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	A SUDDEN WIND gust barreled off of Boston Harbor, carrying with it the smell of dead fish and diesel fuel. Kristine Seleski standing, staring out over the reflective black water, tugged her parka closed and hugged herself. It was late September, and already the air had turned bitterly cold and uncomfortably damp, a harbinger of the long, wretched winter to come.

	Across the harbor, a plane took off from Logan Airport, and the roar of its engines filled the quiet night sky. It was nearly midnight. The two warehouses behind Kris were quiet now—dark, except for the amber glow of security lights illuminating their empty parking lots. The lights didn’t reach where Kris stood waiting at the road’s dead end, just a stone’s throw from the water’s edge.

	She took a deep breath and tried not to think about why she was there. Alone. In the dark. 

	“Mrs. Seleski?”

	Kris gasped and jerked away from the voice right behind her. By doing so, she stepped off the pavement and her heel sank in the soft ground, throwing her off balance. The man’s gloved hand lashed out, gripped her arm, kept her from falling. Once she’d stabilized her footing, he let her go and moved back, establishing an appropriate distance from her.

	How had he come up on her like that, without making a sound? The lapping water and the soft chorus of cicadas could hardly have been enough to mask his approach. Could they have?

	He wore black jeans, a black hoodie and a Red Sox baseball cap that cast a shadow, concealing the upper half of his face. Kris put him at six foot and broad in the shoulders. He stood light on his feet, like a boxer.

	“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said. “I’m Dawson.”

	Kris’s heart hammered in her chest. She found it difficult to speak. “Mr. Dawson.” 

	“Just Dawson.”

	“Oh, okay. So how do we do this? I mean…how do we start?”

	“Tell me why you contacted me.”

	Kris shivered. “Well. You were recommended to me. I…need you to find someone.”

	“Who?”

	Kris took in a ragged breath then she let it out. So it all came down to this. “I want you to find the man who raped my daughter.”

	There. She’d said it. And the tears burst from her eyes, searing hot as they tracked down her face. “I’m sorry.” She wiped away the tears with trembling fingers. “I promised myself I wouldn’t cry.”

	He didn’t say anything. He simply waited. When she managed to regain her composure, he asked her to tell him what happened.

	His words were direct, clipped, to the point—even a little cold. But not his voice. She could never have explained it, but in his voice Kris heard empathy, felt a compassion the words themselves didn’t convey. Though he offered her no platitudes, no physical comfort, Kris could tell he felt her pain. Somehow, she sensed he carried a similar pain of his own.

	“Six months ago,” she said. “Amy was at the library studying with her friend Trisha Rosen—they’re both 15. Trisha’s mom came to pick them up, but Amy wanted to stay and finish the research paper they were working on. She called me and asked, and I said it was okay. I told her I’d pick her up out front at nine o’clock when the library closed.”  Kris fought back tears again. “I was only ten minutes late. Just ten minutes.

	“When I got there, Amy wasn’t outside. I called her cell, but she didn’t pick up. I tried the library doors, but they were locked. I banged on them, desperate, yelling. Finally, a woman came to the door. She said Amy wasn’t inside, that she’d see her standing out front earlier, just a little before I got there. I called the police and then I started shouting, screaming for Amy to answer me.”

	Kris covered her face with her hands and cried. The way she had so often since that awful night. 

	“The police arrived and organized a search. They found Amy a block away, in the parking structure behind the library. They wouldn’t let me see her—an active crime scene, they said. When they finally brought her out on the stretcher, Amy was unconscious. I watched them load her into the ambulance. Seeing her like that, I just lost it. It was like getting kicked in the stomach. I collapsed, right there in the street. How could I have let my little girl down like that?”

	“What happened then?” 

	Kris could hear the anger in his calmly spoken words, a fury underneath, barely contained. “The police took me to the hospital where I met with a detective.”

	“Which detective?”

	“McGrath. He told me he was a detective sergeant.”

	“He is.”

	“You know him?”

	“Yes. Go on.”

	“It’s all a blur. Amy had been beaten and raped, sodomized they told me. They talked about a rape kit, vaginal bleeding, possible internal injuries, contusions. It was all so devastating. When they finally let me see her, her face was bruised, and she had cuts, terrible scrapes on her arms and legs... Her voice trailed off. “Amy’s just a little girl.”

	“Did the police identify her assailant?”

	“Yes,” Kris said. “Amy had given them a very good description. And just a few weeks after the attack, they asked Amy to come down to the police station where she picked a man out of a line-up. The police, Detective McGrath, he said they had DNA evidence from her rape kit, and they could match that to the suspect. He told us they had him. That it was over.”

	“But something happened.”

	“About a month ago, I got a call from the district attorney’s office. The man who called said he was sorry, but the D.A. had decided to not move forward with the case. When I asked him what that meant, he said there were problems, and the D.A. didn’t think they could secure a prosecution against Amy’s attacker. Those were his words, they ‘couldn’t secure a prosecution.’ Just like that, my daughter’s attacker, her rapist, was going to get off unpunished.”

	“Did they tell you what the problems were?” Dawson’s voice was tight.

	“No. Just that it was over. There was nothing more they could do.”

	“Did the man from the D.A.’s office tell you his name?”

	“Yes. Hawley. Ken Hawley.”

	“I have what I need,” Dawson said.

	Her heart lifted with a sense of hope. “Does that mean you’ll help me? You’ll find Amy’s attacker?”

	Dawson nodded. “I’ll find him. But I have a question you need to answer. Since the D.A. won’t bring charges, what do you want me to do with him when I find him?”

	“Mr. Dawson, my daughter won’t eat. She won’t see her friends. She won’t even leave the house. She’s stopped doing anything but stare blankly at the television and cry. Every night when she goes to sleep, she wakes up screaming from horrible nightmares.”

	Kristine Seleski straightened her back and defiantly wiped away the last of her tears. “What do I want? May God forgive me, Mr. Dawson. I want him dead.” 

	-----

	ASSISTANT DISTRICT ATTORNEY Sarah Stevens sat in a booth at her favorite diner, a place on Broadway off F Street in Southie. A high stack of pancakes, sausage and toast were set in front of her, along with a cup of steaming-hot black coffee. She smiled. Blessed with a super high metabolism, she could eat whatever she wanted and remain as skinny as a stick. Her mother told her to enjoy it while she could. Sarah intended to.

	A bell jangled over the clatter of plates, the shouting wait staff and short-order cooks, and the din of customer conversation, bringing with it a blast of cold air. A minute later, Detective Sergeant Scully McGrath slid into the booth beside her. He slapped a file onto the table and said, “Did’ya order for me?”

	“Coffee,” Sarah answered around a mouthful of pancake.

	“That’s it?”

	Sarah swallowed. “You’re on a diet. You’ve got fifteen pounds to lose, McGrath. Don’t look to me to help clog up your arteries and rush you into a heart attack.”

	He grumbled as the waitress poured his cup of joe, staring daggers at Sarah’s syrup-drenched pancakes. “I’m starving to death here.”

	“You want a menu, honey?” the waitress asked.

	“Naw,” he said, resignation in his voice. “I better not.”

	The waitress left and Sarah grinned, “Good boy.”

	“Bite me.”

	Sarah laughed, nearly spitting out her coffee. “My, aren’t we in a mood this morning.”

	McGrath sipped his coffee before carefully setting the cup in the saucer. “Yeah, well, it ain’t like I’ve got nothing better to do than scrounge up copies of my old case files for this guy, right?”

	By “this guy” he meant Dawson. And this wasn’t the first time Sarah and McGrath had worked with the enigma known to them only as Dawson. Though Sarah had to agree with McGrath, working with Dawson was a bit of a misnomer. Dawson came to them often for information, but he gave little in return. Considering how Dawson operated, Sarah suspected he did it to protect her and McGrath. Plausible deniability.

	“I ain’t his errand boy, you know,” McGrath went on, sipping more coffee and looking around the diner. “Where the hell is he, anyway?”

	Sarah sympathized, feeling the same way sometimes, though she tried to not let it get to her. Knowing Dawson operated outside the law didn’t bother her. She knew he did what the law clearly could not or would not do. Besides, she owed Dawson too much to complain: she owed him her life.

	“That the file?” …Dawson’s voice.

	McGrath and Sarah both snapped their heads around to find Dawson standing over them, wearing his customary black jeans, a black hoodie and a Red Sox baseball cap. He’d lowered the hood so it bunched around his throat, still hiding most of the hideous burn scars on his cheek and neck. Scars that covered the right side of his body, including his arm and gloved hand, scars from the terrible fire that had killed his family and changed his life—forever.

	“How the…” Sarah sputtered, twisting around to see where he’d come from. The bell over the front door hadn’t rung; she’d felt no sudden blast of cold air. It was as if Dawson had simply appeared. “How’d you do that?”

	“He’s a freakin’ ghost. Don’t you know that, Sarah?” McGrath said. “Not like us mere mortals.”

	Dawson slid into the seat across from them. The brim of his cap shaded the top half of his face, making him look like every police suspect sketch ever drawn. Sarah did catch a glimpse of his eyes though—icy blue, intense and cold.

	“Is that the file?” he repeated.

	“Yeah, that’s the file.” McGrath slid it across the table.

	Dawson spun the folder around and flipped it open with his gloved hand. Sarah knew what the file contained. She’d tracked down the D.A.’s copy after Dawson’s call. It was all part of the prosecutorial package drawn up before the case got squashed.

	McGrath had been the investigating detective on Amy Seleski’s rape. He’d conducted the initial interview with Amy at the hospital, got her description—and it was a good one—arranged for the sketch artist and coordinated the neighborhood canvas, arming the uniforms with the sketch and description of Amy’s assailant.

	Scully McGrath was also the one who thought to check the traffic cams in the area that night, extending that search to several dozen blocks around the crime scene. It had taken days to review all the footage, but the effort had paid off, it was what broke the case. 

	A traffic camera had taken a snapshot of a souped-up old Ford Capri running a red light at the corner of Dorchester and Eighth, twenty minutes after the attack. The captured video gave them a likeness that matched Amy’s description of her attacker, along with a license plate number. That led McGrath to an identity, a DMV photo and a positive ID when Amy picked the suspect out of a police line-up. A search warrant for a DNA swab followed, giving them the match they needed to secure a probable cause arrest warrant for rape, assault and battery, and a half-dozen ancillary charges.

	Dawson closed the file and slid it back to McGrath, Dawson’s hand encased in a black leather glove. To Sarah, he said, “Looks airtight. What happened?”

	Sarah felt as though she were back in the eighth grade having to explain why she’d flunked her English mid-term exam. “I don’t know. It’s not my case.” Sarah hated how that sounded—like she was passing the buck. She hastily added, “Look. I talked to Ken Hawley, the attorney assigned to the case. He told me to take it up with Brogan. The order to squash the case came straight from the D.A. himself.”

	Dawson swung his gaze over to McGrath. “Something had to be wrong with the police findings for the D.A. to drop it.”

	“Hey,” McGrath shouted, then lowered his voice. “That case was solid. Start to finish, by the book. I delivered a slam dunk to the D.A. Don’t look at me because he dropped the ball.”

	Dawson didn’t react to McGrath’s mini-tantrum. “Tell me about Ali Aftab.” 

	Amy’s suspected rapist.

	McGrath settled back in the booth, relaxed now that he wasn’t forced to defend himself. The plastic seat squeaked under his weight. “A real piece of shit that one. He’s Somali, came over here with a bunch of escaping refugees about twelve, thirteen years ago when the government there went all to hell. After I arrested him, I talked to some guys on the street gang task force. Turns out our boy’s an out-and-out sociopath. They’ve got him pegged as a freelancer enforcer but he does a lot of work for the NPC.”

	La Noveno Parte Cofradia. Dawson’s jaw visibly tightened. 

	No surprise there, Sarah thought. The Ninth Part Brotherhood was a Mexican criminal cartel with North American operations in cities like New York, Chicago, Miami, and LA, as well as Boston—even parts of Canada. They were rumored to be as large as the Mara Salvatrucha and as violent as the Los Zetas. Locally, they were responsible for all of the drug traffic and a good part of the illegal gun trade coming out of South Boston that wasn’t still controlled by the Irish mob. 

	McGrath went on. “Aftab has a thick jacket, a dozen or more arrests. Robbery, assault, rape, theft, even kidnapping.” 

	“Then why is he still on the street?” Dawson’s words were low and flat, emotionless. Yet they carried a clear indictment of the criminal justice system. A system that had failed him and cost him his family, a system that continued to disappoint him even now, Sarah knew. 

	“I said arrests. I didn’t say anything about convictions.”

	“The cases fell apart,” Dawson said. “Just like this one.”

	“Not like this one at all,” Sarah answered.

	“She’s right,” said McGrath. “Up until now, every time Aftab’s been arrested, the cases went south because a witness recanted or disappeared or the victims refused to testify. All of them clear cases of intimidation, but impossible to prove.”

	“Until now,” Sarah said.

	“Amy was willing to testify,” Dawson guessed.

	Sarah nodded. “I saw the trial prep tapes. She would’ve made a good witness, too.”

	“So why did the D.A. refuse to prosecute?”

	She pushed her empty plate away and leaned into the table, lowering her voice. “Here’s what I heard. Just before Hawley got told by the D.A. to drop the case, Brogan was on a conference call with the police commissioner, the state’s attorney general, several federal attorneys and a bunch of other federal agencies.”

	“Which ones?”

	Sarah shrugged. “FBI and DEA for sure, ATF probably. All I know is Brogan had steam coming out of his ears when the call was over. He came out of his office, all red faced the way he gets, and cornered poor Ken Hawley in the hall. He told him to dump the case, wouldn’t say why, just stormed back into his office and slammed the door shut.”

	“The feds ordered him to make the case go away,” Dawson concluded.

	“Sounds like it to me.”

	“But that’s not the worst of it,” McGrath added. “Ever since the D.A. rolled over for the feds, Aftab’s been in the wind. I figured to harass the shit out of the skivvy little scumbag, but I can’t find him anywhere. It’s like he’s disappeared.” The cop sipped his coffee then put the cup down. “Far as I know there’s only one federal agency can make that happen.”

	Dawson said out loud what they were all thinking. “WITSEC.”

	-----

	DAWSON WATCHED AS Deputy U.S. Marshal Frank Breuer left the John Joseph Moakley Courthouse at noon the next day and climbed into the backseat of a waiting black SUV parked at the curb. Breuer was a man in his mid-fifties, built like a linebacker with a bullet-shaped head and a crew cut that sported more gray than black. 

	A minute passed, then the SUV pulled out into traffic. Behind it, a second, nearly identical vehicle peeled out. The two vehicles drove to South Boston, with Dawson following, where they parked a block away from a housing complex on Ninth.

	The garden apartments here single story, one and two bedroom, simple brick units. Since it was the middle of the day, in the middle of the week, the complex was quiet. A breeze rustled the trees, forcing the drier, more colorful leaves to drift down lazily toward the ground. 

	When Breuer and three other men got out of the lead SUV, three more men jumped out from the second vehicle and joined them. Each man was dressed in bullet resistant, dark blue flack jackets with U.S. MARSHALS printed in bold, bright white letters across the back. They quietly gathered. Two of them carried riot shotguns, one carried a door breach and the others were armed with agency-issued .40 caliber Glocks.

	The driver of Breuer’s SUV passed around a photograph. “You’ve all seen this,” he said. “Jose Aguilar is dangerous and will most likely have quick access to weapons. That’s how he rolls. Frank, you and Torres take the area out back. There’s a slider so if we fuck up inside and don’t get him subdued, that’ll be the way he’ll try to head out.”

	Frank Breuer nodded, and Torres who didn’t look a day older than twenty, appeared grim.

	“Everybody ready?” The lead marshal’s eyes slid across each face. The men returned his gaze, determined expressions staring back. “Good, then let’s go. Frank, we’ll give you five minutes to get set up, then we’re going in.”

	“Got it.” Breuer dropped the clip from his Glock, checked the load then snapped it back into place. He and Torres trotted around to the rear of the complex. There, they located the third set of sliders and moved into position across from the building, where a line of cars was parked facing a wooden perimeter fence.

	Seven minutes later, the battering ram smacked into the front door. That was followed quickly by the dull thump of two flash-bang grenades. The explosions shook the building, sounding a lot like distant thunder. It was easy to imagine the five-man team swarming through the apartment—down the narrow front hallway, yelling: U.S. Marshals! 

	A deputy would clear the kitchen to the left. A second one would clear the combination dining room/living room ahead. The last three would rush down the hall to the right to clear the two small bedrooms and the bath.

	What came as a shock was the sound of a shotgun blast in response to the flash-bangs, followed by the patio slider opening and a tall, thin figure running into the alley wearing a wife-beater tee shirt and striped boxers, carrying a shotgun.

	“U.S. Marshals!” Torres shouted, his Glock in a classic two-handed grip. “Drop the weapon!”

	Jose Aguilar did not drop the weapon. He spun around and fired.

	Torres dove for the ground but not before buckshot peppered his vest and ripped through his shoulder and upper arm.

	Breuer returned fire as he ran for cover, hunched behind the row of cars before slamming his back into the green perimeter fence. Breathing hard, he shouted, “Drop it, Aguilar. There’s nowhere left for you to run.”

	“Listen to him,” a marshal called out from Aguilar’s apartment.

	Aguilar answered by shooting back into the apartment causing the patio slider to explode in a spray of sparkling white glass. On the ground, Torres twisted and fired at Aguilar. His angle was bad and his positioning awkward: his shots went wide. Aguilar returned his attention to the downed deputy. He aimed the shotgun at Torres’s head.

	Breuer moved between two cars, lined up his shot and fired. Once.

	Aguilar’s body jerked. His arms flapped in the air and he fell back, his arms pin-wheeling. Three bullets had torn holes into his chest.

	Breuer twisted, looking for the source of the additional two shots. 

	Dawson had watched this all as it unfolded. Now he stood a step behind Marshal Breuer, his arm outstretched. His Kimber .45 pointed at Aguilar. 

	Breuer opened his mouth to speak but never got the chance. Dawson snaked his arm around the marshal’s neck, applied pressure to the carotid artery using a figure-four chokehold and counted off the long seconds it took for Breuer to lose consciousness.

	When Breuer finally succumbed and went limp, Dawson spun him around, draped him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry and trotted off to his waiting van.

	-----

	THIRTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER, Frank Breuer came to. He found himself handcuffed to a chair in the middle of an abandoned factory building. Sunlight shone through the wire-embedded windows in smudgy streaks, showing up steel support columns that were rusted and flaked. Puddles of brackish water pooled on the debris-strewed floor and water dripped somewhere in the distance.

	The federal marshal rattled his handcuffs, but they were secured to the back legs of the metal folding chair. No hope of breaking either the chair or the cuffs.

	A figure stepped out from behind one of the support columns, a man who wore black jeans, a black hoodie and a baseball cap. He remained in the shadows, his face concealed in the darkness. Yet Breuer recognized him as the man who’d helped him put down Jose Aguilar, saving Torres’s life. 

	“Kidnapping a U.S. Marshal is a federal offense.”

	“You have information I need.”

	What could the man be thinking, Breuer wondered? He was facing life in prison for a stunt like this. “You ever think of just asking me?” 

	“Tell me where Ali Aftab is.”

	“Okay. No. I can’t tell you that.”

	Dawson pressed. “I need to find him.”

	“Why?”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	“Does to me.”

	“Why is he in federal protection?”

	Somehow this guy knew Breuer was Aftab’s case officer. Clearly there was no point in denying the truth. “How do you know about that? Who are you?”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	“What do I call you then? Hey, you really won’t cut it.”

	“Dawson.”

	“That’s it? Just Dawson?”

	“Just Dawson.”

	“Well then, just Dawson. You’ve gotten yourself into a whole lot of trouble, all for nothing. No way I’m giving up my witness.”

	“We’ll see. Tell me why Aftab is in witness relocation?”

	“Why else.” Breuer shrugged, not betraying anything admitting it. “He has information.”

	“Against whom? What is he giving you that’s so important?”

	“Forget it, man. You’re getting nothing out of me.”

	For a long time, Dawson didn’t move while Breuer squirmed, feeling like a lab specimen as Dawson studied him. Let him. Breuer would never give up a witness. Not even a scumbag like Ali Aftab, not even if he had to die to keep his silence. 

	But if he got Dawson to talk, he could find out what this was all about, and maybe it would give Breuer time to figure a way out of this mess. So long as he didn’t give up Aftab’s location, what harm could there be in simply talking?

	“Fine.” Breuer said, filling the void of silence. “What do you want to know?”

	“Aftab. Why are you protecting him?”

	“Because we made a deal with him. He faced a near certain conviction—”

	“For attacking and raping Amy Seleski.”

	Surprised by Dawson’s conversance with the case, Breuer nodded. “We arranged to make it go away, granting him immunity and relocation in exchange for actionable intelligence against Angel Retana. You know who that is?”

	Dawson nodded. “What about him?”

	“Retana is the head honcho of the local NPC here in Boston, been running the drug and gun operations for them for years, ever since he gunned down Manuel Batista Garcia Gomez.”

	“The head of the rival gang, Los Sustantivos,” Dawson observed. “That murder’s unsolved.”

	“Yeah, it’s unsolved. Officially, that is. But we know Retana did it. We just could never prove it. Until now.”

	“Aftab is giving you Retana?” Dawson sounded almost impressed. Breuer hoped he’d scored a point.

	“That. And a ton more. His whole operation.” As Breuer spoke, his mind was at work trying to figure out a way to escape, to get away from this man before they came to the real reason Breuer was here, what Dawson really wanted to know. Where he could find Ali Aftab.

	“And that’s worth letting Aftab go? Letting him get away with beating and raping and sodomizing a fifteen-year-old girl?”

	The way Dawson said it sent a surge of anger straight through Breuer. “Hell no! Aftab’s garbage. He’s scum and he deserves the death penalty, and worse. Not just for that little girl either.”

	“Amy. That little girl’s name is Amy.”

	It was Breuer’s turn to study Dawson. Who was this guy? Why was he doing this? Was he the girl’s father?

	Breuer licked his dry lips. “You think we like doing this kind of thing? We like making deals with drug dealers and murderers and rapists? Giving them new identities and new homes, cars and money, a new lease on life? You think we like that? We don’t. Not one goddamn bit. Not the protection, not the immunity, not the plea bargains. They should all rot in jail, or better yet, hell.” Breuer paused, catching his breath after his tirade. “But we do what we’ve got to. Not because we like it, but because we have to. We do it for the greater good. You understand that? We do it for the greater good.”

	“The greater good, huh?” Dawson fisted his hands, causing the leather of his black gloves to creak. “Whose greater good, Breuer? Yours?” He shook his head. “Not Amy’s. Not all the other people Aftab’s killed and maimed and scarred. All the people whose lives he’s destroyed. What about their greater good? Who’s looking out for them?”

	Breuer heard the tightness in Dawson’s voice and felt defeated. “I don’t know, Dawson. You tell me who’s looking out for them. A guy like you?”

	When Dawson didn’t answer, Breuer pressed him. “The girl, Amy, she mean something to you? You a friend? A relative? Or are you just some do-gooder, a vigilante out to put the right back in the world? Who are you, damn it!”

	“I’m a person who knows evil, Breuer. Ali Aftab is evil.”

	Breuer couldn’t argue that. “Look. I agree. Aftab’s shit, but he’s not getting a pass. He’ll be constantly monitored. Marshals will be assigned to him, watching every move he makes. He steps out just once—”

	“He will. Men like him always do.”

	“Then we’ll be there and we’ll put him away. Then he’ll get what he deserves.”

	“At what cost? After there’s another victim? After he’s destroyed more lives?” Dawson shook his head. “Not good enough.”

	“Look. I don’t like it any better than you do. Really I don’t. But…” Breuer took a deep breath. “We need Aftab to take down Retana. We’ve tried for years. The guy’s insulated. Untouchable. There’s no other way.”

	Dawson slipped his gloved hand into the front pocket of his hoodie. He took something out. Concealed in the shadows the way he was, Breuer couldn’t make out what that something was. Two scraps of paper? Pictures maybe?

	Dawson took a step out of the shadows. He held out items. Breuer ignored them, trying to get a good look at Dawson instead. But the ball cap, pulled low, kept his features in shadow, except for cold blue eyes. Breuer shivered.

	“Look,” Dawson commanded.

	Breuer looked and fought down a fear that made him shake. Until that moment he hadn’t been afraid, not really. He knew as long as he had something Dawson wanted, he was safe. Now he was terrified. 

	In Dawson’s hand was Breuer’s driver’s license, complete with his home address, and a snapshot Breuer carried in his wallet. A picture of Breuer’s family: his wife and their two girls.

	“There’s always another way.” Dawson returned the license and picture to his pocket. “Tell me where Aftab is?”

	Breuer swore. The threat was clear. Frank Breuer didn’t have a choice. He gave up his witness.

	-----

	DAWSON WAITED OUTSIDE the strip club on LaGrange Street until, finally, three Latino men wearing NPC colors came out. It was after one in the morning and they were drunk. Dawson recognized the tall one in the middle: Angel Retana.

	Amber light lit the gravel parking lot and the half-dozen cars parked right there. One was a pimped-out late model Oldsmobile sedan. Dawson guessed it to be Angel’s ride.

	He waited until the trio had walked away from the front entrance, concerned someone might come out at the wrong time and get caught in the crossfire. Then Dawson climbed out of a white panel van unnoticed as the three street thugs gathered around the jacked-up backend of the Olds, the shortest one searching the pockets of his oversized cargo shorts, looking for something.

	“Lo que el infierno, Héctor? ¿Dónde poner el puto claves, dude?” Angel slurred his words. Hector shrugged, giving him a sheepish grin and swayed.

	Angel shook his head and snickered. To the other one, he said, “Yo, Ernesto.” He cupped his hands over his chest, pantomiming large breasts. “Puta que había senos más grande que su mamma.”

	Ernesto pushed Angel away. Angel stumbled and laughed.

	“Angel Retana?” Dawson called out, walking toward the three men, closing the distance between them to about five feet. He held an unregistered, untraceable, Sig Sauer 9mm behind his leg. Out of sight. “Are you Angel Retana?”

	Angel looked up. His swarthy face went from laughing to serious. “Who wants to know, homeboy?”

	Hector stopped fishing for his keys, and Ernesto turned to face Dawson as well.

	“I do.” Dawson brought the Sig up and shot Ernesto in the leg before he could pull the little, junk .25 Dawson saw tucked in his waistband. Hector and Angel were both clawing at their oversized plaid shirts, trying to get to the weapons they carried. Hector got his hand on what looked like a revolver before Dawson’s second shot hit him in the shoulder, a through and through that spun the little gangbanger around and left him doubled over the trunk of the car.

	Angel Retana pulled a Glock 19 from his pants, bringing it up in a sideways grasp. Gangsta-style.

	Dawson shot him in the thigh. 

	Angel screamed and dropped down onto one knee. He clutched at the flowing blood from his leg. “La puta, madra! Son-of-a-bitch!”

	With his gun still in his hand, he fired twice at Dawson.  

	The shots were so far off the mark Dawson didn’t even flinch. He grabbed the gun and wrenched it out of Angel’s hand. Dropping the Glock into his coat pocket, Dawson hauled Angel onto his feet. “Come on.”

	“I’ll kill you for this.” Angel limped alongside Dawson, but glanced back over his shoulder at Hector and Ernesto, looking for help. Ernesto rolled back and forth on the ground. Hector remained doubled over the trunk of the jacked-up Olds. Both were moaning. “Wait. Mis muchachos?”

	“They’ll live. Which is more than I can say for you.” Dawson shook Angel’s arm to get his attention. “Unless you do exactly what I say. Got it?”

	“What is this? I’ve done nothing to you. Go easy homes, this shit hurts, man.” Angel hobbled and winced with every step, his hand pressed tightly to his thigh. His pants were soaked red and blood seeped out through his fingers.

	Dawson pulled open the passenger door of the van. “Get in. Try and run and I’ll shoot you. Get blood on the seat…I’ll kill you.”

	Angel climbed in and Dawson shut the door. He kept an eye on Angel as he walked around the front of the van. Angel didn’t try anything. Dawson climbed in and away they drove.

	-----

	IT WAS THREE-THIRTY in the morning when Dawson pulled the van into the Emerald Forest Motel off Route 93 in Brookline. Angel sat in the passenger seat, grimacing from the bullet wound in his leg. Breuer sat on the bench in the back, uninjured, but looking just as miserable. The L-shaped motel had two stories and a dozen rooms on each floor. Parked in front of room twelve was a midnight blue, plain-wrapped Crown Vic. 

	Dawson shook his head. A neon sign flashing feds staying here would be less conspicuous.

	He parked the van and pulled the keys from the ignition.

	“What are we doing here, man?” Angel asked from the passenger seat.

	Frank Breuer sat in back. His expression said he had the very same question, though he knew where they were. Inside room twelve of the Emerald Forest Motel a deputy US marshal sat babysitting Ali Aftab.

	To Breuer, Dawson said, “Wait here. You’ll know when to come out.”

	“And what if I don’t?”

	Dawson leveled him with a stare. “Think about your family.”

	Dawson got out of the van, walked through the glow of the headlights, then yanked Angel out from the passenger side. The gangbanger had a bandana wrapped around his thigh, a sloppy field dressing already soaked through with blood. Dawson pushed Angel out ahead of him. Exaggerating his limp, the leader of the NPC hobbled along, wincing and mumbling under his breath. Cursing Dawson every step of the way.

	Dawson said, “Do exactly what I tell you to do and maybe you’ll survive this night. Screw up once, you’re in the ground. Understand?”

	“Si.”

	“Good.” Dawson stood Angel in front of the door to Ali Aftab’s room. He put a finger to his lips, signaling Angel to keep his mouth shut, then he pounded on the door with the back of his fist. In his hand was the Glock 19 he’d taken from Angel outside the strip club.

	“Fitzgibbons. Open up. It’s me. Deputy Breuer!”

	Dawson could hear muffled sounds inside. “Frank. That you?”

	“Yeah. Open up.”

	The door opened a crack, just enough for Deputy Marshal Fitzgibbons to see Angel Retana standing in the doorway. It took less than an instant for Fitzgibbons to realize who Retana was and guess why he was there. NPC didn’t tolerate rats. “Aw shit!”

	Fitzgibbons tried to push the door shut again. He was too late. 

	Dawson shoulder-slammed the door, and the chain lock ripped out of the door frame, sending little javelins of wood flying into the room. The door knocked Fitzgibbons aside before it smashed into the wall. 

	Fitzgibbons, off-balance and clawing for his gun in his shoulder-holster, tripped. Dawson swept the man’s feet out from under him and the marshal fell, hitting the low boy bureau as he went down. The blow opened up a nasty, but superficial, wound in the back of his head, giving Fitzgibbons a minor concussion, but left him unconscious and lying on the blood soaked brown carpet.

	On the far bed, Ali Aftab, wearing a tee shirt and shorts, scrambled up into a sitting position. He pulled the covers up to his chin. Fear widened his eyes.

	Standing over Fitzgibbons and holding Angel’s Glock, Dawson shouted, “You Ali Aftab?”

	Aftab blinked once, startled.

	“Answer me!”

	He nodded. “Yes. Yes.”

	Dawson said, “This is for Amy.”

	He shot Aftab twice in the chest with Angel’s gun. 

	Aftab fell back and didn’t move again. Two red stains soaked through the covers and his grimy tee shirt. His open eyes stared vacantly at the ceiling overhead.

	No doubt fearing the same fate, Angel Retana remained rooted at the door—wide-eyed and trembling. Dawson grabbed the gangbanger by the shirt and pulled him into the room. Stunned and hobbling, he offered no resistance. Dawson flung him down into one of the two club chairs. “Don’t move.”

	Holding Retana in place with the unwavering Glock, Dawson crossed over to Aftab’s body. He checked for a pulse. There wasn’t one. He withdrew the unregistered, untraceable Sig 9mm from his pants pocket: the one he’d used to shoot Angel, Hector and Ernesto. He planted it in Aftab’s dead hand, carefully wrapped the dead fingers around the grip and inserted Aftab’s index finger through the trigger housing. Ballistics would match the bullet still in Angel’s leg to the Sig that Aftab now held.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Frank Breuer stood at the door, staring into the room.

	“What I have to.” Dawson crossed the small space and faced Breuer. “Like I said, there’s always another way.”

	He glanced down at Retana still in one of the club chairs, and looking pale. To Breuer, he said, “Here’s the story. Retana found out you were Aftab’s case officer. He kidnapped you down in Southie and tortured you, but you wouldn’t give up Aftab’s location. Not until he threatened your family.”

	Dawson handed him back his license and the picture of his family. 

	Breuer took them. His hand shook.

	“Retana used you to get inside, planning to kill Aftab, retribution for ratting him out. There was an exchange of gunfire. Retana took one in the leg, and shot Aftab. During the altercation you broke free and managed to capture Retana.”

	“How the hell’d I do that?”

	Dawson shrugged. “Make something up.”

	“Yo, yo, no, man,” Angel sputtered. “I’m right here listening. Ain’t no way I’m going down for this. No way, homeboy. I’ll tell everyone what really happened here.”

	Breuer looked at Retana. “He’s right. He won’t keep quiet.”

	“So?” Dawson said. “Forensics doesn’t lie. He’s got gunshot residue on his hand from when he shot at me earlier tonight. Any prints on the gun will be his.” Dawson handed the Glock to Breuer. “Ballistics will confirm he shot two rounds into Aftab and Aftab returned fire, shooting him once in the leg. All the rest is up to you.”

	“What about Fitzgibbons?” Breuer asked.

	“He won’t remember a thing except Angel Retana standing at the door, posing as you.”

	“You’re la puta! You know that?” Angel Retana pummeled his arms like a kid having a tantrum. He was boxed in and he knew it. 

	“You’re asking me to perjure myself,” Breuer said.

	“Aftab’s dead, getting what he deserved. Retana’s on the hook for the revenge murder. That’s a life sentence plus.” Dawson shook his head, not seeing the problem. “You wanted Retana. Now you’ve got him.”

	“Not like this.”

	“You’d let a savage rapist, a murderer, get off unpunished, but you won’t tell a lie?” Dawson shook his head. “You have to play by a set of the rules, Breuer. I get that.” Dawson looked at Aftab’s body. He looked at Retana with his head bowed, realizing his life as a gangsta-boss was over. “But they don’t. And neither do I. Not anymore.”

	He stepped around Breuer who made room to let him past.

	Breuer called out, “Hey.”

	Dawson stopped, half-turned.

	“My family. Would you have hurt them? If I hadn’t…”

	“Never said I would.”

	“But…” Breuer knotted his eyebrows, clearly confused.

	“I just showed you a picture. You drew your own conclusions.” Dawson turned to leave.

	“Wait. What about Hector and Ernesto? They’ll corroborate Angel’s story.”

	“No. They won’t.”

	“What makes you so sure?”

	“Let’s just say I’ve made arrangements. They’ve entered my version of a relocation program.” Dawson walked away. 

	He knew Breuer would not pursue him. The lawman couldn’t risk letting Retana escape. 

	At his van, Dawson made a single phone call. “Mrs. Seleski? This is Dawson. I’m sorry to call so late. I just wanted to let you know. It’s over. You and Amy…you can both rest easily tonight.”

	Even though Dawson would not.
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	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	God must hate me.

	Here it was, just the second week of October and a cold snap had moved into the area, plunging the temperatures to near freezing already. Unseasonably cold, the TV weather people said. A stalled Canadian cold front, they explained. Yeah, right. I knew what was really going on. It was God. I could hear him up in heaven, telling the angels with a laugh: Grace deHaviland’s doing surveillance. Let’s make it cold as a cadaver’s crotch down there.

	I cupped my hands and blew into them. Damn.

	Parked in the Grandview Heights section of Columbus, I’d been sitting for hours in my beat-up cargo van in the shadows of an overhanging elm tree down the road from the only working lamp post, my full attention on a dilapidated old colonial across the street. The house was one on a block of rundown homes earmarked for demolition, something the city never seemed to get around to. In the meantime, they became havens for drug dealers, users, crack whores and the homeless.

	This one had a large front porch. The paint on the wide steps was worn to the wood and the once-white railing had so many spindles missing it looked like a boxer’s punch-drunk grin. A rusted glider was set off to one end and an old, moldy couch sat under the large front window. The cushions on it were so worn out, they sank. Broken crack vials, fast food wrappers and a busted up tricycle littered the yard. An old box spring and rusted iron headboard leaned against the peeling siding. Junked.

	I covered the light of my cell phone and checked the time: 6:30 a.m.

	The darkness before the dawn.

	A lone figure rounded the corner, coming from Avondale Avenue, and walking in my direction. His hands shoved in his pockets, he had his hoodie pulled up over his shaved head to ward off the chilly, pre-dawn breeze. I checked him against the mug shot I had of Tyrell Parks. It was my guy.

	I opened the well-oiled van door without a sound. The dome light remained off because I’d removed the bulb months ago. The van’s decrepit appearance—I’d picked it up at auction about a year ago—its dings, dents and splotches of matte-black primer paint were deliberate, all carefully applied so no one looked twice at it. Yet mechanically, its care and maintenance was top shelf, as good as money could buy. The perfect decoy vehicle.

	Jogging across the street, I avoided the splash of piss-yellow streetlight, and carefully navigating my interception point, I jammed my hands into my jacket pockets too, returning the mug shot of Tyrell Parks to one pocket and wrapping my hand tightly the stun gun I carried in the other. My Colt .45 auto-loader sat snug and heavy in its holster, pressing into the small of my back. I didn’t have to check for my backup piece, either. The weight of the small .32 revolver strapped to my right ankle was hard to forget.

	I crossed in front of Parks, about an arm’s length away, blocking his path. “Tyrell Parks.”

	He snapped his head up. Dark, suspicious eyes stared at me. I grabbed for his arm but he bolted around me fast, dodging like a linebacker avoiding a tackle so that I ended up snatching air. He ran for the ramshackle old colonial.

	Shit.

	Up the worn steps two at a time and across the porch, he plunged through the front door, slamming it shut behind himself. Running close, two steps behind, I reached the decaying wood-and-glass door and paused, pressing my back against the clapboard frame. My heart pounded from the adrenaline surge, not the effort. I took a deep breath of cold, crisp air, drew my .45, spun and kicked in the old, weathered door.

	The latch splintered inward. The door banged against the far wall with a sharp thwack and a rattle of glass. I rushed inside. Low. In the entryway, an absence of light greeted me save for the pale glow from the outside streetlamp and what little moonlight managed to leak in through the door and broken windows. Dust particles danced in the pale, ghostly hue.

	I faced a center staircase. Beside it, down the left side, ran a hallway. Open archways dotted the left wall. What had once been a living room lay to my right, and opposite that, a den. Wind whistled through windows where panes were broken or missing. The walls were graffiti tagged. Broken boards, cinderblocks and other building debris littered the floor and chunks of sheetrock and gravel crunched under my feet as I moved inside.

	A skinny Hispanic teen stood frozen in the den, watching me. Shirtless, he had his fly open. I’d caught him urinating in the corner. He stared at me with wide, fearful eyes as his breath puffed out quick plumes of cold air.

	I shoved Tyrell’s mug shot into his startled face. “Where is he?”

	He shook his head, muttering something I didn’t catch. I jammed the picture into the pocket of my leather coat and pressed the .45 to the kid’s forehead. His wide eyes grew wider. I wrinkled my nose. Ewww. He’d started peeing again.

	“Where?” I repeated. “In English.”

	His answer came out as one long, fast word. “UpstairsIdidn’tdonothingpleasedon’thurtme.”

	“Gracias.” I took the stairs two at a time.

	At the top of the stairs, an open bathroom faced me, reeking of feces and vomit and urine. I cleared a small room to the right with a quick glance and sweep of my gun.

	Down the far end of the hall I heard a door slam.

	Moving quickly, I made my way forward. Darkness filled the hallway. The air was thick with cloying dust and odors too offensive to try and identify. Open doorways stood both to my right and left. From inside came the sounds of irritated druggies rousted out of self-induced comas by the commotion. They shifted and groaned. A few shouted curses. Others remained dead to the world. Those who woke, like rats sensing danger, sat upright, listening, afraid to move and afraid not to, their addled brains racing at the speed of glaciers to make a decision. Freeze, hide or run.

	At the end of the hall, I hit the one closed door I came to with my shoulder. It gave a little then bounced back. Not locked—someone holding it.

	“Tyrell Parks!” I shouted, shouldering the door again.

	Pain radiated down my arm, but this time it flew open.

	Inside, a soiled mattress lay on the floor. Around it were some grubby blankets, matches, candles and other drug paraphernalia. Dull light streamed in through a busted window. Tattered, once-white lace curtains billowed from the window frame. The sash was thrown open.

	Climbing out to the porch roof, Parks banged a knee on the sill and cursed.

	I darted fast across the room. Crack vials and who-knew-what-else crunched under my sturdy black sneakers. I grabbed Parks by the belt…and yanked.

	His hands scrambled to hold onto the sill as his baggy, oversized pants slipped down his hips, exposing even more of his purple boxers. He banged an elbow on something, cursed again and fell back into the room. At six-one, two-hundred-twenty pounds—all of it prison yard muscle—he was built like a bull on steroids. All of that came stumbling back at me.

	We hit the floor, hard.

	I grunted, worried I’d cracked a rib. Shoving him off, I gasped for air and rolled in the opposite direction. Things jabbed at me through my jacket, rusted nails, broken glass. I worried about needles, and my jacket.

	It’s a Piero Tucci, damn it. If it’s ruined…

	I scrambled to my feet, spun to face him, trying to control my breathing. If I appeared winded, Parks would see me as weak. I couldn’t allow that. Being a woman in this business caused me enough grief as it was.

	“Tyrell Parks,” I said. “You’re coming with me.”

	“Youse the cops?” On his feet too, he faced me.

	“Bail enforcement.”

	He cocked his head to the side like a confused puppy. “Say what?”

	“Bounty hunter, asshole.”

	“Shit. A sista like you? No fuckin’ way.”

	I brought up the .45, reluctant to shoot him. They don’t do dead or alive anymore. Too bad—it would make things a lot easier. “No sista, bro, a hot-blooded Latina with an Irish temper. Someone you don’t wanna mess with.”

	I planted my feet. Reading him, afraid he might lunge.

	“Sheeeet!” He charged.

	A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. For an instant I reconsidered shooting him, but I drew back my gun. I’d cold-cock the son of a bitch instead.

	But he was too fast. Like lightening on crack cocaine. He swept away my arm, clamping his hand on my wrist and stopping my swing dead. He squeezed.

	I gasped.

	With a sharp snap of my wrist he sent my gun flying. It landed a dozen feet away in a debris pile of studs, drywall and pipes. With his free hand he seized my throat and tightened his grip, lifting me off the ground. “Bitch come at me. Sheeet.”

	I gurgled. It was all I could do.

	“Tyrell’ll be learnin’ you a thing ‘bout manners now, bitch.” He slammed me into a wall. My head bounced off the plaster. The wall shook. I saw stars, and tears filled my eyes. I’d pounded the pooch on this one, hadn’t I?

	He grinned, revealing a grill full of gold-capped teeth. He pressed his body into me, pinning me to the wall with all his crushing weight. Sweat and aggression radiated from him, sour and hot. And some god-awful smelling breath. So bad, I’d’ve gagged if I weren’t being choked to death.

	I thrashed around, wanting to get my loose hand inside my coat pocket. I kicked out, trying to push off the wall. Hopeless efforts.

	Parks laughed at me. 

	I wheezed like a tire losing air.

	I grew lightheaded. I was running out of oxygen and time. I tried to ignore the pain, the pressure against my chest, his smell, all of it, while I worked on getting my hand into my jacket pocket. I missed.

	Fear seized me, as tightly as Parks’ grip.

	“We’s gonna have some real fun now, bitch.” His face came in close to mine. I had no doubt about what he intended. Thoroughly disgusted, I turned my head. His mouth mashed wetly across my lips. His tongue raked my cheek. I vowed it wouldn’t happen. I’d kill him first. Somehow.

	I got my hand inside my pocket.

	“Fine. No foreplay.” He reached between our compressed bodies, began fumbling with his belt buckle. “We’s just go right to the main event then.”

	“I don’t think so.”

	My words were raspy but I didn’t care. I had the stun gun in my hand. 

	He got his belt unbuckled. 

	I jabbed the stun gun into his side. It crackled, and his body convulsed. He stumbled back, shuddering like a short-circuiting robot. I dropped to the floor—incredibly, he didn’t. Though his eyes were wide and his teeth clattered like those joke dentures you see in novelty stores, he managed somehow to stay on his feet.

	Angry and scared, and thinking about what almost happened to me, I charged him. A second jolt from the stun gun dropped him to his knees. Spittle drooled out of his mouth as he sputtered while his body continued to quiver. Incapacitated now, still he didn’t go down. 

	I zapped him a third time, panting and aiming to light up his nuts. I missed, hitting his rock-hard thigh instead. Too bad, but the jolt was enough to get the job done. 

	His eyeballs rolled up into his head. He gurgled. Then he crashed to the floor. Down and out, but incredibly, still conscious.

	Face down and twitching, he murmured something unintelligible. 

	I cuffed him behind his back, retrieved my .45, and coughing gave myself a minute to catch my breath before I hauled him up on his feet. After I did, I said, “You good to walk?”

	He muttered something and nodded. 

	“Good.” His skin was slick with sweat and his knotted muscles still trembled. “You mess with me,” I went on, “and I’ll Taser you all the way down to the van. Understand?” His head lolled as if it was too heavy for his neck. I shook his arm. “Understand?”

	“Yeah…yeah.”

	“Good.”

	I led him into the hall, but stopped short.

	A dozen shadowy figures lined the gloom of the hallway. Strung-out hopheads. Emaciated drug-zombies. They wore soiled clothes that hung off them like rags on a scarecrow. Stringy hair curtained their skull-like faces in greasy, limp ropes. Dark circles rimmed their lifeless eyes. They truly were the living dead.

	“Ain’t got no beef with none of y’all,” I shouted. Talking street, sounding tough I hoped. “Just Tyrell here. Don’t give a rat’s ass ‘bout the rest of you.” To me the trash talk sounded foolish, but I kept it up as I pulled Parks along. “Y’all mess with me,” I warned. “Then we throw down. You don’t want that, so y’all just stay fly.”

	They did, and Parks and I made it downstairs and out to the street without incident. The dopers followed at a distance, gathering around the sagging porch. I yanked open the back doors of the van and pushed Parks toward it. “Get in.”

	I’d stripped bare the interior except for a black-iron security fence welded between the cargo space and the front seats. It was covered with a scratched-up, laminated sheet of Plexiglas. I’d been spit on enough times to have learned. Welded to the ribbed floor and along the van walls were several iron tie-down rings. 

	At the sight, Parks hesitated. The effect of the stun gun was wearing off. I waved it in his face and squeezed the trigger. White-blue electricity crackled between the metal prongs.

	“I feel you,” he said, climbing in. Knowing the drill, he knelt near the rear doors. “Where’s you taking me?”

	“Jail.” I cuffed him to a short length of chain then to the iron ring welded into the floor. 

	“Ya know, bitch…” He rattled the chain for effect. “Da bruthers on them slave ships was treated better than this. Ain’t no way for a sista to treat a bruther, you feel me?”

	“Oh, shut up.” I slammed the back doors shut.

	I took Northwest Boulevard and headed downtown. Driving from the crack house, I tried to relax. But I was sore and cranky, and no amount of rolling my neck and shoulders did anything to relieve my aches or improve my mood. Excess adrenaline surged through my body, making me jittery. Fear made me shake. I tried not to think about what would have happened if I hadn’t reached my stun gun in time—it had taken three zaps to put the huge bastard down. I shuddered, unable to chase the dark thoughts away.

	Neither could I force away the image of those gaunt, washed-out faces I’d left behind. The drug zombies who stared at me from the front porch with their empty expressions: lost, helpless, wasted kids with nothing to live for beyond their next fix…and the sure promise of an early grave. 

	As I drove south on Neil, passing Nationwide Arena on my left, my cell phone rang.

	The caller ID read LOUIE. The readout also read 6:53 a.m. 

	Large Louie Gravelle is a bail bondsman, one of several I freelance for. For Louie to be calling me at anywhere near this time of the morning could mean only one thing, and that was trouble. I flipped open the cell: “deHaviland.”
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