirty of them. Sometimes more… a lot more.

Stand. Breathe. Count. Slowly.

After a while she stopped panicking. That didn't mean she was calm. No. But it did mean that she had the wherewithal to go through every room in her house and look for signs of a break in.

Deep breaths as she walked through the house.

Jake had left a message. He was going in to the City today to talk to some people about the Macharia case. Good thing he was covering it. She wasn't competent to rub two brain cells together. She had felt good this morning though—all the way up to the point where Jessie had refused to see her again.

If Regan sometimes felt like she was drowning in fear, sometimes rising to the surface for a breath before sinking back down again, it felt like Jessie was diving into it. Fear, anger, hate—each layer deeper than the next. Each one harder to come back up from.

Sometime since the last time Regan had seen her, Jessie had sunk from anger to hate. Intense hate.

Or had it always been this way with her—always a deep well of hatred waiting for an excuse to erupt?

Regan didn't know how she was supposed to tell anymore. Conrad Wilson had seemed so charming, right up until the moment he knocked her unconscious.

But he had a well full of hate, too, just waiting for the right target. Until he found it, he was a perfectly nice guy.

Jessie had been her best friend.

She's always left that idea in the back of her mind. Best friend: Jessie. But maybe Jessie was right. Maybe they weren't friends and hadn't been for a long time.

Good people don't hate. Isn't that how it was supposed to be? No matter how much they were hurt, they didn't hate.

Now she was in the bathroom, filling up the tub with hot water and adding an insulating layer of bubble bath. Wine. Wine might help. But wine was supposed to be depressing. Maybe not wine. Coffee? She could at least understand coffee.

She started some coffee, then turned it off again when she realized the carafe was still mostly full from this morning. Had she made coffee this morning? It was an insulated carafe, and the coffee was still hot-ish. She shoved it in the microwave and nuked it for thirty seconds. She opened the fridge. She'd been drinking it with cream lately. Cream. It didn't sound good, but it tasted nice.

She carried it into the bathroom and set it on the edge of the tub, then climbed in. But what if Jake came back before she got out? He'd seen her nude before. She shouldn't be so worried. The door was closed. He would knock before he came in. She had locked him out a few days ago to keep him from seeing her vomit.

Jessie had been her best friend once, but now she wasn't.

Regan started crying, knees against her chest, the cup of coffee steaming beside her. The water was too hot. She was going to be as red as a lobster.

Uncle Paul was dead. She was just starting to live with the idea—getting used to it was going to take a lot longer. In a way, he'd been trying to get her ready for him being gone for a long time. He'd been trying to teach her what she needed to know, or at least what he thought she needed to know—strategy.

Cold. Logical. He was the kind of guy who could incorporate his own death into his plans. He hadn't feared death. He'd feared... what? He'd hated being cut off from her and her father. Maybe he was afraid of being left out, alone.

She'd been hurt by Conrad Wilson. So, what? She had to be honest with herself. It had taken some of the naïveté off her. That was all. Lots of people had gone through worse.

Like Jessie.

Jessie had gone through worse than this, and it had twisted her. Or she had always been twisted. And now that the Organization had taken her in, she was... she was killing people—having them killed.

Regan didn't want to think about it. She forced herself to anyway.

Jessie was behind the karma cases. She was responsible for several murders at least. No doubt she'd handed them off to someone on the outside. The Department of Corrections wasn't letting Jessie sneak out at night to commit crimes, then locking her up during the day. Someone on the outside was helping her.

Someone like... Fiducioso, Uncle Paul's erstwhile assistant in the Organization. A backstabber... who got things done, who carried out Uncle Paul's vision.

Jessie wasn't her friend anymore. She had tortured her husband to death. Some would say he deserved it, but good people don't hate, no matter how much you hurt them.

Except that sometimes Regan hated Conrad Wilson. She had dreams about him, about taking a kitchen knife and cutting him into bits. The dreams were always kind of hazy, and most of the time she forced herself to forget them. She was unsure about the details: what the inside of people looked like, for one thing; what kind of knife would be best?

She didn't want to end up like Jessie.

But no matter how much she told herself that good people didn't hate, it didn't feel true.

She hated. She hated Conrad Wilson for smiling at her and charming her, then kidnapping her and almost torturing her to death.

Why had he done it? As far as anyone could tell, because he liked blondes. The FBI were having a field day with that house. At least two generations of serial killers—like mother like son. The brother—she couldn't remember his name—seemed technically innocent, but deliberately so. He hadn't known what was going on in there on purpose. The situation could take years to sort out.

Now she was shivering. The bubbles were gone and the water was cold.

She didn't want to stay in. She didn't want to get out.

After a while a knock came at the door. “Regan?”

It was Jake.

“Come in,” she said.

The door opened slowly. Jake stuck his face in, took in the huddled-up body shivering the bathtub and said, “Can I come in?” as if she hadn't just told him to.

“You can come in,” she confirmed.

He shut the door behind him. He looked... he looked stressed. Like it had been a long day.

“How was your therapy session?” he asked.

She'd forgotten she'd lied to him. Now she wished she hadn't. But she didn't want to sort it all out right now, either. “Fine,” she said. “I'm not doing so well right now, though.”

“What's the matter?”

She opened her mouth and tried to tell him, but her throat tightened. She shook her head. Her eyes had filled up with tears. She didn't want him to see her crying. She blinked them back.

***

Jake put his hand in the bathwater. She was shivering hard enough to make the water ripple. It was ice cold. She must have been sitting there for hours. Her fingers were bone white and wrinkled where they wrapped around her knees.

He opened the drain and turned on the hot water at the same time, swishing the warm water toward her.

“It's okay,” he said. “So hey, let me tell you about how things have been going on the Macharia case.”

She nodded. The hot water poured in. The cold water drained out. She started to feel a little better.

He told her about talking to Fiducioso. He could feel her following along—right up until he got to the part where the two of them talked about the karma cases she'd been obsessing about—if her notes on her legal pad were any indication. Then she seemed to pull back into herself. Her eyes fixed on the spigot and her face went blank.

“So,” he said, “I think whoever the Organization has put in place is doing the crazy stuff we've been seeing on the news. Any thoughts about it?”

She didn't respond. After a while he went into the kitchen and made a bowl of soup out of a can for her, brought it in, and balanced it on the edge of the tub. When he came back, Regan had gotten out, leaving a trail of water between the tub and her bed, and had turned into a small lump under her covers.

He dumped out the soup and let the water out.

***

Her phone buzzed. She looked at the screen—a text message from a number she didn't recognize. She almost deleted it, but then she glimpsed the start of the message.

Your friend Jessie had another parole hearing today.

She opened the message.

Your friend Jessie had another parole hearing today. The review was in her favor. She will be released soon, real soon—maybe in the morning or later tomorrow. Make of that what you will. 

Another message came through.

You could have prevented this. Remember that when it starts coming down. She is not going to let up. Her pride won't let her. 

Regan frowned at the message. It almost sounded like the message had to be from the Organization representative who'd come to her office—Mary Girard. Was it a threat? It sounded like one.

Regan didn't have a way to contact Jessie, not if she was out. And so, she tried calling Mary Girard. She had the number in an email Gary had sent to her after that strange meeting they'd had.

It was the same number that had sent her the text messages.

The blankets were pulled up over her head and lit up by the screen. She dialed the number.

Not only was there no answer, but the call cut off early and didn't go to voice mail. Ms. Girard had hung up on her.




 Chapter 32 - That’s our big tourist draw 

Jake left early, before dawn, to head upstate to the place where Madison Rounds' body had been found—the old country schoolhouse. He took a thermos of coffee and an insulated bag full of sandwiches. When he filled up the car, he heard a sound from the engine that didn't sound good, a slight whining sound when he started it up again.

He pulled forward from the gas pump, let the engine idle, and got out of the car. Outside the car, it was just a little louder—a shimmy. He couldn't smell burning rubber, antifreeze, or anything other than exhaust. Take the car in to his mechanic? It would mean leaving the Corolla behind and drive a loaner—probably that orange Mustang again. He didn't want the Mustang. He wanted the Corolla, no matter how much the universe seemed to be telling him otherwise.

He could have gone to the bank, walked in, and withdrawn enough cash to buy a dozen Corollas. It was crazy, the way he was hanging on to this old car. His old life, his old identity of a hard-working detective, if you could call divorce stakeouts hard work. It was as if Jake Westley was going to disappear if he didn't figure out how to hang on to his old Corolla.

For now, he'd keep an eye on it and drive the car anyway. If the car broke down completely, that'd solve the whole dilemma, wouldn't it? He'd have to buy a new car, or maybe a used one with a good engine... another Corolla.

The thoughts chased around in his head as he drove toward Mumford and Avon. It wasn't until he hit Wheatland Center Road that he started to focus.

He slowed down.

The sun had come up and the sky was heavy with clouds. Power lines ran on either side of the narrow two lane road. Evergreen and deciduous trees ran along the right side of the road while farmland and white houses scattered the other. The road gave a little turn to the right while the GPS told him to continue on the same road, which had changed from Barks Road to Wheatland Center Road.

A few minutes later he turned on his blinker and pulled onto a dirt road off to the left, consulting both his phone's GPS and a couple of photographs. This was it. The road looked bright, almost white, and the temperature had already hit seventy-eight at eight in the morning. It was going to be a scorcher. It looked like he was going to have to turn into a field of corn which was still low to the ground.

He followed the bumpy dirt road through the field, through scattered trees, and a boggy area off to his left. He had the window down. It smelled like mosquitoes, full of stagnant water and rotten plants and wood. There would be mosquitoes. He rolled the window up but it was too late. One of the bastards had come in and was trapped in the car with him. It whined in his ear but he just couldn't catch it to kill it.

He rolled past several lines of trees, becoming thicker now. The bog had turned into another field, this time full of tall grass and thistles, the tall kind with the purple flowers.

The road died out ahead of the car. Standing water filled the ruts.

He pulled to a stop. Through the windows he couldn't see anything, not really. He got out.

Immediately, the mosquitoes were on him. He slapped at them, then went through his kit in the trunk. Luckily there was spray, although it didn't seem to stop the mosquitoes.

He slammed the trunk and turned around in a slow circle. Off to the right the trees seemed to have spilled over their orderly rows and been allowed to fill in the space between the rows. Two grooves in the ground seemed to show where a dirt road had been once upon a time.

Jake leaned from side to side, and the building popped out at him—straight lines between the trees. The wood had gone gray with just a few specks of white paint left.

He walked along one of the indentations in the ground. It was spongy underfoot but not exactly flooded or wet.

As he walked closer, more and more of the details popped out at him: the gray slats of wood; the wooden shakes of the roof which had collapsed on one side; the occasional cigarette butt in the weeds; and the twinkle of busted beer bottle glass, brown and green half crushed under the leaves.

He passed a trail that might have been mistaken for an animal trail but led in a nearly straight line back toward the highway through the trees. Bike tires had left their mark.

Kids were still coming out here, no doubt, to drink and smoke, do drugs, and have sex—even just to read comic books without having to listen to their parents fight. Unfortunately, it also meant there wasn't going to be any surviving evidence out here. The murder had become a legend. The rumors would have reached the cops by now, if there was anything tangible still to be found.

He walked up to the front door of the old school. It had a front entry with a peaked roof, a steep roof rising to a brick chimney, and windows that were arched at the top, like church windows. The front door had been removed and set to the side—the wood was completely rotten. It looked like the place had been built on a brick foundation, hopefully without a cellar. He didn't want to fall through the floor.

He ducked under a fallen beam and went inside.

The entryway had rows of hooks on the walls for coats, and another door that could be closed to help keep the wind outside. The door was open.

The floors were wood and creaked, raised from the brick foundation. The windows had all been busted out, but most of them had been covered on the inside with layers of cardboard. As one layer rotted through, another would be nailed, stapled or duct-taped over the top to keep the light from showing at night. Where the outside of the schoolhouse was gray wood with specks of paint, the inside was covered—every square inch of it, even the cardboard—with spray painted graffiti, so many layers that trying to sift through them probably required an archaeological project.

The front room still had some old desks in it. Kind of funny that antique hunters hadn't found the place and stripped them out—likewise the big iron stove built into the brick fireplace, one generation of technology superseding the previous one.

He passed into the back room, which had a curtain instead of a door. Whatever had been originally back there had been cleared out—a windowless storage room. On one side was a gaping black hole—an entrance to a cellar. On the other side was a mattress, dirty and bare, but not bloody. The original mattress was probably somewhere in an evidence warehouse, rotting and stinking up the place.

He pulled his cell phone out and started taking pictures, covering the entire inside of the building. Then he got out a flashlight and examined the cellar entrance. The wood cover had been flipped up and leaned against the wall. Wood stairs, half of them missing, led downward. The floor underneath was muck, glistening wet. With all the water bogged up near the building, it didn't come as much of a surprise.

He let himself down into the cellar, supporting his weight more on the flooring than on the stairs, which were in terrible condition. The water was about eight inches deep, and his socks filled up with rotten sludge almost immediately.

The walls of the cellar were brick, half-collapsed in a couple of places where roots burst through the walls, letting in heavy columns of mud. A few spray paint tags told him that kids had been down here, but not many. Overhead, two-by-fours covered with cobwebs supported the floor above, showing slits of dim light.

He took more pictures.

There wasn't much below the school building, just some wood barrels, ancient glass jars for canning, and a few wood crates that fell apart when he tried to open them, revealing big clay jars of the classic moonshine variety. It wouldn't surprise him if the place had been used by smugglers at some point, at least until the kids started haunting it.

He got back upstairs without too many injuries, just a few splinters in his hands. Back out in daylight, the number of bugs shocked him. His spray must have worn off. After a few seconds of almost slapping himself silly, he put more on. Then he walked around the back of the schoolhouse.

The outhouse where the little girl's body had been found was gone. He used his pocket knife to cut a decent stick free of one of the trees growing around the school building and poked around the ground, trying to find the pit where it had been.

He found it by almost sliding down into it. One second he was poking around with the stick, the next he was grabbing the sapling trees around him, trying not to disappear into a patch of weeds that gave out underneath him.

The hand with all the slivers hurt like hell. He pulled himself back up, then grabbed the traitor stick he'd been using and almost snapped it across his knee before he remembered he'd need it to find out how deep the hole was.

It was over six feet before he hit something solid, crouching down beside the hole with one hand holding onto a solid sapling to make sure he didn't slip again. The outhouse hadn't collapsed into it or been knocked over—it was completely missing.

The sun cleared the trees. It was ten o'clock and the mosquitoes had disappeared—too warm to pick him out by his body heat alone.

Jake left the stick down in the outhouse pit, stood up, and looked around. The woods were thick and overgrown. It felt like some kind of isolated building in the middle of woods that stretched from ocean to ocean. It could have been two hundred years ago for all he could see out of the tiny little world he was in. He could hear the outside world, though—cars and trucks running along the roads in the distance.

The little girl had disappeared from her back-yard miles from here, been gone for several days, and then her freshly dead body appeared here, as if by magic, found by a couple of teenagers.

She was eight. It wasn't like she was one of the ones who came out to this place on a regular basis, looking to escape the confines of her family. Kids back then spent more time on their bikes, but still—she was eight. The time that an eight-year-old girl could ride a bike for twenty miles a day on a regular basis was long gone—if it had ever existed.

And yet the killer had picked this place to leave her body.

Jake was no FBI profiler. But his guess was to say the killer was probably male. He couldn't see into the hearts and minds of men like that. How badly he'd missed what few clues there were about Conrad Wilson had reinforced the point. He understood terrorists. A lot of them were smart kids torn between despair and some lunatic with a Big Plan. And he understood people going through a divorce, people who had mostly come to the end of their ability to negotiate and compromise. He even kind of understood people like Jessie, kind of a combination of the two.

But a murderer like this… he just couldn't put himself in that place.

After a while he scraped as much of the mud off his boots as he could and drove out of the field, making a careful turn in the mud. The Corolla whined louder but didn't get stuck, although it threw up a spray of mud as it turned, splattering the trees in the direction of the schoolhouse.

Time for some fresh coffee and some friendly faces. What he couldn't get out of a mute schoolhouse and an overgrown toilet pit, maybe he could extract from rumor. He wasn't looking for clues so much as he was just trying to get a feel for a place like this—a place that could blame an innocent and honorable man for a little girl's murder.

***

He stopped at a tiny cafe in Wheatland Center. It doubled as post office, grocery store, bait shop, general store, and newspaper correspondent's office. The tables were rickety and small, the kind of tables that were cheap and might come off as Parisian cafe tables if you squinted. It was a mistake. In small towns, you didn't want Parisian cafe tables. You wanted booths with worn spots where you were supposed to lean your elbows as you stopped in for a bite to eat and a chat with the owner, Janet Harrington, licensed realtor. A woman of many hats, even if she wasn't wearing one now.

Janet Harrington didn't look like a Parisian cafe kind of person. She had short, dyed black hair that had been recently and professionally ‘set’ by a hairdresser and had eyeglasses with curlicue gold frames. She wore a blue silk blouse, black dress pants, and about six heavy rings on her fingers, which were spotted across the backs and were probably moisturized so heavily they would leak if he gave her too firm a handshake.

She sat him at one of the six tables and brought him a French press full of coffee that smelled suspiciously like Folger's. There were delicate pastries available—he ordered a pair that were supposed to be stuffed with sausages, and resisted calling them pigs in a blanket.

Past the area with the six tables, the black and white tiles of the floor faded to a simple piece of worn linoleum and rows of wood shelves stacked with canned food. Two fridges rattled in the back—one for dairy, the other for earthworms.

“So what brings you to our town?” she asked.

He pulled out his license and showed it to her. “I'm working on the Madison Rounds’ case,” he said.

She clucked her tongue and lowered herself carefully into the rickety metal chair opposite his. “That poor girl,” she said. “I didn't know her or her parents, but of course I know about the old schoolhouse.”

“You lived here at the time?”

She looked around the room. Her eyes skipped over the cafe area and lingered on the older parts. She was taking a good look back at what the store had looked like in her memory.

“We hadn't put in the cafe area yet,” she said. “That was back when we still had the gift shop.”

Jake nodded.

“Have you been out to the schoolhouse yet? It's supposed to be private property, but nobody pays that any attention.”

“I just came back.” He stuck out one boot.

She clucked her tongue again. “The mud this year,” she said. “Honestly.”

“A lot of rain? I live in White Plains.”

“Not so much the rain as the way it lingers,” she said. She looked around the room again. He was the only customer. Time to hustle for tips. “What have you heard about the case? Are you working—” she lowered her voice, “for Ivan Morris?”

Jake's eyebrows rose—decent guess. “No,” he said. “I work for a group that researches cases of people who were unjustly accused of murder. But I did talk to Ivan Morris right before he was arrested.”

“The murder of that judge and his wife and his grandchildren,” the woman said. “Good grief, the man wasn't a complete lunatic. It's his case that you should be investigating, not Macharia's.”

“Why? You think Macharia did it?”

“I think so,” she said. “Sorry if that doesn't float with your theories, but I think he did.”

Jake grunted. “Why do you think that?”

She shook her head. “Who else could it be?”

It was probably going to be a waste of time to try to convince her otherwise. He let it go. “What about Morris? Isn't that the same thing? A 'who else could it be' kind of situation?”

She snorted, her nostrils flaring. “Morris? The man couldn't hurt a fly.”

“A bad judge, then.”

“I didn't say that. As far as I've ever heard, he was all right. Talked over people's heads, but he had a good heart. He always tried to give people a chance to start digging their way out of the trouble they'd put themselves in, unless you were one of the summer people, and then he might go a little hard on you. But then the summer people, they're always bringing their hellions with them, roaring around the back roads as though nobody else lived there. Them he might go harder on.”

Jake nodded. The main roads were filled with human locusts pouring out of the city, consuming everything they touched. It was one of the reasons he'd left so early that morning.

“As for his theories about Judge Rubin? Who knows?” She looked around the store again. This time, Jake spotted the mirrors she was using to check behind shelves. From these tables, she could see almost the entire place at a glance.

She leaned forward; he caught a whiff of makeup and baby powder. “But you gotta admit, even if you're from out of town, it can be pretty hard to resist when money and power come calling at your door. Especially when they're the ones who are the source of income—not doing a favor for some of those people would be shooting yourself in the foot.”

“Anyone in particular stand out as being...close to the judge?”

She shrugged and balanced one elbow on the table. For a second he thought she was going to try to smoke a nonexistent cigarette, but she caught herself.

“Who knows?” she said. “We don't rub elbows with anyone too closely in Wheatland Center. We're just a bunch of farmers and loggers. No lakes, no tourists, no historical sites to speak of... just an old schoolhouse where a little girl was murdered. God help us, that's our big tourist draw.”




 Chapter 33 - The rough outline of her plan 

They didn't want to let her out to a media circus. That would have been contrary to everyone's plans, no doubt. So, in the dark hours before dawn they woke her, got her into the shower, made sure she was dressed, and processed her. Luckily her old clothes still fit, blue jeans and a gray V-neck University of Columbia t-shirt.

The sun was just rising as she stepped out the gate.

It should have felt like a big deal. Instead it was more like walking out of an airport when all your flights had been cancelled, your luggage had been sent to Phoenix, and the a/c had broken down with six hundred fellow passengers stranded on the same hard seats as you. She felt relief and annoyance. Annoyance at the unfair delay, and relief at Mr. del Rey, codename Fiducioso in the Organization, waiting for her in the parking lot. As always, he looked sharp. She had to wonder if he was wearing makeup—not blush and eyeliner, obviously, but a subtle concealer as if to cover up acne scars.

It didn't matter; she just wondered.

He led her to a nice Cadillac, silver finish that had a pink tinge to it in the morning light. She settled into the soft seat and adjusted it until it fit her just right. She was going to take a nap. A couple of guards had followed her out—not to bring her back in, although she felt the skin creeping on her back the whole time they followed her—but to carry out the stuff from her cell. She didn't want it, not exactly, but she wasn't prepared to leave it behind either. It was hers.

She still intended to keep track of people on the inside. There was a wealth of information to be had and certain tasks that could be carried out nowhere else. She'd passed out her cigarettes and some other belongings without hesitation. But her books, she was keeping those. They had notes in the margins. The Art of War. The Prince. The Republic. The Communist Manifesto. Leviathan.
The Wealth of Nations. Marcus Aurelius. Nietzsche. Thomas Paine. Candide. Brave New World. Lord of the Flies. 1984. How to Make Friends and Influence People. One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest.

Books on manipulation, politics, leadership, how to make people jump through hoops, how to tie their dreams and aspirations to someone else's ship, even how to break down the fine line between the sane and the insane.

It wasn't like any of those books were anything that CEOs of Fortune 500 companies hadn't read. In fact, they were probably behind the times—less cynical than would be necessary to keep up with recent changes in the ruthless marketplace. But they were what she'd read as she painfully dragged herself up out of the mindset where she had allowed so much damage to be done to her by her husband. Other people had tried to give her books about Martin Luther King, Jr. or about Malcom X. Did she want to know why the caged bird sang? She did not. She wanted to know how a bunch of white men could take over the planet and do so much damage.

What they had done, she might not be able to undo. But she could certainly find a way to do it back to them—with interest.

After a while—they were on the road by then and he had been lost in thought, holding onto a travel cup full of strong, hot, excellent coffee for at least half an hour—she said, “And the status on the latest set of projects? Any holdups?”

“A few,” he admitted, “but nothing we can't work around.” He gave her the details. He was right. It was all small stuff—a bribe here or a threat there. In the long term, it would work itself out.

“In general, I don't want you to focus on giving me back 100% positive results,” Jessie said. “That never works. People get too invested that way. They magnify their risks without a corresponding increase in results. What I am looking for from you, and in fact from everyone who I deal with in the Organization, is the 100% correct application of policy. I want results that further our goals if they succeed—but still further our goals if they fail. Always a win, win situation for us. Does that make sense? We don't want to be setting up our opponents’ shots for them by overextending ourselves. Don't get me wrong. What you've been doing is good—more than good. I commend you on it. But I've been wanting to make sure we're on the same page.”

“We're on the same page,” he said. “When a plan falls through, what remains should not blow up in our faces, but leave behind some favors to use in future projects, for example.”

“For example,” she repeated. Good. It sounded like he got it. “Now, having said that, I do have something in mind that would be a good project with which to extend ourselves a little bit.”

And then she told him the rough outline of her plan.




 Chapter 34 - Then we get to work 

What would have surprised her friend Regan, if she had known, was that the first thing Jessie had to do upon getting out of prison was handle a PR emergency related to a crime she had nothing to do with. In fact, it was the reason that she'd been busted out of prison so quickly. The Organization, bless their hearts, needed someone to deal with the situation—clean up their mess for them.

Another test.

New York State Supreme Court Justice Hank Rubin was dead, murdered in upstate New York. He was still Jessie's problem, though, because he worked in Brooklyn.

Whoever controlled upstate New York was probably having a meltdown. Jessie was glad not to be in that person’s shoes. But she still had to put out the fires in Brooklyn, and that meant talking to Marvin Cho, the local D.A. He was, according to Fiducioso, touchy about his place in the Organization. He wanted the benefits of being in the Organization, but he didn't want to be reminded about the downsides. He liked to pretend they didn't exist. Too bad for him. That wasn't how it worked.

In Jessie's opinion, the fact she was being sent to talk to him demonstrated the Organization was struggling, really struggling. They were sending someone so fresh out of prison she hadn't had her first shower or a change of clothes as a free woman yet.

Fiducioso parked in the underground lot and led her up the back stairs. Cho didn't want anybody to catch a casual glimpse of her, maybe take a quick photograph and find out he was talking to an ex-con, especially so soon after release.

Even though, and she had verified this with Fiducioso, she was his boss in the Organization.

This was going to be interesting.

In her blue jeans and t-shirt, she went into his office without knocking. He had a secretary. “Announce me,” Jessie said. “Jessie Bell. He'll know the name.”

The secretary, who had the face and cat-eye glasses of a sexy librarian and was surely part of the perks of the office said, “He's expecting you.”

“Then I'll show myself in.” She proceeded to do so.

Cho and his office were about what she expected. He looked like a business manager instead of a D.A. He had a comfortable round face with what appeared to be a genuine smile, with walls and walls full of awards and photographs of him shaking hands with famous men—not a toe out of line.

“Hello,” she said. “My name is Jessie Bell.”

He stood and offered her a hand. She ignored it.

She said, “You're uneasy about the Judge Rubin situation. You want to have the killer found as quickly as possible.”

He pulled his hand back. “That is… essentially, correct.”

“What are you doing about it?”

He blinked at her. She heard the secretary shift in her chair.

Louder and slower, Jessie repeated, “What are you doing about it? You're the district attorney. I'm asking you as a member of my team in the Organization, what are you doing about it?”

He gave her another look, this one going from head to toe and back up again, as if trying to remind her that not only was she black and female, she was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt—and in his domain.

She wasn't having any of it.

She walked forward until she was right in front of his desk, up in his face. She would swing over it and give him a black eye if she had to.

“Your job,” she said, “are you doing it?”

If the Organization was going to test her, then she was going to test the Organization. Either she was in charge here or she wasn't. If she was in charge, then she wasn't the one who needed to have the kid gloves on. If she wasn't, what were they going to do to her?

Put her back in prison?

Cho opened his mouth—closed it. He looked like a surprised tropical fish. “We have detectives working on it.”

“Good. What else are you doing? What resources from the Organization have you pulled in?”

“I've... sent out word we want to know what’re the rumors out on the street.”

You wouldn't know the street if it bit you on the ass. “All right. What else?”

“I... we could really use a status report about what's going on in upstate New York. The people up there won't talk to us.”

She frowned at him. He started to protest—she raised a hand and looked over her shoulder. Fiducioso was hovering in the doorway, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Creepily Handsome. His face was as blank and professional as anybody could want. If there was a smirk buried somewhere under that surface, it was so far down that even she couldn't see it.

“Fiducioso,” she said. “Find out what's going on with that. This should not be a problem.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

He didn't go running off to solve the problem; she hadn't dismissed him yet. Her estimation of him went up a notch.

“Anything else in your way currently?” she asked. “I've had a report on the suspect. It looks cut and dried.”

“It does,” Cho said carefully.

“As far as I've been briefed,” she glanced back at Fiducioso again, who nodded again with the straight face, “the Organization has no interests in this case. And I must admit that it's not my top priority right now. Be good, be clean, be swift.

“Go out of your way to assist the upstate people both on a legal and an Organization level. And get word to me of what you need to get your job done. Petty infighting will get us nowhere, and I want to make that clear to everyone.”

He nodded. His face was a closed book. That’s fine by me. You can think all the nasty things about me you want—provided you let me speak uninterrupted.

“That covers that, then. But I have another task for you. Over the next few days, I want you to put together two things for me: a list of what resources you believe you have available to offer the Organization, whether they're currently being used; and a list of what you want and need the Organization to make available to you and why.

“Your secretary can handle it for you, but I want you to know both of those lists personally, so when I'm dropping something in your lap you know whether you have what you need before you agree to do it. Is that clear?”

This wasn't just about getting him to make the lists for her. It was about finding out whether he would follow orders. Pavo, the former head, was a tall old white guy who dressed in suits. She was a black woman of medium height struggling to stay in the same size blue jeans. Either Cho acknowledged her leadership, or she'd have to get rid of him. Pack dominance was not something to be trifled with. If he didn't follow, nobody would.

He swallowed, pulling his face into a grimace. Then he stood up straight, hands clasped neatly in front of him. “Yes, ma'am.”

Good dog, she wanted to say. But that would have come across as patronizing, and that wasn't what she meant.

After the formalities were wrapped up, she went out and met his secretary, Angeline Stanton-Sholes. A bit of a flirt but she seemed all right. She and Fiducioso were on familiar terms; they'd worked together before. She handled the D.A. well.

Down the back elevator to the parking garage, back to the Cadillac, and into the passenger seat.

She leaned back in the seat and shuddered. “What next? More people to meet and intimidate?”

With a hint of a smile creeping into his voice, Fiducioso said, “Not yet. We didn't know what kind of living arrangements you had in mind, so we're setting you up in a townhouse for now. You'll be working in Pavo's old department, not as the head of the department.”

“I'd stick out too much.” She agreed.

“—but as an assistant.”

“There's a lot to do,” she said. “A lot to dig into... a lot of structure. I need to find out how this all works.”

He took a breath.

She raised a hand toward her face. “Not now. Now we go to the townhouse and I have my first cup of coffee as a free woman—in peace. Then we get to work.”




 Chapter 35 - This isn't going to be easy 

When you had as many businesses to herd as Fred Tannin did, you got used to a life of constant firefighting, not personal emergencies. It took a lot to bump something up from a minor problem that needed to be handled in a prompt, intelligent, and foresighted manner to an actual emergency. He had people for that.

Fred Tannin considered that his special gift in life wasn't being born wealthy—his parents had been upper-middle class, not exactly wealthy unless you compared them to most people in, say, Africa—or being especially book smart. He'd graduated from college in organic chemistry, and while that sounded like a mouthful, there had been plenty of other students who had more impressive grades than he had. In fact, he had learned just enough to know when new research was something worth following up on—nothing to sneer at, but it didn't make him a genius.

No, his talent was that he saw the world as a place full of opportunities. Not safe bets, but calculated risks. He had developed from that a practical kind of philosophy. He couldn't call it a code of ethics, although he did indeed treat it as such.

It went like this: (1) Try to leave most people more satisfied than when you found them; and (2) give people the opportunity to do you some good.

There it was—simple as that. He had heard, from time to time, that some people resented his success in life. They said he had grown up with more advantages than anyone else, and that was why he'd succeeded. It was true he’d had advantages, but also true that he had made more of what he'd been given than most. That there were plenty of poor people, or minorities, or women, people who had been held back, who could have done as much with his advantages, he was willing to accept. But mostly the people who were doing the complaining were not those people. They were whiners.

The people who wanted to copy his success were out hustling, improving their situation instead of running at the mouth. Whenever he found those types, he made a point of hiring them and surrounding himself with them. He didn't trust them, but he liked them. They kept him on his toes.

The people who didn't care for him also said he should stay out of politics. Now, that was funny. Was he supposed to hand over the world to people who disagreed with him out of the kindness of his heart? No, he thought not. The rules were in place and he followed them just the same as everyone else.

If they didn't want him in politics, then they should have changed the rules—that was all. You can ask a man not to cheat, but you can't ask him not to win. Nothing in his own personal code dictated that he had to make everyone happy all the time—just some, some of the time.

And he knew that everyone that had dealings with his businesses was satisfied to work with him. More than the attention he paid to the specific emergencies faced by each of his businesses, he kept his finger on the pulse of the employees’ happiness.

Happy workers didn't unionize. Ones that were paid above average wages for the area (he tried to keep it to fifteen percent above average) tended to stay on—which saved him money over time. He made sure that, unlike some family owned businesses, the people he employed knew he considered them part of his extended family. He expected them not to wallow around like an inbred cousin. In turn, he'd make sure they got help in the worst of times—from getting them through AA to paying off some of their health care bills. He made them tuck money away every month for savings, as well as for retirement, and made sure they had places to live in they could afford on what he paid them.

In practical terms, for him charity began at home. Therefore, he was more interested in making sure he left his own people more satisfied than the unemployed and on welfare—or someone in China. They weren't part of his family.

But sometimes, when he had the opportunity, he tried and usually made the most of it.

One of those opportunities was coming up. He was being presented an award from a group from Columbia University, a group he'd put a serious amount of time and effort into, developing new leadership opportunities for kids who were prepared for some serious hustle.

He'd taken one of the programs from within his own company. His program had started out seeking the brightest and best of the kids of parents who were working for him—sometimes from the kids who were working for him themselves. A lot of them were illegal immigrants or their children working on his farms.

He got them on track to get legal, if they needed it, and got them prepared for and accepted into good schools. Then he made sure they met the right people. All they had to do was sign an agreement to stay employed with him for ten years after they graduated.

It was a good program. He had his own doctors, lawyers, teachers, managers, PR people, chemists, geologists, and physicists. If things went on long enough, he'd have his own home grown politicians, executives, and judges.

They were loyal, too. The first crop of kids had been out for ten years now, and most of them were happy to stay on. His companies were the only world they knew.

So, the rumors that some of his workers were expressing dissatisfaction with how he was running things had come as a shock yesterday. It seemed to come out of nowhere. A bunch of people had quit their jobs, all at once, at a chemical processing plant that he had in Queens.

Over two hundred of them quit—at least, that's what he was told.

He was grateful to be so close. If he'd been out in Montana, it might have taken him longer than he liked to get to the source of the problem. As it was, he was already in a chauffeured limo on his way to the plant.

It was the early hours. The sky was beginning to light up just before dawn. A stack of newspapers lay next to him on the seat; he ignored them. He ignored his phone, too. Instead he looked out the windows at the area around him.

What he saw was a beaten-down area with trash on the streets. His first reaction was to dismiss it. The people who lived here didn't care about whether their streets were filled with trash. But then he made himself take another look. Some of his people lived here.

At first the alleys were covered in graffiti. As he passed them, he glimpsed rust, peeling paint, bricks with the mortar falling out, dirt.

But the streets themselves had the look of people who were trying. The cars that drove through the area were older models with dents and dust, nothing he wouldn't have seen in Billings. The roads were in decent repair.

As they got closer to the plant, they were driving through streets full of houses, brickwork yards the size of a postage stamp on one side and rows of garages on the other. Then they moved into an area cramped with apartment blocks, more greenery on the ground but more crowding too, a row of parking garages—places for people to store their cars—then the plant.

It wasn't the housing that was bad. The people walking along the streets looked pleasant and content, as much as any varied group of people do.

The air was hazy and brown, if you looked toward the horizon. He glanced over at the smokestacks on the plant. One of them let out a long puff of steam. He'd got his pollution levels down; it wasn't perfect but every year it got better. He hadn't cared about it one way or another for a long time—you couldn't make an omelet without breaking a few eggs. But a couple of his employees had brought him out to one of his hog operations in Iowa and shown him what it was doing to a nearby river. They'd brought him to a fishing hole, where they'd been fishing since they were kids, that now was so burnt from the hog manure that even the plants nearby were shriveled up and dead. They'd told him the government would be coming after him soon about it—but he didn't care about that. He cared about fathers teaching their kids how to fish. So he'd started to pay attention to that kind of thing, when he could afford to do so.

He didn’t like to think of himself as a good man. He liked to think of himself as a strategist, a long-term thinker.

The gate to the plant slid open, and the limo rolled in. The windows were tinted, otherwise the people waiting outside in the yard would have seen him raise his eyebrows. They looked upset. In Fred Tannin's opinion, upset could range from ’anger’ to ’despair.’ Anger was louder and harder to deal with, but desperation made him worry.

That was where he started to take emergencies personally. And these people didn't look angry.

They looked like they knew their lives were over—like they'd been condemned to the electric chair, all avenues of appeal had been exhausted, and now it was time to take that long last walk.

The car rolled to a stop. He gave himself a moment, then stepped out. He hated to have the door opened for him.

Nobody said anything, although his presence registered in their eyes. He looked around and picked out the man in charge, a Hispanic with a ring of sweat around his too small collar. Enrique Van Dijk, a Hispanic-Dutch crossbreed who, if he remembered right, tended not to get wound around the axle about much.

He was holding papers in his hand. The wind turned the corner of some of the papers back and forth. The pages were deeply rippled from his holding onto them so hard.

Fred shook his hand. His secretary, Miss Dolly Smith, had stepped out of the limo from the other side and was walking around the car, carrying enough bags to qualify as a pack mule. She was about five foot five and weighed maybe a hundred pounds soaking wet but strong as an ox—black as night, too. He'd had to train his press photographers to adjust their settings when she was in the shot, or else it'd look like a demon was standing behind his shoulder.

“Enrique,” he said. “Pleasure to see you, although in unpleasant circumstances.”

“Sir,” the man said, then bit his lips. “You need to come with me. We don't have a second to lose.”

“If it's so bad, then why...”

Fred took a whiff of the air. There was something bad floating on it—smelled like hot metal and burnt rubber.

It was a nice sunny June day. Nevertheless, his body was instantly covered with cold sweat.

“There's been an accident, hasn't there?” he said. “A bad one.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you couldn't tell me over regular channels because...”

It wasn't a question. Fred exchanged a look with Dolly. She was a good woman, loyal to the bone. The few times he'd had to go against his philosophy to get the job done, she'd kept his secrets

And, what he'd asked of her—the things she’d had to do—he trusted her.

He swallowed. Her face didn't change; she was as always, ready.

“We didn't know who to trust, sir,” Van Dijk said finally. His accent, if he had one, was more New York than anything else, although Fred couldn't have put a finger on what borough or neighborhood. “Rumors have been…”

“Lead on,” Fred said, raising a hand to interrupt him. “No accusations, no recriminations, no explanations. Just bring me to it and let me see what happened. The mistake that most people make in an emergency is trying to place blame first and deal with the situation later. Let's not do it that way. We can dig down into the whos, whats, and therefores later.”

“Yes, sir.”

The two of them were led into the plant building, up a set of cement steps with a yellow handrail, onto a loading dock, and through a side door. Once inside they all put on white Tyvek suits including booties, heavy rubber gloves that fit inside the suit, filtered respirators, and goggles.

Not an inch of skin showed.

Then a man pressed the button to roll up the heavy overhead door to the warehouse behind the receiving area.

What was on the other side of the door was revealed slowly, one thin strip at a time.

Through his respirator, Fred muttered, “It's hell on earth in there.”

Miss Dolly, fully outfitted in her Tyvek suit, turned her head toward him. He couldn't discern the look on her face, and yet he knew that her loyalties were still with him. He could feel it.

They both turned back to the carnage. Van Dijk said, “This is bad enough... but the real situation is even worse. The spill has made it out into the East River. We've tried to contain it, but people are starting to get suspicious.”

Fred cursed.

This was going to be one of those times where he broke with his personal philosophy. He had to—not for his own sake, but because the city would stampede like a herd of panicked cattle.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “this isn't going to be easy, but...”




 Chapter 36 - My brother 

Jessie said, “What do you mean, a couple of hundred people just disappeared?”

Fiducioso had woken her before dawn with the news. Now the three of them—Jessie, Fiducioso, and Loeb—were crushed together in the executive elevator, headed up to the second of the two private floors of the building, the one that held the Organization's main servers. They had brought her in an ambulance, a real one, that screamed through the streets of Manhattan, scaring dogs, traffic, delivery trucks, and pedestrians alike.

Loeb was there to do damage control. She'd have to tell him what to say, though.

“It's the Tannin Chemical plant in Queens, next to the inlet of the East River,” Fiducioso said. “The place is closed up tighter than Fort Knox. They've even closed off the river with a line of barges.”

“And what do the police have to say about this?” she asked.

“They appear to either know nothing about it or to have been called in only for extra security duty or to direct traffic. They don't appear to be directly involved.”

Jessie cursed. It was a lot to take in during a brief elevator ride. And here she was, thinking she'd be able to sleep in this morning—any morning, whenever she wanted. She wasn't a morning person. This should have happened later in the day—or earlier at night.

She was missing something. She knew it.

“Anything moving in or out of the area?”

“A limo went in” Fiducioso said. “That's it. It entered the compound a few minutes ago. It appears as though Fred Tannin has arrived in person at the facility.”

“A limo… with Fred Tannin.”

“He was met by the man running the plant, Enrique Van Dijk, and entered the nearest building almost as soon as he arrived.”

“Fred Tannin,” she said. “The man who helped drive the economy into the ground in 2008 and got bailed out by the government...”

“Him,” Fiducioso agreed.

She shook her head. The thing she was missing, it was on the tip of her tongue.

“Who do we have in there?” she asked.

“Us? No one in particular.”

“One of the biggest employers in Queens, and you don't have anyone in particular on the inside?”

“Pavo said to leave them alone.”

“What on earth for?”

“Tannin might be unethical when it comes to his banking and lending practices, but he treats his people well. Pavo said if the Organization wanted to spy on him, they needed to provide outside resources to do it—he had bigger things to worry about.”

“Like framing innocent men.”

Fiducioso shrugged.

The elevator came to a stop between floors twenty-four and twenty-five. Stepping out of the elevator, the eerie silence of the floor surrounded her. She understood it, but it gave her the creeps.

“You don't think...” she said.

Nobody said anything. The three of them walked down to the conference room where they'd been holding their planning meetings for her next big project. It was coming up soon, and coincidentally it involved Fred Tannin.

She'd been half toying with letting it go. She kept imagining herself arguing with Regan about it. She'd say it was foolish, trying to carry out Jessie's special kind of justice against Fred Tannin. He hadn't been responsible for the 2008 crash. He'd just taken advantage of the situation, both before and afterwards, and then used his political power to keep himself and his buddies out of the backlash.

The skin on the backs of her hands felt like it was crawling with bugs. Gooseflesh stood up all along her arms. She stopped in the middle of the hallway.

“A big chemical plant out in Queens,” she said.

“Yes,” Fiducioso confirmed.

“Are there... any other big plants out there?”

“No.”

She pulled out the phone they'd given her. She didn't, she realized, have her brother's phone number. The only person she knew to call was Fiducioso, who was standing right next to her.

“My brother…” she whispered.

Fiducioso swore. “Excuse me,” he said. “I'll check.”

Jessie felt her knees going. “He might be… there.”

“He works there,” Fiducioso said, from halfway down the hall. “Stay here. I'll be back. The systems on this level don't necessarily have access to the outside world. I'll only be a moment.”

She was going to pass out. Loeb put an arm around her shoulders and walked with her into the conference room. “Sit... here's a chair... let me get you a glass of water...”

She had never felt so alone in her life. Cut off from everyone she'd ever known, sitting here with strangers, exposed, abandoned—cut off.

She stared at the wall and waited.




 Chapter 37 - One of Regan's responsibilities 

Regan hadn't slept much, and the time she did didn’t have any good effect. She'd dreamed of pacing back and forth and chewing a thumbnail all night, then woke up feeling more exhausted than when she'd gone to sleep. Her throat was hoarse.

On the one hand, she couldn't control Jessie's actions, neither past nor future. On the other hand...

On the other hand, she should have done something.

Her cell phone rang on the bedside table. Gary was calling.

“Hello? What's wrong?”

“And good morning to you too, sunshine. As it happens, I have a heads-up for you. The woman who visited you in your office the other day?”

The last day she'd gone in to the office. She had to get back to her regular schedule before she completely lost it.

“She's been calling this morning, trying to contact you. I tried to derail her. I got the feeling the train tracks she was on were solid. You might want to watch out for her or hide out somewhere else for a day or two.”

“Girard,” she said. “Mary Girard?” The woman who'd texted her about Jessie last night.

“You got it.”

One minute Mary Girard wanted to talk to her, the next she wanted to have nothing to do with her, and now she wanted to talk to her again. In almost any other situation, Regan wouldn't have understood that type of erratic behavior.

“It's okay,” she told Gary. “I don't think she's out to assassinate me or anything. If she shows up here, I'll talk to her. She texted me last night about Jessie being released from prison this morning.”

There weren't many things that could prevent Gary from inserting a snarky comment. This was one of them—which was odd. He didn't know Jessie. He just knew she was Regan's friend. Presumably he'd looked up her case, but other than that he should have no idea of what was truly going on, or how much it worried Regan.

Then again, he was Gary.

“Gary? Are you still there?”

“I'm here,” he said. “Stay safe, okay? You don't know what she might do.”

“Who? Mary Girard or Jessie?”

“Either. Both.”

Regan took a deep breath. Just because it was reasonable, on paper, to be worried about Jessie or Girard coming to her house and exact vengeance, didn't mean there was even a remote chance it could happen.

The thing to be worried about was whether the two of them compared notes and found some way to pressure her into joining the Organization.

***

Regan got out of bed, showered, put on actual clothes instead of sweatpants and a t-shirt, looked inside the fridge, closed the door, and made a full pot of coffee. Jake had left already. Good. This wasn't a fight she wanted to have with him around, whether it was with Jessie, Mary Girard, or both.

The kitchen was clean, her bed was made, the guest bathroom had been tidied of all of Jake's things, and the coffee was still hot when the doorbell rang.

She glanced out the kitchen window to the sidewalk and the front of the house.

Mary Girard stood at the front door, alone.

All right. She checked the time—nine o'clock. Whatever fresh mischief Jessie had started couldn't be too bad. She'd checked the news earlier, and there were no new karma cases to report. Jessie just hadn't had enough time.

She answered the door.

Mary Girard had opened the screen door and put her foot up on the ledge of the doorway. Regan had a momentary urge to slam the door on her, no matter how unwise. The woman was dressed in jeans, t-shirt, and a waterproof shell spotted with raindrops over it. The sky was gray and drizzly. It could clear up in half an hour, or it could be pouring all day. She should have checked the weather while she'd been looking at the news—but why?

“Come in.”

Girard's shoulders were slumped. She stepped onto the tile and scraped her feet on the rug underfoot, then put her shoes next to Regan's. She didn't take off her jacket.

“Coffee?”

“If you got it.”

Regan led her into the kitchen and put her at the breakfast bar. She poured them both coffee and asked about cream and sugar.

“Cream.”

Regan still had some left from her cream drinking phase, now over. She sniffed it surreptitiously as she took the carton out of the fridge. Fortunately, it still smelled fresh.

“Cake?”

Ellen had left her more cake—not tres leches, which went bad too quickly, but some banana coconut cake, a small loaf. She'd be excited to find out it had been eaten.

“Cake for breakfast, why not.”

Regan gave her a slice and a fork, then sat down beside her. The woman seemed like a defendant who'd just lost a case. She stared at her coffee like she'd never be happy again.

“Eat,” Regan said. She sounded like Ellen or her father. She ate some of the cake; it was good. It didn't taste like ashes—or like nothing. Everything had been tasting so terrible lately she hadn't wanted to eat. She started shoveling it in. Probably rude, but she couldn't help it.

Girard sighed and picked up her fork, using it to tear the cake into crumbs. “She's out.”

“You texted me.”

“Fiducioso picked her up at prison and brought her back here.”

“To do what?”

“Talk to Cho, presumably about Judge Rubin.”

Regan's teeth clenched, scraping on her fork. She put it down. “Did he… Is he really...?”

“He's really dead,” Girard said.

“Was he really...” The question wasn't coming out right. “Jake said it was possible Hank could have been involved in some shady stuff behind the scenes in some of his cases, that he helped make sure certain cases went the way... someone wanted them to. Was he really like that?”

Girard turned her head toward Regan. Her hair was loose and kind of wild-looking; the humidity had made it lose all discipline. Her eyes were blank, sunk back in her head—the effect of insomnia. She had no earrings and no other jewelry.

“Was he part of the Organization, you mean?”

Regan chewed on the side of her tongue. “No. Not everything that goes wrong is your fault. I know that.”

Mary Girard turned back to her plate and her mug, not exactly surprised to see them, but acknowledging their existence. She drank some of the coffee. Just a sip at first, but then more.

“I don't know,” she said. “He wasn't one of us. And now he's dead, killed by someone who was supposed to be his friend.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Physical evidence at the scene of the crime. Witnesses. What more do you need?”

“I've seen too many faked cases lately to accept that things are always as they seem. Especially where it's possible that larger interests might have a stake in the outcome.”

“The Organization.”

“Sometimes… other Mafia… or corporate interests. The Organization isn't the only big fish swimming in the pond.”

Girard's lips pressed together. “You don't even know how true that is. There's a reason the Organization is willing to put up with people like Jessie Bell. And it's because they don't want to get eaten by the even bigger predators out there.”

Regan suddenly realized that Girard thought of Jessie, her friend Jessie, as some kind of monster. Okay, on paper maybe she was. But it was Jessie she was talking about. Jessie wasn't a predator.

She only bounced back on someone what they'd done to her, or someone else—a type of justice. Not Regan’s idea of justice, but still a type of justice.

Regan drank her coffee. My God! What am I thinking! Give me another minute and I'll be justifying what Jessie did to Ed.

Girard said, “No, I'm not sure that Morris killed Rubin. But the woman who keeps track of upstate New York is, and she's pushing through the investigation as fast as she can. She's too close to this.”

“What are you saying?”

“I'm saying I can't go through my channels. We just don't work that way—we're on a dedicated project. And I am not about to go talking to Jessie Bell. I might as well sign my own death certificate—likewise, Eleanor Haughran. If Bell finds out I've talked to her, she'll skin me alive. And I'm sure that would be literal, not figurative. Plus, that's not considering that Haughran is one of the old guard—the next thing to a white supremacist. It's a mess I can't do anything about. If you think Morris is innocent, you're the only one who can do anything about it.”

“And that's why you're here?” Regan asked carefully,

“No, I'm here to yell at you about not taking the job Bell now has,” Girard said. “I'm mad, I'm scared, and I had to get out of the city for a while. It feels like bugs crawling over my skin, knowing it belongs to her now.”

“She's not that bad,” Regan said.

“You don't see it, do you? You don't see the things she's doing—has already done. You're a do-gooder who has no idea what effect this is having on the people who are the most affected.”

“That's true.”

“Nobody is saying, 'Boy, the streets, they sure are safer tonight.' Or 'Those darn drug dealers! Good riddance!' Because there are always more pimps, more drug dealers, more rich property developers to drop buildings on. What most people are saying is, 'The cops are wound up so tight, they're ready to kill someone.' They say, 'There's a war coming, and I don't want to get shot.'”

Girard was a software developer, not someone with her ear to the ground. Nevertheless, Regan was tempted to believe her—she should ask Alex to collect some data—something. With the Gibbons family, all in White Plains, she didn't exactly know anyone in the neighborhoods where the crimes were happening. It was so frustrating, not being able to tell how much of what Girard was saying she could trust.

“You made your bed,” Regan murmured into her coffee cup, “now sleep in it.”

“What did you say to me?” Girard was on her feet. “You're still blaming me for all of this, aren't you?”

Regan gave her a tight smile. “You're the ones who let her out. You're the ones who gave her the opportunity in the first place.”

“If you're going to hold me responsible for everything the Organization does, I'm going to lay every sin of the legal system at your feet.”

Regan shrugged. Girard's phone buzzed; she pulled it out and checked it.

“As charming as this conversation has been, I must go,” she said. “There's something up in Queens. They're blocking off the East River for some reason.”

“They?”

Girard shrugged and put her phone back in her purse. Then she stuck her hands in the pockets of her jacket; keys jingled. She stood up, almost bouncing on tiptoe, trying to no avail to look down at Regan. Regan sighed and drank some more of her coffee.

“Well?” Girard said. “Last chance to prevent whatever chaos she has in mind.”

Regan shook her head. “We all have our responsibilities and boundaries.”

Girard turned and walked out of the kitchen without saying goodbye or thanking her for the coffee and the cake, like she couldn't believe the words coming out of Regan's mouth. That was fair. A second later the front door slammed.

Regan walked up to the kitchen window and watched the woman put her shoes on out on the sidewalk, while her socks got wet in the drizzle. She'd been so mad she'd had to get out of Regan's house more than she needed dry feet.

What neither one of them had said was that Jessie was one of Regan's responsibilities.

And they both knew it.




 Chapter 38 - It wasn't a coincidence 

On the way, back from Wheatland Center, and not learning anything he didn't already know—not even a new rumor—the slight whine in the Corolla's engine had become a screech of pain. He had it towed back to his mechanic's, catching a ride with the tow truck driver.

Jake was back in the disgusting orange Mustang—disgusting because it caught every eye on the road. Men nodded to him. Women gave him winks. He slouched deeper into his leather coat and pulled his Brooklyn Dodgers cap further down over his face. A couple of the women had already made him blush, and he was only about an hour out of White Plains.

“Can't I have something else?” he'd asked his mechanic.

The guy had looked wounded. “But you're such a hot stud,” he’d grinned. “I saved the Mustang for you special. I had a feeling about it.”

“Okay, it's fine,” Jake said, taking the keys. Hot stud, yeah right. He was just lucky that he was in a country where sticking out like a sore thumb wasn't going to get him shot or arrested. At least the car ran smoothly, which was more than he could say for his treacherous Corolla, generally the most reliable and faithful of cars. Lately, if it hadn't been one thing with that car, it was another. It had started screeching under the hood, and stinking of burnt rubber.

Jake liked cars, all right, but changing the oil and the tires was about the extent of his skills. He acknowledged defeat. It wasn't like he couldn't afford to buy another car. New cars, however, were a waste of time. He wanted a Stingray. Maybe...

Nah not my style. A classic car was going to attract even more attention than this orange monstrosity. He had to wipe the thought out of his brain.

Money—it changed everything.

The phone rang—Alex. He fumbled with the buttons and put the phone on the passenger's seat, speaker on.

“Hey,” he said loudly. “Can you hear me?”

“You can stop shouting,” Alex said.

“What's up? Have you had time to look at the information I wanted on the Macharia case?”

Alex paused. “Don't you mean the Justice Rubin case?”

Jake snorted. “Don't tell me you believe what you see on TV. The murder screams 'setup' a mile away.”

Alex paused again. Over the noise from the engine, it was almost like somebody, maybe the mechanic, had decided it had to be louder than it needed to be, Jake imagined Alex nervously twisting the end of his mustache.

“The evidence...” he said.

“I talked to Morris two days before the murder. He had no motive, and if his suspicions are correct, then someone with a lot of money has a big interest in making sure Morris is discredited.”

“The evidence is pretty convincing,” Alex said. “And... they're saying it wasn't first degree murder. They're saying the drugs he was on for his heart had some kind of weird interaction and made him do it.”

“Does that even make sense?” Jake asked. “Wake up in the middle of the night with a drug interaction problem. Of all the things that could have happened in that scenario, from dying of a heart attack, to passing out, to getting into the car and running into a tree, driving miles to go and kill people and drive back home—the latter is the least plausible thing I can ever imagine.”

Another pause.

Normally, Alex wasn't the kind of guy to act like this. He was always skeptical. But he'd been talking to someone who either was too emotional to think straight, or who was personally invested in seeing Morris taken out of the picture.

The FBI?

Or the Organization?

Jake cursed himself. He didn't need to be suspicious of Alex, not now. But it wasn't like he could ignore his instincts either. He was going to have to check up on him and the THEM three—that was the place to start looking.

“Okay,” Alex said. “You're right. It sounds fishy. I'll look in to it. To answer your earlier question, no, I hadn't gotten very far on Macharia’s case. The other project I'm working on ate up most of my time, and it didn't look like this one had too much time pressure on it. Obviously, that is no longer the case.”

“Can you move this other project to the side?”

“I’ll have to. They're just going to have to deal with it.”

“Thanks.”

For a few moments Jake wondered if Alex had dropped off the call. Then he said, “It's about Regan, Jake.”

An icy finger ran up the back of Jake's spine. She'd been fine when he looked in on her this morning. “What?”

“Her friend Jessie Bell is out of prison.”

Jake frowned. “I thought she just had a parole hearing and was turned down for parole.”

“She did, and she was. But an appeals board heard her case late last night again and reversed the decision. She was released at 5:45 a.m. this morning.”

One more thing. It was always just one more thing. Regan is going to spent the rest of the day curled up in a ball, blaming herself for not doing more. It'd set her back for weeks.

“It gets better, by which I mean worse,” Alex said. “Fiducioso picked her up from prison.”

Jake swore.

“He escorted her into the city, took her to the building of the D.A.'s office, and stayed approximately twenty minutes. After that they went to a townhouse I've marked as a possible Organization safe house.”

“After that?”

“I, uh, set something up to monitor the house. I can't get in, but we'll know when anyone leaves, unless they've anticipated that. I didn't have much time to set up countermeasures.”

“Got it.” He started to pass a semi-truck pulling a trailer full of bread. The other lane was blocked by a moving van waddling along ten miles under the speed limit.

The traffic slowed, then came to a complete stop. He cursed.

Alex said, “An accident ahead of you. Several large pieces of furniture on the road that appear to have slid off the back of a personal truck. I'd take an alternate route.”

The bread truck jerked to a stop, air brakes screaming. The moving van had already stopped; blinking red hazard lights.

People were getting out of their cars, faces red. Something was going on.

Jake rolled to a stop. The last few inches of movement produced a lurch from the front end. He put the car in park and got out.

The road was covered with small, threaded screws. Jake scooped some up with a hand. They looked like normal screws—but they completely covered the two northbound lanes of the two-lane highway, as if they'd been deliberately spread across the road.

From the shouting, up ahead of him and now behind him, it was clear it was going to be a while before he got out of there. With his old Corolla, he could see himself driving down into the median and turning around to go south before he found another way to get to Green Haven—but not with the Mustang. It was too low slung. Obviously, his appointment with Macharia was shot.

“What's going on?” Alex asked.

“Someone dumped screws all over the road,” Jake said. “Could be a hundred cars with flat tires around here.”

A cop siren whooped from behind them, then turned off. Jake watched the state trooper's SUV drive slowly in the ditch on the right-hand side of the road. Ahead of them, drivers with pickup trucks were doing the same thing, pulling out of the frozen traffic and trundling blindly through the clumps of grass and weeds.

The trooper passed.

“Weird,” Alex said. “Hey, Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Keep a low profile. An alert just popped up on my police band scanner—you're wanted for questioning related to the Rubin case.”

Jake looked back at the orange Mustang. “Low profile—I'll do that.”

“I'm going to get off the line and warn Gary.”

“Good idea.”

When Alex had hung up, he tried to dial Regan, but the line was dead. The signal bars on his phone had mysteriously disappeared.

Maybe it was just him feeling paranoid about the Macharia and Morris cases but after all the crap that had gone wrong today, it felt like it wasn't a coincidence.




 Chapter 39 - She didn't look back 

When she tried to reach Jake, she got a ’this customer is unavailable’ message on the line. He had left a message earlier saying he was going up to Green Haven to try to talk to Macharia. But when she called Green Haven, they said they couldn't tell her whether they'd seen him or not. They weren't allowed to release that information.

Fine. He probably would have tried to talk me out of my plans anyway.

She cleaned up the kitchen, poured herself an enormous travel mug full of coffee, and drove into the city.

She was going to find out where Jessie was, and she was going to talk to her. She called Gary and switched him over to the car speakers so she could drive.

“Yessss? How did it go?” he asked.

“About as well as it could have,” she said.

“Did she try to blame you for everything that was going wrong with the Organization again?”

Regan rolled her eyes. “Of course she did. She's not responsible for everyone in the Organization. She even had the chutzpa to suggest I was responsible for everything the legal system has ever screwed up.”

Gary snorted. “But?”

“But I can't exactly ignore her main point, which was that the only person who had a shot at talking Jessie out of starting a war with the police is me. I need to find her. Any clue?”

“You didn't get anything from her?”

“She said something about going to see Cho.”

“The D.A.?”

“Yes.”

“Hmmm,” Gary said. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

“That he's part of the Organization? Probably.”

“Have you asked Alex?”

Regan chewed on the inside of her cheek. She hadn't even thought about calling him. She seemed to remember Jake saying something about Alex being distracted a lot lately. “No. Maybe I should.”

The phone buzzed—a number she didn't know. “I have another call coming in. I'll call you back later.”

“Right. Stay safe, especially around Jessie.”

“What's that supposed to mean?” she asked, but he had already hung up. She answered the new call. “Hello? Regan St. Clair speaking.”

“Lawrence del Rey.”

She snorted.

“So nice to be talking to you, too,” he said. “I have a request from someone you may want to meet.”

“Oh?”

“The new head of the Department Environmental Protection would like to speak with you.”

Honestly. Lawrence del Rey, the one man in existence who could balance tiresome brownnosing bureaucracy with complete evil. “She would, would she? About what?”

“She?” Fiducioso's voice sounded completely baffled, as if they weren't both talking about Jessie. “I'm sorry, but I'm not sure what 'she' we're talking about. The new head of the department is male and named Lloyd Loeb. He would like to extend the department's condolences on the loss of your uncle.”

Regan's heart squeezed. She'd been casually watching the traffic around her on the Interstate, going with the flow. Now it seemed as if it had all disappeared and she was being loaded into the back of an ambulance saying, “Where's Daddy? Where's Uncle Paul?” and not getting any answers. It had been hours before she'd found out what had happened.

She blinked and focused on the traffic for a moment. Whether she was going to strangle somebody or have a mental breakdown, it would be stupid to get into an accident first.

“Regan?” he asked.

“Driving.”

He shut up. After a few minutes, she got it back together again. “Fiducioso, is this some kind of…” She shook her head. She felt raw and suddenly exhausted. If she had to deal with Fiducioso for another second, she would not be responsible for her actions. “I can't talk about this right now. I'm headed into the city. I'll call back later.”

“I'll make sure someone is available,” he said. “Have a pleasant trip.”

She bared her teeth and punched the red button.

Alex's line was busy. She left a message.

***

When she called back to Fiducioso, he told her that the new DEP head would be available whenever she was. So, she parked in the parking garage of the strange, organic looking building that Uncle Paul had called home and took the private elevator up to the penthouse.

It was a strange place for a bureaucratic director employed by the city to have his office, but not so strange for the head of the Organization in the city.

She half expected the elevator to stop and let Fiducioso on, but the elevator kept powering upward, further and further—seventy-six stories above ground. Who knew how far underground it went or what else was hidden somewhere in the building. One entire concealed floor was full of computer servers. There might be a private menagerie and a missile launcher hidden inside for all she knew.

The elevator was nice but not covered in velvet and gold leaf. Uncle Paul didn't care for ornate things. It slowed in stages, then stopped. The doors opened.

The lobby was warm with light colored wood that flowed with the strange angles of the building and made the light coming in from the windows look expensive. The front desk seemed to flow up out of the wood floor, as if the boards had bent into place by magic.

Sitting at the desk was a black woman in a purple silk blouse, hair pulled back in a beaded band. She glanced up.

Jessie.

Regan froze. The doors started to close. She stuck her hand out and the doors stopped and pulled back.

Her heart was banging away in her chest. She stepped out of the elevator and into the lobby, letting the doors close behind her. It felt like she was walking into a trap, like you'd see in a movie—only the suspenseful music was missing.

Jessie stood up and walked from around the other side of the desk. Regan dropped her soft-sided briefcase on the floor and walked toward her. A couple of feet away from each other they both stopped, arms stuck straight down at their sides.

Neither one of them knew what they were going to do, apparently. Jessie's face looked strained, like she was trying to keep from crying.

It was like seeing a different person. The prison uniform turned everyone into near identical slobs—no makeup or hair products, no jewelry. The haircuts were terrible, and prison life stripped off almost everyone's facial expressions after a while.

This wasn't the woman Regan had been visiting in prison. This was a woman Regan hadn't seen for years, despite the reddened eyes and tearstains on her face.

“Jessie?” she whispered.

“It's me.”

One of those painful silences stretched out after that. The clothing wasn't quite Jessie's style, but maybe her tastes had changed since the last time she could pick out her own clothing.

“You look terrible,” Jessie said. She was one to talk. “What have you been doing to yourself?”

Regan blinked. “It's been rough the past few months.” What was she supposed to say? She'd been wallowing in PTSD for months? She'd been grieving so badly she could barely keep her head above water?

“You need to eat.”

“You sound like my housekeeper.” Regan turned her head and wiped one eye. She was starting to stuff up. In a minute, she was going to sniffle. “I thought I was supposed to be meeting with Uncle Paul's replacement.”

When she looked back, Jessie's face was carefully blank. “I didn't know Mr. Travers was your uncle. I heard he died in tragic circumstances.”

“Serial killer shot him,” Regan said, keeping her eyes locked on Jessie's. Her stomach lurched. The memory started to come back—she pushed it away. She gritted her teeth.

“I'm sorry. That's horrible.”

She wanted to shout, he was trying to save my life! But she knew if she did then she'd break down and retreat to a bathroom. She hadn't told Jessie about Conrad Wilson. Then again Jessie hadn't bothered to find out what had happened to her predecessor—or her.

Too busy trying to burn the city down.

Jessie had been slumping a little. Now she straightened up and turned toward the double doors into Uncle Paul's office. They were big and golden wood doors, set with brass hardware.

Regan straightened, then went back for her briefcase while surreptitiously wiping her eyes. She still had to survive meeting Uncle Paul's replacement.

Jessie opened one of the doors and said in a strained voice, “Come on. I guess you've been here before?”

Regan nodded. Her throat was too tight; she couldn't trust herself to squeak.

Inside, not much had changed. The big potted trees by the windows still looked out over the city. The windows still had their subtle tint to them that left the room looking bathed in warm sunlight—the clouds had cleared off after all—but it still wasn't blindingly bright outside. The conversational chairs with the thick cushions were still located in their grouping off to the side, a pair of them in front of the large desk that seemed to flow out of the floor.

Only the face behind the desk had changed. Instead of Uncle Paul's icy yet sticklike frame in his impeccably tailored suit, elbows on the desk and fingers steepled in front of his face, there was a white guy with a charming smile and square-rimmed glasses. He had blue eyes with a fold to the eyelids that gave him a doglike expression. He carried a lot of laugh lines around his eyes. He should have been on a medical drama as a reassuring E.R. doctor.

Regan glanced at Jessie. “Mr. Loeb, the honorable Regan St. Clair.”

He stood up and extended a hand.

It would have been about as rude as slapping a puppy not to shake it. The man's personal magnetism felt surreal. Regan wondered if he'd been a televangelist in a previous life.

His handshake was warm and firm. The corners of his eyes turned down; he was going to sympathize with her. He probably knew more about Uncle Paul than Jessie did.

“Hello. I'm glad to meet you, even if it is under terrible circumstances. I've heard you appreciate more direct sentiments, Ms. St. Clair, so let me say that within the halls of the Department of Environmental Protection, Paul Travers was not well liked, but his decisions were so well respected they were almost commandments. He wasn't an easy man to know, but he was a good man to follow.”

Whoever had coached him had coached him well. Tears welled up in her eyes. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“If you ever need anything from this office, please let us know.”

“Thank you.”

“Lloyd,” Jessie said, “Would you give us a moment?”

“Absolutely.” He stepped away from the desk and walked through the open door at the other end of the office, closing it softly behind him.

Jessie walked past the desk over to the conversational chairs. They both sat. Regan put her briefcase in front of her on her lap and clutched it with both hands. Uncle Paul had several sets of identical chairs, from comfortable to not so much, to help set the tone for the meetings he held up here. These were the hard chairs.

“You look uncomfortable enough to run right out of here,” Jessie said, “so I'll keep it short.”

“Thank you.”

“I'm in charge of New York City for the Organization now,” she said. “I'm told you know what that means, at least on a practical level.”

Regan nodded.

Jessie breathed in, then let it go. They stared at each other.

“I have to change things,” Jessie said. “That's clear now.”

Regan said, “You're declaring war, aren't you? That's... where all the karma cases have been coming from.”

“I am,” Jessie said.

“Against who?”

“Against certain evil men who don't deserve to live anymore.”

“Who? Anyone specific?”

“Yes. But I'm not telling you that.”

Regan nodded.

“What's the plan for when the cops start lashing out?”

Jessie's nostrils flared, but her eyes had a twinkle in them. “None of your business. It'll be my brand of justice. The innocent won't be harmed by me and mine, you can be sure of that. Only the corrupt and the evil will be targeted.”

“Karma,” Regan said.

“You've been paying attention after all then.”

Regan nodded.

“Why didn't you do anything to help me?”

“Because you put yourself there.”

“Didn't what Ed did to me mean anything to you?”

“What do you want me to say, that it didn't? He's dead. You're not.”

“I paid my debt to society.”

“Then,” Regan said, “you should be...” She trailed off. She'd been about to say something ugly. Jessie was getting under her skin. She clutched the bag tighter. She should go. Either she or Jessie were going to work themselves up into saying something unforgiveable.

“What is your problem?” Jessie demanded. “Don't you understand what I'm going through? What we're all going through right now?”

Regan had to admit she didn't. Nevertheless, she stood up, holding the briefcase in front of her like a shield. She sidled away from the chairs, then walked quickly toward the door. She felt like a complete coward.

“Why are you abandoning me?”

Regan pushed her way out of the room. Loeb was leaning against the desk with his hands in his pockets, whistling to himself. She rushed past him and made for the elevator.

The doors hesitated for a moment. She waited for Jessie's voice to call after her again, tearing what little remained of her pride to shreds. But there was nothing.

The doors opened, she stepped in and she didn't look back.




 Chapter 40 - The current was pulling her down 

In the end, Jake hitchhiked back to White Plains, leaving the orange Mustang behind. Goodbye and good riddance. He'd changed the tire to the spare and cleared the screws off the highway around his car, then about a dozen other cars. The wait was long enough, but the spare got a flat. Over the course of about six hours, he moved forward all of fifty or a hundred feet. Eventually he just couldn't take it anymore. He'd called Triple-A to have the car towed back to the garage once the mess on the highway was cleared out. There was no going forward to Green Haven—not that day.

It was eight in the evening before he made it back.

Whatever progress Regan had made lately had all been taken back. She was curled up on the couch again, blanket wrapped around her, plastic wrappers on the floor. She was staring at the TV news in the twilight, the light of the screen flickering across her face. The legal pad lay next to her, words covering the pages.

Her father was sitting in the chair across from her, glaring, both hands rigidly gripping the arms of the chair.

Burning fires were smoldering behind his eyes. Jake was in trouble.

“You're back,” John St. Clair said. He rose from the chair. He was over sixty-five, Jake knew, but that didn't mean that he couldn't move as quickly and quietly as a snake.

Jake had left messages on Regan's phone. The fact she hadn't told her father where he was didn't surprise him. It wouldn't surprise him if she hadn't checked the messages at all.

St. Clair senior grabbed Jake's sleeve and pulled him into the kitchen. The lights were out. He flicked them on, then blinked in the harsh light.

“You're not taking care of my daughter,” he accused.

“I'm doing my best,” Jake said. He knew what St. Clair was going to say next.

“It's not good enough!”

“I know.”

Admitting his weakness wasn't enough to get Jake off the hook, not even a little bit. “She's not eating. She's lost too much weight. We need to get her into the hospital... she's killing herself. And it's all your fault.”

“Yes, sir.” It was best not to add oil to the fire. The old guy was just letting off steam. Jake didn't need to take it personally. “Coffee?” he asked.

Apparently, there was still one thing the old man respected. He marched over to the coffee pot, took out the carafe and sloshed it back and forth to check its contents. It had some. He jerked open a cupboard, pulled out two cups and slammed them onto the counter.

Jake grabbed a paper towel, soaked it with water, and wiped his face with it. He needed a shower and a gallon of beer. He felt parched, but he'd make do for now with a paper towel and a cup of coffee.

“Milk? Sugar?”

“If it's warm it's fine.”

The old man stuck a pinky into one of the cups, then jerked it out. “Hot.”

“Then it's fine.”

The two cups were swung across the kitchen to the breakfast bar, scattering drips across the tile floor. Jake took one of the stools and grabbed a cup of coffee. That first mouthful stung, it was so hot. But he was too thirsty to care.

“Ah!” Another big gulp.

John grabbed the next stool over and sipped at his. “The worst part about it is that she's not marching in here to shout at me and tell me what kind of idiot I'm being. It's killing me, not being able to argue with her.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I'm not helping, am I? You're doing your best, aren't you?”

Jake shrugged and knocked back more of the coffee. “Who knows? I'm here when she wants me. The second she lets me know I can do more than just be moral support, I'll do it. She has good days and bad days.”

“You've been eating her cake, haven't you?”

Jake gave him a look. John didn't look angry; it was a defeated kind of face. Jake got up and checked the fridge.

Half of the last cake Ellen had left was missing. The rest sat on a plate under some plastic wrap in the hope of keeping it fresh long enough for Regan to want some. It was a small loaf cake, banana bread sized. It hadn't been touched earlier this morning. Now it was.

“Nope,” Jake said. “Unless she had guests, that was her.”

John cracked a smile. He'd just made the old man's day.

***

Jake tried to bring up the subject of the inheritance and what to do with it. Instead of working out the details of the two cases he needed to resolve, he had spent most of the time he was stuck in the accident dwelling on Pavo's bequest. In the end, the closest he could come to a decision was he didn't want it. He didn't want to turn into a parasite—unless there was some way to ensure he couldn't touch it until retirement. He had a 401K, but...

John had refused to talk to him about it. Flat out refused.

Jake didn't get the impression what he was saying had fallen on deaf ears, though. All that money sitting around and none of them using it—not even to buy dinner, let alone mansions or race cars or fancy world trips, first class. They weren't investing it in anything—well, Jane was probably investing Regan's money, having the time of her life. But what kind of good was it doing anybody? Jake had donated a hundred bucks to a pediatric cancer fund, then second guessed himself into immobility. Was he supposed to be keeping charitable receipts? Hell, he didn't even know what was going to happen on Tax Day next year. If Jane couldn't recommend someone to help do his accounting, he didn't know what he was going to do.

John had listened to him for a few minutes, then said, “Sounds like you got a lot on your plate, son.”

“But—”

“But this is not a conversation we're going to have right now. I'm going home, and you're going to take care of my daughter. End of story.”

And then he had left.

Jake ordered Chinese and sat next to Regan on the couch. When he got up to pay for the food, she left and shut herself in the bathroom for a long time. When she came back, he handed her a bowl of chow mein. She stared at it, then sat closer to him on the couch, leaning against his side. Her eyes were red and shining; she'd been crying.

She picked through her food, eating about a third of it, then pushed it aside. Two slow tears were trickling down her face.

He put down his orange chicken and put an arm around her shoulders. She turned toward him, burying her face in his shoulder. He should have taken a shower—too late now. He put his arms around her.

The dam was breaking—at least a slow leak.

Either that or she was trying to do this all by herself—sink or swim—and the current was pulling her down.

She cried against his shoulder for a long time. Eventually he took her back to her bedroom and tucked her in under the blankets.




 Chapter 41 - I can't lose anybody else 

The good news was his Corolla was ready. The bail for Ivan Morris was set for thirty thousand dollars.

Morris didn't have the money—but Jake did. When he showed up with a cashier's check at the courthouse, the clerks gave him a double take and made some telephone calls first. Hours later, when all the hoops had been jumped through, Morris had been released and the two of them drove off in the Corolla.

The man was shaken—literally and figuratively.

Once they got out of sight of the courthouse, the Morris burst into tears.

“Poor Hank,” he sobbed. “God, what a monstrous world we live in.”

Jake pretended not to see him lose it. After a while Morris calmed down and got it back together. “I suppose you think I'm a fool,” he said. “But I have to admit I wish you'd left me there until I could be sure.”

“Sure of what?” Jake said.

“That I hadn't done it.”

Jake blinked at the road and swallowed a couple of times. When he spoke, his voice was rough. “You didn't do it,” he said.

“Are you sure? How can you be sure, without finding at least another suspect?”

“People who are out of their minds on a drug cocktail don't carry out plans with laser like precision.”

“There was no plan,” Morris said.

“They haven't found any of your DNA at the scene

Morris said. “Bad luck on their part.”

“And how nobody actually saw you anywhere near the Rubin's house. Is that bad luck, too?”

“Yes.”

“If this case came up in front of you, how would you feel about it? Some pretty thin circumstantial evidence?”

Morris shrugged. Jake drove him home to a small brick house not too far from Wheatland Center. Morris didn't invite him inside. If Jake wanted to prove him innocent, clearly he was on his own.

***

He called Regan to check in. To his surprise, she answered the phone: “Hello? Jake? Is that you?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Everything okay?”

“I... I wanted to hear your voice. I was just about to call you.”

He smiled. She sounded anxious—but she also didn't sound numb. Her voice wasn't a monotone.

“Well, here I am,” he said. “I'm on the road with a long way to go... you have a minute?”

“Sure.”

“I'm gonna switch over to the headset.”

He got himself set up. In the background, he heard the clink of dishes. Rattles and bangs and whirrs followed—then the sound of the coffeepot running.

“Okay,” he said. “I am all yours. What did you want to talk about?”

“Mmmm. You go first.” Suddenly it sounded as though she regretted being on the phone with him.

“Hank Rubin,” he said, then paused.

“Oh. Yeah,” she said. Her voice was heavy… sad.

“You all right to talk about him? You said he was kind of a mentor to you.”

“He was. Not... not like Uncle Paul. He had a program where he'd take in young lawyers who were trying to decide whether they wanted to try the judicial track out, and he'd let them shadow him for a month or two.

“He'd work you like a dog, but it wasn't the kind of thing that his assistants were doing. He'd have you go into case law and start looking...” She trailed off. “It was a bunch of legal stuff. He made you work your butt off doing the kind of research you need to do as a judge. He'd ask questions that you wouldn't ask as a lawyer. As a lawyer, you're always looking for loopholes, either so you can outmaneuver the other guy or so you don't get screwed. You're always biased towards your client. Judge Rubin asked you procedural questions.

“He threw cases at you and made you dig down to what you thought it meant to be fair, not just to be... ahead. It was a different way of looking at things.”

“I thought you were always about what was fair, above what was advantageous.”

“In general,” she said, “but there were a lot of specifics I hadn't thought through. A lot of times, something will look perfectly reasonable on the surface, but dig down a little, and you can see the biases. Everything is biased at some level when you're talking about law. The trick is to figure out what the biases are and why.”

She paused. The roads seemed particularly full of traffic that afternoon—or maybe he was just becoming painfully aware of tourist season just starting.

“But you don't need to know the finer details about that. You want to know what my impression of him was. Whether he was the kind of guy who could shift the blame for the murder of an eight-year-old onto an innocent man.”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “But if you need to vent for a while first, go ahead.”

“It's just that the murderer waited until...”

“Until what?”

“Until his granddaughters were with him. If it wasn't Morris, and I can't see how a guy doped up on that many heart drugs are going to go into a murderous rampage in the first place instead of his heart just stopping, then whoever the killer was had some other reason for killing the whole family—and so professionally, with those razors...”

She paused again. He passed a slow-moving dump truck.

“Cold and impersonal,” she said. “That's what it feels like—careful and professional.”

“Hmmm,” he said, repressing the urge to make a smartass compliment about her using a combination of her logic, feelings, and intuition for a change.

She went on: “If Morris didn't kill them, and I believe he didn't, then either the killers were having him watched so they knew when to strike, or there was something about the fact the two girls were there that was important. It seems like it must have been important the two girls be there—two little girls. The oldest one was nine, the younger one seven. I looked it up.”

“Almost the same age,” Jake said. “Almost like someone was tying Rubin to the killing of the little girl.”

Regan made a hmmmm on the other end of the line. “It almost...”

“What?”

“It almost sounds like something Jessie would do if she thought it was Rubin's fault that little girl died. She doesn't just believe in taking an eye for an eye. If someone puts your one eye out, take both of theirs. Because justice means redressing all the imbalances—and putting out only one eye doesn't compare to the loss of all the advantages of losing two eyes gives you… or something twisted like that.”

He had to think about it. Put like that—yeah, it did kind of sound like Rubin had been killed as some kind of revenge.

The thought ran around and around in his head. He couldn't get rid of it.

He'd thought it was about the little girl who'd been killed. But of course, it wasn't. It was about who could get away with what, and that probably meant money and power.

What if Rubin had killed the girl? What if the reason he treated money like it was royalty on bended knee was that someone had something on him too grotesque to think about, and that someone could, from time to time, use that to their advantage?

Now that it had occurred to him, he had to find out.

Regan took a deep breath. Her voice tightened. “In other news of the day, there's been an accident.”

“What?” If he hadn't been on the phone with Regan, he would have panicked. But obviously, she hadn't been personally involved.

“In Queens, at Blue Sky Industries, there was a horrible, horrible industrial accident. Some chemicals were spilled during a delivery and mixed... one of the ventilation shafts wasn't filtered, or the filter was broken, something, they're not sure... and the gas got into the main facility.”

“Oh, God.”

“Over two hundred people died,” she said. “They've closed off the East River, just in case. Everyone's drinking bottled water out there, walking around with gas masks and air filters. The traffic's tied up with people trying to get out of the city.”

He shook his head.

“The hospitals in the area have filled up, gas stations are running out of gas, trucks have been refusing to make deliveries in the area. I've been watching the news.”

“How...” He didn't know what he needed to ask. “How are you?”

“I'm fine. I wouldn't have told you, but I thought it might be important. Because most of the main roads are packed even as far as White Plains.”

“I'll keep that in mind.”

“Or maybe the back roads are worse. Who knows? With an emergency like this...”

“It doesn't take much to make everything break down,” Jake said. “Just ask anybody in a war zone. One minute, you thought you were doing the right thing. Then suddenly you realize there's more at stake than who's right and who's wrong. It's who can get out and who can't.”

Regan didn't answer. After a couple of seconds, he told her he loved her. She said, “Come back safe, Jake. I love you, too. I can't lose anybody else.”

A smile broke across Jake’s face. It was the first time in what felt like an eternity she had a full conversation with him. But more important than anything else were her words ‘I love you.’

He reassured her he would take care and be with her soon, then got off the phone and started looking for alternate routes. There was something he had to do before he went back to her. He had to find out if what he feared about Rubin was true.




 Chapter 42 - You don't want to see this 

Rubin's house wasn't that far from John's. In fact, he had to drive past John's house to get there. Jake half expected the old man to step out of the house and demand to know what he was doing in the neighborhood, but the house seemed dark. Of course, John had more to do in life than stare out his front window so he could tell kids to keep off his lawn.

A few turns later, he'd reached the place. It was a big white colonial with a lawn so perfect it looked like Astroturf until he was right up in front of it. It was a corner lot and had a driveway that wound from corner to corner, bending around the curve of the porch. There was no garage.

The place was probably locked up tight with all the alarms on. A patrol car was probably assigned to drive by and make sure any morbid sightseers were chased out of the neighborhood. It would be stupid to stop the car and get out. A dozen pairs of eyes had probably already spotted him and were following him along the street.

Sometimes bad ideas were his specialty, though.

He kept driving, following the road until he found a convenient place to turn around. Then he drove back to John's place and parked his car. It was only about three-quarters of a mile away from Rubin’s place. He could walk.

***

For the scene of a murder investigation, the place wasn't well protected. The investigator probably thought he had a watertight case against Morris and didn’t have reason to bother about protecting the crime scene properly. The back-patio door was locked but one of the windows wasn't—it wasn't alarmed either. Because of the way the house was set up, facing toward the intersection, the view of the back of the house was well concealed behind trees and bushes.

He donned a pair of translucent vinyl gloves and his baseball cap, slid open the window, then heaved himself out of the flower bed. Once inside he popped a pair of blue shoe covers over his boots. Not only did he not want to get busted, but there was no point screwing up a crime scene when you didn't need to.

The house was a good one, but not new like Regan's or John's or a lot of his divorce-case clients. It had to have been built before the Thirties; there were too many expensive little old fashioned details for the place to have been built during or after the Great Depression. There was old walnut everywhere, a marble fireplace, brass chandeliers, and hardwood floors. He'd come in through the dining room where the ceiling was tiled with tin plates, painted white. The furniture was all antique.

The kitchen was modern. The tin sink set into the granite island had been used but not rinsed out. A cookbook sat on the counter with a stained recipe card shoved between the pages: chocolate chip cookies.

Jake winced. They'd planned to bake cookies later.

A set of back stairs led upward at the back of the kitchen— without doubt an older house. These were servants' stairs.

He followed them up and around to the master bedroom, which was oversized. It looked like a couple of walls had been knocked out.

He'd reached the room where the first two murders had happened.

It looked like the investigation was over but the cleanup hadn't happened yet. The bed itself had been stripped down to the mattress, but the blood stains and splatters were still visible on the cream-colored walls, the patterned brown rug next to the bed, the nightstands, the windows, and on the glass of the art prints hanging on the walls. No doubt the entire room had a fine dusting of blood throughout—arterial spray liked to splash and throw specks into the air.

The blood had soaked through to the mattress, leaving a red stain—not exactly puddled blood, but certainly brownish-red in color. The rug, on the other hand, was thickly crusted with it, but no footprints showed on the floor, bloody or otherwise.

Jake wasn't a forensics expert, but the blood splatters seemed to indicate the bodies had been lying on the bed when their throats had been cut. One side of the bed faced the wall; the other faced the main part of the room. The splatters seemed heavier on the side facing the wall, even taking into consideration the closeness of the wall—the puddle on the floor and the stain on the mattress seemed bigger, too. Judge Rubin had been larger than his wife; Jake had seen photographs of them on the walls downstairs. This had been his side of the bed.

He walked out of the master bedroom and into the hallway.

The hallway didn't show any prints. The carpet was scuffed, but that was it—dozens of people wandering through the place in blue booties would do that. The walls were clean and the photographs and artwork on the walls dusted.

What was he even looking for? It was a hell of risk he was taking. Any minute, the cops could pull up and arrest him. It was hard to believe nobody had seen him waltz into the house in broad daylight.

He should get out of here, but he knew he wouldn't.

He checked the other rooms.

One was an exercise room, with elliptical, treadmill, and weight machine crowded into the small space. The closet door had been removed, and the shelves were stacked with extra equipment.

Another was a guest room, but not the one he wanted to see. The door stuck when he tried to open it, but he forced it open. A double bed was shoved up against the wall, tucked under a section of slanted ceiling. It still had its blankets—blue and white stripes. A couple of sports jerseys hung from the slanted parts of the ceiling, hockey jerseys he wasn't familiar with. Everything was spotlessly clean, but not actually an antique. An old teenager's room that had never been updated to match the refined sensibilities of the rest of the house. It was dusty.

The third room, that was the one he had to force himself to see.

Clearly, this was the grandkids' room.

There was only one double bed inside; it, too, had been stripped. As in the other room, blood was everywhere, both puddled and sprayed.

But if he could ignore the blood for a second, he could see the time and consideration that had been put into the place. A bookshelf was half filled with toys, half filled with kids' books. There was a TV on top of the shelf with a VCR and a separate DVD player on top, with a stack of mixed tapes and disks on top of the player. Kids' movies.

An extra A/C unit sat in the window—the only one he'd seen in the house so far. The curtains were white lace; there was a computer in an alcove behind the bed.

The walls were painted blue, and on the arched, angled ceiling, somebody had painted big white puffy clouds. He looked closer: someone had painted stars on the ceiling in glow-in-the-dark paint so the girls could see them when the lights went out. There was a nightlight by the door, a plastic cow jumping over the moon. The closet door stood open a crack. Inside were two poles with the soft pastel shapes of little-girl clothes.

It was one thing for the judge and his wife to be killed, for whatever reason. They'd lived their lives, had kids, and raised them.

But this?

Jake forced himself to look at the blood. The pattern was the same as in the master bedroom, puddles on the mattress and the pale gray carpet next to the bed—blood splatters gone wild but pointing back toward either side of the bed.

They couldn't have suffered much. If the killers had used chloroform on the kids before they'd killed them, they might not even have woken up.

Telling himself that didn't help much, though. He felt sick to his stomach.

There was one more bedroom, a more traditional guest room that looked like it had been the old master bedroom. It was bigger than the other rooms, except the big master next to the back stairs, with a queen-sized bed against the wall on one half of the room, and a loveseat and coffee table on the other. A tiny desk with another computer had been tucked into an alcove, and a big canvas bag full of yarn was next to a worn spot on the loveseat. An electric heater was unplugged by the bed. The Rubins had the entire big house to spend time in, and they'd shut themselves up in their guest room.

Jake started going through closets, careful not to disturb anything. Most people don't think to themselves: Hey, I have something I want to keep hidden—let's pry up the floorboards. They rarely even bother to buy fake books. Usually it's just thrown into a big box or carefully filed—depending on the personality type, whether they're the organized type or not—and left to rot.

Most people don't actively try to hide their secrets. They just don't want to have to remember them—out of sight, out of mind.

Drugs and guns are different. Drugs get hidden all over the place. That's when the floorboards start getting pried up. Guns are often stuck into safes, and the safes are bolted inside drawers or onto the backs of shelves. Sometimes they're in “hidden” compartments without locks—sometimes even loaded. Sometimes people will hide extra cash—a thousand bucks taped to the back of a painting seemed to be popular lately; it used to be in one of the jars in the kitchen.

People think they're clever. They think they're being original when really, they're copying somebody else's idea—usually out of a movie.

Secrets are easier to find than most people think.

The girls' bedroom was a fast search, in and out. He hadn't expected the grandparents to leave anything questionable anywhere in the girls’ room.

The regular guest room didn't hold much either. An unlocked fire safe for documents sat on the closet floor. Inside were hanging files, all carefully labeled, filled with tax information, receipts, repair bills, utility bills, that kind of thing, and mortgage papers, social security cards, and birth certificates.

In the file with the birth certificates were several photos in plastic and paper envelopes. One of the photos was a family shot—two adults and two kids. The clothes looked outdated. The back of the photo was labeled “The Rubins, 1991.” Another one held a pack of photos in the same envelope. The photos creaked when Jake lifted them out; they were stuck together.

The photo in front was of a teenaged boy, a high school photo. It was one of the two kids from the family photo. He wore a tux with a black bowtie and had the kind of stupid look you got on your face when you tried too hard to look sophisticated. He had thick hair swept to the side and his head tilted at an angle.

Would he set off Regan's newfound instincts for creepy guys? Hard to say. Maybe.

A careful investigation of the envelope showed it contained thirteen photos of the same kid, all stuck together, labeled by year, and left in a hanging folder. The last year was labeled 1994. Jake flipped back to the birth certificates and found a copy of the one from 1976 for Herman Lee Rubin. A name like that, he probably went by Lee.

He closed the safe and finished up the guest room. Mrs. Rubin had a lot of craft magazines in boxes in the closet, carefully labeled by title and year.

The master bedroom contained a gun safe bolted to the inside of Justice Rubin's bedside table; the safe had been opened there was no gun. The closet contained nothing more suspicious than clothes, a lot of them. The walk-in closet was bigger than some of the studio apartments he'd rented over the years. Justice Rubin had been a collector of expensive Italian shoes, and Mrs. Rubin had sets of clothes in three different sizes.

He went through the exercise room again and found a stash of magazines Justice Rubin probably hadn't wanted his wife to know about, but they weren't hidden all that thoroughly. There was another category of material that got hidden in unusual places—a place you could get to easily. That kind of stuff, you'd want it to be a place where you could put it away quickly.

Back to the boy's room with the sticky door and the dust. It was apparent that nobody went into the room for a long time—not to clean it, or to change it into a craft room, trophy room, or even a law library. This place was a kind of permanent memory, but it was almost as if the owners of the house would rather forget the room existed.

This time he didn't just search the closet and drawers and under the bed. This time he went through the room meticulously, moving from top to bottom, left to right. He was looking for secret hiding places. He didn't have any logical reasons, just intuition.

He worked his way around the room, stirring up dust as he disturbed the posters on the wall, the books on the cheap shelves, the backs of the shelves, the dresser with its attached mirror, every shelf in the closet, then every wall and the floor inside, the jerseys on the ceiling, the bed, under the bed, between the mattresses...

He found an access panel behind the head of the bed, a piece of plywood inside a frame about a foot square.

He slid the panel open and shone a penlight inside. He was sitting on the floor with his legs sticking out into the middle of the room with his shoulder braced between the head of the bed and the alcove. He leaned over and peered into the darkness. If he had to, he could pull the bed out.

Inside were a tangle of wires and cables, no pipes or venting, but a heavy plastic juncture box that was newer than the original house wiring, which looked like it must have been pulled out at some point.

That was it.

He reached around inside the space. Whatever had been in there must have been—

His hand flailed around and touched the back of the wood panel, brushed plastic.

Why, hello.

He dragged his fingernails across it. It felt heavy, like a document cover. He wedged his shoulder in deeper.

Downstairs, he heard the front door open.

Great. Just great.

He glanced around the room. He'd been careful—nothing was out of place—but the air was thick with floating dust. The sun coming through the windows on the wall opposite the doors lit it up like glitter. There were smudges, suspiciously like fingerprints, on all the furniture too—places he'd touched.

He shoved his arm further in. The angle was awkward. The edges of the piece of plastic were taped down with duct tape and noisy to take off.

He started picking at it. For just a second he was tempted to tear off a glove to make it go faster. Bad idea but it just might work.

Then the bed slid half an inch and he slipped down further. Jerking his hand out to try to catch his balance without making too loud a thump, he grabbed the edge of the wood panel and felt something slip under his fingers. The sound of loose paper.

Holding his breath and leaning with one shoulder against a piece of wood from the headboard, he pulled a manila envelope out of the panel, then carefully edged the wood panel shut. He slid out from behind the bed, nudged it back into place, then tiptoed to the door.

It was still open a crack.

There was movement downstairs, but nobody talking on a radio. The footsteps were soft, not confident, and seemed to be stopping every few seconds to look at pictures on the wall or something.

Jake could hear whoever it was stepping onto the rugs, then the hardwood floor, then the tile in the kitchen.

The front door thumped softly, and a voice cursed then walked back over to it and closed it. After a second the door bolt shot home, and the footsteps went back into the kitchen.

A cupboard door opened, and a glass hit the granite countertop. Jake struggled to remember whether the kitchen looked out over the main set of stairs to the second floor. Then the water ran for a moment.

A few seconds later a gasp, the kind you make when you gulp something down too fast.

The refrigerator door opened. “Oh, God,” said a voice. The refrigerator door closed.

One of the back steps creaked.

That was all Jake needed. He slid out of the room, closed the door as much as he dared, then headed for the main stairs while the other intruder climbed up the back stairs to the master bedroom. The envelope was tucked inside the back of his pants, under his shirt.

He didn't bother with the front door but went out the way he had come in, making sure to brush out his footprints and straighten out the leaves in the flowerbed. A professional gardener might be able to tell that someone had come through—but your average Joe wouldn't take a second look.

The booties and gloves disappeared into his jacket pockets, and he was out on the sidewalk in about two seconds. He crossed the street, walked a block, turned the corner, then took off his hat and jacket. The envelope stuck to his back but he couldn't help it.

In three-quarters of a mile he was back at John's house where he'd parked in the double driveway. John's car had pulled up behind his at an angle that was clearly meant to block him from escaping without checking in first.

***

Jake said, “My hands are shaking. You pull it out.”

John snorted, put the envelope down, and walked into the bathroom off the kitchen. He returned with translucent vinyl gloves, just like the ones Jake used. He pulled out a pair and put them on smoothly. His hands were dry where Jake's were soaked with sweat.

They sat at the breakfast table that faced the patio and the back yard. Jake suppressed an urge to jerk the curtains closed.

John unfolded the bass clasp, then used a butter knife to loosen the flap. It had been stuck, but the glue was dry and it came open without tearing.

He put the knife down on the table, then with his gloved fingertips carefully pulled the opening wider. “Photos,” he said.

Then he clucked his tongue and used his fingers to open the mouth of the envelope wider. His teeth clenched together with a click.

Jake was sitting across from him. John pulled the contents of the envelope out, pinching them at the end. Heavy photograph paper was interleaved with tissue paper to keep them from sticking together.

“What is it?”

“Do you know if there's a... dark room in the basement? The cellar?” John asked.

“I didn't get that far. Someone came in just as I found this. I left pronto. What is it?”

“You don't want to see this,” John said, as he was turning the envelope around.




 Chapter 43 - The manipulation game 

It was awkward, having to pretend to be Lloyd's employee and his boss at the same time. She could handle it, but it was just awkward. For one thing, he was a “face” guy—all right in the brains department, but not actually smart enough or skilled enough to run the department. So, she was having to sort out his job for him, which she knew basically nothing about, by quickly skimming through a bunch of news articles to determine the general policies the office had taken before Pavo's death.

What came across was that Pavo had been a real dictator, ruling the department with an iron fist. And he didn't screw it up, which was impressive—but not as impressive as getting ideas and information from the people who mattered, which was the people doing the job, instead of management. As far as she could tell by messing around in his previous secretary's files (those that he'd allowed to remain behind; there were gaps), Pavo didn't take a lot of advice from anyone. His operating principle seemed to be a variation on “belt and suspenders,” which meant his operations weren't the most efficient, but they were safe. A sewer wouldn't just have fail safes, it would have a failsafe on the failsafe, and a backup plan on the failsafe. And some of those backup plans included “blaming someone else for the failure, preferably someone already guilty of something else” with several options on possible blamees. Attention was to be deflected from the department and the Organization at all costs.

When she got Lloyd's very minimal instructions sorted out. If someone offers you information, confirm that you want it, and in fact ask why it wasn't delivered before; any bad news is to be greeted as courteously as any good news; don't make any changes; if you run into someone who may or may not be lying or trying to cover something up or hiding information or get into interdepartmental warfare, let me know, and I mean ASAP, then she turned toward her real mission of the day.

It wasn't a nice one.

If Pavo's motto was “suspenders and belt” with a minor sprinkle of “find someone guilty to blame if things go very bad,” then hers had always been, “tit for tat—at least times two.” The first payback evened the score; the second one established justice.

Justice, in her experience, was always more expensive than only getting even.

When someone robbed an innocent victim's apartment, getting their stuff back wasn't justice. It was a start, that was all. For one thing, it didn't make up for the time spent trying to get the stuff back and the shock, pain and suffering. Another thing, someone stole a computer for instance—that meant six months or more of time lost, which could have been spent working on a project, sending out resumes, or whatever.

And then there was the lost sanity. A robbery wasn't just about stuff. It was about paranoia, the feeling that you were never going to be safe again. It was about resentment that your neighbors weren't watching out for you—the hell with them. It was about hate for the person who'd destroyed your routine. It was about shame too —loss of pride.

So, justice wasn't just about getting even. It was about taking back twice as much as what had been taken from you.

Regan had said something about “karma,” but that wasn't right, either. Karma was only tit for tat, or slightly less. Karma was when a man who'd been beating his dogs every night for ten years suddenly had one bite him back. Was that justice?

Not on your life.

Justice would be when all the dogs bit back—not just as many times as they had been beaten, but twice as many times.

Jessie knew not many people would agree with her, not even the people she'd grown up with in Queens. They were afraid of being beaten down if they demanded what was justly owed them—and they were right. They would be beaten down. The second they bared their teeth, they would be murdered unto the seventh generation.

And so, they cowered and scraped by, and let the injustices of the world pile upon them. They presented a noble face to the world and clawed each other apart in private. All that injustice had to be addressed somehow.

Her job, as she saw it, was to interrupt a vicious circle.

This was not a job many people would have taken on. They would have taken one look into their hearts and said, But what about my mother? My father? My neighbors? My children? 

What about me?

Her parents were dead; her father in prison and her mother of liver cancer. Their stories had been repeated so often they were almost clichés—black man in prison, a black woman with no health insurance. Their bright daughter, who had taken a scholarship to Columbia and turned it into a degree, which just proved the money had been wasted on her. And who, just like her father (except her father had been arrested for possession, then assault upon a police officer, even though a witness had sworn he hadn't thrown the first punch), ended up in prison. Her husband had been abusive—what did she expect? At least he hadn't gotten her pregnant and left her to go to prison a single black mother. That would have been the most cliché story of all...

The irony was poor white people would defend those clichés to their death. The fact they too were getting arrested for no good reason, had no health insurance, couldn't get any way to get out of their poverty other than a school loan that would cost them ten times what it was worth, were encouraged to take their disappointments and aggressions out on each other rather than on the ones who were driving them to their drink, their drugs, and their despair, and whose children were left without their parents—starting that circle all over again.

Well, she would break the circle of despair and ugliness begetting more despair and ugliness. Everyone who would be released from that circle would be free, even if they hated her guts for it.

And those who were responsible for what had been done?

They would face her justice.

Meanwhile she sat in the perfectly air-conditioned, quiet lobby at the front of Lloyd's office, answered the phone, greeted the people coming in the door, monitored their conversations with Lloyd over the computer on her desk, took notes when called upon to do so (that was, stayed in the room and gave Lloyd little head nods and shakes as appropriate), and worked on her plan to assassinate Fred Tannin.

She didn't use the computer for her planning. That would have been worse than foolish. A digital trail was always more vulnerable than a paper one, no matter how deep your Dark Net went. She wrote on yellow legal pads in shorthand. If she was going to be busted, she wanted to be busted by anyone but a hacker or a CEO.

So… Fred Tannin.

Once she had realized the scope of activities the Organization would support, as well as its underlying currents of promoting human welfare using whatever means necessary, she had gone through her mental wish list of people she wanted dead (didn't everyone have one or more of those?) and had found the name Fred Tannin sitting there—tantalizing, right at the top.

She hadn't picked his name because he was the one she hated the most—not only would that have been difficult to figure out, there were so many close contenders—but because his absence from the planet had the possibility of doing so much good.

Fred Tannin owned Tannin Corporation, an entity with more heads than the mythical hydra.

Tannin had his roots in mass-produced junk food, Tannin Taters. Now he owned oil refineries, chemical manufacturing plants, plastics manufacturers, paper products, railroad companies, household cleaners, synthetic fabrics, bedding, nylon pipe, fiber optic systems, agricultural fertilizer, electric companies, natural gas companies, pipelines, and of course, still more junk food. He even owned vast herds of cattle across the United States, and pressed for fewer water regulations, as well as regulation of public lands upon which his cattle could graze at an even greater profit.

Then he'd become involved with banking and investing. On the side, covertly, he had been investing in other companies for years with an eye on aggressive takeovers. Because his holdings had always been privately owned, he wasn't vulnerable to direct retribution from other companies. They had had to use regulation to keep them from being pulled under.

Fred didn't care for that so much and used his profits to buy himself a few Congressmen and justices and tweak a few laws, or at least a few high-level judicial rulings—a herd of human cattle.

When that turned out to be profitable, he bought himself some more.

When the crash happened in 2008, it was obvious Fred Tannin was in the business of buying “shares” in government—his eye on yet another hostile takeover. He was about to lose billions invested in subprime mortgages in different banks—then pushed his Congressmen to make sure that those banks were bailed out. The Congressman had killed himself—one of the rare ones with a conscience—and left Tannin's name in a suicide note photographed by an EMT long since fired.

Given all that, what good would Tannin's death do?

First, he was an arrogant son of a bitch, and had been playing his heirs off against each other to see which one would brown nose the most. Disputes could tie up his property for years, disrupting the smooth, coordinated corruption between ostensibly separate businesses.

Second, a certain amount of light would have to be let into the shadowy corners of the business as it changed hands to his heirs—just the fact of revealing exactly what Tannin owned would be detrimental to his businesses.

Third, his heirs didn't have the single minded, predatory talent of their progenitor. His sons, daughters and uncles were greedy, but they were no geniuses. They could hire a few geniuses, but it wasn't the same thing.

And fourth, it shouldn't be too hard to slip a few of the Organization's own people into the mix with all the disruption going on. Tannin Corp could be dancing to a very different drummer during the next decade or so.

And then she could start working on justice—pulling apart an empire.

In her opinion, Fred Tannin would be getting off easy. Killing him wouldn't be justice; it wouldn't even be getting even. It wouldn't unpollute the water and put it back into aquifers and rivers. It wouldn't pay unpaid overtime to the people he'd employed or give minimum wage workers their lives back. It wouldn't rebuild roads, bridges or schools that had suffered when he'd lobbied to have corporate taxes reduced and hid everything else in a Cayman Islands bank account. It wouldn't rebuild all the businesses he had destroyed.

But some problems were bigger than killing just one guy could solve. She'd do what she could now and work on the rest later.

On her pad, she wrote, Who: Fred Tannin. What: Assassinate. Why: For the good of humanity.

The rest of the pages were filled with notes on the when, the where, and the how.

In fact, the details were coming along nicely. It was almost as though the deed wanted to be done...

The sound of a slight cough interrupted her train of thought. On the other side of the high solid back of the desk stood Fiducioso, his hat at a jaunty angle. There was a little purple feather tucked into the gray band. He was well shaved, but he was also one of those men whose facial hair grew at such a rate as to suggest a kind of tentacled monster, and at one pm he already had a five o'clock shadow.

“Yes? May I help you?” She tried to keep herself from reflexively covering her legal pad with her forearms. Instead, she sat up straighter.

“Just checking to see if you needed anything.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. Fiducioso was in her good books, but she was always prepared to copy a few lines over to the bad books if he started getting too nosy.

“You look exhausted. Are you sure you have enough help?”

She blinked; her eyes were dry and sandy. Her coffee cup was empty; so was her water bottle. She couldn't remember having eaten since... yesterday.

Last night had been a sleepless one. The townhouse where they had set her up was all right. It was a good bed and all, but it wasn't one she was used to sleeping on—too comfortable. It made her suspicious.

And—being honest with herself—the bed hadn't been the only thing keeping her tossing and turning all night.

“I'm all right for now,” she retorted. “When I get deeper into my planning, I might want some assistance.”

“Of what nature?”

“I'll tell you after I've determined it.”

He nodded. “Are you otherwise all right? The townhouse… is to your satisfaction? Have you decided what kind of permanent residence…”

“That's enough,” she snapped. “I'll let you know when I need anything.”

Fiducioso looked around the lobby, his eyes sliding from top to bottom, into all the shadows, as if he could look through the lens of time and see what had happened here yesterday—with Regan.

Jessie wanted to jump around the desk and push Fiducioso into the elevator and send him plummeting to the basement. She had stuff to sort out. In her head, it had all gone differently. In her head, Regan hadn't walked out on her... In her head, Regan had joined the Organization and agreed to help her. She had heard all of Jessie's plans and approved of them—more than approved of them. She had picked them apart and made sure they couldn't fail.

Instead, Regan had walked out. Who knew if they'd ever see each other again outside of a court of law?

“A rough couple of days,” he remarked casually.

She chewed on the inside of her cheek. If it had been anyone else, she would have said he was hanging around waiting for a bribe or a promise of one later.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I want to know if you need anything,” he said.

“I already told you. Now get out of here. You're distracting me.”

He gave her a little smirk, then looked around the room again. Just before she could shout at him to get out, he straightened up from the desk and said, “Mr. Loeb called me here.”

“Lloyd?” she frowned. A meeting with Fiducioso, or in fact anyone, was missing from our shared calendar?

Fiducioso blinked slowly at her. The way he did it was an insult.

“I think he's worried about his place in the department, as well as the Organization,” Fiducioso said. “If I may be permitted, I would like to talk to him for a few moments, reassure him that all is well.”

She stared at him. He wasn't looking at her. He was looking at the double doors into the main office, as if expecting her to open them for him.

In a flash. she got it, Fiducioso was one of those men who made themselves indispensable, then did everything in their power to drive you insane by reminding you about it in every way possible. “Keeping you on your toes,” it was called.

She'd heard he worked for Pavo, too. Must have been quite a battle between them.

“On second thought,” she said, “I do need assistance. Could you arrange a meeting with my Aunt Evelyn?”

His eyebrows twitched; that wonderful and dreaded disease, curiosity, had struck. “That shouldn't be a problem. I'm sure she's looking forward to speaking with you, even if it is earlier than she would’ve expected.”

“Thank you. A pair of concert tickets have come up, and I want to know whether she, being of a musical inclination, would like to attend with me.”

She could tell that he was dying to ask the obvious question: Concert tickets? What concert? But, he managed to restrain himself. “I'll let her know. How soon?”

“The sooner the better.”

He nodded.

In fact, she did want to talk to Evelyn, but the main point today was just to let him know that any number of people could play the manipulation game. He was competent and independent—but cattiness could undermine those qualities in a heartbeat. She'd just come from a women's prison. Competence could always be replaced.

He lingered at the desk—just to annoy her. She went back to her notes. She was not going to allow him to see he was getting under skin. After a few moments, he stepped away from the desk and let himself into Lloyd's office.

From the other room, she heard, “What did you think of Ms. St. Clair?”

She clucked her tongue softly. That bastard had just come to get the scoop on Regan. All his concerned questions were just prying on my feelings—trying to find out whether the friendship had survived or not.

She turned on the cameras on her computer and watched the scene in the big office, Fiducioso had seated himself across from Lloyd. The chair was one of the uncomfortable too hard ones. As soon as he sat down, Fiducioso's eyes opened just a little bit wider.

Jessie had laughed when she'd realized that old Pavo had matching chairs that were too hard, too soft. and just right—like Goldie Locks’ porridge. Pavo must have used them to let people know whether he was pleased with them or not.

Lloyd couldn't seem to figure out why Fiducioso looked so uncomfortable. He kept trying to charm the guy, but Fiducioso only looked more worried the harder Lloyd tried.

Poor Lloyd. Caught in the middle of what might soon become World War III.




 Chapter 44 - Strange world 

Jake's Corolla was back in operation. For how long, he didn't know. His mechanic had been dismayed when he left the orange Mustang out on the highway for AAA to pick up. He accused Jake of threatening his livelihood, then burst into tears. The finance company was on his case over some late fee the mechanic kept having to pay, even though his payments weren't late. When Jake calmed the guy down and inspected his monthly statement, he couldn't figure out what it was for. It wasn't a service fee; there was already a service fee on the statement. It wasn't interest. It wasn't even a late fee; there was a line for late fees, and it showed a zero. It was labeled, “debt inspection fee,” whatever that was. It started showing up on the statements a couple of months ago out of nowhere. The mechanic had called the finance company to find out what it was—at least he'd tried to. He'd been passed from customer service operator to customer service operator, then up to management, then back down again, all without finding out what a “debt inspection fee” was.

It was like the whole world was turning crazy. A judge's son raped and murdered innocent kids, then had his kids, in turn, murdered. Dangerous chemicals killed hundreds, then spread into the water supply. Everyone knew it, but the news barely said anything about it, even as social media filled up with reports and the roads out of the City turned into a permanent rush hour—a panicked slow crawl. Fred Tannin hadn't made any announcements other than to say he would still be there to accept his award at the special ceremony. Drug dealers and pimps were still getting killed on the streets, and the finance company was hustling his mechanic for extra cash.

Crazy.

Jake paid his bill, apologized again about the Mustang, and took copies of the bills back to the office with him. Doug and Chuck were there; Graham was out doing surveillance on a divorce case. Doug looked at the bill and said that he would take a run at it. He'd had some trouble with a couple of finance companies a few years back. And the poor guy felt like he owed Jake a favor for asking him to take on the Wilson case for his mother's uncle's cousin's roommate, or whatever the connection was.

The problem was, Doug was supposed to relieve Graham in about half an hour. And Chuck was watching the office because he had a kidney stone and had to drink insane quantities of water to try to flush it out—painful.

Jake hated divorce cases and pawned them off on his subordinates as much as possible. He shrugged and took off in his newly repaired car with a thermos full of coffee in the passenger seat.

It wasn't just a divorce case; it was a nasty divorce case. Both parties had been wronged by the other. Jake had been hired by the... he flipped through the paperwork that Doug had shoved at him... husband, Mickey Taylor, to watch the house and make sure the wife wasn't seeing anyone at the house, or removing property. The death throes of a romance… It always started with suspicions. It always ended in ownership of stuff. At least the two kids, born out of this wedlock, were adults and had families of their own. The principles were both in their late fifties, behaving worse than a couple in their twenties, shrieking at each other. Surely by their fifties people had got past the shrieking stage—maybe not.

Graham said he'd check in with Doug on the financial paperwork; he'd heard of someone else local getting hit by something similar, but couldn't remember who it was off the top of his head. A cup of fresh coffee would do wonders, he said—for his memory that was.

He drove off, leaving Jake and his Corolla along the street, just like old times.

The house was done in late Excessive Colonial. The front was brick but the garage was white clapboard, made to look like a carriage house with an apartment for the steward upstairs. The portico had white full columns and some detailing over the door. Jake stared at it for a long time, trying to determine whether it was an eagle or just a couple of swoopy bits with a carved wood urn in the middle. The sun was shining right on it, blindingly bright. He couldn't tell. The handle was bronze on a solid black door, two window panes on either side with white patterns on them. Could be stained glass or could have just been patterns painted on the glass for all he knew. At a basic guess, he'd say the house was in the three to three-and-a-half million bracket.

That door and handle would be burning hot, he knew that. He was waiting and watching for someone to come up to the house and try it. Anybody would do. A door to door salesman might be fun. But then again, one of those wouldn't try to open the door.

He settled in for the duration, tilting his seat just the way he wanted it, slumping down so his eyes lingered on the front door under the brim of his hat. The Corolla was parked down the street a thousand feet or so away, up a little hill and across from a park, not the kind where little kids played on swings, but the kind where they had ball games at night. Nobody would look twice at him, although it might be a good idea to find another place to park at night—those bright field lights would be murder after an hour or two.

He just got to the point where his mind was pleasantly blank when someone pulled into the driveway. Something was wrong—a three-million-dollar house doesn’t befit a three-thousand-dollar car. The woman who got out of the car didn’t fit the environment either. She was at least sixty and was wearing stained pink sweats which could have read World's Best Grandma.

She had a big manila envelope with her. The brass clasp caught a twinkle of sun.

She walked up to the front door, raised her hand to knock, and hesitated. That black door had to be radiating heat. She leaned from side to side. The doorbell had been installed on the far side of the window, under one of the carriage style lamps hanging from the eaves. Eventually she found the doorbell and pushed it.

She waited half a minute, then checked her gold watch which also sparkled in the sun—not real gold, Jake would have wagered. Probably something she'd bought at Sears forty years ago.

She pressed the doorbell again; still nobody answered.

After a moment, she took hold of the doorknob. Her head jerked, as if she'd just cursed. She pulled her hand away from the knob and held it to her mouth for a moment. She shook her head.

Then she grabbed the doorknob again and opened the door.

It swung inward to shadows. She looked back and forth, then took a step into the house.

Well, well, well.
She probably wasn't supposed to do that.

Jake slipped out of the Corolla and walked down to the house. If anybody had been watching from across the street—which they probably were, there were busybodies everywhere—then the cops would be here in a couple of minutes. He didn't think the little old lady was planning to do anything harmful to Mrs. Taylor. The little old lady was probably from charity group trying to raise money for a good cause—more good intentions than common sense.

But when the old lady didn't come right back out of the house, he started walking faster. And when he heard a loud crack, he broke into a run.

He had his revolver with him, stuck into his shoulder holster. He couldn’t even remember grabbing it from the glove box—it seemed to have just appeared. The weight of it reassured him at least he would have something to back him up when he started shouting at people to put their hands up.

He jumped over the bushes and the two semi-circular steps up to the front door and ran inside.

It was one of those houses with about two square acres of stained wood flooring and white walls everywhere, carpet runners on the stairs with brass carpet rods and matching tacky chandeliers in the dining room.

The old woman lay at the foot of the stairs. A dark wooden acorn lay on the floor next to her. The bannister showed a pale spot in the wood where it had been recently denuded.

Jake shouted, “Hello? Hello!” but got no answer.

He bent over the old woman. A vein was throbbing in the thinner skin on her neck, making it twitch. No difficulty in ascertaining life there. She was also breathing heavily.

Her hand twitched, dragging her fingernails across the wood floor. The swollen wrist and finger joints told him she probably had arthritis in those joints.

Suddenly she gasped and sat up, putting a hand on the place where her head had hit the floor. It was bright red with blood. She had been lying on top of the manila folder; it was creased across the paper.

“Are you all right?” Jake asked.

“Dizzy,” she said. She held out a hand, and he helped her up. She clutched the manila envelope in her hand. “I... I don't remember how I got here.”

“Let's get you over to a chair.”

He led her into the dining room—the table was covered with a linen tablecloth, nothing fancy, two tacky chandeliers overhead. The woman sat down.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I'm watching the house for Mr. Taylor,” Jake answered.

“Watching the house for Mr. Taylor?” the woman frowned.

He nodded.

“I don't understand. I thought they were getting…” She closed her mouth. “Ohhhh. You're watching for lovers and intrigue, right? A private detective?”

She was fast enough on the uptake for someone who'd just hit her head.

“And you are?” Jake said, ignoring her questions.

“Oh, I'm no one special. Just delivering some papers.”

He doubted that. “Legal papers?”

“No, nothing like that. Some personal papers that a friend of theirs wanted them to have.”

“A friend?”

When she shrugged, Jake pulled out his license and showed it to her. “Who?”

“I'm sorry, but what are you trying to do?” she asked. “That's just a private investigator's license. I don't have to tell you anything.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Lady, you’re the one who just walked in here, uninvited. If you don't tell me what you're doing here, I'm going to call the cops.”

“And tell them what? And you walked right in here too…”

He held up a hand. “Save it. I'm a private investigator hired by one of the owners of this house. I'm sure he's not going to press charges against me. You… well, that might be another matter.”

She bit the inside of her cheek. “I'm, I'm bringing papers for the Taylors, from a friend.”

Yeah, she'd said that already, as if it had been rehearsed. “Great. Who?”

“An anonymous friend.”

“An anonymous friend who's paying you to drop them off in person, right? To make sure they get seen.”

She frowned at him. “They're... I'm, I’m not doing anything wrong.”

“You might think you’re not doing anything wrong, but just walking into someone's house? That's not exactly legal, is it?”

She didn't answer. He slid the manila envelope out of her unresisting hand and unclasped it. Several papers slid out, along with some old-fashioned and indiscreet photos that looked like they'd been taken in the Sixties or Seventies. What few clothes the participants were wearing were outdated, and the colors in the photographs weren't as sharp.

Jake whistled. “Someone's been having a good time.”

The old woman bit her lip.

He skimmed through the text of the letters—blackmail material all right. One of the participants' last names was Taylor, Jim Taylor—not the name of Jake's client. The date on the letter was from 1966.

He flipped back to the photos. If he had to bet, he'd say Mickey Taylor was Jim Taylor's kid born around the same time the photo had been taken.

The letters showed that two groups were involved—Mickey Taylor and his lover, and another pair of lovers with completely different last names. Unfortunately, he didn't know Mrs. Taylor's maiden name, so he couldn't even begin to guess whether her parents were involved.

“Okay,” Jake said. “Usually when you go to blackmail somebody, you don't threaten to release secrets about their parents, especially in a divorce case as messy as this one. I mean, if you wanted it, you could get as much blackmail material as you wanted on either party just by following them around.”

The old woman bit her thin, pale lips. It was obvious the words wanted to come out, but she'd need a little prompting to set them loose.

“Is one of these people you?” Jake asked. He held up one of the pictures next to the old woman's face. “Probably not that one.” The old woman looked shorter than the one in the pictures. He tried the other one, squinting to eliminate the distracting details.

The old woman grabbed the photo out of his hand, wrinkling the paper.

“Hey!”

“That is not me,” she said. “These idiotic children are ruining each other’s lives over what? Their inability to grow up? You young people…” Apparently now Jake, in his late thirties, was in the same group as his fifty plus year old client— “never understood how important it is to stay faithful to your wives and husbands! In my day, we knew that the only chance of surviving the hard times was to pick one person and stick with them, no matter how difficult it was!”

Her face had gone red under the permed white hair; it was clashing with her pink sweat suit. Jake raised a hand.

“Before you get going,” Jake said, “let me note I'm not married but that I'm extremely faithful to my girlfriend—hopefully soon to be my wife.”

“Girlfriend?” the old woman harrumphed. “That's for teenagers. At your age? You either marry her or get out!”

“I wouldn't say my romantic arrangements are any of your business, lady,” Jake sneered. “The real question is whether I should call the cops or not.”

“Ugh!” she shouted, literally throwing her hands up in the air. “I can't believe this!”

She stood up and started walking for the door. Jake grabbed the back of her sweatshirt and she halted mid-stride, gagging noisily. She was on the verge of melodrama.

Jake leaned over and whispered softly in her ear: “Just tell me what you know about the Organization, and we'll both pretend this never happened.”

The woman shuddered, her arms flying up as if to protect her face. “Let me go!”

“The cops,” he insisted in a whisper. “Me, you, your license plate number, and the police station.” He paused for a moment to let it sink in. “What do you say?”

She shuddered all over again and her arms flopped down by her sides. She relaxed. Jake kept hold of the back of her sweatshirt.

She was gonna make a run for it...

“I was paid to bring over the papers. I owed someone a favor—someone who's been paying my heating bills this winter—a big favor. I looked at the papers before I brought them. I'm not ashamed! These two people, tearing each other apart, for what? So, they can find out who cheated on who first? Poppycock! Neither one of them is any better than the other. Neither one of them is better than their parents! What they both need is a good dose of reality. And that's what these papers are going to provide—proof that everyone's a sinner, nobody's a saint, so we all just need to get along!”

She smacked one fist into the palm of her other hand to emphasize her point.

Jake said, “Okay, sure. The end justifies the means you reckon? Walk into someone's house, uninvited and throw porn at them. You think that fixes everything—you just saved their marriage? Hogwash. What I want to know is who's paying your bills and why?”

“They're paying my bills because I don't deserve the life I have!” she snapped. “I work at a gas station, I’m seventy-one years old, social security doesn't cover my bills and I'll never be able to retire! That's what my life has come to! I've been held up more times than I've been kissed by someone new. Five times I've been held up now. What does that say about the world? And these two… they stop at the station all the time to fill up their cars. They stand outside at the pumps and scream at each other like cats. I've had to call the cops on them twice!”

Jake stifled a grin. This clearly was very serious stuff to her.

He lifted his finger and shook his head. “Who's paying your bills?”

“I don't have to tell you. I won't. I don't care if you have me arrested or not.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest.

“Okay,” Jake said. “Is this the first time you've been involved in something like this?”

She hesitated. Jake pulled out his wallet and slid out a ten. He dangled it in front of her face.

She stared at it for a count of about ten, then snatched it out of the air. “Fine. No, I've made deliveries before. All paperwork lately. Used to be packages.”

“Drugs?”

“I don’t give a damn what was in those things. It could have been severed ears, fingers or heads for all I care. The deliveries paid my heating bill last winter. They could have my soul if they wanted it.”

Jake made a silent whistle through pursed lips. “I get it. They do you a favor, you do them a favor, you don't care how shady it is—a real win-win situation.”

“I'm sure it's all for a good cause,” the old woman said. “If they weren't good people, why bother paying an old woman's heating bill?”

He let her go. She marched out of the cool shade of the house into the sunny day outside, carefully avoiding touching the door, which she left open.

Jake looked inside the envelope before he put the papers back and noticed a note on a half sheet of paper.

Why should anyone's heart be bigger than what is fair? Why should anyone make sacrifices for the ones they love?

Jake shook his head. He could kind of see where the blackmailer—and the old woman—had been going with this. But this was just weird, almost illogical.

It was like the blackmailer was trying to say that letting someone cheat on you was kind of noble. Or maybe that's not what they meant, but that's how it sounded.

He hated that kind of stuff. Life was already complicated enough without all the lies. He paperclipped it all back together, slid it in the envelope, and hunted around in the kitchen until he found a sticky note by the phone.

Blackmailer delivered this to your house at— he checked the clock on the microwave—11:30 a.m.

Then he added the specifics about the car, including the license plate, as well as the specifics about the woman.

She claims to have been paid by an anonymous donor who has done her favors in the past. Want me to track her down?

He put the sticky note over the flap of the envelope. Then it hit him. Mrs. Taylor was supposed to be home, wasn't she?

He went over to the stairs and put his foot on the first step. The carpet bar was loose, and he almost slipped on the sliding rug. He boosted himself onto the second step and walked quietly up the stairs.

At the top of the stairs he found one door that was shut and locked. He knocked on it a couple of times, then dropped the envelope on the wood floor and leaned on the door until the latch slipped out of the plate.

The door opened with a creak, revealing what should have been a cheerful bedroom with a four-poster walnut king size bed covered with a nice cotton and lace coverlet, big pillows, and sunlight coming through the lace curtains on the other side of the room.

One problem—the woman in the bed. Her breath rasped noisily in the back of her throat, and her skin was turning slightly blue.

On the dresser, next to her was a prescription bottle with the lid off and half of a glass of water. Her phone lay on the floor next to the bed, her hand dangling over the mattress above it.

Jake cursed, grabbed the phone, and dialed 911 with one hand while trying to check her pulse with the other.

***

On his way home from another exhausting day during which Regan still wasn't answering her phone, Jake had to ask himself—what was going on here?

First he'd run into a case where a small business owner was having a small but inexplicable fee being charged to him. Then he'd run into a case where someone was receiving mysterious money, for no reason Jake could identify, then being asked to provide favors for the unknown benefactor.

In the one case, his mechanic was getting screwed in a small but definite way.

In the other case, the old woman was receiving a benefit—a big one. Her heating bill had to be hundreds of dollars a month in the winter. But she was available to do favors in exchange—unethical favors.

The second case sounded like something the Organization would do—up to a point. Why would the Organization care if two fifty-year-olds were getting a divorce?

Unless one of their kids was involved? That might be it.

But the first case, where did that even come in?

He pondered it all the way back to the office, at which point Chuck told him the client, Mickey Taylor, had called to say thanks for saving his wife. She'd tried to kill herself. The guy was all choked up, so choked up he was sending a big bonus and calling off divorce proceedings.

Jake handed him the manila envelope, told him about the old woman, and told him to file the envelope with the rest of the client's paperwork.

“Aren't we going to give him the... blackmail material on their parents?” Chuck said.

Jake shook his head. “Apparently, whoever sent it had a specific mission in mind. And unless Mr. and Mrs. Taylor completely screw this up again, it's mission accomplished.”

The two of them stared at each other. It had taken a near fatal suicide attempt for the Taylors to understand they indeed had feelings for each other—talk about saving a marriage.

“Strange world,” Chuck said.

“Damn straight,” Jake replied.




 Chapter 45 - Trouble believing it 

Regan was in her usual place—on the couch, blanket wrapped around her, and the cable news on—as usual. She looked up when he came in, nodded when he said hi, and watched him take off his shoes and jacket, then cross the room toward her.

He put the stack of files on the couch next to her. Her blue eyes were dark and wide, like an owl watching him.

“I'm going over case materials tonight,” he said.

She didn't flinch or tune him out, which he took as a positive sign. Positive or negative, though, he needed to go through these files a few times. The Morris case needed his urgent attention.

He left the files on the couch and went off to take a quick shower and make himself a sandwich. He checked the fridge—the cake was gone—and then the dishwasher. He didn't spot anything which evidenced Regan had eaten supper, so he made her a PB&J along with his, and poured out a couple of glasses of milk.

When he emerged, she was back to watching the news. The files hadn't been touched.

He handed her a plate and put the glass on the side table next to her, then sat between her and the files. He opened the first one and started reading.

After a few minutes, he said, “So Ivan Morris—we both know he didn't kill Justice Rubin.”

She didn't respond, but her mouth twitched.

“But the problem is, we don't know how we know. I've been able to get some of the case materials from Gary, who's been very helpful.”

As well as not strictly legal. Jake was still swinging back and forth on his opinion of the guy. Maybe he always would.

“And there hasn't been any physical evidence tying Morris to the crime,” Jake said, “no fingerprints, no weapons, nothing like that. When I talked to Fiducioso about the crime, he stated that fingerprints and possibly DNA—I can't remember—had been found at the crime. But when I looked inside the actual case files, it's not there.”

He flipped through the pages, one after the other, as if to see if this had somehow changed. He might have missed something—he knew he hadn't, though.

Regan's eyes twitched. She was watching the pages turn, not the TV.

“Not there,” Jake repeated.

“Eventually, either Morris is going to be released and the investigation is going to shift elsewhere, or some physical evidence is going to show up tying Morris to the crime, if it hasn't already. But from what Fiducioso said, the Organization is somehow tied up in this. And that means they could step in and tilt the balance in their favor at any time, and probably will.”

He paused, leaving a space for Regan to make a comment. Her lips pressed together, but nothing else was forthcoming.

He shrugged and continued. “We have two avenues to proceed here. One, we try to solve the case and track down the real murderer. Find evidence that leaves no room for doubt because just waiting for the evidence to fall apart isn't going to work—the Organization will make sure new 'evidence' appears that ties Morris to the case.

“Our second option is to find out what the Organization is trying to do. Were they trying to keep Rubin from doing something, or were they trying to stop Morris, or do they have some other plan in mind? And then we try to work that angle and make it so there's no reason to frame Morris in the first place. With Morris free, the cops can focus their resources on catching the real killer or killers. They usually do an okay job of investigating murders, especially high profile ones like this. We can let them do their job unless it looks like they're going to get stuck on something.”

Another pause.

Regan's eyebrows pinched together. She was indeed thinking about it.

He waited. But she didn't say anything.

Jake shrugged again and continued the soliloquy. “Now, in my opinion, that second option is a mess. We can't predict what the Organization is going to do because we don't know enough about them. We don't know what their overall goals are. We don't know who's in charge. We don't even know what kind of, uh…, operational structure they have. We can't tell if there's a crazy dictator in charge, or a council, or... who knows? They might even make their decisions based on whether the stock market's going up or down… or on a roll of the dice.

“So let's not work on that option. Let's work on trying to find the real murderer.”

He paused again. She was staring into the distance—not at the TV, but out the window. A car was driving by, headlights on. It passed the window and was gone again.

“To find the real murderer, we need unadulterated information collected at the crime scene, and we need constant updates. We need to have some way of being able to assess whether the information we're getting is good or not.

“We don't have that. What Gary's providing is great, but it's not enough.”

He took a breath. She was still staring out of the window. In the late twilight, he could see the shapes of houses, trees, cars parked in their driveways. A couple of teenagers were walking down the street, two boys dressed in leather jackets with patches on the back. It was too dark, even with the streetlights, which had just come on, to work out what the patches were for. The jackets looked expensive, and the kids looked like they'd been washed and fed... locals.

“The big problem right now,” Jake said, “is that Alex isn't available. He says he is, but his heart's not in it. He's distracted. He's working on something for another client. He tries to hint that it's for the Feebs and he's just too discreet to come out and say it, but that's not normal for him. Normally he just tells us when he’s working on a job for them. So, my thought is that he's working a job for someone he doesn't want us to know about—for the Organization? It's a hard question, but it's one I must ask. Especially when whatever this 'job' is, starts to interfere with his ability to resolve cases for us. Alex's a big boy. He doesn't need to be our data slave, and I get that. But his recent behavior isn't like him. It sticks out.”

Regan's eyes had narrowed as she watched the two teenaged boys pass in front of the window. When they disappeared past the frame, they narrowed even further.

“So. Back to the case.” He reached over to the end table and turned on a small metal lamp. The tame light flooded over the papers in his lap. “We have to go with what we have. Sherlock Holmes might be against theorizing in advance of the facts, but we don't have that luxury. We should start putting the situation together now, or else we won't know when or if the Organization starts introducing its own information. We have to look for things that stick out, things that don't belong.”

That was how Jake operated—mostly by instinct. He kept his eyes peeled and his brain relaxed. And when stuff popped out at him, he worked out why—like the old woman who'd come up to the Taylors' house. She didn't belong there—red alarm.

“The evidence at the scene isn't complete yet,” Jake said, “but here's what we have...”

***

Regan stared out the window. The two boys that had just walked past the window had been walking past her window for days. It was the same two boys; she was sure of it. They changed their outfits every time. Once it had been basketball tshirts and billed caps. Another time it had been white button-up shirts and black trousers. This time, they were pretending to be a pair of upper class kids imitating punk rockers. The clothes had all been expensive and in good condition.

One of them was taller than the other and walked with a particularly long stride, his head bobbing up and down. The other one glared from side to side as he walked.

The same thing repeatedly, trying to look different by changing their clothes, but not the way they walked.

Jake was talking about the Morris case. Morris had been blamed for the murder of Hank Rubin. Jake had gone to talk to him about one of the cases Hank had worked on before he was on the state supreme court. Jake said Morris had found a pattern in the cases that showed Rubin had violated a fair sense of justice. The cases, he said, all showed a tilt in favor of people who were rich.

Morris had noticed a pattern. He had noticed the same pattern, but trying to look different.

She hadn't wanted to consider the possibility that Hank... wasn't on the straight and narrow. But Hank had been killed.

Usually… usually, innocent people weren't murdered. Or it might be better to say that murderers don't kill people unless they think they have a reason. Anyone killed by a murderer had, in the murderer's view, deserved it.

She shivered. Conrad Wilson had wanted to kill me. Therefore, he must have thought I deserved death. He'd needed me to die, at any rate. He'd needed me to die more than he'd needed to stay secret and safe.

Someone had something against Hank. Morris had something against Hank. Therefore, the story in public was Morris must have killed Hank. But Morris didn't need to kill Hank, his wife and grandkids to set things straight. All he needed to do was talk to Jake.

When she looked at the situation like that, she understood the crime hadn't been about Morris. Even though she hadn't met him and therefore couldn't be sure he wasn't a murderer (she couldn't even begin to guess whether he was a murderer), she knew he wasn't the pin holding the mystery together. Hank Rubin was.

There were two crimes here, even when setting aside the case of the little girl who had been murdered and blamed on Macharia —two more crimes there too. First crime: murder of Hank Rubin, his wife and two granddaughters. Why the two granddaughters? They had been in a different room. Why not let them sleep? Second crime: the framing of Ivan Morris.

The first crime—four quick clean cuts.

The media hadn't said anything about complications with the investigation. She should probably go through the paperwork on the couch and make sure. Jake was right, they needed live updates on what evidence was coming in. That was a good idea, but say there had only been the four cuts. Say, put a cloth soaked with ether over a person's face, press it down until they passed out, and then the razor across the throat.

Regan shoved a hand in her mouth. Tears sprang up in her eyes. She looked back and forth, checking the dark corners of the room behind her—but he wasn't there.

For a second she could almost hear Conrad Wilson's voice behind her, describing the scene and how he would have handled it.

Jake turned his head to watch her as she got up and checked the door to make sure it was locked. She did a cycle around the house, checking windows and making sure nothing had been moved inside the house, upstairs or down.

She made it into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. She might be up for a while, reading up on the cases. As she slid the clean filter into place, she glanced up.

The window over the kitchen sink looked out to the front yard, the sidewalk, and the street.

The two boys were walking past the front of the house again, one of them bobbing up and down, the other looking from side to side. The short one had to walk faster than the taller one.

The tall one, the one on the far side of the street, had his phone in his hand and was checking something. He was wearing earphones. Had he been wearing them last time? She couldn't remember. The shorter of the two boys looked at her.

It felt like an electric shock. He'd locked eyes with her. He saw her. He looked away.

It wouldn't have been a big deal, except he broke his pattern. He looked straight forward after that.

She leaned forward and watched the two boys. Just as they almost disappeared, they stopped at a car, a BMW or something similar, and got in the back seats.

The car rolled away with its lights off.

She started the coffee running and went back into the living room.

Jake said, “Are you okay?”

“I'm fine.”

She wasn't fine, not really. Her head felt like she was trying to think her way through refrigerated butter. She smiled. That thought had almost made sense.

Jake smiled. “Good. May I continue?”

That's right. I’m supposed to be listening to him about the case—or at least pretending to listen.

“Go for it,” she said. But she was back to seeing the world from Conrad Wilson's perspective. Two people executing a pair of quick, relatively painless murders each. Whoever had done this, it wasn't personal. It was professional. It sent a message, but not the kind of message that someone like Conrad Wilson would leave. His messages were very messy. They left blood splattered all over the place.

“How much blood?” she asked, interrupting whatever Jake had been saying.

“How much blood?”

“On the ceiling and walls.”

He shook his head. Mostly just on the beds. They found some cloths nearby—”

“Soaked with ether?”

“Yeah. How did you know?”

“I didn't.” She shivered. Conrad Wilson had, though. It was a good guess.

A shadow moved in the darkness behind her. She whipped around, but there was nothing there. She looked over her shoulder a dozen times while Jake read more details that didn't register, not even for a second. Finally, she started checking doors and windows again.

She sighed. At least by the time she reached the coffeepot, the coffee would be ready to pour.

She stopped at the cupboard next to the sink to get two cups out. Suddenly she couldn't remember whether Jake liked cream or sugar or not. Plain, she thought she remembered. What a terrible person I am. She poured the coffee; the two cups matched. They were both the plain white stoneware cups she liked with the glaze rubbed off the terracotta rims so there was one thin band of contrasting color on them.

She glanced into the cupboard. The cups were all in a row...

Except one. The handle was turned backward.

She would have thought it was Jake's fault it was backward—he wasn't the kind of guy who needed that level of orderliness in his life—but it was one of the back rows of cups.

She dragged a stool from the breakfast counter over to the cupboard and climbed up on it, looking inside the cupboard.

She didn't see anything unusual. She shoved a hand inside the cupboard and rubbed it around the sides.

On the top of the cupboard was a... a lump. A something.

Jake said, “What are you doing, Regan?”

“A cup was turned backward,” she said. “I was checking for...” She bit her lips shut, then climbed down off the stool. “I made coffee.”

She picked up her mug and drank from it, too quickly. It burned her tongue. He slowly walked close to her, took the mug out of her hand, placed it on the counter and put his arms around her.

“You're safe,” he whispered in her hair.

Her heart was thudding in her chest. “I know that,” she said. “But I always have trouble believing it.”




 Chapter 46 - Not supposed to hear that conversation 

The next morning, Regan told Jake she was going to try to schedule an emergency session with the therapist because she'd had nightmares about Wilson all night long—again. She told him she felt like he was trying to break into the house.

As she told him the story, she practically had to weave her fingers together and step on her own toes to keep from checking the windows and doors. Just the idea of Wilson trying to get into the house...

He said, “I already checked everything this morning, but go ahead and check it again. I won't be insulted. I promise.”

With a sigh of relief, she did so, although she had to fight not to go into the cupboard and rip out whatever had been hiding on the top.

Jake wanted to talk to Gary and Doug. Doug was working on the issue for his mechanic. She nodded.

“I should be back early,” he said. “I'm going to sack out on the couch and go through the files again. Wanna join me?”

“Depends on how things go with the therapist,” she said.

“Try not to be too hard on him.”


She nodded and smiled faintly

Finally, he left, a cool peck on the cheek. How long had it been since she’d done that? He couldn't remember. It must mean that she was getting better.

He left his files behind, hoping, no doubt, curiosity would kill the cat and she would read them while he was out.

As soon as his Corolla was out of sight, she had the stool in front of the cupboard and was ripping the lump out of her cupboard with a knife.

It was a flat black piece of plastic with a mesh microphone pickup. Attached to it with glue was an RFID chip, a spiral of copper wire attached to a piece of thick paper with a sticky backing, the kind that were pasted into the back cover on legal cases she always checked out of the Westchester Judicial Library.

The two teenaged boys that keep walking by my house!
Are they spying on me?

She made herself presentable as quickly as possible and got in the car, loading the files and the black plastic thing she found on the shelf, into her soft sided briefcase. Her normal phone rang once, but she ignored it. It was Jake; he'd leave a message. She didn't want to say anything around the black plastic chip she might regret.

My house. Someone had been in my house! 

Or someone had gotten to Ellen. Wouldn't she have seen the thing inside the cupboard? 

No, she wouldn't have, not unless it was spring cleaning, which she usually finished in March sometime. It was like she didn't believe spring could come unless she'd cleaned the house for it first. Only Regan's paranoia had made her look for it. It had been inside the lip against the door, covered by shadow. Who else would be nuts enough to run their hands along the top of the inside of a cupboard?

It was those two kids. The pattern that tried to look like it wasn't one. Suspicious. It wasn't proof, but it was a solid enough suspicion to start testing.

But first she would try the direct route and confront Jessie.

***

Jessie said, “And if I did plant a bug in your coffee mug cupboard or anywhere else in your house?”

Regan had planned to get into the City relatively quickly—but she hadn't counted on the traffic trying to get out of the City taking over the other lanes of the road. Other people were trying to drive into Manhattan, and the fleeing cars had been forced to leave a single lane for them. Southbound traffic crawled along, sometimes on the shoulder of the road.

She hadn't realized how bad it was. She wasn't sure how she was going to get out of this.

She'd worry about that later.

“If you planted bugs in my house, then you need to stop.”

“Or what?”

“Or I'll find a way to do the same to you.,”.

“You will, will you?” Jessie smirked.

“I have friends,” Regan said, thinking of Alex and feeling like a complete idiot. Did it even matter anymore?

Jessie leaned towards her from the other side of the glass topped coffee table and laughed—almost in her face. It was a loud brash laugh that echoed through the room that cut off with a snap as soon as Jessie closed her mouth. Regan stared at her. She had a bitter taste in her mouth and the hair on her arms were standing on end.

Jessie was playing things like she was in a good mood, not a thing wrong in the world, but there was something off. Her eyes were red... her “good mood” was forced.

Jessie said, “I used to be someone you trusted.”

“And you wonder why I don't anymore.” Regan looked her straight in the eyes.

The chairs were the in-between ones, neither comfortable nor uncomfortable. They were seated in the little conversational area beside Lloyd Loeb's desk. He had excused himself for a meeting after greeting Regan with some fastidious brown nosing.

Jessie were dressed in an outfit appropriate for a powerful man's personal assistant. She was wearing a warm gray suit with a gold blouse and gold jewelry. Her hair was braided today and had a few Egyptian themed gold ornaments woven into it.

“All right, let's say I order your house off limits,” Jessie said. “What are you going to do for me?”

Regan didn't bother answering her. “Get your bugs out of my house and stay out. My privacy is non-negotiable—period. I’m here for two things.”

“What's the first one?”

“Morris.”

“Morris? Who's that?”

“The judge that was just arrested for the quadruple homicide. The Organization is screwing with the case, aren't they?”

Jessie shrugged. “It's out of my jurisdiction.”

“The state supreme court is in your jurisdiction. I know you have to be at least watching the case.”

“And if I am?”

“Morris didn't do it.”

“What proof have you got?”

She couldn't take the raw antagonism anymore.

Regan got up and walked out of the office, leaving her briefcase and jacket behind. The coffee was in a discreet little room off the lobby that also held a refrigerator, a few dozen filing cabinets, and a full bar. She poured herself a cup; Jessie hadn't had Uncle Paul's old cups replaced, and it gave her a brief pang.

“Coffee?” she yelled.

“Yeah.”

She brought in a second mug, along with the dish of sugar cubes. Maybe prison had changed Jessie, but she used to take her coffee with as many carbs as she could get away with—enough to make grown men wince.

She put both mugs on the low glass table in the center.

“Proof. We don't have it yet,” Regan said. “I've been out of it for a while, obviously, and our tech guy is working on something else now. So, we're running short handed.”

“Then don't bother telling me he's innocent. I mean, it's too bad he was out of his mind on his prescriptions and all, and maybe he just needs a manslaughter trial instead of murder one, but he's still guilty.”

“No, wait, listen...” And then Regan told her about what she'd learned about the case—especially about the way the killing was done.

“If Morris did it while he was out of his mind on prescription drugs, then tell me this one thing: who was his partner?”

Jessie shook her head. “You're not convincing me. None of this tells me he had to have a partner. Your little theory isn't proof.”

“Then how about this? The first crime, the murder, is done very coldly and methodically. Preparation had to happen—the ether on the towels. And…” With a flash of white light, something occurred to her. “...the cuts on the victims' throats. They were all from the outside of the bed toward the inside. Correct?”

Jessie shrugged. “If that's what the evidence says.”

“It does. The victims were all in full size or larger beds—not twin size. The murderer or murderers killed their victims by standing beside them near the beds. One hand is pressed over the face, and the other hand uses the knife while the first hand moves down slightly to help keep the blood from splattering everywhere.”

She held up her hands, her left holding the imaginary cloth, the right one holding the knife. She slashed.

“Then the murderer—if there is only one—has to walk all the way around the bed. He takes a second cloth, and then...”

She held her left hand out as if covering the victim's face. The right hand, though, she had to twist around until it was upside down.

“The throats weren't cut from left to right or right to left. They were cut from the outside of the bed to the inside. That means one of the cutters was right handed,” She switched hands and made the first cutting motion. “And one of them was left handed.” She reversed hands.

“So?”

“So there were two, or else we either have someone ambidextrous or with three arms. Um.”

Jessie shook her head. “Who are you and what have you done to the old data-driven friend I used to have?”

Regan brushed her hands together. She could almost feel the ether soaked cloth in her left and the handle of the razor in her right. She sat down again and gulped at her coffee. It was good, but not nearly as good as Uncle Paul's secretary used to make.

Jessie started loading up on sugar, stopping at eight sugar cubes. She picked up a ninth and crunched on it thoughtfully, her gold earrings sparkling as she crunched.

“Honestly? Ever since I was abducted, I haven't been the same.” Regan said.

Jessie blinked at her, her face blank.

Regan grunted. Some things hadn't changed; she could still read Jessie like a book. Jessie had no idea what she was talking about. She hadn't connected the dots between Uncle Paul, Conrad Wilson, and herself.

She said, “When Uncle Paul was killed earlier this year, it was because he'd come after me to try to save me from a serial killer—Conrad Wilson.”

Now Jessie's face lit up, cautiously.

“It was kept out of the news for the most part,” Regan said. “People were more interested in the fact he'd murdered, then beheaded, gutted, and drained Laura Provost in her own apartment. If I'd been killed…

“As it was, I'm just the one who got away. Gary, my admin, probably has a file of people who have sent me death threats because I survived while Laura died. They reckon it's all my fault or something—people send me death threats for the stupidest things. I've been trying to recover from the shock of Uncle Paul's death and being abducted and almost killed. I'm only now just coming out of it.”

Jessie spat out a curse, then slurped at her sugary coffee, still staring at Regan.

So, that's why I wasn't there for you, Regan wanted to explain. But of course, even if she hadn't been traumatized, she wouldn't have done anything differently where Jessie was concerned... so she didn't say it.

Her eyelids half closed. Just thinking about it, she could almost feel Wilson's presence behind her, grinning.

“I've been feeling like his ghost is haunting me,” she said. “Not literally his ghost, but his outlook on the world—if that makes any sense. I'm not usually very intuitive.”

Jessie grunted. “That's the truth.”

“And yet, lately, I've been having intuitions unsupported by data, and pretty good ones. I think... you might call them gut instincts.”

Jessie grunted again and buried her face behind her coffee cup.

“I know normal people have gut instincts...” Regan started, but Jessie interrupted her.

“And what do your newfound instincts have to say about Justice Rubin? Did he murder that little girl that started this whole mess?”

Regan shrugged. “I got nothing. I haven't gotten that deep into that case yet. But if I had to guess, I'd say that...” She thought about Morris' accusations. “...probably he was covering up for someone with money. If Morris' observations hold up, then that would make sense.”

Jessie shook her head slowly, her earrings bouncing against her neck. “All right. Let's rebuild the hypothesis, working backward. There's a little girl, abducted and murdered by some psychopath. Someone points a finger at Macharia; he's a service member who's just come back from some pretty ugly places and might not be all right in his head. He might not have meant to do those horrible things to a little girl, the thought goes, but he’s still a rabid dog that needs to be put down.”

“And then,” Regan said, “after the case is all neatly sewn up and everyone involved has moved on…”

“Except Macharia and the little girl,” Jessie interjected.

“Yes, except Macharia and the little girl,” Regan said, keeping herself from smiling. She'd known that Jessie would correct her on that one. “Morris comes along. At first nobody pays him much attention. He's a legal fanboy, just looking up all the information about his hero he can find.”

“But clearly that information isn't being controlled the way it should be,” Jessie said, “if someone were controlling the information. It's like any other secret. It never comes out in one whole piece. It leaks out around the edges. And if someone's interested enough in sopping up the leaks, maybe widening the cracks a little, then there's a lot that can be found.”

“So Morris keeps seeing patterns he shouldn't be seeing, that he doesn't want to be seeing, but that are, in retrospect, difficult to “unsee,” Regan said.

“And then, because he's conscientious, he looks around to make sure it's not just coincidence. Maybe someone else is responsible for what he's seeing. But no.”

“We can't know that,” Regan said. “He didn't say anything about it to Jake or Gary. It might be in some file somewhere, but we can't just assume it at this point.”

Jessie grinned, “I thought you were having intuitions lately.”

“I know it's just a theory at this point. But still, let's not go crazy with it.”

“No,” Jessie said, “listen. Morris had a bad case of hero worship and ethics. There is no way in hell he's going to try to shift the blame of what he's seeing on someone else. And there is no way he's going to run his mouth off to some 'private investigator he met a few days ago. This is big stuff. The only way he's going to talk about it is if he's sure.”

“Or if he's jealous, or crazy, or having problems with his meds.” Regan nodded.

“I'll buy the meds explanation,” Jessie said, “but not the jealous or crazy. Morris is, or was, well respected for the work he was doing. All the information I was able to gather on him shows his community was lucky to have him.”

“Which may or may not have been because he was being held back, in retribution for questioning Rubin.”

“Granted.”

“Why not jealous or crazy?”

Jessie shrugged. “It doesn't feel right.”

Regan gritted her teeth. “I hate it when you say that.”

“I know.” Jessie smiled.

They both sipped from their coffee cups at the same time, then both repressed a smile. It was good, almost too good, to be talking to each other again—like friends. Even though they weren't, not really. Regan's heart gave a lurch. Jessie was the enemy now.

“How long was he questioning Rubin?” Jessie asked. “How long has this been going on?”

“I don't know.”

“You should find out. It might be important.”

Regan made a mental note to ask Jake if he knew. “But it still brings us back to Rubin. Why kill Rubin? Or, rather, why not kill Morris?”

“Mmm,” Jessie said. “Why not kill Morris and make it look like an accident? Back to business as usual, minus one nosy judge. Another question. Why not make Rubin's death look like an accident? Those killings were a warning if I ever saw one.”

Regan bent her head forward, staring down into her mostly empty coffee cup. When it came to making a death look like an accident...

Jessie would know.

“Obviously, the warning wasn't for Morris,” Jessie said. “All right, damn it. You've convinced me. What happened to the Rubins wasn't the act of a man out of his mind on his meds. It was both premeditated and meant to convey a specific threat. Not only was Rubin killed, but so was his wife. And not only was his wife killed, but his two, pretty, innocent little granddaughters also. That is the act of someone who very deeply believes that not only is he never gonna get caught, but that he can do it again—easily.

Regan let out a breath. She hadn't known it—it hadn't crossed even her paranoid mind—but somewhere in the depths of her soul, she had wondered whether Jessie was involved in the killing.

One little girl was killed ten years ago...

...two little girls were killed a few days ago. 

It sounded like the kind of revenge Jessie might get involved in, except for killing innocent kids. Prison couldn't have changed her that much, could it? 

Jessie said, “And the second thing you wanted to talk about?”

Regan's shoulders slumped. Things had been going so well.

“I need to know... is the chemical spill at the Tannin plant something the Organization was involved in?”

Jessie's eyes widened and seemed to sink deeper into her head. If Regan had to describe her at that second, she would have said Jessie was haunted.

“No!” her voice came out in a rasp. “How could you even think that?”

“It was an accident,” Regan said, softly. “Sometimes things happen. And then... the news seems to be looking the other way. It's insane.”

“Damned right it's insane,” Jessie said. “The people who live there are shouting for help all over social media. And the newspapers and cable news pretend it's not happening. The roads are closed down; you know that?”

“Closed down?”

“The Tri-Boro is closed except to emergency vehicles and, you know, limos. LaGuardia's closed. Grand Central Parkway, The Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, The Queensboro Bridge—they’re all closed. Some people are crawling out of the area, but not many.”

“Everything's packed all the way to White Plains.”

“The people who are leaving? They're from the rest of the City. The police are keeping everyone near the accident caged up in the area.”

“Why?”

“Because they can't afford to let them go.”

Regan shook her head. “It can't be…”

“You forget who I work for now,” Jessie said. “We have people in NYPD, we have people in the mayor's office, and they're doing it on purpose.”

Regan said, “And you're listening to me talk about one guy facing injustice.”

“It's soothing,” Jessie said. “It makes me feel like I can almost do something about it.”

***

With fresh cups of coffee in hand, the two of them had changed seats and were now both facing in the same direction—looking out over the city, the heels of their shoes up on the glass coffee table.

“Doesn't it tempt you?” Jessie said. “Not even a little bit? To be sitting where I'm sitting, looking out over the city and being able to say, 'I could change all of that'?”

Regan said, “I'm not really a big picture person.”

“Oh, don't give me that. That's a lie. You've always been more interested in ‘justice with a capital J’ than anybody else I’ve ever met. And if that's not big picture, I don't know what is.”

“It's a lot more granular than big picture. I don't really care what society looks like, on condition that the interactions we have are just, and that there's a way to...” She broke off.

“To right the wrongs,” Jessie said. “So you are tempted.”

“Sometimes,” Regan mumbled, “but mostly not. I've run into the horrible things the Organization does too many times—frame an innocent man to protect a guilty one.”

“Frame a guilty man who has escaped justice,” Jessie said. “Conrad Wilson, for example.”

“Framing someone isn't justice,” Regan said.

“It can be; this legal system is not doing a proper job of justice.”

“What's wrong with the system?”

“It sweeps a lot of people under the rug. In most cases, you will only have justice if you have money.”

“That's a problem of corruption within the system, not the system itself.”

“If it's not a problem with the system, why is there so much corruption? The system breeds corruption.”

They could argue like this all day. One of the big doors opened, and Mr. Loeb stuck his head inside. He gave Regan a charming smile, then dropped it while he spoke to Jessie.

“Ms. Bell,” he said, “some urgent messages have come in for you.”

“Are they...?” she asked.

He nodded.

Jessie kicked her feet off the table. Regan followed suit. They both stood, then put their cups down. Regan held out her right hand, Jessie leaned forward and crushed her into a hug.

“This was good,” Jessie said.

“Yes, but let it be clear, I'm not with you on this,” Regan said.

“Oh, it's clear. Nevertheless, it was still good.”

Regan nodded. They both turned toward the door. Loeb slid the rest of the way in, taking a moment to simper in Regan's direction. What he still had to learn about Regan was it just made her uncomfortable when men tried to use their looks to raise themselves in her opinion. He was attractive, in a distinguished kind of way; but she didn’t care.

He said, “Ladies. May I compliment you on how well you've been getting along?”

They both sniffed and crossed the room toward him. It was true, though.

“Well?” Jessie said.

“The ceremony will occur just before sunset.”

“Excellent.

Regan frowned. She'd left her soft sided briefcase back by the coffee table and her coat. She'd be leaving her head behind next...

“And the location is acceptable?” Jessie asked.

“He confirmed that was the case,” Loeb said.

“But what do you think?”

“I think it's a bit tight. If there are any last-minute adjustments to the time or location—say an hour later or a few steps to the right—then he'll have difficulties due to the length of the barrel.” Loeb clasped his hand over his mouth.

Regan stopped in her tracks, half bent over, one hand reaching toward her case.

“Tell me,” she said, “you're not planning what I think you're planning.”

Time seemed to stretch out. Loeb's face had gone blank; Jessie’s face did that thing where she thought it looked blank but instead it just looked guilty.

“An assassination?” Regan whispered in shock.

The blankness on the two already blank faces intensified.

“Oh my God! You're going to have Fred Tannin assassinated.”

Regan was not supposed to hear that conversation.




 Chapter 47 - Don’t trust anyone 

Jake came back early, half-expecting Regan to still be on the couch in her pajamas. Good intentions were sometimes killed by realities. She might have panicked and not gone to her emergency therapy session.

But when he opened the door, the blanket on the couch was nothing more than an empty cocoon. He smiled. It was a small step—getting off the couch. But every time you did it, it was a victory.

He kicked off his shoes and did a quick sweep of the house. The last few days, Regan had been so paranoid, he'd started to join her in checking all the windows and doors. He didn't bother this time, just walked through the rooms upstairs and down, ending in the kitchen.

Something felt off in here. One of the stools had been dragged away from the breakfast bar and was sitting in front of the cupboard. She'd done that yesterday too, checking the cupboards.

He climbed up on the stool and checked inside the cupboard, feeling around, but found nothing out of the ordinary.

Other than that, it all looked normal. He checked the fridge. She hadn't eaten anything since last night—but maybe she'd left in a hurry this morning. Trying to sneak in an impromptu appointment with any professional doctor type, from regular medical doctor to psychology, was a hurry up and wait kind of proposition. With any luck, she'd grab something to eat on the way there, or on the way back.

He rolled his shoulders and took the last part of Ellen's cake out of the fridge. The coffee pot had tepid coffee from earlier this morning. He ate at the breakfast counter and stared out the window.

She'd been staring out of the window yesterday a couple of times. But she hadn't looked spaced out—more like she was watching something.

But what?

He ate the cake. Doug hadn't had anything for him yet, and Gary unable to get any updates on the evidence being logged in the Rubin case. He'd checked up on Mrs. Taylor, who was still in the hospital but was awake. She looked emaciated. The similarities between her and Regan made him uncomfortable. Mrs. Taylor had clasped his hand weakly. She must have an eating disorder. Her hand felt like twigs.

He'd driven around White Plains for almost an hour, trying to get the image of Regan lying in a hospital bed out of his head. Then he went back to his apartment and showered. Showering at his apartment no longer felt like home... but Regan's place didn’t feel like home either.

He grinned. It wasn't the first time he'd felt like he didn't have a permanent residence. Delta Force wasn't a great way of putting down roots—neither was being a private investigator.

At least he was clean and fed.

He put the plate in the dishwasher and went out into the living room. The stack of paperwork he'd deliberately left sitting on the couch to trick Regan into reading it and get her involved was gone.

More good news, even if it was kind of a pain because it wasn't here for him to read, and he was bored.

He settled onto the couch and turned on the news, then flipped through the sports channels—mostly baseball. All right, baseball, a replay of the Royals and the Twins. Nobody he was personally invested in, which meant he wouldn't be disappointed no matter who lost.

He settled in. When was the last time he'd relaxed enough to watch a game?

Following the law of inevitable interruptions, his phone rang. He patted his pockets, then got up and searched his jacket. “Hello?”

“Jake. It's Gary.”

His voice sounded tense. Jake's shoulder's tightened. He forced the muscles to relax. No matter what had happened, it wouldn't be made better by panic. “What's up?”

“Regan's gone.”

Jake swallowed. “What do you mean? She hasn't been showing up at work for a while—sick leave.”

“I just got an email with a letter asking for a leave of absence.”

Jake blinked. “From Regan?”

“Yes. It's from Regan’s email address.”

“Have you called Alex yet? Where is she? Is the GPS in her cell phone working?”

“I called you first,” Gary said.

“Call him next,” Jake said.

“There's more. She also sent me an email and a separate email for you.”

“For me? Why wouldn't she just send the email directly to me?”

“I think she wanted to make sure you saw this.”

“What is it? Did you open it?”

“It's an attachment. I didn't open it. I'm forwarding it to you now.”

“Just open it and read it to me. Then you can send it. ”

Gary swallowed. “All right. Here goes.” A pause. “'Dear Jake, this is a difficult note to have to write. I'm going to be gone for a while. Good news: I haven't been abducted by a psychopath this time (I hope). Bad news: I'm going to be working with the Organization...'” Gary paused and swallowed again.

“'I'm going to be working with them on a project I can't tell you about. Please keep working to get Ivan Morris out of prison. I think you'll find that several related issues have resolved themselves. The Organization isn't directly involved in the case, but they did put pressure on a few people to get it resolved as quickly as possible, and had overlooked the possibility Morris was framed by someone else. I've managed to get them to take the pressure off.

“'Please don't tell Daddy what I'm doing. He'd be devastated. Tell him my therapist has recommended I get away for a while, to break some unpleasant associations, to a retreat up in the Colorado Rockies. I'll try to keep up with emails, but they might be spotty. Let him know the resort is called Blue Moon Camp.'”

Gary paused. “She lists the phone number, address, and a website for the place. I wonder...

“If she'll really be there?” Gary asked. “Not a chance.”

“The note keeps going. Ready?”

“Hit it.”

“'I'm sorry things have been so strange since Uncle Paul died. My main problem wasn't just that I had gone into panic mode about Conrad Wilson and imagining seeing him everywhere, I also blamed myself for Uncle Paul's death. If I hadn't been abducted, then he wouldn't have tried to come after me, and he wouldn't have died. I don't think that now. I mean, it's a logical chain of thinking, but it wasn't something I could control and, therefore, can't take blame for. 

“'Even though I can't take the blame for his death, I can take responsibility for making sure his death doesn't cause even more harm. That's why I'm doing this. I'll be back as soon as I can—and I'll tell you more then.

“'Please don't try to find me. I'll be doing something that's “black ops,” and if you try to find me, then “my cover will be blown,” as the saying goes. 

“'I managed to get some information on the Macharia case you might be able to use; it should be attached. I'm not going to check my email for a few days in the hopes that by the time I do, you'll have, if not forgiven me, then at least had time to check with Gary to determine I haven’t fallen off the face of the earth. I've had to leave both phones and my wallet behind. I'm mailing them back to the house via Priority Mail, so don't worry. It's just me.

“'I know this isn't fair to you, and it isn't what I want to do right now. I feel like just when I had figured out how to come out of my depression, or PTSD, or whatever it is, this gets dumped in my lap, right when I could use a month to get my head on straight again. But sometimes the timing is wrong. 

“'I want to reassure you I am getting better. I'm looking forward to coming back and spending time with you. We could both stand to have some time away from work—me from the legal system and you from your detective agency, and both of us from our cases. Just the two of us… no friends… no family… just us. 

“'I love you,”

Gary cleared his throat. “Aaaaand I'm not reading any more of the mushy stuff. Check your email if you want to read it.”

Jake walked back to the couch and sat down. He'd been pacing around the room as he listened.

Of course, I’m going to look for her. It will be a cold day in hell if I don’t. 

“That doesn't sound like her,” he said out loud.

“It does, but it doesn't,” Gary said. “Obviously if she's having anything to do with the Organization, she knows that every word she writes is being monitored. Also, keep in mind she's still recovering from trauma.”

“Yeah, sure,” Jake said. “Both of those things are true. I can't help feeling there is something more to it, like she was being told what to say. When was the last time you heard Regan say something like, uh, 'Even though I can't take the blame for his death, I can take responsibility for making sure his death doesn't cause even more harm'?”

“It's an unusual situation?” Gary said.

“Come on. She didn't say the word justice in there once. And I think I heard some air quotes in there, am I right?”

Gary snorted softly. “Okay, point taken.”

“And why does she stress being alone with me so much? No friends… no family… Time away from work… When does she ever actually want time away from work? She hasn't been going lately, but that's because she can't cope, not because she wants to be away from it. And she mentions the detective agency.”

Gary said, “Are you...”

Neither one of them said anything. Jake had the feeling Gary was thinking what he was thinking—that someone else had written most of the email, then... only allowed Regan to add a little bit of the ‘mushy stuff’ as Gary called it, at the end.

The message buried in the words seemed to be, don’t trust anyone.




 Chapter 48 - Needed to know they weren't safe 

If ever there was a time Regan didn't need to add more stress to her life, it was now. But... to be honest, it almost felt good. She felt almost back to her old self.

Almost.

She followed Lloyd Loeb down the empty hallway. It was on one of the secret floors in the building, like the one where Uncle Paul had hidden all the computer servers, but a different one.

The ceilings here were lower, covered with sound absorbing black foam ceiling tiles. The walls were covered in rough fabric as well as more of the scattered black foam tiles. It wasn't as silent as Alex's quiet room in his basement secret hideout, but it was close.

The weird thing was that the floor felt different—not the carpet, but the floor. Normally in a tall skyscraper there was a constant sense of the building vibrating slightly, both from the wind whipping around the outside of the building, as well as from the floors rocking slightly as people moved over them.

She didn't feel that now. She couldn't even hear the faint sound of the wind.

Jessie walked beside her. Regan felt a strange combination of being a prisoner and going down into Alex's secret hideout in the basement at the coffee shop. A secret was about to be revealed to her, and she had to admit it was exciting, despite Jessie’s threat to have her locked up for a couple of weeks while everything went down if she didn't agree to join them.

The hallway twisted through the center of the building, doors leading off in what felt like random directions. But soon enough they reached the center of the labyrinth. She might or might not be able to find her way back out on her own.

Loeb opened a gray painted steel door. The inside was covered with more black foam tiles—no surprise there—but the room had a window, and daylight shone through... She blinked. Since when did secret rooms have windows?

Loeb held the door while Regan and Jessie approached; Regan held back a little to let her eyes adjust, then followed Jessie inside.

There was a long expensive looking conference room table made of solid wood in front of them. A conference phone had been installed; the controls were on the table, with wires running into the center through a hole drilled in the center. Executive chairs covered in leather surrounded the table.

Several people working on laptops looked up as they entered.

To her right, Fiducioso leaned back in his chair and eyeballed her. He still had his hat on and had his arms crossed over his chest. He had a laptop in front of him, but the screen had gone dark. He glared at the three of them.

Next to him sat Mary Girard, with her hair pulled back in an elastic band. She was typing furiously on her computer, slamming the keys so hard that the room—even though every surface except the window was covered with acoustical tiles—echoed with the sound. A pair of clunky gold earrings sat next to her laptop, as did a gold ring. A gray jacket was crumpled on the floor behind her chair.

On the other side of her was Alex in a button-up shirt and a gray vest, his normal uniform.

Regan's heart sank.

Alex’s hands hovered over the keys of the laptop as if he'd just stopped typing. His face was tragic. His eyes looked ready to spill over with apologetic tears, and one side of his mustache looked like it had been half ripped out—the skin was bare and red in spots. As she watched, he twisted the end of it, then jerked on it harshly.

He doesn’t want to be here... That much was obvious to Regan. He, too, is ashamed of the corner he’s been backed in to.

Across from them sat three people Regan immediately labeled as stereotypical geeks: a huge Samoan guy in a tie-dye shirt; a big blond surfer dude; and a compact, ‘wider than he was tall’ guy that put Regan's hackles up. He reminded her of Conrad Wilson, in a small way. Probably not a serial killer, but a serial harasser, maybe.

Jessie pointed at them. “These three are James Faraimo,” the Samoan guy, “Mark Lyer,” the surfer dude, “and Gavin Baxter,” the potential harasser.

They each nodded in turn.

Alex cleared his throat. “You would probably know them as the THEM Three,” he said. “Bosci, TDB, and Paddy.”

Regan blinked. The THEM Three, Alex's team of paranoid computer geeks who feared the world was being taken over by some sort of conspiracy, had been recruited by the Organization.

The room was filled with people going against their beliefs.

“I thought you weren't working in the same department as Jessie,” Regan said to Girard.

“I've been reassigned to help with this project,” Girard replied curtly.

Regan, let it go. More than likely, they'd all been pressured into this, except Fiducioso. He was in the Organization because he wanted to be. Regan eyeballed him again. He rolled his eyes. Yeah, sure. Clearly, he is thrilled to be here.

Jessie said, “Have a seat, Regan.”

“Where?”

Jessie waved her toward the seat closest to the door. Then she sat at the other end. It felt like the two of them were the hosts of a very strange dinner party. Regan slung her briefcase strap off her shoulder and onto the floor next to the chair.

Loeb stood at her right elbow, close enough for her to shove it into his gut. Her newfound sense of interpersonal threats was going off like a fire alarm. Get away from me. If he didn't step back from her in three seconds or less, she was going to go into defensive mode.

Like an obsequious waiter, he said, “Would anyone care for some refreshments?”

“Coffee,” Jessie said. “Bring a pot and a tray full of cups, cream and sugar.”

Alex, at her left hand, cleared his throat and said, “Energy drinks. Multiple energy drinks.”

Loeb gave a little bow and stepped back out of the danger zone. Fiducioso, who had also been next to him, practically glowered at Loeb as he backed out of the room.

Regan blinked. Fiducioso was annoyed at Loeb, apparently for being a better brown noser. But maybe there was more than that going on.

“Where did you get him?” Regan asked.

Jessie sniffed, looked upward, then back toward the rest of them. She put both palms on the table.

So, that's how it is. Regan thought.

Jessie said, “Most of you have no interest in being here. Most of you don't report to me through the Organization. However, I put in a request for every one of you specifically, although not necessarily personally. I asked for the best.

“The best hackers.” She nodded toward the THEM Three. “The best person at analyzing shreds of data to build information that people can use.” She nodded toward Alex.

“But isn't Alex the best hacker?” Regan interrupted.

Alex shook his head. Both he and the THEM Three members pointed at the big Samoan, what was his real name? James? James leaned back in his chair, which groaned under his weight, and shrugged. He looked over at Girard, whose face had softened into something like pride.

“It's close,” James said. “But I'll take that hit for the team.”

“If you don't mind, I'm trying to give an inspirational speech here,” Jessie said as she straightened up. At least part of this was about proving something, to herself if nobody else. “We have the best strategist,” she put her fingertips against her chest, “and the best tactician.” She nodded toward Fiducioso.

He had straightened up and wiped the look of disrespect off his face, but Regan could feel it just below the surface.

Jessie didn't continue. She watched him, twisting her cheek to the side as if trying to decide whether to gnaw on it.

Regan said, “So what does that make me... or Mary Girard? The best hostages? I wasn't part of the original plan, clearly. But what about her?”

“I'm being held hostage as well,” Girard said. “They wanted access to the guys. I had access to them. They had some weight to throw around with my boss. So, now I'm a 'vital' part of the operation, and have nothing to do.”

Jessie smiled at her. “Come on, now. You're the best programmer, and clearly you make the best traps. We just haven't reached your part of the operation yet.”

Regan closed her eyes. “Wait. One of them is the best hacker, one is the best programmer, and one of is the best data... assembler? This is getting unnecessarily confusing.”

“One of us breaks things, one of us builds things, and one of us guesses at patterns,” Alex said. “A surgeon, an architect, and a guy who studies viruses from the CDC.”

Patterns, she thought. I should talk to Alex about the guys who were always walking on my street. 

“And you, dear Regan,” Jessie said steepling her fingers, “are going to be my best critic. You are going to rip this plan to shreds and expose every single flaw. You're going to tell us where and how it's going to fail so we can plug the holes. You will be the magic bullet that perfects the plan.”

“What if I don't, or can't, help you?” Regan asked.

“Oh, I know you,” Jessie said. “You won't be able to help yourself. You wouldn't stop from pulling things apart even if you were a deaf-mute quadriplegic. You will nitpick this thing to death, from top to bottom.”

Regan closed her eyes. Jessie wasn't wrong, not exactly. She'd have to bite through her tongue to keep from pointing out the idiocies going on around her.

On the other hand, if they want her to pull their plans apart... she was going to pull their plans apart. Maybe not the way they want it, but pulling it apart is exactly what she was going to do. She had a momentary flash of Jake's face, nodding approvingly at her. Go on, Regan. You can do it... completely derail everything I thought was solid and on track. You do it to me all the time... You’re a master at it.

She exhaled.

“Let's start with the mission itself then, shall we? Assassinating Fred Tannin, one of the biggest single investors in the subprime mortgage derivative market in the 2000’s. Let's talk about how this is a terrible idea—just the very basics.

“First, let's consider what you're trying to accomplish. My guess is you're trying to carry out vigilante justice. A single man, obviously guilty of corruption, magnifies the effect of the 2008 market crash. He loses some of his companies' money, but this is quickly replaced by government reinvestment in the major banks he's involved in and may even control.

“However, we know the market crash was caused by certain really bad investments, subprime mortgage derivatives, that were like that magic money making trick printers where you put in a piece of paper between two rollers and a five-dollar bill comes out. Eventually money stops coming out, because the whole thing was a con.

“Also, we know Tannin wasn't responsible for creating the derivatives that were the cause of the crash. That credit goes elsewhere. So, you're going after someone who isn't the fundamental problem. You're going after an individual because he's vulnerable. But it's also lame. If you're going to strike at the heart of a problem, strike for the heart. You are treating the symptom not the cause.

“Finally, for now that is, say you ignore the fact that Tannin isn't responsible for this mess and move on with your plan regardless. What is this even going to accomplish? Let's say you succeed, and Tannin is killed. His company passes to his heirs. Business as usual.

“Nothing in the system will change. All this is going to do is bring attention to the Organization. For a group of people dedicated to staying out of the spotlight, this seems like a pretty daft move.”

“It's good having you involved.” Jessie said, a big smile on her face. You cut right to the point. To address your concerns: Yes, we're ignoring the fact Tannin isn't the root of the problem for now. I can't address that now, but what I can address is lashing out at the problem in such a way it gives people hope.”

“Hope for what? More injustice?”

Jessie ignored her—another indication of how it was going to be. “So let's focus on what happens if we succeed. We are showing just how limited the system is. The current system is never going to treat people fairly. It can't take that risk. It's going to weigh your so called 'justice' in favor of the rich every time. The rich control the money, and if you don't make the rich happy, they take their money to the Cayman Islands or a Swiss bank or wherever. And, just like that,” she snapped her fingers, “all that tax money is just gone, and you can't pay for roads or schools or sewers or clean water anymore.

“We kill Tannin and that money is exposed as it is moved from the dead man to his heirs. For a short time, it will be vulnerable. And before you even ask, I have someone else on that. This team doesn't need to worry about that. Another project will deal with that.

“Additionally, I've talked some people in the Organization into trying an experiment here. My predecessor had this idea that once he could control the drug trade in the city, he would be able to eradicate it. But that’s not the case. The drug trade ended up controlling him and forcing him to take highly unethical actions that screwed over the very people he was trying to support. There is simply too much disadvantage out here to be sopped up by the current institutions that are in place. And where you find misery, there you also find drugs.

“You can't arrest all the poor young men, especially all the poor young Black and Hispanic men. You can't force all the poor young women to be unwed mothers, struggling to hold down a minimum wage job or trying to live off welfare programs. There is just too much pain to be contained. There will never be a point where the Organization can control the drug trade in the city. It cannot be done. Even if you could, you couldn't arrest all rich people who are doing drugs, because they'll take their money with them.

“Instead, we're going to make it clear there is some force out there that is fighting to get back what we all deserve. Certain people are going to try to squeeze every penny out of us. That's fine. We'll shoot them up with their own drugs. We'll drop their own buildings on them. We’ll take everything away from those who are taking everything away from us. Those who are corrupt will find the forces of corruption have turned against them.

“So we start a war. So what? When you've been pushed to the point where you can't survive without a war, then war is what you need. And there are a lot of people who aren't going to make it through the next five or ten years if things don't change. They can see it coming. Right now, we have a lot of people blaming immigrants, people of color, and foreigners for taking their jobs, or for driving wages down. We aren't. We're all getting screwed, but it's going to take something big for them to see that.”

Jessie looked around the room at all of them. Alex's and Fiducioso's faces were blank; Mary Girard looked like she was literally biting her tongue. The THEM Three looked lost, except for Paddy... what was his real name... Baxter something? Something Baxter?

He looked angry and ready to fight—a natural hothead.

Regan sighed.

“I'm still convinced what you're doing is wrong, useless for making the world a better place, and likely to put innocent people in danger. But if my choices are to be locked up and do nothing, or to try to mitigate the amount of damage you're going to do, then I have to take the second option.”

Jessie smiled. It was a poker player's smile—giving away nothing, showing lots of teeth.

“I thought you'd see it that way,” she said. “Eventually.”

Regan didn't expect to fool her—not easily. Jessie would be watching her like a hawk.

***

At the Met Cloisters on July first, Fred Tannin would be attending a fundraising banquet hosted by Arts International, a group that went around the world teaching kids about art. The gala would be one of those events where celebrities show up dressed in something semi-ridiculous, having paid upwards of ten thousand dollars to attend and be photographed next to a Medieval statuary. In much quieter clothing, various businessmen and women would also show up, deliberately fail to get photographed on the red carpet, and spend similar amounts to hobnob with the celebrities. There would be cocktails and then a dinner. Several soloists from a Broadway musical and the opera would perform a few songs, then more drinking and perhaps an after party or two.

It wasn't the gala of the year, just a relatively minor fundraiser that made everyone feel good and didn't delve too deeply into the harsher aspects of life. It was something to do if you were rich to pacify the “guilty feelings” of being rich.

Fred Tannin would speak briefly after the dinner. He was the biggest single donor this year.

They needed to find a location suitable for the shooter and a backup location, a way to control the rest of the people attending the banquet, a way for everyone involved to get out of the area without being caught in the expected stampede, and a way to make sure that the news cameras picked up the whole thing.

The fine details of the plan remained to be worked out. They would need additional information. They would need to reconnoiter, take photos, get the building plans, build scale models... They would need to plant someone in the security office to help control the information flowing to and from the area after the banquet began. They would need to find a way to keep the guests from stampeding over each other when the shot was fired—but not too much.

The attendees still needed to be terrified. The rich, powerful, and famous—they needed to know they weren't safe.

Regan, for one, was already convinced.




 Chapter 49 - Trust but verify 

“So the last place I was able to track her to was Pavo's building in Manhattan.” Alex had said. “She left her car there, went into the penthouse elevator, and got off on the penthouse floor. I don't have access to the security cameras in the penthouse, if there even are any. As far as I can tell, she never came back out.

 “I haven't been able to pick up signs of her anywhere else in or out of the city. Nothing solid, anyway.”

Jake had closed the office and was driving into the city. He'd been hoping to hear better news before he called John. He cursed.

“I did hear something,” Alex had said.

“What?”

A pause. “Using a driver in a government car, Jessie left the building at six p.m. last night and went back to her townhouse in Brooklyn. After an hour, she left the townhouse with a couple of suitcases and was driven by taxi to an apartment in Queens.”

“Queens?”

“It's where she grew up and lived before she went to Columbia with Regan.”

“Never mind. Go on.”

“The lights in the townhouse stayed on for a couple more hours, then were turned off at ten thirty.”

“In other words, someone might still be home?”

“The townhouse belongs to the Organization. They use it for temporary housing, when their guests' credit cards can’t show they were staying at a particular hotel.”

“You think Regan might be there?”

“Not with any certainty,” Alex said, “but it's a logical place to start looking.”

***

The townhouse in Brooklyn was a bust. By the time Jake got there, drove past it twice, found a place to park, hoofed it back to the townhouse, let himself in through the back patio, and checked the place out, whoever had been there had left.

He didn't find any clues, not a single piece of Regan's clothing or her favorite shampoo (he couldn't remember what it was called but did remember what it smelled like), but when he checked the trash he found a pair of takeout boxes and a pair of coffee cups.

Two people had been at the townhouse yesterday, not just one, and they'd ordered from a Chinese place, chow mein and orange chicken. The residues in both the coffee cups were black—one of them had a sludge of sugar at the bottom.

The evidence was inconclusive, but suggestive—definitely suggestive.

He had the sense while he was going through the well-appointed townhouse he was being watched. He didn't spot any cameras or mikes, but that didn't mean anything. The back-patio door had been locked but not barred, and nobody from the places next door came out to ask him what he was doing picking the lock.

They let him come in. They let him nose around. Even more reason to be extra vigilant.

***

Stepping outside, out of the alley and onto the street, Jake started walking slowly, keeping his eyes peeled for people watching him—anybody standing just a little too close to a window or a door. It was one of the better areas of Brooklyn, so there weren't seven thousand people sitting on their front steps, and kids weren't running wild in the street. It normally didn't bother him, but today his hackles were up.

He kept flexing his fists, open and shut. He'd had to force himself to leave the gun in the glovebox of the car. He wanted someone to point him in the right direction so he could get down to the action. He didn't want to have to do a house to house search of New York City. A guy could get impatient that way.

He had called Alex back. “Do you have anything else for me? Because if you don't, I am going to have to call John now and tell him his daughter's been abducted… again. It's gonna kill him. You know it is.”

“I'm sorry,” Alex said. “I don't have anything new, not even a rumor. I've had someone watching Jessie in Queens. She's at work now—got there about an hour late. No raised voices came across from the mike in the elevator. That's all I can tell you.”

Jake cursed again. A lady jogger with a long haired Irish Setter ran by. He wasn't sure which was prettier, the woman or the dog, although he suspected the dog was the more personable of the two.

“Have you found out anything lately?” Jake had asked. His temper had fizzled out.

“Sorry,” Alex said, sounding genuinely contrite.

Jake took a deep breath and forced himself to stop walking for a minute. “No, Alex, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say that out loud. I'm just frustrated. It seems like suddenly you've lost your magic powers of coughing up whatever information I want when I need it most. I feel like a rat in a cage at this point, and I'm down to chewing on the wires or gnawing my own leg off… again.”

Alex gave him a long pause. “I'll try harder, Jake. I'll pull in some more freelancers... someone has to know something.”

“I'll go to Queens,” Jake said. He turned. He'd been wandering aimlessly. Now he was headed back to the overpriced brick parking garage where he'd stowed his Corolla. “Give me the address where Jessie's staying. If nothing else, I'm gonna find out more about this woman who's been screwing up Regan's life for too long.”

“Jessie?” Alex asked. “I thought she was in prison until recently.”

“This woman's been on Regan's mind for years,” Jake said. “You can tell when she's thinking about her. She gets this look on her face like she's just bitten into a lemon rind. I think to her Jessie has a kind of symbolic significance... like if Regan could figure out justice when it came to Jessie, then she could figure out anything. You know she tortured her husband to death, right?”

“Regan? I never knew…”

“No, Jessie you genius!” He reached the corner of the block with the parking garage and pulled out his ticket. An hour and a half, that was all he'd been there, and it was still going to cost him over twenty bucks. Daylight robbery. 

A pause. “Oh. I didn't know that.”

“You looked her up, didn't you?”

“I... tracked her name down earlier. But I didn't dig that deep into her past. I didn’t know she murdered her husband.”

“Yeah. A tiny little cement room in the basement, more a cellar than anything else, where he set up all these awful things to do to her. One of the newspapers I checked out said he called it his 'room of corrections.'”

“It's kind of hard to condemn her for paying him back.”

“She killed him.”

“I'm pretty sure if Regan had killed Conrad Wilson in the basement before you got there, you'd still be giving her high fives over it.”

Jake paused. “Maybe. She asked me, you know… down there… to hurt him. It made me sick. I dragged her out of there... We haven't talked about it since.”

“Hmmm, exactly my point,” Alex said.

“Maybe that's part of what she's dwelling on,” Jake said. “For a minute or so there, she wanted to hurt a guy as badly as he was about to hurt her.”

“Did you?” Alex asked.

“Hurt him? Of course not.”

“But,” Alex said.

“But what?”

“I thought I heard a 'but'.”

Jake shrugged. He had parked on the roof of the building and started taking stairs upward two at a time. The stairwell was partially open; he could see the parking lot and part of the sidewalk from window-slits in the brick.

“I left him with the SEALs,” Jake said. “By the time the cops and the other ambulances arrived, he was gone.”

“Ah,” Alex said.

“What's that supposed to mean? Ah.” But he knew. “I didn't want to torture the guy, really, whether it was in front of Regan or not. There was no use to it. The guy was on his way out. He couldn't have felt much more than he was already feeling—he was dying.”

“I'm setting up a DDOS attack against the security company that monitors the camera and audio feeds protecting Jessie's apartment.” Alex changed the subject. “They seem to be from the same security company that covers the rest of the building, not something special set up by the Organization, so I'm not expecting it to be too difficult. Call me when you get close and I'll start the attack. With any luck, I'll be able to wipe the tapes remotely across the entire building. Keep your nose clean and nobody will ever know you were there.”

Jake listened to him and thought, who is this guy? Alex had always been professional, sure, but he'd never been this cold. It was like someone had been putting the guy through the ringer lately, beating him down... making him harder than he had been before.

“Thanks,” he said, and left it at that.

***

The apartment in Queens was in Woodside, a third-floor walkup that was probably a one bedroom or a studio, and didn't look too horrible at all. This looked like the kind of neighborhood where the real estate agents would use the word “character” a lot. There were small shops along the first floors of most of the buildings, passenger cars parked nose to tail, and the LIRR ran overhead, throwing shadows along the sides of the buildings. Across the street was a place where he could get two slices of pepperoni pizza and a soda for five bucks—the sign over the door said so.

It was the kind of neighborhood he would have picked to live in, with barber shops, liquor stores, and Hispanic pharmacies. Just enough crazy-weird to feel like he was living in the city, but not so crazy-weird it wasn't safe to go out at night.

It was gonna be tough to get into the apartment in broad daylight in a neighborhood like this. There was a river of people that passed through it every day, and nobody paid attention to them. But step out of that river, and all eyes were on you.

He found the door to the upper floors. Some kids were sitting on a bench outside the door. They wore long basketball shorts and white tshirts that practically glowed in the sunshine. They had on decent but busted up high top shoes, and one of them was bouncing a basketball back and forth around his knees. They were waiting for someone. Someone might have been watching him from one of the windows upstairs. He couldn't tell with the lace curtains across a dark room.

He walked up to the kid with the basketball and said, “Hey, is the new lady home?”

“New lady?”

The eyes couldn't have been more suspicious.

“Yeah. Her name's Jessie Bell.”

“Who wants to know?”

“Jake. Regan's Jake.”

The kids looked at each other. Finally, one of them shrugged. Not the one with the basketball, but one of the smaller ones—quite possibly the brains of the operation.

The kid with the basketball said, “She ain't back yet.”

“Time she be back?”

The kid shrugged.

Jake pulled his wallet out of his pocket. “I'm gonna go upstairs and leave a note under her door. Here's my phone number. If you feel like calling me when she gets back in, go ahead and do that.” He held out a business card and a ten spot.

The basketball kid didn't take the card or the cash; the smaller kid did.

“'Kay,” he said. Jake made it at about twenty percent odds that someone would call him. To be expected after being carefully coached by Jessie or one of her underlings. The card and the cash disappeared into a pocket.

He opened the outer door. There were a couple of rows of small mailboxes with names on them; he already knew which one was Jessie's. Even though she'd only been there a night, her mailbox had a tag on it written clearly and strongly by hand. Jessie Bell, 3D.

Using the slightly sticky handrail to pull himself upward, he climbed the first flight of stairs, then the second, passing the heavy smells of cigarette and marijuana smoke, frying onions, cat pee, and air freshener. The stairs were nice and wide—easy enough to move a couch up them—and had rubber treads. At the top were four doors with deadbolts and one without—the janitor's closet.

He leaned against the door of 3D. The building had another two floors above the third, and the chances of him having a minute or two all to himself were minimal.

“Regan?” he called through the door. “It's me. Jake. Are you here?”

A dog began barking from the other side of the landing.

Would she answer if she was here and Jessie wasn't?

She would if she could.

Jake's best guess was that Regan had found out more than was good for her. Whether that meant she'd been knocked over the back of the head and dumped in the Hudson or she'd been talked into cooperating with Jessie, he didn't know. They were supposed to be friends, best friends. But it had already been established that Jessie wasn't ethical. Loyal, sure, but not ethical.

He was tempted to kick the damned door down. But there would have been trouble in seconds.

He pressed his ear against the door again. Not a single sound was coming from inside… not a television or rough breathing, not even a muffled scream for help.

Break down the door.
Don't break down the door.

He pulled out his wallet. He kept a couple of pieces of scrap paper in it, just in case. This was one of those cases. He fished around in his jacket until he found a pen, then wrote a note: Looking for Regan. Jake.
Back later unless I hear from her.

It was a neutral looking note. He hoped.

What it was, was a promise… or a threat.

***

Back out on the street he gave the kids a wave, then called Alex again. “Anything?” they both asked at the same time.

“Jinx,” Jake said.

“Got me.”

“You go first.”

“I haven't found anything else on Regan, but I have found out something more about Jessie.”

“What?”

“She's headed into Manhattan right now in a government car with a driver. There's an order in to drop her off at the Cloisters.”

“The what?”

“It's a building put together out of material of some ancient cloisters from different convents in France—those covered walkways with the columns all along one side. They turned it into a part of the Metropolitan. It has a bunch of Medieval statues in it. Lots of weddings during the summer.”

“Yeah, okay, whatever,” Jake said.

“Not a big part of the Department of Environmental Protection,” Alex said, “and as far as I can find out, Jessie's not big on art of any kind. I thought it might be some kind of Organization meeting.”

Jake blew air out of his cheeks. A long drive and no guarantee she would still be there by the time he got there—no way to listen in on a conversation.

“Anyone else nearby that you can send over there? Any cameras you can take?”

“I'm working on the cameras. And uh no, even the wealthier programmers aren't all that hot about living in Manhattan. We're a bunch of hipsters, you know.”

Jake rolled his eyes, sighed, and headed back to the car.

***

The Cloisters looked like some kind of Medieval castle, or maybe a nunnery. There weren't any arrow slits along the stone walls, and the main building looked like a church.

Over the phone Alex said, “The car hasn't left yet. She should still be there.”

“Good. Now, how do I find her?”

“I haven't been able to track down a cell phone for her. She may not have one yet. She just got out of prison.”

“So I'm just going to have to wander through the halls like an idiot.”

“I wasn't going to say anything, but... yes.”

“Fine. Call me if the car goes anywhere.”

“Will do.”

Jake hung up and paid his way into the museum. Being a summer weekday, it was busy but not packed. Two groups of elementary school kids in matching tshirts had the run of the place. The art was all tapestries with unicorns, stained glass windows, carved stone columns, demons and gargoyles with weird facial expressions.

He knew what Jessie looked like. He had a trio of pictures of her on the phone, including one of a pretty decent quality showing the outfit she was currently wearing, thanks to Alex: a pair of black jeans, a deep purple t-shirt, and sunglasses. She was carrying a big orange leather handbag, had a camera on her, and her hair was up in a gold clip.

Orange bag, probably the easiest to spot. He wandered through the covered walkway areas—the actual cloisters—and didn't see her. He started going through the galleries.

The inside of the building was a bunch of rooms that seemed like puzzle pieces scattered randomly on the ground. He could vaguely understand how the place was laid out—he'd picked up a map when he bought his ticket—but the whole place felt like it was hiding hordes of secret rooms tucked back out of sight. One second he'd be following some tourist, a woman with a blue blouse and pink skirt, through a doorway, and the next second she'd be coming through a door on the other side of the next room. At least, that's what it seemed like.

He tried to stay calm, focused. Orange handbag, orange handbag.

He was about to give up when he caught a glimpse of one, going behind a statue of a woman in the Early Gothic Hall. He drifted in that direction, stopping to stare at a bunch of intricate carvings against the wall. The orange handbag went with black jeans and a purple top; the woman was black. Jessie.

He walked slowly in her direction, putting his hands in his pockets and staring up at the ceiling—closing in like a shark.

He stepped around the statue.

“Jessica Bell?” he said.

The woman lowered her face to look at him. She frowned at him. “Who? No, I think it's a statue of the Virgin Mary. It's a Catholic thing, you know.”

He shook his head. “No. Your name. Jessica Bell?”

“My name is Veronica, mister.”

He held up the phone and compared it to her face. Close but no cigar. He shook his head. The more he looked at her, the more he was creeping her out—and the more obvious it was she didn't look like Jessie Bell.

She took his hand and twisted the phone around so she could see the picture. “Huh. Yeah, I can see why you'd think it was me.”

He backed away. “Sorry. I'm waiting for someone.”

“Internet romance,” the woman said. “You be careful about that.”

He didn't bother to correct her, just nodded and strode out of the hall. Outside, the sunshine was bright, almost blindingly so. He crossed the square garden and entered the other side of the cloister, face burning but keeping his eyes peeled.

Orange handbag, orange handbag. 

It took him ten minutes to settle down enough to wonder if he'd been set up.

He took out his phone and called Alex. “Just tell me whether the car's still here.”

“The tracker that I have on it hasn't moved.”

“Walk me over to where it is.”

“Got it.”

Alex directed him out of the museum, out to the parking lot, and over to a parking space.

Yeah, unless the government was buying big black Hummer H3’s, Jessie Bell had taken him for a ride.

“She's gone,” Jake said. “The Lexus or whatever it was supposed to be, is not here. It's definitely not here.” He took a picture with his phone and sent it over.

“That's... wow. Okay. Vermont plates,” Alex said. “The other cars around there?”

“An Iowa and a New York; the New York is a Mini Cooper S.”

“Also not the right vehicle.” Alex paused. “She must be on to me.”

“That's not all,” Jake said. He explained about the doppelganger wearing an almost exact duplicate of Jessie Bell's outfit.

Alex said, “That's... suspicious. Did you follow her at all?”

“No. At the time it didn't cross my mind. But now that we've confirmed the car's gone, I'm going back in and see if she's still hanging around. If so, I might stop to have a chat with her.”

“Good luck.”

“Ten bucks says she's already gone.”

“I am not going to take you up on that one, Jake.”

Jake went back into the museum—the guard recognized him by the hat—and searched the galleries.

Veronica with the orange handbag was gone.

Why do I get the feeling this whole thing was a wild goose chase?

***

After he left the museum again, he took a minute to sit in the car. Both hands on the steering wheel, he took a deep breath and let it out.

If he had to start from scratch, which he basically did, where would he go?

He'd go to Pavo's building in Manhattan, take the executive elevator up to the penthouse, and question Jessie Bell directly—or her boss.

But he hadn't done that. Instead, he'd gone from the original townhouse where Jessie Bell was staying, to her new apartment, to some museum. And why was that?

Because Alex told me to… The same Alex who had been offline most of this investigation. The same Alex whose personality seemed different. The same Alex who now couldn't find Regan, could not even begin to make a start, and who had been asking some weird questions about whether you should dig a friend out of a bad situation of their own making.

As the saying goes, trust but verify.

Jake started the car and drove toward the huge, distorted looking building that housed Pavo's old office.




 Chapter 50 - Be careful 

He parked the car and went up the elevator. On the twenty-fifth floor, or almost the twenty-fifth floor because the distance between the twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth seemed to take just a couple of seconds too long, the doors opened and a guy in a suit entered. He looked like a real ladies' man, as smarmy as a professional politician, or maybe even an actor who plays the role of politicians. He smiled at Jake.

“Going up?”

“Yeah.” Elevator buttons didn't lie; the button for the penthouse was lit up. Then again, neither the button for the twenty-fourth or twenty-fifth floor were lit up.

The man pressed the button to close the doors even though the doors were already closing. He said, “You must be a friend of the late Mr. Travers. Otherwise I would recognize you already.”

“Sure,” Jake said.

“Of course you understand the office now belongs to someone else.” The man puffed out his chest slightly.

“You?” Jake asked. He extended a hand. “You must be Lloyd Loeb.”

“Indeed. And to whom am I speaking?”

“Jake Westley.”

Loeb's eyebrows went up. “You're not what I expected.”

Jake grinned at him. He'd heard that more than a few times. “What were you expecting? I tend to disappoint some people, sometimes.”

He squinted at Jake. Fine lines appeared at the corners of his eyes—he was older than he looked. “I've seen her a few times. She looks like the kind of person who would chew up most lawyers for breakfast.”

“Probably,” Jake admitted. The elevator continued to rise. “Regan's not gentle with people trying to pull a quick one on her. But most lawyers can't resist the urge.”

Loeb laid one finger against his jaw. “You carry yourself like you're used to being the most competent person in the room.”

“Delta Force training.”

“Ah.” The elevator rose further. They were almost at the top.

Suddenly Loeb jabbed the elevator stop button and the metal lined box came to a stop.

“What's up?” Jake said, keeping his eyes locked on Loeb's.

Loeb smiled, then pulled a keyring out of his pocket and unlocked a panel in the wall. He jabbed a button out of sight. The elevator sank.

“Where are we going?”

“I was going to let you accompany me to the penthouse and make you wait around, waste some time. But I've changed your mind. The ladies are on the second server level in a conference room, Room 112. What you do when you find them is up to you.”

Jake laughed. “I've been running around on a wild good chase all day... why stop now?”

“Because...” Loeb's eyes narrowed. “Let's just say that I'm not fond of being treated like a puppet. I mean,” he waved his hands down toward his suit, “obviously, I am a puppet. That's what they hired me for. But neither of them seems to be able to look past my distinguished actor's face and see what talents are there to be used, either for them or against them. Perhaps I'll use them for myself now and disrupt their plans a little.”

The elevator slowed, then came to a stop. Loeb pressed his thumb against the doors’ close button to keep the doors closed. He still had something to say.

“Granted, they're both distracted now, what with one of them kidnapping the other. Be careful.”

“I will,” Jake said.

Loeb took his thumb off the button. The doors opened.

“And don't say anything about my helping you. Let it be...” he waggled his wingers in the air. The guy was a consummate actor. “...a mystery.”




 Chapter 51 - An assassination to plan 

As the door closed behind him he could hear Regan's voice. She sounded sarcastic and angry—she must be all right then. Jake followed the hallway down a maze of conference rooms, cubicles, and server rooms. It was quiet—too quiet—other than the voices. The noises of the city, the hum of the lights and HVAC—everything was swallowed up by the black acoustical tiles on the walls and ceiling. The floor didn't even bounce. It seemed like daylight, but there were no windows.

The arguing voices led him around a corner.

Jessie and Regan were standing in the hallway facing each other—Jessie’s face ugly and angry, Regan’s beautiful and angry.

Regan saw him first. She clammed up so fast her mouth clicked when it shut.

Jessie kept ranting. Jake was within ten feet of her when she finally noticed him.

“You,” she said. “How did you get here?”

“I just kept pressing buttons until an electrical fire started,” Jake said. “The sprinklers started spraying, the doors opened, and I wound up on this floor. Hard to miss the sound of you shouting at each other.”

“We weren't shouting,” Jessie snapped.

“Sure, whatever you say,” Jake told her. He was watching Regan out of the corner of his eye. “You were just having a discussion at the top of your voices.”

Regan clamped her lips tighter and shoved her hands in her pockets.

“Get out of here,” Jessie said.

“Not without Regan.”

“She has work to do. She doesn't need to be distracted by you right now.”

“I want her to tell me that herself.”

They both turned toward Regan. She kept her mouth shut and her eyes down.

“Are you here against your will?” he asked her. The lips pressed tighter. A white ring formed around her mouth.

Jessie sneered at him. “See? It's fine. Now go. We have a lot of work to do.”

If Jessie was going to push Regan around, then it was fair if he used her pushiness against her. He glanced again at Regan, then turned toward Jessie, standing between the two of them.

“What kind of work? Covering up murders?”

Jessie threw up her hands and blew air out of her cheeks. “What is the deal with you people? I just got out of prison a couple of days ago. What do you think I've been up to?”

“Who knows? Probably nothing good,” Jake said. “From what I've heard, Fiducioso is your little lap dog and has been on your leash for a while. He always did like having a master to push him around.”

Jessie glanced toward the door of the room behind him. Jake turned around—Room 112. The door was cracked open; whether it had been when he'd first arrived he didn’t know.

Jessie bared her teeth at him. “And so what?”

“So what I want to know is whether you're keeping Regan here against her will. And while I am at it, are you covering up for the murderer of Justice Rubin or not.”

Again, with the throwing up of hands. A dramatic gesture for sure—one that almost looked like an attack. “Regan is here because she wants to be here. The Organization is not covering up for the murderer or murderers. They are not the murderer or murderers. We have no clue who the murderer or murderers are. We know nothing. We've found out nothing. All right? I have more important things to do than fight off completely spurious accusations.”

“I know who the murderer is,” Jake said. When Jessie stared at him like he was a complete idiot (and Regan inhaled quickly from behind him), he added. “Not the Rubins' murderer or murderers, as you say, but the one who killed the little eight-year-old girl.”

Jessie rolled her eyes. “Great! Now there’s another killing you want to lay at our doorstep. Who is it?”

“Let Regan go and I'll tell you.”

“I don’t give a damn who killed that little girl!” Jessie shouted.

“No? Really” An eight-year-old little innocent girl and you don’t care a damn? That's a shame,” Jake said. “It almost sounds like you're admitting you have an agenda and justice is not one of the agenda items.” Jake was deliberately pushing her buttons… And it worked.

Her dark skin had turned an almost bloody red color from anger. Jake gave himself a mental pat on the back. Maybe it would be useful. Maybe it wouldn't. But it was more fun than he'd had in weeks.

“Then who did it?” Jessie shouted.

“Why do you care? You're not going to do anything about it. Don’t care a damn—remember?”

She raised a fist. She was going to punch him in the face and he was going to let her. He'd hit a girl if he had to, but it'd be more satisfying to take one and rub it in her face afterward.

She'd messed with Regan and messed with Regan's mind. In his biased opinion, Jessie deserved the opportunity to dig herself a grave... “What, gonna punch me? Did you forget how to use your words?”

“Get out!” She yelled.

Jake grinned and turned around to face Regan. Two fat trails of tears streaked down her face; her nose had turned swollen and red. “What do you think about it?” he asked her.

“I think you should go now,” she said.

His heart lurched in his chest. “What kind of hold does she have over you. Regan?”

“A solid one,” she replied with her eyes cast down.

“Blackmail?”

She shook her head.

“Did you give her your word or something to keep her from hurting me?”

Please say yes, he thought. Then all he'd have to do was get Jessie to punch him and the deal would be off.

She shook her head again. “I gave her my word. But it's not about that, or about you. It's this plan she has.”

“Don't tell me you think it's justified. Whatever it is.”

“She's giving me the chance to stop her from carrying it out, but I have to do it from the inside,” Regan said.

Jake cursed and turned back to Jessie. “Is that how it is?”

“That's how it is.”

He cursed again and turned back to Regan. “How long is this silly game gonna take? And are you all right?”

“You have to go, Jake.”

“Tell me you're going to come back.”

She shook her head. “I can't do that.”

He turned around to go. His heart was beating in his chest almost hard enough to make his teeth rattle. It wasn't like her—not this. In fact, none of this was Regan.

Looking down at the far end of the jagged winding hallway he said, “Your dad's gonna be ashamed of you. He worked so hard to keep you out of this.”

“Don't tell him,” she said with begging eyes.

“No. He deserves to know this.”

She inhaled slowly. “Fine. Tell him.”

“Goodbye, Regan.”

Another pause, this time silent. Then the door opened and her footsteps retreated. A voice, not Regan's, murmured from the other room. A chair slid across the floor.

The door closed.

“Too bad,” Jessie said. “Well. See you in hell, I guess.”

The door opened again, then closed.

Jake’s hands clenched and he started walking away.

***

Regan walked over to the window; it was one way glass. She was looking out over the city, maybe because it was easier to think of people as ants that way.

“You are the most stubborn person I have ever known,” Jessie said. “Did I tell you that you had to break up with your boyfriend to work with me? When did I ever tell you that?”

She was trembling with rage. Regan St. Clair, the ice queen, was shaking.

“I don't want him to get involved in this,” she said. “It's bad enough I have to get my own hands dirty. I’m not doing it to him.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Jessie said. “You're so noble.”

Regan turned around. Her pupils had dilated, making her blue eyes look like they'd turned black. She swayed on her feet.

“You're going to pass out if you keep this up,” Jessie said. She walked over to the window, grabbed Regan by the arm and led her back out of the room. “Come on.”

She led her old friend—her ex-friend, now her enemy—out of the room. “Hey, Jake!” she said.

The guy had disappeared but wasn't out of earshot. “What?”

“She has something to say to you.”

Regan pulled her arm away from Jessie and started to go back into the room. “There's nothing I can say to him.”

Jessie grabbed her and spun her around. “Don't be an idiot.”

Jake appeared around the corner of the crazy hallway, looking apprehensive but not enough to have pulled a gun. She knew he was carrying. “What do you want?” He snapped.

She shoved Regan toward him, who went stumbling forward. Regan stopped in the middle of the hallway a dozen feet away from him. She looked over her shoulder at Jessie with a hateful expression.

Jessie rolled her eyes. Regan was still standing there like an idiot. Jessie said, “I'll give her back when we're done with this. She'll be fine, I promise. I'll keep her out of jail and everything.”

“Thanks for small mercies oh wise and omnipotent one.” Jake sneered. He looked back at Regan, his eyes softened and his hands went limp at his sides.

“It's okay,” he said. “I'll still be waiting for you when you’re done.” Now if there were ever relationship saving words, it was those words which Jake had just uttered.

Regan's shoulders slumped, her head bowed, and she sniffed. She walked quickly over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. She kissed him—a couple of good ones—then stepped back from him, her hands clenched at her sides again, stiff as a board.

She turned around and marched past Jessie, then back into the room.

For a second she and Jake stared at each other, although she highly doubted Jake even knew she was there. He had the look of a man with things on his mind.

“Are you coming, Ms. Bell?” Larry asked, drily. “We're waiting on you.”

“Wish us luck,” she told Jake. “The easier this goes, the sooner and safer you get her back.”

Jake swore silently.

Jessie turned around and went back into the room. Just as she was about to close the door she thought she heard him say, “Luck.”

Whether that meant he wished them well or otherwise, who knew? There was no time to think about it.

She had an assassination to plan.




 Chapter 52 - Time to take a chance 

One of the habits he'd picked up in the Delta Force was tucking his shirt in, even his t-shirt. Essentially the U.S. Government didn't want him, or anyone else in the services, to look like a slob. They drilled it so deep in him he couldn't leave a shirt untucked for five minutes, not unless he was getting ready for bed.

Good thing. When Regan had wrapped her arms around him and given him some of the most intense kisses he'd had in many months, she'd dropped something down the back of his neck.

And now, riding down the executive elevator to ground level, he didn't dare pull it out to see what it was, or even to stick it in a pocket.

He tried to look thoughtful, as if Regan and Jessie had given him a lot to chew over. He leaned against the wall and rubbed his chin while staring off into the distance.

Again, and again, he told himself; Don't reach for it, don't rub your back against the wall, don't even breathe funny. Just hold still for a few more minutes. It'll still be there when you're out of range of the security cameras.

He couldn't see one in the elevator. Some people might be of the “I'll believe it when I see it variety,” but he wouldn't take the chance.

He made it down to the parking garage, found his car, strapped himself in, and drove carefully off. When he hit the street, he tried to figure out what he should be doing. What he wanted to do was drive straight to Alex's cafe. He had no doubt Regan had managed to slip some information down the back of his shirt, and he had no doubt Alex would break off from whatever he was doing to help him sort it out. He had to.

But what to do, if what was down his back contained no information? Focus on his other case?

What a mess.

But working on the Macharia or Morris cases would also require some time with Alex. Doing research...

Either way, he'd head straight over to Alex's coffee shop. So, that's what he did.

He tried to call Alex a couple of times, but was shunted over to voice mail.

He worked his way through Manhattan and found a parking spot in the usual garage. Keeping his paranoia meter in the red, he left whatever it was in the back of his shirt, hoped a few drops of sweat weren't going to hurt it, and walked over to the cafe.

The blue haired clerk, Krista, wasn't there. This time it was a brown haired one, a lot taller, an almost shaved head, and one ear dangling with silver beads and chains. He wondered how she managed to keep her head level with all that weight on the one side only.

“Hey,” Jake said. “I need to see Alex. Tell him it's Jake.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Alex isn't in.”

“I need to use one of his computers.”

She waved at the row of systems along the wall. They were all busy. “Be my guest. When one of them opens up, it's yours.”

“Downstairs,” he said.

“I don't have authorization to do that.”

“I'm his friend.”

“He didn't clear it ahead of time, okay? And if you're such good friends, then you can text him and he can text me and then we're cool. But until then, not cool. That door stays locked until I get the okay from the man himself. Today is not the day to be messing around with security. Have you been listening to the rumors? There are people out there who are mad enough to burn down the city. I wouldn't be anywhere near anything flammable tonight, if you catch my meaning.”

Jake rolled his eyes and ordered a plain cup of coffee to go. Next up—try to download the information himself. Either it would be a piece of cake... or it would be impossible. Alex where are you when I need you?

***

Later, Jake would look back and ask himself if he'd noticed anything unusual going on, out in the streets.

In the Delta Force, he'd been on many rescue missions, preemptive strikes against high value targets and such, but was never sent into a brooding civil uprising.

People walked along either side of the streets, which were full of cars, delivery trucks, bicycle messengers, and even a few motorcyclists. He saw people on foot, on skates, walking dogs, carrying bags, wearing their normal clothes. There wasn't any kind of tension in the air. He couldn't smell it or feel it. Ironically his intuition did him absolutely no good whatsoever. Nobody fought or yelled. They just looked down at their cell phones like normal—oblivious as to what was happening around them.

The closest thing he could compare it to later was a flash mob gathering. If you knew what to look for ahead of time and you knew the time and place, then maybe you'd have caught something. Give Jake a few bad guys with guns, tell him to solve the issue and it was as good as done. But he was not skilled in crowd psychology, and he was already distracted.

Guessing or sensing what was about to happen to the city—no chance.

***

While driving around randomly, Jake saw an open parking spot and went for it, beating out a minivan that had pulled ahead just a little too far. The Corolla was good at sliding into parking spots with only inches to spare.

He parked and looked up, ignoring the irate shouts of the minivan driver. If the guy kept up his ranting, he would’ve seen Jake’s middle finger soon. The spot wasn't even metered. It was a minor miracle.

He reached back a hand like he was scratching his back. He pulled up the back of his shirt, and out dropped a micro-SD card.

He didn't have any device that could read it on him except his phone. He powered down, popped the cover off, pulled out the SIM card. He didn't want any connection when he read what was on that SD card. He powered the phone on and inserted the card.

He scrolled through a bunch of settings and finally ended up in the right folder.

Several text files were present as well as some image files. Most of them had coded names of some kind, presumably to adhere to somebody's Byzantine naming conventions. But there was one named README.

He opened it.

Five minutes later he came up for air. Traffic still flowed off to his left. The drivers of cars still glanced into the Corolla to see if he was going to pull out of his parking space or what. Most of them looked disgusted. Off to his right, people walked on the sidewalk—polo shirts and khaki shorts, expensive exercise clothes, and well-groomed dogs. The streets and sidewalks were clean and in good repair; he could see a lot of trees around him.

He looked back down to his phone.

Nothing had changed on his screen, except the battery level had fallen slightly.

He looked up again.

Tonight. Tonight, they were going to try to kill Fred Tannin at the Cloisters, the very place he'd been wild goose chased to earlier. Tonight, there was going to be a riot outside the Cloister specifically, and across all the boroughs in the adjoining areas. The brown-haired barista at the coffee shop hadn't been exaggerating.

Tonight, Jessie was going to try to burn the city down.

He turned off his phone, powered it all the way down, popped out the micro-SD card, and just sat there staring at the car in front of him.

His mind was racing. Who could he trust? What should he do? Who could he call for backup? Who could he anonymously warn ahead of time and trust not to make the situation worse?

He wasn't trained for this. But if anyone could do something about it, it was him. Urban warfare in your own country with no backup—nobody could have foreseen that.

Why? Why was she doing this?

It was going to start a war. One man and a few helpers could perhaps try and stop the riots from starting or they could hunt down and stop the assassin—but not both. Not unless they brought the National Guard in, and that would take time.

Then again, nobody was desperate enough to want to tear down the city, were they? Nobody was that proud or determined or... stupid. Right?

He shook his head. Jake Westley, you know people are exactly that stupid. Have you forgotten how the terrorists, which you hunted for so many years, think?

“No, I haven’t,” he muttered.

If he called the cops, he'd be laughed off. But if they believed him, Regan and his friends would be rounded up with the rest of the bad guys.

Should that even matter, though? Shouldn't I be trying to save the city at all costs? I, Jacob Westley, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic...

Even if it means sacrificing Regan?

***

He tried Regan's number; the line was disconnected. Alex's went straight to voice mail. It was crystal clear from how the files had been set up that Alex had created them. Maybe he and Regan had been working on the inside to get the information out. Maybe Regan just stole it from him, and he couldn't be trusted.

Pavo was dead.

He called John and told him—in fact, ordered him—to drive into the city. John got his nose out of joint immediately with Jake’s tone. He started to put the snotnose in place, but Jake would have none of that and interrupted him, “Listen… Sir, you’re the one who got me into Delta Force, and there I was trained in warfare. I am the expert here. I will never question your legal decisions, but now I expect you to shut up and listen… Sir... with all due respect… and do exactly as I tell you… Sir.”

Jake already had the phone six inches away from his ear, in anticipation of the tsunami of swear words that would no doubt be flooding in from John’s end. Instead, there was silence.

“So where is it that you want me to go?” John said in a very uncharacteristic soft, calm voice.

Oh boy, now you have blown it, Jake thought. That tone of voice means one thing and one thing only. The old man is going to shoot you on sight for this little stunt of yours.

“Come on Lieutenant Westley. Talk to me. You raised the alarm, called me up for duty. My horse is saddled; my gun is loaded. Where do you want me to go and what trouble do you need me to take care of? You’re in charge here. Speak up.”

Jake let out a sigh of the relief. Maybe the old coot won’t shoot me—just maybe. But with him that was not a foregone conclusion. Only time would tell.

Jake gave him the address in the city and disconnected the call.

Then he called Chuck and Doug and told them to haul ass to his current location, which was within walking distance of the Cloisters.

He didn't call Graham. Per the plans, Graham was going to be the sniper. Who the hell to trust these days?

The roads were already clogged with cars; it was like rats leaving a sinking ship. The first thing the authorities would do after the shooting would be to close the bridges and main roads to try to keep the assassin from escaping. And that was gonna fuel the fire. The rioters would feel threatened… trapped… exactly how Jessie and her cronies had planned it. There would be maximum anarchy and mayhem.

He put his phone down, gripped the steering wheel, and beat his head against it a couple of times. It was okay; the steering wheel was padded. In fact, there was a dingy spot on the tan vinyl right there, because over the many, many years he'd had this car, he'd done this so often it had left a mark—better to have a mark there than on his brain.

Drivers and pedestrians both stared at him. Calm down. They might just call the police and you will get yourself arrested for insanity or something.

He took a deep breath and got it together.

No way in hell I’m going to be able to do anything about the riot. I can’t call it in because of Regan, Alex and the other good people there.

And of course, there was not enough time left to go through the hoops of police bureaucracy to get someone to believe him, let alone do something about it.

So, no choice but to focus on the assassination. Perhaps if he could stop it the riots might fizzle out quickly or maybe… not even start... just maybe.

He tried to remember what kind of gear he had in the trunk. Neither he nor Graham were expert snipers, but the distances they were dealing with were well within both their skill ranges.

Fred Tannin was going to deliver his speech inside the center of the Cuxa Cloister, the one big open area in the middle of the building, with the Unicorn Tapestries Room behind him. Graham would be in the bell tower above the Gothic Chapel. Strange, Jake thought, he won't have the best exit path from there, after taking the shot. Maybe it had been chosen for him and not necessarily by someone who wanted him to be able to get away.

In the trunk of the car he had some tow rope, jumper cables, an emergency kit, his black clothes, his rifle...

The assassination was scheduled for nine-thirty, just after the start of the speech. The plans didn't detail exactly how or why the riots would start—they were just noted in the plan as being a distraction that was supposed to start at nine-thirty. If Jake had to guess, then at least the riot that was going to happen near the Cloister was going to be something like a flash mob, organized ahead of time. It might even happen inside the Cloisters, which should make things even more complicated than they already were.

It would be dark, but not completely dark. Dark enough for all the streetlights to have come on; dark enough for the traffic to have their headlights on. The main roads nearby included I-87, Broadway, 9A, the toll road for the Hudson Bridge, all of which would be blocked by the rioters, and the subway—all of it from nine thirty onward. There were no plans for getting the rioters out. No surprise there. It was Jessie’s plan, which raised another question. Even if everything went well, how were they going to get medical help into the area? How were they going to get the seriously injured out? Nothing in the plan for that—again no real surprise there.

As Jessie, had explained so elegantly to Jake earlier, “I don’t give a damn who killed that little girl!” If the senseless killing of an innocent eight-year-old little girl couldn’t get her emotions stirred, the killing of a few hundred or thousand innocent adults would probably not raise much emotion in her either. So long as she could kill Fred Tannin and destroy as much of the city as possible, she would experience the emotion of happiness.

He checked his phone. Three o'clock.

He had time to take a chance.




 Chapter 53 - The assignments 

“Tonight?” Regan said. “You're pulling this off tonight?”

Imperturbably, Jessie said, “You should have joined us earlier. Then you'd have more than just a shot at some last-minute input. Right now, it's sink or swim. In fact, some of this is gonna be swim regardless. People are just too angry about the news.”

Regan looked around the room. She was leaning over the table between Alex and Fiducioso. Alex's face was a complete blank; Fiducioso looked bored. The three men across the table seemed shaken, like Jessie had pulled a couple of fast ones on them. Mary Girard looked blazingly angry; Regan was glad those fiery eyes weren't focused on her.

“Oh, God,” Regan said. “Jessie. How could you do this? You're not just having someone killed. You're going to burn down the whole city.”

“You've said that before. If my people are in danger, why should anyone else be safe?”

Less than an hour ago Jessie had shown them a video smuggled out of the Tannin Chemical Plant in Queens.

The first half was grainy gray footage from a security tape. It showed a load of materials being unloaded from a semi-truck backed up to the loading docks. Men driving forklifts unloaded gray tubes like pressurized oxygen containers, shrink wrapped together on wood pallets. The forklifts drove through the loading area and took the pallets to an open area in the middle of the floor, away from the enormous shelving units that filled the warehouse from floor to ceiling.

They stacked the pallets three levels high.

The forklifts worked quickly. Then a tarp was thrown over the new barrels. The truck driver drove away, and the forklift operators retreated through a back door.

The warehouse stored numerous different types of containers on the enormous shelving units, ranging from boxes, barrels, square tubs, and cubical mounts mummified in shrink wrap. Guards with large white badges clipped to their clothing patrolled the area. The recording had been fast forwarded; they moved through their area at a blur, like bees, on small electric carts.

Then the recording slowed to normal speed. One side of the tarp slumped, and it looked like a hundred pressurized canisters burst out from underneath, scattering all over the floor. Obviously, some of them had burst open; a haze began filling the air.

The tarp slumped again, and more of the canisters came out. They rolled and bounced against each other, then slammed against the warehouse shelving.

A row of black barrels balanced on top of the topmost shelf began to wobble.

Then one fell and smashed on the floor, releasing what looked like a dry powder that covered one of the split pressurized containers, spraying dust into the air along with the gas.

Nobody seemed to notice. The second wave of fallen canisters came to a stop and the air got hazier and hazier. A white mist seemed to cover the floor.

It seemed like hours went by. Surely an alarm should have been going off.

Regan bit her thumbnail, waiting.

Eventually someone returned to the warehouse using the same door in the back, about a hundred feet away from the place where the canisters had fallen. She climbed onto an electric cart and started driving down one of the rows.

Suddenly the cart came to a stop. The guard shook her head and started driving forward again.

Then stopped again.

Get out, get out! Regan wanted to scream.

The guard stopped and rubbed her hands against her arms and looked back and forth. It looked like she was sniffing the air.

Then she took a step backward, raised her hands in front of her, and opened her mouth. It looked like she was shouting.

She backed toward the door a few steps, then started coughing. She buried her head on the inside of her sleeve.

Then she slumped forward onto the steering wheel, coughing hard. The cart didn't have a dashboard like a regular passenger car; the dashboard was down by the foot pedals. She slid off the dashboard and onto the cement floor, curling up on her side.

Her skin seemed to bubble up and form blisters.

Regan turned her head to the side.

“You better watch this Regan,” Jessie growled. “If you don't, I'll rewind it and start from the beginning. If you want to have any input into what happens here, you have to watch.”

Regan forced herself to watch.

It looked as if the guard began to leak. A gush of fluid began to splatter out of her mouth. The fluid was dark, but thinner than blood, more like vomited up coffee than anything else. And it just kept coming.

The blisters on her skin swelled up, then burst. Again, the fluid was somewhat dark, but not that thick. Her clothes were quickly soaked and black with fluid.

Another guard came out of the door at the far end of the room. He opened his mouth; it looked like he shouted something.

The female guard seemed to hear him. The coughing stopped for a moment and she tried to lift her head off the floor. Then her mouth opened and a gush of water poured out.

She started coughing again.

Now the fluid was mixed with more blood. It was thicker and darker in streaks as it ran across the floor.

Her wet clothes stuck to her skin. Blood ran out of the blistering sores that had developed and burst on her skin. It rolled off her and onto the floor. A wet puddle surrounded her.

She wasn't gushing blood or anything else except from her mouth. She hadn't been cut anywhere. It just looked like her skin had been burnt off.

The male guard seemed to call to her again. This time there was no response. The female guard choked, spat out an enormous gush of fluid, then lay still. The liquid oozed out of the side of her mouth.

Go back, go back!

The male guard walked forward quickly, calling out for the female guard. The door behind him that led into the rest of the facility was closed. The male guard spotted the yellow vehicle—and possibly the body lying on the floor next to it. He jogged toward it.

Suddenly he stopped and put his hands up in front of him, then grabbed the white badge near his neck and jerked it off. He pulled it off his collar and stared at it for what seemed like a hundred years, then turned around and ran back toward the door, leaving the female guard stranded on the floor.

She was probably already dead.

The recording stopped, then changed— better resolution. It looked like it was coming from a bouncing, jittering location just below a person's eye level—a chest cam.

Around the edges of the camera, white things came into view and disappeared. This happened several times before Regan realized that the person wearing the camera was in a hazmat suit.

The center of the warehouse, where the pressurized canisters under the tarp had been, looked like a war zone.

The tarp was in shreds, and many of the canisters had exploded. The canisters looked like they had been torn apart. Jagged fragments lay on the floor.

The person recording the scene stopped to look around. Several bodies lay near the canisters, dressed in Tyvek suits—not full hazmat. The Tyvek had been torn to pieces in what looked like an explosion. The people who'd been wearing them had splattered blood everywhere.

The bodies under all that blood—it looked like it had leaked out of their skin, just like on the first guard—were shriveled, almost mummified.

Regan knew just enough about medicine to be able to tell when an “expert” witness was yanking her chain. But she didn’t need to know more to know that what she was seeing wasn't normal in an explosion.

Blood and fluid puddled on the floor under the dead. The air wasn't as hazy with gas, although it was clearly still in the air. Dozens of other people in hazmat suits moved on the periphery, hauling the unexploded canisters off the floor and putting them into large tubs. When each tub was filled, one of the workers would spray a kind of foam into the tub, filling it and completely covering the canisters. Either it was insulation or something meant to control the damage if another canister exploded. It didn't look like it would help. When a tub was sealed, a forklift carried it out of sight.

Bodies were also being removed. They were lifted by pairs of workers and placed onto the back of one of the electric carts.

Regan counted three bodies still on the floor. She couldn't see the female guard who had originally been killed by the gas. There were another four or five bodies on the cart.

The person wearing the camera focused on the blood on the floor. One of the workers was spraying it with foam.

Jessie said, “The first clip is from the security cameras; it cuts out. Apparently, the guards at the desk turned it off and were meant to erase it. One of their crew got the recording out to a family member, who posted it all over the place.

“The second clip is from about eight o'clock this morning. Fred Tannin arrived earlier and saw the scene, including those who had died from the explosion, then was shown around the rest of the building to view the bodies of those who had been working the night shift and who had been killed by the gas as it was drawn through the ventilation system. Unfortunately, the HVAC system had turned itself on, including large fans that stirred the gas throughout the air, which was then picked up by the ventilation uptake vents and filtered throughout the building, killing over two hundred people.”

Regan inhaled sharply.

“One of them was my brother,” Jessie hissed. “Now, what do you have to say about my plan to kill Tannin?”

Regan said nothing. She just stared at Jessie. She wanted to sympathize with her loss. She wanted to talk Jessie out of this madness. She wanted to tell her two wrongs don’t make a right. But the look in Jessie’s eye told her it was no use even trying. Her friend had probably lost all sanity.

***

The plans were spread out on the conference table in front of them now, the laptops put away. One of the plans showed the Cloisters' two levels; another showed the streets and the planned areas for the rioters to focus on—and Graham's escape route.

The fact that one of Jake's SEAL friends, Graham, had been recruited shook her. The fact that the three conspiracy nuts had, not as much.

Alex... He was the one who'd slipped the micro-SD card into her hand as she'd come back in the room, asking if she was okay. There was no way to find out whose side he was on. She didn't have enough information, and there were too many sides. He might be here for the FBI; he might be here to make sure Regan didn't get in the way of the assassination.

She didn't know what to think about him anymore, but she was prepared to reserve judgment about him until she had all the information.

She didn't know what to think about herself—better not to spend any time on that either.

“Graham will enter his location at the bell tower at 4:30 p.m., just a few minutes from now, and keep a watch on the situation. He has one of the isolated network phones he can use to receive last minute orders or to call it off if he thinks it's too risky.”

“Network phones?” Regan said.

Jessie nodded toward Fiducioso, who reached into a soft sided briefcase beside him and pulled out the same model of phone Alex had set up for their own network. She glanced at Alex; he had black circles under his eyes and refused to make eye contact with her.

The phone slid across the table toward her. She grabbed it before it could fall off the edge.

“Thanks.”

“It's been preloaded with numbers,” said Fiducioso. “You can't call anyone else. You can talk to Jessie, codename Iustitia; me, Fiducioso; or Mary, under Latet.”

Latin for hidden.

Regan locked eyes on Mary. She was looking for a secret signal that would mean the two of them had an agreement to try to undermine this horror—no signal.

Jessie glanced around the room. “Regan's name is Equalis. If it's listed on your phone, you can call her. If it isn't, you can't. Your phones have been programmed as necessary.”

The THEM three pulled out their phones and frowned at them, then at each other, then shook their heads. Alex didn't even bother to check.

“Alex and James will be in the security office. James, you will be monitoring the situation via security camera to warn us if anyone in uniform outside the team enters the area. Your primary contact will be Fiducioso. You'll be the one in control of the interior doors and gates and whether they're locked down or open. I've sent you the schematics on the security office layout. Have you reviewed them?”

The big guy, James, said, “Yes, ma'am.” He sounded like a little kid who had been scolded, about to burst into tears.

“Alex, you'll be managing our internal communications as well as monitoring the police channels. If the riots fall flat, and they shouldn't, I'm calling it off. You will contact me at nine twenty-five with the status of the riots outside. I will make the call, but you absolutely must get the data for me. I want to know the number of reporters and the estimated number of rioters at each of the major locations. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “I am clear.”

“Gavin, you will be making sure that all people entering and exiting via the Unicorn Tapestries and Boppard rooms are monitored, as well as Tannin and the rest of the people up on the dais. Again, you're to warn Fiducioso if anyone in uniform outside our team enters the area after the speech begins. You will not be armed. Is that understood? If all hell breaks loose, just get out of the way.”

“Understood,” he said. “As previously discussed, I don't like it.”

“You don't have to like it. Yours is not to reason why... just follow the orders.”

He gave her a curt nod.

“Mark,” Jessie said.

“Yes?”

“You have the other side of the dais, which happens to be almost directly under the bell tower. You're covering the Nine Heroes room and the Early Gothic Hall. You're looking for the same things Gavin is, reporting to Fiducioso, and are also not armed. In addition to Gavin's tasks, you'll make sure anyone heading for the bell tower is distracted as much as possible.

“After Graham, you are the person most likely to be targeted by police or the existing security forces. Do you understand?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Do you accept the risk?”

“I guess.”

“Yes or no,” Jessie said.

“Uh, yes, I guess.”

Jessie closed her eyes for a moment. “In the case you're captured, you may expect Organization resources will be used to free you and clear your record. Ask to speak to your lawyer, then call Fiducioso.”

“I got his number memorized.”

“Excellent,” Jessie said sarcastically.

“Mary, you'll have the other end of the hallway, covering the exits to the Chapter House, the Romanesque Hall, the main exit, and the Late Gothic Hall. Before the shooting, your main task is to report the entrance of any additional people in uniform that aren't part of the team to Fiducioso. You also will not have a firearm.”

“That's all right by me,” Girard said, although from the tone of her voice it wasn't.

“You will also manually set off the flashbang situated in the tower over the main hall, once Graham fires at the target, if it doesn't go off from your phone. Is that clear?”

“It's clear,” Girard said.

“And it's also clear what will happen if you don't comply?”

“Yes. The protection for my mother and uncle that you've arranged during the riots will go away.”

Jessie nodded. “I'm glad that's set firmly in your memory. Fiducioso will be at the main entrance, monitoring the situation outside to let us know if reinforcements are arriving. I will be circling throughout the area as a guest.”

“And me?” Regan asked. “What is expected of me?”

“You'll be with me,” Jessie said. “You've got a good eye. And I want to make sure that you're near me, in case you get any last-minute ideas.”

“Such as?”

“Betraying me.” She smirked in Regan's face. “You might think you're keeping your face blank, and maybe that would work on anybody else, but not on me. What do you think you're going to do, start screaming there's going to be an assassination?”

Regan didn't move a muscle. Still, something must have given her away. Jessie started laughing.

“I don't care what it is you're trying to do,” Jessie said. “Your boyfriend's car has been packed with explosives. If you want to wreck my achievement, that's fine. But Jake Westley's not going to make it if you do. And you don't even want to know what I've done to your house,” she paused, then sneered in Regan's face, “or your father's. Believe me. I can do it and I have.”

Regan nodded.

The Jessie she used to know—the Jessie who had taught her how to play pool, the Jessie she had studied with—was gone. The new Jessie has lost her mind.

She believed Jessie could do it.

But she also wanted to believe that Jessie didn't want to.

She was just going to have to depend on that.




 Chapter 54 - Shout F-I-R-E right now 

The Cloisters was packed, but not as badly as Regan expected. The hoi polloi was not being allowed into the compound after regular hours; the festivities were invitation only.

Suddenly she was glad Jessie had Loeb buy a dress for her, even if it did make her feel like a fool. It fit well enough, but it was black and slinky, had rhinestone straps, no pockets, and came with strappy high heels she would be lucky to be able to walk, let alone run, in.

She had a tiny purse with the phone and some lipstick in it. Loeb himself had done her hair into a smooth, flipped-up do that covered most of one ear but still showed the diamond earrings he'd given her.

At least Jessie had to dress up too—a curvy black dress with white lace up the sides. It showed some leg but not all the way up. There was still room for her to carry a couple of mini pistols strapped to thigh holsters. Regan could see the bulges. She carried a silver metal purse with an Art Deco design on the side. It could have held anything from a cellphone to a flask of whiskey to a remote detonator for all Regan knew.

Sitting opposite the two of them in the limo were Loeb and Fiducioso in tuxedos. Of course, they were in a limo—everyone being dropped off at the Cloisters ahead of them was in a limo.

“What are the two of them going to be doing?” Regan asked.

“Looking pretty.”

Jessie was staring out her window. The car, parked in a long line of other limos waiting to be let out onto the red carpet—and photographed on the red-carpet Regan could just barely see outside her window—was surrounded by protestors with signs.

Tell us the Truth about the Accident!

My husband is dead! Why?

Pray for the missing, wounded, and dead of Tannin Chemical!

Guards along the sidewalks kept the protestors from coming too close to the cars. Regan glanced at them, but there wasn’t anyone she recognized. The others must already be in place.

Award for Best Cover-up: Fred Tannin!

No Mercy for Industrial Killers!

Pollution hurts us all & we're gonna hurt u back!

Down with Tannin!

The limo was so well soundproofed she could barely hear the shouts of the protesters—but she could see their faces. Even if this was all arranged by the Organization, they'd still used people who were passionate about the protest. They seemed to be from all races—mostly working class people in blue jeans and tshirts.

How many of them were armed?

How many had brought explosives?

Since Jessie was in charge, the number probably wasn't zero. Regan didn't know exactly what she had planned, but it probably wasn't anything a police officer would consider “peaceful.”

Polluters + Police + Politicians + Protesters...THINK!

She caught a flash of a familiar face as the limo rolled slowly forward. She forced herself to stay relaxed and not take a second look or an audibly deep breath of relief.

Standing beside the limo, shaking a poster and shouting along with the rest of the protesters was Jake.

***

Jake spoke into his throat mic, “All right, their limo just went up the driveway. They're number six in line.”

If he hadn't known which license plate to look for, he wouldn't be able to spot it—the windows on every single one of the limos in line was tinted so black, he'd be surprised if the people inside could see out. He hadn't been inside a limo since his senior prom back in high school. These were probably fancier—or at least had alcoholic drinks in their well-stocked mini-fridges inside.

A text message came back to him: In security office. I can c u.

Jake gave a cheerful wave to cameras he couldn't see. Then he said, “Just the two of you in there?”

2 guards in uniform.

“Huh,” Jake said. “Part of the Organization or not?”

Didn't ask when we came in. They expected us.

“Got it.”

Side door ready when u r.

The protesters outside the big stone building looked angry. Some of them had tears streaming down their faces. He couldn't blame them. The more news that came out of the Tannin Chemical plant, the worse it looked. The East River was closed off completely now, and they were telling people not to use the water except to flush toilets—and to be careful even doing that.

Jake had never been in a protest before. The closest comparison he had was being outside of a stadium just before a ball game. There was a sense that something was going to happen, that it should have happened already, and that people were tired of standing around on their feet. Another weird thing was the way the crowd moved him around like he was a puppet. He'd started twenty feet back from the front line of cops standing around about half an hour ago. The crowd had pushed him forward until he was right where he wanted to be.

John St. Clair's car had run out of gas, stuck in traffic trying to get into the city. Fortunately, Chuck and Doug had spotted him and picked him up. But first the two physically dragged his vehicle off the side of the road and into the ditch as John cursed at them for manhandling his car. There wasn't enough room for emergency vehicles to use the road as it was. The people pouring out of the city was still an ugly exodus.

They finally made it into Manhattan an hour ago and were on their way to the Cloisters. They might make it, but probably he was on his own.

Time to get moving.

Jake handed the sign he held off to another shouting protestor, a Hispanic woman who looked like she could pin him with one arm behind her back and who was almost as tall as he was. “Gotta go,” he said.

She nodded.

He slipped past the cops, heading between two limos. Nobody stopped him—mostly because he had disappeared into the crowd on the other side of the limos by the time they could react. He headed up the hill toward the stone castle. Thick shrubs covered part of the grounds. He used the cover to sneak along a stone wall.

The place was built exactly like they expected mounted riders—or art thieves—to charge the building and break in. Either way, it would have taken a lot longer than he wanted to break in if Alex hadn't left one of the side doors unlocked for him.

A guard stood just inside the door, patrolling the hallway. He stopped Jake who showed him his license and told him he was there at the request of the guest of honor. The guard called up to the security office to check on the name, which Alex kindly confirmed as being on the approved list, then let him in the rest of the way.

Now, though, he wasn't sure which way to go. This place was a maze. “Uhhhh,” he said.

The guard raised his eyebrows. “Need something?”

The phone buzzed. Door to left, down long hallway, thru door behind stairs 2 goth chapel.

“Nah,” he said. “Just got turned around for a second.”

He took a left, walking past the guard like he owned the place.

***

The four of them walked through the main entrance while the limo circled around the drive and disappeared. Photographers were taking pictures along the front of the building, a literal piece of red carpet spread in front of the windows and small bushes. The daylight had faded, and the area was lit up with bright lights and carefully posed white umbrellas. There were eight photographers. Some of the celebrities looked almost disappointed not to be overwhelmed, but most of the news was happening elsewhere. Everyone had been trying to get into the Tannin Chemical plant to get the news scoop.

A velvet rope separated the celebrities and the photographers. As they passed the entrance to the roped off area, Jessie hesitated, as if she had half a mind to get her picture taken.

Regan said, “You look good.”

She and Jessie stood in front of their “dates.” Jessie reached over and squeezed her hand. She wasn't a monster—just a woman doing monstrous things.

“You too,” Jessie whispered.

They walked inside.

The building seemed to swallow them. The floors in the entrance hall were covered with more red carpet and sported additional lights and umbrellas, now dark—a backup location. The sound changed from that of purring car engines and the traffic of the city, into a muted hum, with the sound of every conversation in the building being bounced around on the high ceilings and mixed together.

They moved through the idling crowd of people by the front door—even the rich and famous couldn't figure out how not to stand in the way of new people coming inside—and into a long narrow hall to the right. A white screen had been put up to cover the open windows where the photographs were being taken, but Regan still wanted to raise a hand to cover her eyes.

They entered the main hall, then took a left into the Late Gothic Hall. Something in Regan's soul shriveled up. The place was packed with random, well dressed, wandering bodies. A wine bar sat near the entrance of the room, and Jessie snagged a pair of glasses with white wine.

She handed one to Regan, lifted it, and said, “A toast.”

“To what?” She didn't want to drink to something she couldn't agree with.

“To friendship,” Jessie said. “May it never die.”

Regan frowned at her like she was crazy, she said nothing,  but raised her glass and just wet her lips. For a second she wondered if Jessie had spiked it with a type of knockout drug—if she was supposed to serve as a distraction by passing out.

But the wine tasted normal, and besides, she'd been watching Jessie the whole time.

A large black woman in a gold lame dress walked past and threw Regan a wink. Regan watched her until she disappeared. She moved smoothly through the crowd, vanishing and sparkled her way through them. She turned to Jessie and said,

“Who was that?”

“My boss,” Jessie said.

“Your...”

“And your Uncle Paul's old boss. She's a jazz singer.”

“That's incredible.”

“All right. Don't believe it then.”

Regan shook her head. They ambled through the crowd until they reached the other end of the room. Then Jessie pressed her empty wine glass into Regan's free hand. “Hold this for me a moment.”

“Where are you going?”

Jessie smiled a thin-lipped smile. “I could tell you it's a secret, but really it's just to the ladies' room.”

“It's going to be nuts until the speaker...”

“By then it'll be too late. You stay with Loeb, will you? I'll drag Lawrence around with me to make sure I don't get lost. Coming?”

She looked back at Fiducioso, who nodded. He was almost an entire head above most of the rest of the crowd—several inches taller even than Regan, who was looking at a sea of updos as she glanced across the room. Fiducioso seemed to be using his height to check for something specific.

What it was, Regan couldn't tell. Fiducioso and Jessie left through the door at the end of the room, moving to the right as they exited.

Regan, sure that she was being overheard, said to the smoothly polished Loeb, “So, Lloyd, what brings a nice guy like you to a place like this?”

He was an inch or so shorter than she was—enough to see over most of the women's heads, but having to lean from side to side to see around some of the men. He stopped searching the crowd and gave her a charming smile. She felt like he was about to shake her hand, kiss a baby, or deliver a campaign promise.

“Oh, nothing,” he said. “Just lucky, I guess.”

She smiled at him again and looked over her shoulder. Now that Jessie wasn't watching, maybe it'd be safe to look for Jake. Dressed in blue jeans and a red button up shirt over a tee-shirt, he'd probably stand out in this crowd.

She didn't spot him, but she did see the sign for the restroom was behind her—not the door that Jessie and Fiducioso had just left through.

Damn it.

She turned back to Loeb, grabbed his shoulder, and whispered in his ear: “Look, I don't know what makes you tick, but we can't just let Jessie have this guy killed.”

He shrugged.

“Don't you care? Or is it just about the money?”

“As far as I'm concerned,” he whispered slowly and carefully into her ear, probably making it look like they were flirting, “it doesn't matter whether he lives or dies.” He paused. “But it's true this isn't what I signed up for all those years ago at Columbia. Your uncle was a good man.”

“No, he wasn't,” Regan said. “I loved him, but he could be a real closed minded idiot.”

Loeb stiffened. “I suppose you have a right to that opinion.”

She couldn't believe the way the conversation had turned. “Do you really intend to help Jessie go through with this?”

“Why do you care?”

“Because...” Someone bumped into her from behind. She looked over her shoulder but didn't recognize anyone. They were standing still inside a crowd trying to move from room to room. The flow around them was like the current of a broad river—slow but hard to resist.

She grabbed onto Loeb's arm and started manhandling him out of the room, following the flow of bodies until they reached the door to the next room, then around the corner in the same direction Jessie and Fiducioso had gone.

They found an open area, a garden surrounded by pillars and covered stone walkways. A dais covered in red carpet (they must buy the stuff by the roll) sat on one side of the garden. Assistants in white shirts and black pants were setting up microphones and speakers. Behind the dais was one of the covered walkways; a small booth held a soundboard.

They followed the crowd past the front of the dais and into the center of the garden, next to a stone fountain with a tiny trickle of water leaping up inside.

They'd found an eddy in the stream of bodies; the current took them in a circle around the fountain, but didn't push them any further past.

Regan pulled Loeb to the side, standing almost on top of one of the flower beds. “I care because Jessie is my friend.”

“Usually one supports the actions of one's friends,” Loeb said, staring down his nose at her with avuncular disapproval.

As if years of weathering her father's disapproval hadn't rendered her immune to caring what people like Loeb thought about her. “Usually... until they start doing things that are only going to hurt them in the long run.”

Loeb coughed into one hand. He was wearing gold cuff links, she noticed. “If it was your intention to save her from perfidy, shouldn't you have started a while ago?”

She stomped a foot. It probably looked cute but she couldn't help herself. “Damn it, Loeb. Are you going to help me or not?”

“Help you do what?”

She turned away from him and started walking back toward the dais. Two members of the THEM three, whatever their names were, should be around here somewhere, hidden among the security guards sprinkled throughout the crowd as they watched to make sure the patrons didn't do anything to the irreplaceable artworks hanging on the wall or standing on pedestals. She could at least hope for some help from one of them.

Loeb grabbed her arm. She shook him off but he took it again, his fingers digging down into the muscle. She stopped to glare at him.

“You can't save her,” he said. “She's crossed a line.”

“Maybe I don't care about saving her. Maybe...” Regan considered how to say the next sentence without causing a panic. “...maybe I want to make sure justice is carried through the proper channels—after the facts have actually been established.”

“If that were the case,” he said, “then you'd shout F-I-R-E right now.” He spelled out the word.

She tried to pull away again, but he still wouldn't let go of her arm.

The look on his face wasn't sarcastic or snide. It was almost pity.

Regan felt tears welling up in her eyes.

All right, it was true. She didn't give a damn about Tannin.

She only wanted Jessie to stop lashing out at the world. The world was going to lash back. But for Jessie to stop trying to get revenge would mean that either Jessie had to change...

...or the world had to.

And she knew which one was more stubborn.




 Chapter 55 - Employees only 

Jake climbed the stairs two at a time, smiling broadly at the people moving down the stairs toward him—a bunch of men in penguin suits and a bunch of women in dresses ranging from the tacky to the va-va-voom, not that he knew a thing about fashion. They all looked at him like he was an idiot in his blue jeans and red button-up shirt. A few of them gave his Brooklyn Dodgers hat a double take, and then he was gone.

On the main floor was a locked door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. Jake spoke into his mike, “Alex. Can you do anything about this door?”

For a second he heard only static. Then he noticed a tapping noise, short groups of tapping noises in an irregular rhythm. He could also hear some voices in the background—a woman speaking authoritatively. Maybe Jessie had come into the security office to check on some last-minute details.

Jake glanced around and spotted the camera aimed toward the door. He stepped out of range. His clothes made him stick out like a sore thumb. If he had the chance, he'd snag a guard's uniform or something and put it on.

The tapping continued. The sounds started to pop out at him. He was trying to tell himself something. But what?

O-C-K-E-D-G-O-T-O-M-A-I-N-H-A-L-L-L-O-O. Morse code, of course. He was being an idiot.

“Got it,” he said. Hopefully the kid didn't have him on speaker phone. But the woman's voice giving instructions didn't stop—but the tapping did.

Jake looked around for a sign or something to show him where he wanted to go. He spotted a small map of the building behind glass. He was on the opposite side of the building. Great. He only needed to thread his way through a couple of hundred people, all of whom were dressed better than he was—even the catering staff carrying around canapes.

He waved one over. “I need to talk to your manager,” he said.

“My m-manager?” the kid asked. He looked like he'd rather be boning up for a biology final than working with the rich and famous tonight. “She's over this way.”

The kid led him back down the stairs, past the guard, down a long gallery filled with guests, to another EMPLOYEES ONLY door. “She's in here,” the kid said helpfully. “Um, down the hall? Or maybe she's upstairs working on the floor. But somebody should be down here. Is that okay? I'm going to get in trouble if I don't—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jake said. “I can figure it out for myself from here. Thanks.”

“You're welcome.” The kid gave him half a nod, then took off down the hallway. Jake walked past an aluminum cart stacked with filthy dishes and glassware smeared with lipstick, then started checking the doors on either side of the hall.

In half a minute, he was straightening out a clip-on tie on a white shirt too small through the shoulders. He was even wearing the pants—although he'd left his own shoes on. Anyone checking out the shoes of one of the staff was probably already alerted to the fact he didn't belong in this place, one way or another.

His revolver made a bulge under the shirt. But hey, the shirt didn't fit anyway. It was heavy though, heavy enough so the bulge could be mistaken for a bad tuck in job. With the gun under both t-shirt and shirt, it would have to do

He didn't bother grabbing one of the dirty silver trays from the cart, just exited the room and cut across to the other side of the building. A cafe surrounded another one of those formal garden things. He ignored a question from one of the guests and went up the stairs.

The people up here, man, they were jammed in like sardines. They slowly moved in a current that pushed harder against him the faster he tried to walk. He thought he saw Regan for a split second, but it couldn't have been her. The woman wasn't wearing pants, and an older guy he couldn't quite see was whispering tenderly in her ear. The crowd pushed her away and he lost sight of the couple.

He shoved his way through a doorway, keeping his head down. He'd had to abandon his hat downstairs, and it made him feel half naked and exposed. On he went through the hall toward the main entrance—and the bathrooms.

He pushed through the entrance, followed the signs to the bathrooms, and found another set of stairs leading downward. He cursed under his breath. He must have wasted ten minutes...

A small door behind the stairs was yet another EMPLOYEES ONLY. He checked the handle. Locked. But there wasn't a security camera watching it.

He used his body to block the door, then pulled out his lock pick set—conveniently built into his custom multi-tool. He looked around, nobody was watching him. He went for it.

A minute later, the door was open and he was looking at a set of stairs leading upward in a rectangular spiral. He'd found the big tower. All he had to do was climb up and cross the separate roofs of this crazy building without being seen by the Navy SEAL, Graham, in the bell tower on the other side or the guests in the open courtyards below.

What was the worst that could happen? Other than getting shot by Graham or having the police or guards sent after him? Maybe slipping off the roof and landing in someone's champagne?

Ignoring his overactive imagination, he started climbing the stairs.

***

Regan and Loeb shuffled through the crowd, out of the courtyard and worked their way over to the base of the bell tower where Graham was currently hiding in wait. It was nine-twenty. Regan walked over to the door and tried the handle to a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. It was locked, and a camera was watching her. She stepped out of the range of its lens—at least, she hoped she'd moved away far enough. Even if it was only Alex and Bosco in the security office at present, she didn't want to be recorded.

“Now what?” she asked.

Loeb shrugged. “We could find the door on the other side of the building and try to climb up the stairs to the main tower by the other chapel.”

“And then what?” she asked. “Climb over the roof in formal attire while a sniper's staring at us?”

“If you don't like my plan, tell me yours.”

She kicked him in the ankle; it wasn't a mere gesture. He winced. “Are you trying to help me or not?”

“Frankly I'm not convinced either way.” He said.

She took a deep breath. The crowd flowed through the far end of the room. This room almost seemed like a backwater for people who wanted to look at the art.

“What Jessie's trying to do is going to cause pandemonium,” she said.

“I'm not sure that's a bad thing at this point,” Loeb said. “Just look at the world today. Other people feel perfectly comfortable murdering their way through social justice. Why not the Organization?”

“Because chaos just begets more chaos. Look at the French Revolution. Imagine what they could have done if they hadn't gone around chopping people's heads off.”

“If they hadn't gone around chopping people's heads off, they might have accomplished nothing.”

She grunted. “India's independence from Great Britain. The Civil Rights movement. The Velvet Revolution of Czechoslovakia. Ending apartheid in South Africa and many others… It's possible to accomplish real change without murder and violence.”

“It hasn't worked for us so far.” Loeb countered halfheartedly.

“What the Organization's been doing isn't even remotely a peaceful movement to affect any kind of real change. It's just switching blame from the guilty to the innocent because it's convenient with their own delusional version of justice and equality.” Regan’s voice had raised a few decibels.

A couple of the people next to her glanced her way. Loeb smiled congenially at them, flashing his bright white teeth and dimples. They smiled back, almost involuntarily, and moved on.

It felt like there had to be something—anything—she should be doing that was more important than this. They had ten minutes... no, seven... until Tannin was shot by one of Jake's friends, and the city erupted into a bloodbath.

Wait. There was a fire alarm near the EMPLOYEES ONLY sign.

All I should do is wait a minute or two so there was no way people could stop panicking before it was too late.

Graham wouldn't get caught; Tannin wouldn't get shot. It was a perfect plan—given the constraints under which she was operating

She took a deep breath and swayed on her feet as if she were feeling light headed. She grabbed Loeb's sleeve. “Sorry.”

“Are you all right?”

“A little dizzy. Mind if I lean against the wall for a moment?”

“That's fine.”

He helped her over to the wall, which brought her into view of the camera lens. She was certainly going to be recorded doing exactly what she shouldn't be doing—but it would probably be worth it. Her feet and ankles were killing her. It didn't take too much of an effort to come across as less than completely stable.

She leaned against the stone wall gratefully. The rooms had become far too hot with all the people crammed into them, and the stone was cool against her back.

“So,” she said, after taking a minute to gather her strength and a few deep breaths, “we were discussing what the Organization could be doing to help people find justice, instead of... this.” She waved her hand across the people.

“We were?”

“Honestly? I'm mostly just using you as a sounding board, but you're a good listener.”

He shrugged.

“You don't have to agree with me,” she said. “You just need to give me a minute to stand against this wall, which is nice and cool, before we head back into the fray.”

“That I can do,” he said.




 Chapter 56 - It was time to begin 

The rooftop was as old fashioned as the rest of the building. It was covered in clay tiles, the kind that in a big budget action adventure movie, would come loose, slide loudly down the side of the roof, and smash on the ground below, alerting the bad guys that the good guy had gone vertical.

Fortunately, it wasn't the movies.

Jake checked his watch. Seven minutes left.

He could see the bell tower over the Gothic chapel from where he was standing. Getting across the rooftop looked very doable, but he wouldn’t be able to hide his approach. The whole thing was in plain sight of both the protesters outside the building and the guests on the inside.

The biggest danger wasn't the people on the ground, security guards and cops included—it was Graham.

He took off his socks and shoes and ditched them on the landing under the window, then climbed out over the open stone windowsill and dropped as quietly as he could onto the roof of a long gallery two extra high ceilings worth of space above the ground.

The roof was still warm from the sun.

Disregarding the spectators below, he started running barefoot across the roof, parallel to Graham's line of sight.

***

The bells had been removed from the Gothic bell tower and replaced with speakers, which was a good thing as far as Graham was concerned. If he'd had to listen to bells all day, he would have gone mad. The speakers were bad enough.

The sniper rifle sat on a tripod, carefully aimed toward the lectern on the dais where Tannin would be speaking in six minutes. He avoided jostling it, although it was stable enough he could have leaned on the barrel and not moved it half an inch.

He'd removed part of a wood slat to give the scope and muzzle enough clearance. The tiny room was almost fully dark, night punctuated by the ever-present orange glow of the city.

There was no wind to speak of. It was going to be an easy kill shot.

He hadn't been that enthusiastic about the plan until he'd heard some of the news coming out of Tannin Chemical, and he'd seen the carnage on the whistleblower's video of the dead workers with their skins boiled off.

His enthusiasm for the job had increased—rapidly.

If the man had come forward with the truth, he might have deserved mercy. With all the lies that had built up, however, he deserved nothing other than he was about to get.

He watched the crowd below through the scope—Iustitia and Fiducioso, past the scope’s field of vision, talking amiably as if they were enjoying themselves.

Perhaps they were.

All right, it was time for business. The woman who was about to introduce Tannin had just stepped onto the dais and stood behind the lectern. She tapped the microphone twice.

It was time to begin.




 Chapter 57 - The backup plan 

Apparently, it was true, nobody ever looked up when in New York City but the tourists.

Nobody seemed to have noticed Jake as he ran along half the roof of the building, even the part where he'd had to drop six feet from one level to the next. Now he stood under the pair of slatted windows facing the courtyard. Part of one of the slats was missing—presumably the muzzle of the rifle was right behind it.

The night had crept up on him. His shadow was painted black on the stone wall beside him.

He untucked his shirt and reached up to pull his revolver out of the shoulder holster buried under his clothes.

He didn't want to do this. Maybe Graham would back out at the last second and Jake wouldn't have to shoot him.

Except that wouldn't fly. Jake had to shoot him before he had a chance to go through with it.

The speakers came to life. “All right, ladies and gentlemen we seem to be ready to go...”

A woman's voice began to speak to the audience, thanking them for coming and introducing her very special guest tonight, Fred Tannin.

Jake lifted his revolver and aimed it where, if Graham intended to go through with this, his body would have to be—at the other end of a sniper rifle aimed at the lectern on the stage. There was only one way the rifle could have been set up on a tripod. Oh, his guess might be off an inch or two, depending on the length of the barrel and what kind of scope Graham was using—but an inch or two wouldn't save him.

Jake's hand was steady. He lined up the sights, swallowed, took a deep breath, then exhaled.

His finger tightened.

***

Regan closed her eyes. The wall was still cool against her back. The susurruses’ of the crowd faded into white noise.

She remembered the things Jessie used to say in college before she got screwed over on her scholarship and had to give up on a law degree—before she got married.

Regan spoke to Loeb, “Why isn't the Organization fighting injustice with justice? Why aren't you paying people's heating bills and putting people through college? Why aren't you making sure young men aren't being unfairly targeted as criminals? Why aren't you making sure young women don't have to get pregnant before they're ready? Why aren't you rescuing women and men from domestic violence? Why aren't you doing the small things that make people come together?”

Tears were welling up behind her eyes.

“Where are you at the animal shelters? In the hospitals? Where are you when a kid needs shoes? Where are you when homeless people need soap? When they need somewhere to live? Where are you when the housing is being torn down, when you're evicted and there's nowhere to go? Where are you when the wrong guy gets locked up and abandoned in prison? When the killers of little kids go free?

“I'll tell you. You're not where you're needed. Instead, you're out making things worse.”

She opened her eyes. The crowd had gone quiet.

She couldn't see out to the formal garden or the dais where Tannin was going to speak, but she could hear a woman's voice begin to introduce him.

“I mean, not you personally,” she said. “And I really can't leave myself out of this. I have money, a lot of money since Uncle Paul died.

“I've been trying to figure out what to do with it all... what to do with my life now that I don't want to be a judge anymore. But suddenly I know what I want to do.”

Tears were running down her face.

“The small things. I just want to help with the small things but those things that would make a difference in people’s lives.”

Loeb was looking at her curiously. She didn't know why; it wasn't as if she'd said anything revolutionary.

It didn't matter what he thought anymore.

“Excuse me,” she said, and reached for the fire alarm handle.

***

The guard standing behind Alex's shoulder said, “What is she doing?”

Alex looked over to the video screens. He'd been just about to set off the fire alarm, when it went off.

Regan had been standing against a wall next to Loeb, giving him an earful, then turned and pulled the lever of the fire alarm next to her.

“We have to shut it down!” the guard shouted. “People are already starting to panic.”

“Give me a moment,” Alex said. “I think I can turn it off from here.”

Both guards came toward him. He frowned at the screen, typed some gibberish over the keyboard, and said, “It's locked up. I need to reboot the system.”

He leaned forward under the table and pulled the power cord out of the back of the box before the guards could reach him.

One of the guards pushed the back of his chair, knocking him forward.

“Hey!”

Alex climbed back up to see Bosco trying to keep one of the guard's hands away from his holstered handgun. The other one had fallen on the floor.

Alex picked up the handy nightstick attached to the fallen guard's belt and swung it across the back of the other guard's head. A perfect shot.

All the virtual sword fighting he'd been doing lately was paying off.

***

The cloister exploded into what Graham could only think of as raw chaos. Women shrieked and men cowered. Everyone ran—but not in any specific direction.

Graham sighed. Of course, someone would have pulled the fire alarm just then. He could only hope it was a joke and that in a few minutes they'd start over again.

The woman on the dais looked back and forth for a moment, then said, “All right, I'm not sure what's going on, but it's probably best not to panic...”

Someone in the formal garden area looked up toward Jake and pointed. A moment later a dozen people were looking up at the tower and pointing at him.

Graham checked the muzzle; it was safely in the shadows. He put the cap over the end of the scope, just in case there was a glint, but it too seemed to be in darkness.

Nevertheless, more and more of the people in the garden were stopping their screaming and pointed at him.

Damn. He was going to have to abort.

Time for the backup plan.

***

A few people were looking at Regan, but most of the partygoers had decided to run for the exits. The word smoke seemed to be on everyone's lips. Rich people and celebrities in formal attire visibly sniffed the air, trying to find it.

Loeb had pulled out a gun—something slim and angular that reminded Regan of a metal shark—and aimed it at her. He said, “I didn't have you pegged for something as bold as that.”

Regan's heart was thudding impossibly fast in her chest. “Well, I try to be surprising from time to time.”

A gunshot rang out from somewhere inside the building. They both froze.

Suddenly the slim gun disappeared into Loeb's suit coat. “I'll take your words into consideration,” he said, then slipped into the crowd. A moment later, he was gone.

Regan let out a long breath that seemed to leave her deflated. Since when had Loeb, the pretty faced cover story for Jessie, started carrying a gun? And did Jessie know about it?

She looked at the people making their way to the exit. Too many of them were wearing stilettos—she didn't dare take these damned high heels off. She pushed herself off the wall and tried to work her way out, toward the gunshot rather than away from it, but the push of the crowd going in the opposite direction was just too strong.

She went looking for another door. Instead she ended up almost where she'd started, next to the EMPLOYEES ONLY door and the fire alarm she'd just pulled. If she didn't bust her buns, the security guards were going to catch her before she could make a break for it. Jessie had taken her wallet, but Regan had smuggled out one of her credit cards in the band of her underwear, just in case she could find a way to get away from the Organization members.

She followed the crowd out of the room and into the next one—the long room they'd first entered from the street. The room quickly filled up, then started pressing them backward.

Something was blocking the exit door.




 Chapter 58 - He heard the shot 

Jake lowered his revolver, holstered it under his shirt, then looked over his shoulder at the people below. Some of them were scattering for the doors, although most of them were standing around looking dumbfounded, waiting for the confirmation that yes, this was a real emergency and not just a false alarm.

He saw a lot of them smelling at the air. Was there smoke?

He took a deep whiff too, more as a reflex than anything else. The air smelled... huh. He could smell smoke in the air, and another scent that was more like an electrical fire than anything else—burning rubber, maybe.

In the bell tower, Graham cursed. Jake could hear him moving away from the window under which he stood, then down a set of stairs.

The job was off; Tannin is safe. 

Some of the people below were pointing at him, but not many. In a minute, there would be more.

He left the shadow of the bell tower and started running, still barefoot, across the top of the clay tile roof. Now all he had to deal with was... whatever backup plan Jessie had in place.

A gunshot cracked below him; he cursed.

***

Fred Tannin was away from the lectern and out of the lights while he waited to go. He was still thinking about the speech he was about to give, three-by-five cards still pinched in his hand. He could have extemporized, but there was something about this place that made him want to take the award more seriously than usual. He was doing some good in the world, damn it, despite what had happened at the chemical plant in Queens.

He put a hand over his face. Rumor had gotten away from his control, and people were fleeing the City. Across social media, pictures of the accident were being shown. The deaths inside the plant, both the ones in the warehouse and the later ones as the gas seeped in through the ventilation system. Dear God, there were supposed to be filters and safeguards—what happened to them? He'd found the worker who'd released the information to the public and bribed him into silence for the sake of controlling the panic. Luckily, he'd only released a quarter of the images he'd recorded. If the rest came out, the situation could only get worse.

The City, Queens especially, had been flooded with news lately of what some of the people on social media were calling “the Karma Killer”: drug dealers destroyed by their own drugs; pimps killed by apparent johns complaining about their “dates”; thieves with their wallets stolen; and slum lords killed by their own buildings.

He was trying to remember what he was going to say to the crowd thanking him for all the good he'd done, but he couldn’t help wondering what the Karma Killer would have in store for him—injection with his own chemicals, probably.

The buck had to stop somewhere, didn't it?

No. The so-called Karma Killer didn't exist. It was just something the newspapers were making up to sell copies and advertising space. He, Fred Tannin, had done nothing personally wrong. There had been a perfect storm of tragedy at one of his businesses... he'd done nothing wrong. Mistakes were made. If the Karma Killer wanted revenge, the person to go after was the one who hadn't checked the filtration system. He, Fred Tannin, was just a figurehead.

Nobody was aiming a gun at his head. Nobody was walking around with a syringe full of... who knew what, waiting for him to appear.

Nevertheless, it was time to start worrying about better security, especially when he was out in public. Right now, he was surrounded by guards, but none of the guards were on his dedicated staff. Miss Dolly stood behind him, her face expressionless. She had a backup copy of his notecards in her hand, in case. A black earphone rested in one ear—a small microphone, a dark line against her cheek, almost invisible.

It felt like he was getting an ulcer, or like he'd just swallowed a bag of seashells. Something unpleasant was grinding around down there anyhow.

“How's it looking?” he asked her. “What do you think? Should we just cancel this?”

She blinked slowly at him, then looked over at the lectern where some woman was already giving him his introduction. She gave a small shake of her head. “It'll be over soon,” she mouthed.

He pressed his lips together.

All right, he'd just have to face the inevitable questions. She'd slip him a note if he started to drift off message too badly. He'd just have to keep it from getting under his skin.

Suddenly the fire alarms went off.

Hell, someone has found a way to interrupt my speech after all—I’ll try not to look too disappointed.

He looked around for the person who'd pulled the alarm, but didn't spot anyone. A few people were looking up over his head, though, pointing at something in the sky—an airplane maybe?

Oh, Lord. What if it was the start of another terrorist attack? We've got enough emergencies of our own making, thanks. That’s the last thing I need now.

Suddenly Miss Dolly dropped his three-by-five cards. They splatted down on the stone floor with an almost wet noise. She grabbed his arm and pulled him off the dais.

“Something on the news?”

She shook her head and pulled him further under the covered walkway behind the dais. The two technicians in the sound booth were looking around, pressing earpieces into their ears to muffle the sound of the fire alarm and repeating something urgent.

A few of the guards jogged next to him as they moved quickly down the corridor toward the main exit. It wasn't the first time he'd been evacuated in a hurry; he wanted to tell them to take him toward a side exit. The small side doors marked EMPLOYEES ONLY wouldn't have a crush of panicked people waiting to get out. But they seemed to know what they were doing.

Another guard stepped out from around a corner. He had blond hair and a squat build—a weightlifter. “Mr. Tannin?” He said, as he started jogging along with their group. The other guards shifted their positions to give him room to join their circle.

“Yes?”

Something stung him in the side. He looked down.

Stuck into his black suit jacket was a syringe full of...

“Oh, God,” he said. “What have you—”

He looked up. The new guard had the muzzle of a gun pointed in his face.

He heard the shot long before he felt it.




 Chapter 59 - They should get going 

Alex and Bosco were supposed to be out of the security office five minutes ago.

The two guards, both still unconscious, had had their hands zip tied behind their backs. Alex had panicked at first. What if he'd killed the one he'd hit in the back of the head? But they were both breathing okay. The cut on the back of the head of the one he'd hit had bled a lot, enough so that Alex had located the first-aid kit, tried to stem the blood with all the gauze he could find, then gave up and stripped off his uniform jacket to put pressure on the wound and sop up the blood.

He'd just stood up, trying to find something to clean his hands with—the guy looked good, and the bleeding had stopped—when Bosco swore.

All this blood was making Alex dizzy. He hated the fact, but there was no getting around it. He grabbed a desk, leaving his bloody fingerprints all over it and said, “What?”

Bosco twisted his head away from the screens in front of him. He didn't have to say it. It popped right out.

Paddy was lowering a gun and taking a step backward from Fred Tannin, who had gone slack in the arms of a black woman standing behind him. Blood was everywhere.

Already, Paddy was stripping out of his uniform jacket and pants, dropping them on the flagstones. Underneath he was wearing a second jacket and set of pants—a penguin suit.

He'd come prepared.

Bosco continued to swear, repeating the same word over and over, like his mind had  turned to late night TV snow.

Alex picked up the bloody gauze and wiped it across his bloody fingerprints on the desk, then over the keyboard and mouse he'd been using. He took two steps and did the same to Bosco's desk. Then he dropped the gauze and grabbed Bosco's shoulder.

“Let's go.”

Bosco continued to swear.

“I don't care,” Alex said. “Whatever is going on right now, it's only going to get worse the longer we stay in here.”

He'd long since found, wiped, and disabled the backup server and the camera monitoring the security office. Other than their physical presence, they had already disappeared as far as the Cloisters security was concerned. He pulled the USB stick containing the recording he needed for the Feebs and stuck it in a pocket. Bosco had heaved himself out of his chair and was stumbling toward the door at the far end of the room.

There was a knock at the door.

“Yeah, who is it?” Bosco said.

“Me,” came a woman's voice.

“It's Mary,” Bosco called over his shoulder, walking toward the door.

“Let her in.”

“Of course I'm gonna let her in.” He walked to the door and opened it. “Hey, babe,” he said, then grunted.

“Alex?” Mary called. “Come here.”

“What?” Bosco said. “What?” He was gripping onto the door frame, his fingers turning white. His fingers slid down the doorframe. “What?”

Alex ran up behind him and eased him down onto the floor. A dart syringe stuck out of the front of his chest.

Mary's face was wet with tears. “I'm sorry, baby. So sorry.” She brushed hair off his forehead.

Alex said, “What are you doing to him?”

“Knocking him out. The records in here are wiped, right?”

“Right. You're going to throw me under the bus, aren't you?” Alex asked.

“You're here as an FBI agent. You're not running any risk. Only Bosco is.”

“I would have covered for him.”

“This is better.”

He shrugged and slipped past her through the doorway. If he was going to take a fall for this, he at least wanted a good run at evading it first.

***

Jake froze on top of the clay tiles about halfway down the second stretch back to the other bell tower, the one where he'd left his shoes. The gunshot had sounded like it was right under him—maybe it had been the trick of an echo in this weird building, but he didn't think so. It was the way the people on the ground under him were reacting that gave it away—all the screaming and running.

One figure in a tuxedo ran faster than the others, taking a flying leap over a hedge in the center of the garden—running away from the main entrance.

The man looked both guilty and familiar.

Jake sat on the roof and slid down to the edge, then jumped off, landed on a patch of grass, and rolled up onto his feet. The kid in front of him was fast and he was smart, but he wasn't wise. He pushed his way into the crowd of tuxedoed men and smartly dressed women, assuming they would provide him with cover.

They parted around him—he'd run right at them like a threat and they reacted like he was a threat.

Jake dove for his ankles. The guy went down, grabbing at the clothes of the other people around him.

Then he twisted around and brought a gun up.

Jake twisted it out of his hand and tossed it out of reach.

It was one of Alex's friends, one of the THEM three conspiracy nuts.

Jake noted that fact but didn't let it slow him down. He swung for the kid's temple. Bone hit flagstone and the kid’s body went limp.

He got up, grabbed the gun, unloaded the magazine and spare round into the bushes, then tossed the gun into the fountain as he ran back toward the location of the gunshot.

He knew—he wasn't sure how he knew, but he did—that whoever it was, it wasn't Regan. She was safe—for now, at least.

He ducked around the last of the hedges between him and the stone columns and walkway. He climbed over the low stone wall separating the walkway from the garden.

A dead body lay on the ground. He didn't know who it was—by the tuxedo he'd have to guess male—because he'd been shot in the face and there was nothing but blood. Looked like the bullet had entered through the eye and come out through the back of his head, which was being cradled in the lap of a black woman in a red cocktail dress who was giving him the stink eye.

“The killer's down,” Jake said. It wouldn't comfort her now. “He’ll be unconscious until the cops get here—”

“Get out!” She yelled, like she owned the place.

Jake looked around. It was just the three of them. Two were company and three was a crowd, as the saying went.

Guests were pouring out of the door to the exit, and out of the door at the other end of the long room behind the wall next to them. Jake had squatted down next to the body to get a better look, then realized that the lights had gone out at some point. Although the cloud covered sky was almost bright enough to light the garden, it was dark enough under the walkway to conceal the guy's face.

But Jake was prepared to guess it was Fred Tannin who just had his brains blown out.

The guests pouring out of the doors were spilling into the walkway area. Jake got up and walked toward them, but it was like fighting a tidal wave. Whatever was going on inside that room, they were desperate to get away from it. There was too much pressure.

He backed up against a wall.

The assassination had been carried out; there wasn't a single cop or guard to be seen, and he had no shoes and no idea where Regan was.

His top priority had to shift from trying to prevent chaos to getting Regan out of it.

Only problem was, he had no idea where she was. She wasn't dumb; she'd get out of the building as fast as possible. It might be better to try to find her in the grounds outside. He was still considering his options when he caught a glimpse of her, running out of one of the doors and into the garden courtyard.

“Regan!”

She didn't hear him. He shouted her name again, this time while running in her direction. The crowd swelled around him, stepped on his feet, backed him into bushes, and shoved him. He climbed over a bush, shoved off a tall guy's shoulder, and landed next to the unconscious body he'd left in the grass earlier.

“Regan!”

She heard him. She turned. God, she was beautiful, and she was less than six feet away from him. He shoved toward her. She tried to work her way back to him, but the pressure from the crowd was too much. It was like trying to catch someone who'd been caught in a literal current, an offshore undertow intent on dragging them apart.

Then a cheer went up.

The crowd wavered as everyone stopped to see what was going on—everyone except Jake, that was.

He dove through the last few feet of people and grabbed her hand.

She held on so tight, her fingernails dug into his skin. He pulled her toward him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

They should get going... but...

Hey. It was the first time she'd been so passionate toward him in months. He took a minute to kiss her back.




 Chapter 60 - Just in case 

As soon as Jessie had left Regan with Loeb—he was generally useless but should be able to get Regan through the chaos in one piece, as he'd been instructed—she and Fiducioso had gone downstairs and out a back door to the outside world.

It wasn't that she wasn't worried about the plan.

It was that in the end, the assassination didn't matter as much as the riots did.

Oh, she'd engineered the plan as carefully and with as much attention as she possibly could. She had her pride. If Tannin were killed, that would be a real coup.

It probably was going to happen anyway, regardless of whether her resources succeeded or failed. When the mob broke into the Cloisters—and it killed her to put such valuable historical artwork at risk, it did—the people weren't going to leave Tannin alive.

The pictures of what had happened inside the chemical plant had gone live on broadcast and cable news, finally. What had been spread far and wide on social media for hours now had finally broken on the national level. Everyone had known what was happening... but when they saw it on cable news, they finally gave themselves permission to believe it.

When the mob found Tannin, they would kill him. If the assassination attempt failed, a bunch of wealthy Manhattanites were going to murder one of the richest, smuggest bastards on the planet, and the world would thank them for it.

Part of her tried to whisper: But what if it was an accident? 

So many things had gone wrong in that chemical plant, it was clear Tannin didn't give a damn about keeping his own people safe, let alone the city. It was all about the profit. No, it wasn’t an accident—absolutely not. 

If he had wanted history to remember him as a good guy, he should have come clean when he found out what had happened.

Outside the Cloisters they were met in the orange-lit, tree-filled park by a team of men who helped the two of them change out of their formal wear and into street clothes. Fiducioso put on the pair of ripped jeans, vest, fedora, and plaid t-shirt he was provided. Even dressed as a hipster he looked just as dapper as always. It was something he carried inside him like a personality force field. In fact, he looked twenty years younger. He could pass for a college student.

They had handed her sweatpants, a big t-shirt, and some tennis shoes that didn't even pinch. The sweatpants were saggy around the knees. She probably looked like a semi-homeless person.

The two of them walked back down the small hill of the Cloisters. Around the front where all the limos were, a crowd was pouring toward the building, walking up through the orange streetlights of the drive, climbing over cars, rocking them on their wheels. The rich and powerful—at least, the ones who had escaped the building—shouted in outrage.

But the mob wasn't listening to them.

And why should they? Even the people in Manhattan were starting to figure out the rich and powerful weren't looking out for them. They were drinking Perrier and taking private jets out of the City.

Glass shattered. The screams got louder—Manhattanites were breaking windows and pulling open limo doors of the richer and ‘famouser’.

Fiducioso had accepted an earpiece from one of the men in black and slipped it on. He gave his name, greeted the Organization security officer on the other end, and started nodding, one hand on his chin and his lips pursed.

The men in black gave her a headset; she put it on. It felt good to get back in touch with the real world. “Jessie here,” she said. “How's it going?”

“Mmmm,” said Evelyn, her boss. “I think it's going pretty well, all things considered. We always knew the old world wasn't going to last forever—it was going to have to fall. But we were planning for another fifty years out.”

“We'd all be dead and gone by then,” Jessie said. “We never had fifty years to waste, and you know it.”

There was a pause, and a sad smile in Evelyn’s voice: “I let someone sweet talk me into thinking otherwise. The years changed around us, but he never did.”

“Pavo,” Jessie said.

“That's not important right now.”

Sirens were getting closer to them, fire and police sirens both. Through the trees Jessie saw cherries flash and smelled smoke.

“You're right,” she said. “Let's focus on the uprising. How is it going?”

“Manhattan's all right,” Evelyn said. “Everything on schedule. The Bronx is also doing okay. Lots of panic as people try to drive out of the city and can't. Staten Island, as far as I can tell, doesn't give a damn. They could pull our people down and lock them up easy. Verrazano Bridge has been closed, though.”

“Good.” It would make people feel more trapped. “And the rest?”

“Brooklyn could be going better. Some real hot spots, but not borough-wide, unified rebellion. Some people are siding with the cops; some cops are going over to the people.”

“And Queens?”

“JFK and LaGuardia are down.”

Jessie let out a breath. Her shoulders relaxed an inch. “That’s good news.”

“A group of citizens has set up a committee in the Bowery Bay Wastewater Treatment Plant. They're talking about what to do about the chemical spill... what to do about the fact that Tannin and the city colluded to cover up the mess. They're talking about overturning the elected officials... I've sent in some people to start making some discreet suggestions.”

Jessie felt tears in her eyes. She didn't want to rule the city—someone else was going to have to do that. She had always been better at tearing things down than building them up anyhow.

“And the water supply?”

Another pause. This time Evelyn came back with no smile in her voice. “Oh, Jessie.”

“What is it?”

“I have both good news and bad news for you. You have to get yourself prepared for it.”

Jessie looked around. Fiducioso was pacing back and forth; the men in black were watching the two of them, waiting for instructions. They didn't have weapons drawn, but they were carrying handguns in their shoulder holsters, along with other lumps strapped to their thighs and upper arms.

A flash of light showed through the darkness, bright orange but not the same shade as the streetlight—a flicker of fire.

She backed up against a tree and closed her eyes for a moment.

It would be worth it. Whatever it was, it would be worth it.

“All right, give it to me,” she said.

Then she gasped: a gunshot snapped through the air. “Wait... wait...”

She turned around until she was facing the Cloisters. She couldn't see much because of the walls. "Tannin?"

She looked to Fiducioso. He was supposed to be handling the situation inside the building while she sorted out where they were overall.

He held up a finger, still pacing, then stopped, locked eyes with her, and nodded.

He lowered his hand. Tannin was dead.

Jessie's chest contracted, almost smothering her breath for a moment. A greedy billionaire had fallen. She should have felt victorious—it wasn't the first time she'd had someone put down after all.

Instead she turned away from the building.

Now there were two places where she could almost see flames—one from the far end of the park, toward George Washington Bridge—and the other from somewhere in the direction of Inwood. Neither was big enough to light up the sky, but the smell of smoke grew stronger.

“Sorry,” she told Evelyn. “They just took down Tannin.”

“Ahhhh,” Evelyn said. Her voice became softer, as if she had turned her head away. “Yes, yes, Jessie just told me.” Her voice got louder again. “The bad news or the good news?” she asked.

“The bad news.”

“It looks like someone has stolen the chemicals from inside the plant.”

“What?”

“Tannin's people were starting the cleanup, disposing of the bodies and whatnot, one minute the canisters were there, the next they were gone.”

“What?”

“I'm saying someone stole it.”

“Who?” She was shaking. She knew she sounded irrational, but for the moment she couldn't help it. She tried to get a grip.

“We don't know.”

“Where are they going with it?”

“We don't know. Jessie, I know you're upset. We have people headed out there, trying to find out what's going on. It's probably Tannin's people trying to hide the evidence before they let the police in.”

Jessie sniffed back tears. “I hope so, Evelyn. But if not...”

“If not,” Evelyn said, then cut off whatever else she was going to say. “They've shut down mass transit. But get over to Broadway and I'll try to get someone through to take you to Queens… Just in case.”




 Chapter 61 - It was bound to be bad 

Jake retraced his steps toward the door in the basement the way he came in, bringing Regan along with him and elbowing other people out of the way when they got too close to her. It seemed like people naturally gravitated behind him, following because it looked like he knew a way out.

He did. It was still annoying. They could have been flooding out the fire exits instead of following him.

Downstairs, Regan winced and stumbled. The high heels she had on had snagged on something, and she'd almost twisted an ankle.

He stopped, stripped the shoes off her, threw them in a corner, and took her piggyback down the stairs into the basement. The workers had mostly left the building through the lower doors—they knew what they were doing—but a few pairs of shoes remained behind. Regan grabbed a pair of stained tennis shoes and shoved her feet inside.

Jake looked around for his hat but it was gone. Bastards, that was my hat and I loved it.

The two of them ran for the door. The security guard still stood there, confused and shaken.

“Halt!”

Did he have a gun, or didn't he? Better to not risk it. Jake raised his hands but kept moving slowly toward the man. “We need to get out of the building.”

The fire alarm was still sounding, after all.

“No!”

The door behind him was marked as a fire exit. The guy had no reason to keep them inside other than on suspicion of stealing artwork.

“Search us,” he said. “I have a concealed weapon for which I have a permit under my shirt under my left shoulder. You carrying?” he asked Regan.

“Not in this dress.” She snapped.

He smiled but didn't turn to look at her.

“We're not trying to steal anything. Just trying to get out of here alive.”

Should he go for his wallet and try to bribe the guy? It was hard to tell, especially in a tense situation like this.

“Don't move!”

He stopped. But the people who'd followed them downstairs didn't. They pushed past him and moved toward the guard. “Let us out! “You can't keep us in here!”

The guard didn't have a chance. He was shoved out of the way, then down onto the floor. The crowd hit the door and shoved it open. If it was supposed to be alarmed, the sound was drowned out by the other alarm already going.

Jake jogged into the crowd, found the guard, and pulled him up onto his feet. “It's a panic,” he told the guy. “Better just get out of the way.”

Men in tuxedoes and women in formal evening gowns rushed past, pouring out of the building and into the night.

Jake grabbed Regan. The flow of people was only going to get stronger as more people found out there was a way out that didn't face the front doors. “Let's go.”

They jumped in line and shoved their way through the doorway, ignoring the looks on the faces around them. Jake had led them to the door; he wasn't going to wait until they'd all gone through, he jumped the queue.

The heat inside the building burst like a bubble when they were outside the Cloisters in the park. The nighttime sky was lit up with orange street lights and white and red lights on top of the skyscrapers.

Chanting was echoing from the other side of the building. What exactly they were saying, Jake couldn't make out. Whatever it was, people sounded passionate about it.

Time to make a run for it.

But where? His car was parked nearby, sure, but the roads just outside the park looked like an effort to see how many vehicles could be jammed onto them at one time. The result was traffic were not moving at all.

Mass transit would be the first thing that got shut down and bridges would be closed, too.

Divide and conquer. That was about the only strategy the city would have at this point.

“How bad is it?” Regan asked.

He shrugged, and squeezed her hand. “Probably bad,” he said. “If they're rioting in Manhattan, it has to be bad.”

He stopped to look at her. She looked shaken, but she was looking around at the situation around her, not cowering in terror. “You okay?”

“I think so. I just wish Jessie hadn't taken my wallet.”

A couple of people stumbled out of the crowd milling in the park, trying to decide which way to go: a tall one and a shorter one—a guy in a plain white uniform shirt and a woman in formal wear.

They came closer and were illuminated by one of the street lights.

Alex and Mary.

“Where's Bosco? Where are the others?” Regan asked. “Have you seen Loeb?”

The two of them glanced at each other. “Bosco's unconscious in the security office,” Mary said.

“What?”

“She tranked him,” Alex said. “She's framing me to make it look like I set off the fire alarm.”

“What?” Regan repeated.

They both shrugged. It was a done deal, whatever it was.

“And the others?” Jake asked.

“I haven't seen TDB since the alarm,” Alex said. “He was one of the guards near the dais. And... Paddy. He was the shooter.”

Jake swore. Of course, they'd had a backup. “Graham?”

“And Loeb?” Regan asked again. “Jessie and Fiducioso left early... I assume they made it out of the building and are long gone.”

“I didn't have a chance to look for Graham,” Alex said. “Loeb...”

“He said something weird when he ran off,” Regan said. “I was talking to him about how stupid Jessie was about doing all of this, then pulled the fire alarm.”

“Good girl,” Jake said with a big grin.

“He pulled a gun on me, then said, 'I'll take your words into consideration' and ran off. What that meant I have no idea.”

“He's just an actor,” Jake said. “Don't worry about it.”

Alex said, “I didn't spot him before Mary showed up and knocked Bosco out with the tranquilizer dart.”

“I didn't, either,” she said.

“Any sight of Jessie or Fiducioso?”

“No,” Alex said. “What's the plan? We have to get out of here.”

A police car was driving over the grass toward them.

“Out of this park,” Jake said. “I don't know what we're gonna do here besides get arrested.”

Mary raised a hand—hang on—and reached into her pocket, pulled out a flip phone—a burner, maybe. “Girard here.”

She froze in place, then reached out a hand and grabbed Alex by his sleeve and Jake's throat tightened.

It was bound to be bad. He almost didn't want to know.




 Chapter 62 - What’s done is done 

An ambulance came to pick them up. Jessie climbed into the back and sat on the cushioned seat opposite Fiducioso, hoping it didn't show too much how shaken she was. Between them was a gurney, collapsed down to the floor with a red emergency kit in a duffle bag strapped to the top of it. It was a real ambulance—one that wouldn't be used for the wounded.

Ambulances were about the only way to move around the city now. And the Organization wasn't the only ones using them.

One of their agents had called in seeing an ambulance moving through the traffic—somehow, people managed to make room for them to move through. This ambulance had refused to stop to help a shooting victim and was heading away from the nearest hospital.

Evelyn had sent the agent after the ambulance. It wasn't moving very quickly through the traffic; he could catch up. The drivers were wearing hoodies that concealed their faces, and what looked like gas masks underneath.

The agent tried the back-door handles to see if they were locked—one of them wasn't. He pulled the door open and the gas hit him. He collapsed.

Fortunately, he was still on the phone when it happened or they might never have known.

The screams coming from behind the ambulance alerted the drivers that something had happened. The passenger got out, picked up the agent's body, tossed him in the back of the ambulance, and closed the door behind him.

The phone went quiet as the door sealed.

That ambulance made it out of Queens. It was on the Bronx River Parkway headed north.

Jessie hadn't been on the job long. It had only been a matter of days since she'd been released from prison. But she knew that Jerome Park Reservoir, one of the main reservoirs inside the city, was near the parkway. Water came down from upstate into the Bronx where it was collected in several reservoirs, then was distributed across the city.

They must have picked up the chemicals at the plant in Queens earlier in the day. If it hadn't been for the riots, they would have reached their destination by now.

She prayed the Organization wasn't involved. She had no idea whether the chemicals in the back of the truck would be enough to kill anyone, but she couldn't take the risk.

She put her face in her hands for a moment. She had to get agents up there. She had to organize a defense before they worked their way to the reservoir. She had to figure out what route they were going to take—she could barely focus.

Someone banged on the back of the ambulance doors. She could hear the muffled sound of someone asking for help.

Fiducioso leaned over and calmly locked the back doors.

“What did you do that for?” she asked.

“We aren't paramedics. We can't help anyone.”

She gawked at him. The unbelievable... no, she believed it. That man was as cold hearted as they came, to the point of irrationality.

“Open the doors. We're getting out. They must be headed for Jerome Park Reservoir at this point. It'll be faster to walk than ride in this thing, inching along. We need to get some bicycles or something. Scooters. Motorcycles. Let the people who need it have the ambulance. Get the drivers to take them to the nearest hospital, wherever that is, and start helping.”

Fiducioso hesitated a moment, then leaned over and opened one of the doors.

It was jerked open and a man started shouting, “We need to get my wife to the hospital, stat!”

She frowned. The guy looked like one of the servers from the Cloisters—white shirt and black pants, but there was something off about him. He held a limp woman in a black dress in his arms whose head was in shadow.

“Wait a minute...” she said.

That was when the woman sat up and aimed a huge revolver at Jessie. “Nobody move,” she growled. “I'm sorry to have to do this but—”

Damn. It was Regan, trying to hijack her ambulance.

***

The six of them were crammed into the back of the ambulance as it slowly crept around the other cars on Broadway.

“The situation is bad,” Jessie said. “Someone, we have no idea who, has stolen the chemicals that caused the damage at the Tannin Plant. One of our agents got suspicious and opened up the doors in the back of an ambulance headed away from a hospital, and got killed for his trouble.”

“Shot?” Jake asked.

“The chemicals,” Jessie shook her head. “Evelyn—you don't know her—heard it over the phone line he had open at the time. It was fast and ugly.”

“White phosphorus plus some other things,” Fiducioso said.

Jake's face turned red and ugly. “That's what they had at Tannin's plant? What, just sitting out in the open?”

“There were quite a few regulation violations involved.” Jessie said. She didn't know if Jake had heard. “The victims included my brother.”

Jake muttered. “No wonder.”

“It's still not acceptable to assassinate people,” Regan said. “It's not just immoral, it's bad policy.”

“What’s done is done,” Jessie said. “You can have me arrested later. We need to come up with a plan to defend the reservoir and capture the bad guys quickly, and before they dump that poison into the city’s water system. All they have to do is kick this stuff out of the back of their ambulance and it's an instant tragedy.”




 Chapter 63 - Who sent you? 

Jake commandeered a motorcycle from a former Marine who was willing to run the distance to the reservoir while he and Regan burned rubber.

The cell phone network had gone spotty, overfilled with panicked calls of people trying to find their loved ones. Even the private networks had gone down. People were clustered around buildings that had wireless, trying to talk over the Internet—but that had slowed to a crawl, too.

The night air was filled with smoke. Regan lay her head against Jake’s back and clung to his chest. When she coughed from the smoke filling her lungs, her shoulders shook.

Manhattan was on fire.

The riots had spread like a wildfire. Men in business suits were out in the streets next to guys who looked like gangsters. Women chanted and shook poster-board signs. Little kids in clothing that cost more than Jake’s monthly apartment rent rode on their fathers' shoulders. People wept as they stood in the streets with their phones lighting up their faces.

Out. Nobody was going to be able to get out and away from the danger. Maybe if the Tannin accident hadn't happened, the riots wouldn't have spread so far or so fast. Maybe if the riots hadn't happened, people could be evacuated without panic. Maybe if…

This was a vicious circle of terror.

Gunshots echoed through the streets. Looters and predators were going to have a feast tonight.

He rolled between cars where he could, slowed and bumped the motorcycle up onto the sidewalk where he had to. People shouted at him, and he flashed his private investigator's license at them. Some threw garbage at him—they thought he was a cop. But some let him through—they also thought he was a cop.

Broadway to University Heights Bridge to Sedgewick, Jessie had said. The Organization members would identify themselves with the letter “O” marked on their clothing, and would challenge them with the phrase, “Who sent you?” to which they were supposed to answer, “Iustitia.” There was no counterchallenge. Otherwise, it would have been a real Cold War spy scene.

Jake passed the VA Center on his right and knew where he was now. He'd kind of guessed it before, but now he knew. He'd come out here to visit friends before.

That realization just made it worse.

The road wasn't as bad as Broadway or the bridge, but cars still filled up the road, moving sluggishly forward. He wanted to tell the people they weren't going to be able to make it out of the City before they ran out of gas, but they wouldn't have heard him, and they wouldn't have believed him if they could.

He passed a kid's park, one with swings and slides and everything, then came to the edge of the reservoir. It was behind a chain link fence and was blocked from view by a row of trees beside the water's edge.

People were standing along the chain link fence about three hundred feet apart, watching him. A guy on the corner along the sidewalk shouted, “Halt!”

Jake slowed to a stop, then rolled the bike up into the center of a cement island where two streets merged. “Time to get down,” he told Regan. “Put your hands up and wait for me to give you the okay.”

“Okay.”

They both lifted their hands. The motorcycle engine idled.

“Who sent you?” the man shouted.

“I don't want to shout it,” Jake said.

“Get off your bike.”

Jake turned off the engine and set it up on the kickstand. “Ready?” he whispered to Regan. “We're going to dismount, very slowly, on the count of three.”

“Okay, on three,” she said.

“One... two... three.”

They both climbed down, moving together. He grasped her hand for a moment; it was cool but sweaty.

“All right,” the man shouted. He was wearing a hoodie that covered his face—all things considered, probably a smart move. “Sir, you come over here and stand on the street in front of me. Keep your hands in the air. Are you armed?”

“I am armed.”

“Know that several people have their weapons trained on both you and the woman, and we will shoot if you make a move for it at any time.”

“I understand.”

Jake walked slowly over to the man on the sidewalk, his hands up.

“Who sent you?” the man asked in a much lower voice. With the streetlight, directly above and behind him, he almost looked like a silhouette, even up close.

“Iustitia.”

The man nodded. “You Jake?”

“Yes, and this's Regan.”

“We got word you were coming. I don't know what you think you can do about an ambulance driving fifty miles an hour toward you, but we're glad for the company anyway. The good news is; they'll probably try to come through on the other side of the reservoir.”

“That’s if the roads aren't blocked and force them to drive around in circles until they can find a way to get through,” Jake said.

The man spat onto the street.




 Chapter 64 - Do-gooders. You couldn't trust them. 

“I don't know if I can go through with this,” said the man from the passenger seat of the ambulance. His voice was muffled by his gas mask, he had to almost shout to be heard. “I mean... that guy. You saw what happened to him.”

The ambulance lights flashed overhead, throwing red splashes over the hood.

The driver put on a blinker and edged through traffic. They shouldn't have taken the Bronx River Parkway. They should have gone past it and gone north on University.

“Think of all the little kids who are going to drink that stuff. All the old people... and the babies. The mommas with their babies.”

The driver, said, “Stop thinking about them.”

“I can't.”

“Liz Milner was murdered by these people,” the driver said.

“She was murdered, but not by these people.”

“So what do you want to do about it? Nothing?” The driver asked.

“I want to do something, but I don't want to kill people who won't even know what this is about.”

The driver said, “I'm gonna do it.” They were surrounded by traffic, and the traffic was surrounded by rioters—people whose cars had run out of gas. All of them were people whose fault this all was, people who were too scared to think straight—not like him.

“You can't.” After a couple of seconds' thought, the passenger added, “I won't let you.”

Sometimes a driver in a gas mask driving an ambulance filled with poisonous chemicals must do what he must do. The driver pulled out a pistol, a mere .22, but as deadly as any gun, especially at short range, and fired it into his passenger’s head a couple of times.

A spot opened in the traffic. He lowered the pistol and heaved the ambulance into the open space ahead using both hands. The off ramp onto East Fordham seemed almost miraculously clear. In a couple of minutes, he had gone around the loop and onto the street. The traffic in the other direction was packed solid, of course. But heading west wasn't too bad, all things considered.

The driver looked over at the ex-passenger. The gunshots had gone unnoticed among the noise of the riots. The body had slumped forward in the seat, blood covering the front of his hoodie.

The driver had been worried about something like this, and had made sure he was the only one with a bullet proof vest.

Do-gooders. You couldn't trust them not to undermine what people only interested in simple vengeance had set in motion.




 Chapter 65 - Don't leave me 

Regan said, “More people coming.”

Jake leaned out of the car he was busy hotwiring. “Who? Can you tell?”

They were moving cars up onto the hill, trying to blockade the space between the street and the fence, persuading people into driving their cars into that space where they could—breaking in and hotwiring abandoned cars and then driving them to barricade the fence.

The line was being filled out by people from the neighborhood, a lot of grandmas with permed hair and baggy jeans. A small squadron of scooters hummed along the streets like a flight of mosquitoes.

“It's Jessie.” Jake said.

He squinted, trying to see past the headlights. If anyone could pick out a crazy demagogue on a moving scooter, it was probably an old friend. They rolled up to the same sentry that Jake and Regan had faced and stopped.

The guard stiffened. Yeah, it had to be Jessie.

There were eight scooters. Jessie, Fiducioso, Alex, Mary Girard, and a few others dismounted, then started walking toward the chain link fence. They'd made it. Jake was starting to wonder if they'd ditched, either because they'd given up or because they'd decided they'd rather watch the world burn.

Alex stood next to a woman about ten years older than he was, a real hottie. She slipped an arm around his waist for a moment, then the two of them walked up the hill and took places in the middle of the people surrounding the fence.

Huh. Must be the FBI girlfriend, Jake thought.

Mary Girard and a handsome blond guy walked up the hill next, an uncomfortable space between them. She was wiping her face—she'd been crying. The blond guy walked stiffly next to her, as if he were about to bite her head off but was holding back.

He looked familiar, but it wasn't important now.

Two more people walked up the hill and took places. They all started to spread out and scoot down the line as they joined the circle of people standing around the chain link fence.

Fiducioso walked back to his scooter and got back on, then turned around and drove back the way he'd come, the scooter engine like a whine in Jake's ear. Whether he was bailing on them or following orders wasn't clear.

That left Jessie to figure out. She stood next to the guard, then gave an audible sigh and started walking up the hill… toward Regan.

Jake got the car started and drove it to the next empty spot around the perimeter. On the one hand, the cars would help protect the reservoir. On the other, the street was starting to clear up. They should probably also park some cars in the street—just in case.

***

Regan's eyes filled up with tears. Jessie’s shoulders were slumped and her feet dragged in the grass with every step—exhausted. The streetlight shone on a face sagging with premature age.

Regan couldn't forgive her for what she'd done. She'd taken a terrible situation and made it worse. Gunshots echoed through the streets. The smell of smoke was everywhere. People were trapped and frightened because of her.

People were dead, judged without benefit of law, judge, or jury—murdered at her command.

And yet.

Jessie made it to the top of the little hill and stood next to Regan. She started to move away—they were spreading themselves out to give more support to the other people around the perimeter—but Jessie grabbed her arm.

“They're coming,” she said. “We got a report on the ambulance and they're coming up University. Fiducioso's going to try to sabotage them, but who knows if he can or even wants to stop them.”

Regan said, “Do you think the cars will stop them?”

“No. They're gonna release the chemicals one way or another.”

They looked at each other—gas masks might be nice. “What can we do to contain it?” Regan asked.

“We have people in the water and sewer departments,” Jessie said. “If things go bust here, they'll shut the water down. People are gonna get thirsty. As far as the air goes?” She shrugged. “There are people looking for gas masks, air filters, that kind of stuff. We're going to be passing out water and handkerchiefs in a minute to wrap around faces. Maybe that will help.”

It sounded like a pitifully weak defense.

Someone was running up the hill toward them, a teenaged girl with lanky arms. She stopped in front of Jessie and bobbed her head like a miniature bow.

“They're coming up the road, ma'am.”

“Thank you.”

Regan turned. She could see the ambulance's flashing lights and heard the unmistakable sirens as it rolled down the street.

Jake was standing at the curb, one hand on the top of a car. He shouted at the people helping him move cars—six big guys ran toward him. The women in his crew kept working at hotwiring the older cars.

Together the men picked up a car at each end of the bumper and carried it into the street so that it was perpendicular to traffic and blocking both lanes.

They went back for another car, but it was too late. The ambulance was almost on them.

It had its brights on to blind everyone looking at it. The streetlights reflected off its window.

She wanted to be next to Jake, whatever happened. She took a step forward; Jessie clenched her hand tight.

“Don't leave me,” she said.

Regan shook her head. “But Jake…”

Jessie clenched her hand harder. “Jake won't want you in the way.”




 Chapter 66 - She almost smiled 

The ambulance was going to get to them before they could get another car in position.

The gunshots could be heard as people stepped out of the darkness to fire at the ambulance as it came toward them. Jake started shouting. Cease fire! Cease fire! Puncturing the sealed containers that could keep the chemicals from escaping was not a good idea.

The ambulance was built like a tank and kept rolling. The glass shattered—it looked black in places—or red. The driver kept going, although he jerked whenever he was hit.

The ambulance swerved around an Audi, then picked up speed as it came to the more open area. It was so massive it shoved cars out of its way—slowly at first, then with more force as it gained momentum again.

It hit the side of the lightweight Hyundai they'd dragged onto the road and pushed it ahead like a snowplow hitting the first powder of the season. Metal screamed and rubber screeched.

It hit the curb and jumped, then ran straight into one of the parked cars. The ambulance came to a halt. Its wheels spun in the grass and dirt.

Slowly, it started to roll downhill—then faster.

The driver had it in reverse, or neutral. As the ambulance passed Jake, who ducked down behind an SUV to get at least some cover from the continuing gunfire, saw the driver had disappeared from behind the wheel.

The door into the back of the ambulance was open.

***

The ambulance had rolled backward into the street. The streetlights revealed the inside of the front cab. It was red—with blood. The passenger lay slumped in his seat, and the door...

Oh God. The door leading into the back of the ambulance, where the chemicals were stored, was open.

Jake was screaming, “Stop shooting and run!”

Regan swallowed. The men who'd been shooting up the ambulance earlier ignored him, redoubling their efforts and even walking closer. The gunfire was so heavy and chaotic; they were shooting at each other from either side of the ambulance. It was a miracle Jake hadn't been shot yet.

His luck couldn't hold forever.

Jessie squeezed Regan’s hand again. “Time to get out of here,” she said. “Head south on Sedgewick.” She pointed at the street on the far side of Jake's parked scooter. “There's a VA just south of here. Tell them what's going on.”

“What?”

Jessie started walking down the hill, hands raised in the air. She bellowed in a voice that echoed from the brick buildings opposite them: “Halt! This is an order! Put your hands up where I can see them!”

The gunmen froze. It was like hearing someone shout over a megaphone. When they saw Jessie—a black woman in sweats with her hands up in the air—they hesitated.

She walked down the hill toward the ambulance.

“Nobody move!” she shouted.

Regan held her breath.

The back doors of the ambulance burst open and the driver fell out; another man, wearing a t-shirt soaked in blood slowly toppled out after him.

A heavy gray mist spilled out of the back, looking like it had come out of a smoke machine.

Whatever Jessie had planned—it was too late.

***

The ambulance rolled to a stop with a disturbing noise that Jessie hoped she'd never have to hear again—the sound of breaking bones. She gritted her teeth, sucking air through them.

The gunfire had stopped, thank God. She wasn't going to be able to work herself up to doing this twice.

She took as deep a breath as she could get through clenched teeth, held it, then jogged toward the ambulance.

The door opened on the first pull, which was good. She jumped into the driver's seat, turned off the engine—she couldn't stop imagining what would happen if something exploded—and swung her legs under the steering column so she was facing the back of the ambulance.

Already the air was burning her skin.

She grabbed the end of the door and started to pull it shut, but it was jammed open. She kicked the door in its frame. Her eyes were burning. She felt tears rolling down her cheeks and prayed they weren't blood. The door bounced. She pulled again. This time she got it halfway before it jammed again.

Hell.

If she was going to do this, she was going to do it right. The dead guy on the passenger seat had on a full-face gas mask. She ripped it off. It was shattered.

She was starting to struggle for breath. He lungs were burning and she started to feel dizzy. She shut her eyes and went inside the back of the ambulance. She shoved the dividing door open again, then slid it—slowly—along the track.

It clicked shut.

She almost smiled.

She turned around; there was barely space to move. All she had to do was find a way to get out of the back of the ambulance now… and to fresh air.




 Chapter 67 - Doing good or making things worse? 

Jake was one of the men who slammed the ambulance doors in the back shut. He and another guy ran in then ran back out, moving almost in sync. Fortunately, neither one of them tripped over the bodies behind the ambulance and neither of them was cut down by a stray bullet.

If Regan had any hope of Jessie coming out—it died as the doors slammed.

Logically, she already knew too much time had passed, but she hoped. The driver, still wearing a gas mask, hadn't lasted ten seconds in the back of that ambulance. And much more time had already passed for Jessie.

She ran down the hill toward Jake. He held up his hand, trying to wave her off, but she didn't give a damn. If he was going to suffer from chemical burns, so was she.

“Take off your clothes!” she screamed.

It was like a light went on. Jake twitched, then started stripping. In seconds, he was down to his boots, socks, and underwear. The other man who'd run through the gas followed suit.

The skin on their faces and hands was already blistering. Regan ran to one of the scooters and started it. She hadn't ridden one since college—it didn't matter now. She rolled it over to Jake. Someone handed her a bottle of water and she used it to flush out his eyes. She claimed a denim jacket from a man standing on the sidewalk near them. She put it on then got on the scooter and told Jake to get on behind her.

He clung to her, shuddering. He was feverish, his skin felt like fire soaking through the back of the jacket.

She drove him to the V.A. down Sedgewick, just like Jessie had told her.

***

That night the city burned. The police shot civilians, civilians shot police, civilians shot each other, and so did the police. In the panic to get out of the city, tens of thousands of people were stranded as their cars ran out of gas on the streets and bridges. Queens and Brooklyn lost most of their power. The subways shut down power, but people poured into them anyway and wandered in the dark all night.

The city burned, but it didn't burn down. People slowly started to lay down their guns—most of them had run out of ammo anyway, but still. They left their cars and started walking home. They set up stations on the sidewalks with water and food. They started putting out fires.

The worst of the agitators—agents of the Organization for the most part—lay down their signs as the word spread. Jessie was dead, and the leader of the Organization ordered an end to the madness.

The message was clear; “Justice will not be obtained through this violence. It stops right now.”

The water hadn't been shut down, and the sewers still ran. Taps ran and toilets flushed. Nobody died of thirst or because of a sudden outbreak of cholera or because fire leaped from building to building, unchecked.

Oh, Jessie.

That night, Regan sat next to Jake's bed in the V.A. It was a semi-private room that he shared with the other chemical burn victim who had helped shut the back door of the ambulance.

She couldn't touch him; he was wrapped in bandages. They'd flushed his system of the chemicals and prevented him from being hurt worse than he already was. But he had second and third degree burns over fifteen percent of his body as well as internal injuries. His face and arms were swathed in bandages; even his eyes were covered. The doctors had assured her he was going to be just as handsome as before—he'd even keep his eyesight—but it was going to be painful, and that right now she was not to touch him.

She sat with him and willed herself not to touch the man she loved so much.

He woke up for a few minutes just after two in the morning.

“Regan,” he whispered. His voice was gone; he wasn't supposed to talk either.

“Shhh.” She said. “I’m here with you. Don’t worry.”

“She was gone.” He mumbled.

“Shhh,” she said again, brushing one hand across his forehead.

“She was gone when we closed the doors,” he said. “I swear she was gone.”

“Shhhh,” she said again.

Whether it was true or not, she intended to just let it go. She had survived enough nightmares for one lifetime. She didn't need to take on any more by blaming herself or wondering what she could have done differently. No more ‘what if…’ or ‘if only…

Jessie had made her own choices, just like always.

***

Loeb showed up at dawn with a thermos full of hot coffee, which was not something Regan could have said no to at the time, and asked her to take a walk around the neighborhood with him.

The traffic was still tied up on the way out of the city, but the roads had been at least somewhat cleared, clear enough for emergency vehicles to move through. Standing in front of the V.A. on the sidewalk and looking north toward the reservoir, it was like looking at some late-night carnival. The area was brightly lit with red and blue flashing lights as well as bright overhead lights that had been set up throughout the area.

The road was blocked off just past the hospital. People were being evacuated in big National Guard trucks, carrying blankets, pillows, and bulging carryon bags.

They started circling the block, walking on the sidewalk next to a wrought iron fence topped with decorative spikes. They had to step over broken glass and once walk out into the street to get around a car that had swerved into the fence. Loeb was still in his tuxedo, although he'd lost the bow tie and had unbuttoned his shirt down to his chest.

He was an actor, all right—just not the kind she'd thought he was.

“I've come to make a request,” he said, filling the plastic cup from the thermos and handing to her.

It was going to be a scorcher of a day, but for now the air still had a bite to it. She was still wearing her evening gown, a pair of stolen tennis shoes, and the denim jacket that someone had given to her. Before she'd come out with Loeb she'd gone into the bathroom and washed most of the goop out of her hair and pulled it back with a rubber band from the nurses' station.

She sipped the coffee. “What is it?”

“I'd like to step down and for you to take my place.”

“Me? Take your place? I don't know anything about sewers.”

He shook his head. “Not the sewers. We can find someone who's competent to run that now I don't have to keep an eye on our friend Jessie… I mean the Organization.”

“What?

“There are three of us leading the Organization—one in Monaco, the other in the Philippines, and me. I have the United States. I'm tired of this work. I've lost my vision... I'm sure that's obvious. But you have one which is worth giving a try.”

She stared at him. “You can't be more than fifty… fifty-five.”

He smiled. “I'm not the first man to hold this position. There was a time when the Organization thought your Uncle Paul would replace me, but he said no. He'd taken things as far as he wanted to take them. We'd hoped to get your father for a while, too. He seemed much more interested in humanity than Pavo.”

She drank the rest of the coffee and handed the cup back to him. He refilled it from the thermos. So much had happened over the last few days that one more surprise couldn't surprise her anymore.

Also, she was angry. And if Loeb was in charge, then he was a good guy to blame.

“Why did you do this to her?” she asked. “To Jessie?”

“We didn't do anything to her. We offered her an opportunity, and she took it.”

“You were right there watching her. You knew this could only end badly.” Regan barked at him.

“Like I said, I've lost my vision.”

“If you say another word about having lost your vision, I’m going to strangle you. And that’s not a threat, it’s a promise.”

Loeb nodded and remained quiet.

They turned the corner. Now they were facing east and the sun was coming up. It blinded them for a moment. Then the road curved around the edge of the park, which was also blocked off by a metal fence—this one waist high and smooth at the top, meant to keep small children from running out into traffic, not to prevent people from coming inside.

The sky was cloudless. It had started out as a deep lavender that turned pink, then orange, briefly golden, and was becoming almost white. When the sun rose a little further, it would turn blue, with just the slightest touch of haze along the horizon.

“We started in the Fifties,” he said. “World War II was over, the Cold War had begun, and the superpowers were testing nuclear weapons. The three original founders—never mind their names now—knew that if there was any chance of survival, it would have to come from behind the scenes through an anti-war organization McCarthy would never find, that the KGB couldn't track, and one the CIA couldn't undermine.

“We recruited the brightest and best and put them through Columbia. That was always the center of operations. It was the alma mater of the three founders, although later they spread over the globe.

“Your father was supposed to be one of ours; we got his best friend instead. Your mother always refused to get involved, and your father avoided us in honor of her memory.

“I've been over my head since the beginning,” he said. “Five years ago I took the new position. I had been working in a division meant to bring more volunteers... we were getting nowhere on so many fronts. I suggested we might be able to get the best out of people if we let them take charge of their own destinies—less control, more opportunities.

“I was wrong. Not because people don't want to achieve something with their lives, but because…”

She knew where this was going. “There were people like Uncle Paul who saw what you were offering as weakness and took advantage of it.”

He nodded.

“It was naive,” she said. She'd been working with criminals and lawyers for too long. She'd lived with her father for long enough to believe in anarchy as a blissful state of nature. Anarchy was just an excuse for the big dogs to take even more than they already had.

“It was naive. I admit that.”

They continued walking along the side of the park. The grass was filled with trash, broken glass, burnt patches—all from last night. It seemed like it would have otherwise been a nice place. Of course, it was; it was a nice part of town.

Then the park ended and they crossed the street. The windows in the front of the buildings had been broken, paper signs dragged out onto the sidewalk along with empty boxes. The pharmacy next to it had been stripped bare inside. Next to it a travel agency looked almost untouched. A small grocery—looted. The nail salon next to it—untouched… and so on.

The city sounded unnaturally quiet. A few sirens whooped in the distance.

They kept walking, brick buildings on either side. The street was half filled with cars at every angle.

A beggar sat in a wheelchair on the side of the street, half asleep. He came alert as they approached. They were the only other people on the street.

Regan looked him over. A heavy green canvas backpack was strapped to the back of the chair. One leg was missing at the hip.

“Need anything?” she said.

“I smell coffee,” he said. “And man, could I use some of that after last night.”

She handed the cup to Loeb, who refilled it, shaking the last drops into the cup. She handed it over. He sipped, grimaced, then drank the rest in a few gulps.

“Good stuff. Hot.”

He handed the cup back with a nod, a toothless smile, and a ‘thank you so much’. They moved on.

A few people were coming out of the buildings around them, walking out in the middle of the street. They clustered in one of the intersections, looking east. The sun had risen above the buildings. They stood with the sun on their faces, congratulating each other on getting through the night.

A couple of people were carrying propane grills out of an apartment building and setting them up in the street. Someone was mixing up batter in the biggest metal bowl she'd ever seen, stirring it with a spatula.

In a few minutes, the smoke would rise, carrying the scent of food all over the neighborhood.

Regan said, “I have to talk to Jake and my father about it... but I think I'll do it.”

“It's going to wreck you.” Loeb remarked.

“Only if I let it.”

“You can't steer the tiger once you get on. You can only hold on.”

“So you say,” she said. “But I might as well find out.”

He didn't say anything as they walked along the far side of the V.A., then up to the gates to the parking garage. Loeb didn't have any I.D., and Regan had left her credit card in Jake's room.

But Jake's name was enough to make the guard's eyes widen. Word was already getting around. The guard let them in.

Jake was still asleep. She reached for his hand, remembered, then leaned back in her chair. Her stomach was churning.

In a world with so much evil, how did you know whether you were doing good or making things worse?




 Epilogue 


Three months later

Jake said, “Sit down old timer.”

John St. Clair's kitchen still looked like it always did—a testament to good kitchen cabinetry and sheer stubbornness in resistance to change. Out the back door the grass was green and the trees yellow and orange. The neighbor's dog, that yappy Pomeranian, was out chasing a smug squirrel along the top of the fence and plowing into piles of leaves.

The coffee pot coughed its last few drips. He must have turned it on when he saw Jake's car pull up in the driveway.

The world hadn't changed so much, even if it felt like everything had changed. It was eleven o'clock in the morning and John St. Clair was still in his robe and pajamas. The life of a retiree—even if the old man wasn't exactly retired anymore.

“Call me old timer one more time,” John said. His eyes were red, the timestamp of the last email from him in Jake's inbox had read four a.m.

Regan said, “Ugh, don't call him anything for now. You’ll have to call him something else soon in any event”

“Now what’s that supposed to mean?” John asked, sticking out his chest as he sat at the little table by the patio door.

Regan winked at Jake. John saw it.

“Now get me some coffee, will you.”

She sniffed and walked over to the cabinet, paused, then pulled out three mugs. She filled them and brought them over to the little table.

Jake sat on one of the dining room chairs turned backward. Regan sat across from her father, sitting up painfully, stubbornly straight. They were a pair, those two. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.

“I have good news and bad news,” Regan started. “Which do you want first?”

“Coffee,” her father said, taking a big slurp. “Can't you wait until a man had his first cup before you lay any kind of news on him?”

She pursed her lips together. “No.”

“Fine. Then give me the bad news.”

“Judge Ivan Morris' son has been arrested.”

“For what?”

“Four counts of felony murder.”

John rocked back in his chair, making the front feet thump. “No.”

“Yes,” she said. “The hitman he hired turned himself in. He was in poor condition and was taken to a hospital for various cuts, burns, and bruises.”

“He was persuaded to talk. “At least, that's what it looks like, although he won't say who did it.”

John looked Jake straight in the eye. “Was it you?”

Jake said, as clearly and formally as he could, “I swear on my mother’s grave it was not me, and it was not one of my employees either, I don’t know who did it, and no one has contacted me.”

“But you have a suspicion? Graham, the boy that killed Tannin?”

“Graham didn't kill Tannin,” Jake said. “He didn't even get off a shot.”

“You know who I mean.”

“I do. But I’m almost sure it wasn’t him.”

John snorted, then looked back toward his daughter. “Jake showed you the photographs of the girl in Mumford, didn't he?”

She shook her head. “No. He said I didn't need to see them.”

John gave Jake a nod of approval. “Damn straight you didn't need to see them. But what took so long?”

“We made a deal with their D.A. to help them get the evidence they needed on both cases. Don't worry, Daddy. We had people watching him twenty-four seven.”

They stared at each other.

“You're getting real fast and loose with the law, kid,” John said.

“That's how it goes when you run a criminal empire,” she answered with a grin.

Jake took a sip of his coffee. He gave it about two seconds before…

“What's that on your finger?” John asked.

She put down her coffee cup and held out her hand—her right hand. “What?”

“Your other hand.”

She held both hands under the table for a moment, then put them on the tabletop on either side of her coffee cup. “There they are, both hands.”

He took her left hand and ran his thumb along the backs of her fingers. “Hmmm,” he said.

“Like my lotion?”

“Real wisecrack today ain’t you,” he said. “Well, let's see it.”

She smiled—beamed—at him and reached down into her lap.

It wasn't the kind of ring that called attention—a slim, simple silver band inscribed with flowers and vines, tarnished black in the grooves. On the inside was a simple phrase: Until death do us part 11/14/1932.

John looked at him. Jake said, “My great grandparents. They made it to seventy-six.”

“That's a good run… Forty-some years?”

“They were married for seventy-six years. My grandfather died in '08.”

“Must have married young.”

“Yes sir.”

“Shotgun wedding?”

“Could have been. I wouldn’t know.”

John looked at his daughter, then the realization of the meaning of the ring on Regan’s finger struck him. Then he looked at Jake. “So what the hell took you so long boy? Why did you have to keep my daughter waiting so long?”

Then his voice started quivering. He had tears in his eyes when he got up and pulled Regan off her chair and into his arms in a bear hug.

“I am happy for you Regan… for both of you. Regan, Jake, congratulations. You have my blessing.”

Jake was smiling, John and Regan were crying. They didn’t try to hide it.

“I told Mom first,” she whispered against her father’s chest. “We went out to the cemetery earlier this morning and left her some flowers.”

“Not cut flowers I hope,” her father said. “She hated it when people bought flowers...”

“No, we stole them—Jake stole them—out of your neighbor's yard this morning before dawn.”

“I hope you don't mind,” Jake said. “He has some nice daisies out front that might have gone missing.”

“I don't mind.” John chuckled. “Should be fun watching him have a fit when he notices.”

“I didn't take too many.”

“I'll cover for you, son. That’s the least I can do.”

Jake felt the sides of his mouth stretching wide.

“So what's the good news?” John asked. He was back in stride again. “Two bad things right in a row... an old friend's son is marked for hell; I'm losing my daughter... you have to give me something good. Otherwise I'm going back into retirement and you can handle all of it on your own.”

Regan had resigned from the bench a few days after the riots and taken up Loeb’s former position. The Organization couldn't run itself, not even now that they'd stopped all illegal activities, made a 180 degree turn and focused on what was good for the community. And John was a big part of the reason Regan hadn't gone nuts trying to keep up with the changes that needed to be made.

Gary, Jane, Alex, Mary, and James, the big Samoan from the THEM Three, they were the rest of the reason she hasn’t lost her marbles yet. She'd also offered Jake a spot—but he knew better.

He still hadn't changed from the independent private investigator she'd first met when he came to her rescue in a bar almost a year ago now. And if they were going to get and stay married, he was going to have to stay that way. From her relieved reaction when he turned her job offer down, she knew it too.

Regan slipped the ring back onto her finger, then folded her hands in front of her. “I'm afraid I don't have any other good news for you.”

“You don't?”

“Some bad news, though.”

“What's that?”

“You’ll have to choose. Either you look after the baby while I tend to the Organization’s activities, or I look after the baby while you tend to the Organization’s activities.”

“Baby? What baby…” His face lit up with half a smile as if he was scared to let his mind go all the way. “Wait a minute… just hang on there. This baby… its… yours?” He pointed to Regan and Jake in turn.

Regan started to giggle.

The old man pushed back his chair from the table. Jake leaned over and caught it.

“You're… you’re… pregnant,” he said. “I’m going to be a… granddaddy!”

Jake put the chair back upright, walked over to his fiancée and took her hand. She stood up and he held her. She was shivering; he gripped her tighter. Part of him wanted to treat her like a china vase.

She looked at her staring father and nodded. Her eyes had filled up and she was shaking, just a little.

“The wedding's going to have to be a bit rushed daddy.” She said it with a straight face—while blushing furiously.

 “It's... we just found out... we don't know...”

Jake let her go and took a step back. She straightened her shoulders, turned toward her father, and walked into his open arms again.

He hugged her hard.

“We just found out,” she said again. Then started to bawl. “Oh, Daddy...”

Over her shoulder, Jake could see her father was about to cry again. He gave his future father-in-law a nod, then opened the patio door and stepped out onto the cement. He shut the door behind him.

There was a cool breath in the air, even at eleven o'clock. The dog in the neighbor's yard was barking his head off at Jake.

He should have brought his coffee with him, something warm to hold in his hand while he stood outside and watched a single cloud float by overhead.

It didn't feel like a stiff breeze outside; the leaves barely seemed to move. But in a few minutes, the cloud would be out of view.

Life was like that. You couldn't keep it in one place forever.

He leaned against the glass door, then casually put an ear against it. The sobbing had wrapped up, apparently. Time to go inside and rescue his wife to be from first time Grandpa and to drink the rest of his coffee before it got cold.

 

~~~ THE END ~~~ 
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