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    Jack Sheridan was struggling to breathe. 
 
    Smoke was everywhere, thick and noxious, a poisonous cloud that threatened to choke off his airway. He struggled forward, knowing he should be close to the exit door by now, knowing if he could just hang on a little longer he would stumble out of the blazing building into the cool, fresh nighttime air. 
 
    But Janousz was gone. 
 
    Where Janousz had gone, Jack could not say. The Eastern European hitter had been right on Jack’s six as they worked their way outside the Dominican Dragons’ headquarters after torching the place, and good riddance to it. It was even possible Janousz had fallen a bit off the pace but was still back there; Jack couldn’t say because of the heavy, billowing smoke. 
 
    But he didn’t think that was the case. He had the sinking feeling Janousz was now stumbling around the maze-like interior of the century-old factory, wheezing and hacking and coughing up phlegm, lost, finding it harder and harder to breathe. 
 
    Just like Jack. 
 
    If Janousz died it would be Jack’s fault. The man was here solely because Jack had requested his help. 
 
    Jack tried to curse and succeeded only in coughing. The cough was deep, and it shook something loose inside his lungs, something that traveled up his gullet and into his mouth, where he spat it out. The unidentified nastiness splattered onto the floor, heavy and wet, and Jack’s stomach rolled from the sound. 
 
    He worked to draw in a breath and succeeded only in filling his lungs with more smoke as he stumbled relentlessly forward, arms outstretched like a zombie in a 1950s grade-B horror movie. Without warning his hands struck the exit door, Jack now just seconds from safety. 
 
    He reached back for Janousz, knowing that instead of grabbing a fistful of the man’s shirt he was going to get only poisonous air, knowing by now that his worst fears had materialized, that Janousz had gotten lost inside the building. 
 
    And if that were the case, he would die. 
 
    Jack started to curse again and stopped himself, not wanting to spit up any more of whatever had come out of his lungs a moment ago. Every instinct in his brain was screaming at him to keep going, to push through the closed exit door, to stumble into the fresh air and save himself. 
 
    Going back for Janousz would be a death sentence. The building was massive and there was virtually no chance he could find the man before being overcome by the roiling clouds of poisonous black smoke. 
 
    But Janousz was his responsibility. 
 
    He couldn’t live with himself if he survived at the cost of another man’s life. 
 
    He pushed off the door and returned into the building, trying to picture the lobby as he remembered it, and the configuration of the hallways branching off from it. 
 
    They had just torched the Dragons’ stashes of drugs and weapons, all of which were stored in old manufacturing rooms branching off the hallway located directly across the lobby. 
 
    That was where Janousz would be. 
 
    Unless he’d made it as far as the lobby and then gotten turned around, stumbling down another corridor instead of straight across to the exit door. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Saving him would be an impossible task. 
 
    Jack crossed the lobby anyway, breathing in desperate, wet gasps. The smoke had thickened noticeably in the few seconds it had taken him to determine his next course of action. He crouched low and tried to duck-walk forward beneath the worst of the smoke. 
 
    But it was all the worst of the smoke. The air quality was no better down near the floor than it had been when he was standing upright, and the full impact of the futility he was facing dawned on him. 
 
    Janousz was already either dead or dying. 
 
    And Jack was going to die, too. 
 
    He tried to stand and discovered he could not. His muscles were giving out, starved from lack of oxygen, cramping and refusing to obey his brain’s instructions. He crumpled to the floor and pushed with his legs, inching forward in a modified combat crawl, determined to continue searching. 
 
    Take another breath. 
 
    He couldn’t do it. There was simply no breathable oxygen left inside the building. 
 
    Breathe, dammit. 
 
    It was impossible, and he felt the crushing weight of suffocation building in his lungs. It was as if a full-grown circus elephant had decided to park its ass right on Jack’s chest, refusing to move, settling in for the long haul. 
 
    He flailed his arms, reaching for his throat with his hands, clawing at his neck in a reflex action designed to do…something. He didn’t know what that something might be but could not stop himself from trying. 
 
    As darkness closed in, he found himself thinking of Edie Tolliver, the petite, beautiful woman with whom he’d fallen utterly, hopelessly in love. 
 
    You never said goodbye to her, he thought, and at that moment he realized what true hopelessness felt like. He would never see Edie again, would never hold her in his arms or cavort with her and her little daughter Janie on the playground, would never again— 
 
    He awoke from his nightmare with a deep intake of breath and a strangled scream. Sweat was pouring off him. The force of his panicked thrashing had pushed the blankets completely off the bed and onto the floor, where they lay in a twisted pile. 
 
    Jack sat up, shaking and hyperventilating, trying to slow his breathing down to something resembling normal respiration. This was the third time in the past week he’d had the same dream, and he was getting damned sick and tired of it. 
 
    He thought he had a pretty good idea why he’d begun having horrific nightmares after a lifetime of almost never dreaming: he was dreading returning to work for the Organization. He’d finally broken free and left his assassin roots behind, only to be drawn back in when he required assistance he could get only from the super-secret group on what was supposed to be one final freelance job. 
 
    A broken old man had come to him with a heart-wrenching story. Jack initially turned down the man’s desperate plea for assistance, determined to leave his old life behind in a last-ditch effort to salvage his shattered relationship with Edie Tolliver. 
 
    But Edie had been present as the elderly man told his story, and she had insisted Jack owed it to the man to help if he could. 
 
    So he’d agreed to take on the job. It was at that moment he’d realized he would do literally anything for Edie Tolliver. 
 
    But the assignment wasn’t something he could complete on his own, and there was only one place he could go to get the help he needed: The Organization. Jack had approached his old handler with the request, and Mr. Stanton readily agreed to supply Jack with the items he required. 
 
    But of course, with the assistance came a condition: that Jack agree to return to The Organization’s roster of operatives on at least a part-time basis. Jack had known the demand was coming and had been ready for it, but the sudden onset of recurring nightmares seemed to indicate his subconscious wasn’t fully on board with the decision. 
 
    He glanced at the clock on his bedside table and climbed out of bed with a shaky sigh. Three forty-five a.m. It was obvious he wouldn’t be getting back to sleep any time soon, maybe not for the rest of the night. 
 
    He lifted his blankets off the floor and dumped them onto the mattress. Padded out of his bedroom and down the hallway to the kitchen to make coffee. Part of him wished Edie were here sharing his bed, but mostly he was grateful she didn’t have to witness the intense nightmares. 
 
    She’d probably run screaming into the night if she had seen that spectacle. 
 
    He stood in front of the coffeemaker, leaning against the kitchen counter as the machine burbled and hissed and worked its magic. Moments later, Jack poured himself a cup of caffeinated goodness and moved into the living room. 
 
    He sat at his desktop computer and booted it up. Edie had told him more than once that he needed to “upgrade your tech,” as she put it. His response each time that he was perfectly happy with his “tech,” that he only used it for work, and that the software and hardware updates provided on a quarterly basis by an Organization IT professional kept his desktop operating at peak efficiency. 
 
    She’d shaken her head and chuckled. “That desktop computer is older than me.” 
 
    “Pssh. Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. I know how old you are.” 
 
    She punched his arm and said, “You’re hopeless, you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve known that since way before I got this computer,” he responded. “And as we’ve just concluded, that’s a loooong time.” 
 
    The memory brought a smile to his face. It always did. 
 
    He sipped his coffee and when the computer had finally finished whirring and clicking and making assorted other computer-y noises, he clicked on his specially encrypted Organization email account. 
 
    And was unsurprised to discover one message nestled in his inbox. 
 
    He clicked on the subject line to open the email. There was no question who’d sent it, because only one person in the world had this email address: Mr. Stanton. 
 
    Norbert, Jack thought, and chuckled. 
 
    He knew what the message would say before he moved the cursor to open it. He’d read messages from Mr. Stanton dozens of times over the years; probably hundreds by now, and they were always minor variations on the same theme: “We need to meet.” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. He’d expected this moment to arrive but it still felt soul-crushing. 
 
    He shut down his computer and sat in the dark, sipping his coffee and staring out his living room window. 
 
    He didn’t bother trying to return to bed. There would be no point. 
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    Canobie Lake Park was located in extreme southern New Hampshire, just across the Massachusetts state line and roughly halfway between Jack’s home and the majority of the Boston locations in which he’d met with Mr. Stanton. 
 
    It wasn’t the kind of park with flowers and trees and jungle gyms, although it was located hard by Canobie Lake. Rather, it was an amusement park, with roller coasters and kiddie games and water attractions. When Mr. Stanton specified Canobie as the rendezvous location, Jack at first thought he’d misread the email. An amusement park as the meeting place used to nail down the details on a contract killing? 
 
    But upon further consideration he realized Canobie Lake Park on a sunny early-summer day would likely be crowded and noisy and chaotic. Hopefully it would provide all the ingredients for an anonymous, un-recordable conversation. Jack and Mr. Stanton would simply look like a young father—maybe not so young anymore, Jack thought wryly—and grandfather strolling the grounds while the kids entertained themselves elsewhere in the park. 
 
    If nothing else, Jack’s drive would be cut in half from the sixty minutes it typically took him to get to Boston from his home. And since his return to the ranks of The Organization still contained their standard rejection clause—he could turn down any assignment for any reason, or for no reason at all—it was nice to know he wouldn’t have to waste an entire day on what would likely be a pointless meeting. 
 
    In typical fashion, Mr. Stanton was nowhere to be seen as Jack entered the park. A general admission ticket cost thirty-nine bucks, a price Jack considered steep for a meeting that was likely not going to lead to any income. He noted wryly that with the senior discount, their rendezvous would only cost Mr. Stanton twenty-nine dollars. 
 
    Jack stepped past the ticket booths and walked through the gates and then swept his gaze left to right. He saw only a teeming horde: teenagers holding hands, young children chasing each other in shorts and bathing suits, infants being pushed in strollers by harried-looking moms and dads. Even a fair number of older people, presumably bringing their grandchildren on an outing. 
 
    And the noise. The noise was deafening. A cacophony of shouting and the screaming of kids on thrill rides was layered over the steady buzz of a thousand separate conversations, many being held at high volume. Jack hadn’t been to an amusement park in years, and his concern about the potential of being overheard while speaking with Mr. Stanton vanished. Canobie Lake Park on this day was a model of barely controlled chaos. 
 
    I need to bring Edie and Janie here, Jack thought idly as he chose a left turn at random. He began walking and by the time he arrived at the Log Flume, which offered riders the opportunity to cool off with a massive splashdown, Mr. Stanton appeared from somewhere off Jack’s right, joining him in stride as he walked. 
 
    Jack could manage an impressive level of stealth if necessary, but he’d learned over the years that his Organization contact was practically ninja-like, materializing seemingly out of nowhere and then vanishing as effortlessly as he’d appeared. 
 
    They strolled in silence, passing a long line filled mostly with teens waiting to ride the Log Flume, moving deeper into the park. The buzz of conversation and faraway screams of excited riders continued unabated. Jack waited patiently for his handler to begin the conversation. This was Mr. Stanton’s party; he would get it started when he felt the time was right. 
 
    “It’s nice to have you back in the fold,” the older man finally said, nimbly dodging a giggling preteen girl being chased by a preteen boy along the paved footpath. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” Jack answered. He couldn’t quite bring himself to second Mr. Stanton’s assessment of his employment situation, but was surprised to discover he actually was happy to see his handler. Jack rarely found himself among others who shared his unique skillset and his passion for bringing justice to those unable to find it through the court system, so the opportunity to spend a little time in Mr. Stanton’s company was more enjoyable then he would have expected. 
 
    “Tell me what you know about Rocco Spinelli,” Mr. Stanton said without further preamble. 
 
    “That’s easy,” Jack answered. “Nothing.” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of Rocco Spinelli?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Not that I recall. Sounds like a mob goombah.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton nodded with a smile. “You’re doing great. Keep going.” 
 
    “That’s all I’ve got, and that was more of a wisecrack than an actual guess.” 
 
    “Rocco Spinelli is the Number Two man in the Palermo crime syndicate.” 
 
    “Operating out of Boston,” Jack said. 
 
    “So you’re familiar with the Palermo family in general.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Only what I’ve seen and heard in the news and through the grapevine. The Palermo family was involved in a bloody war a few years ago with the Russians for control of the northeast drug, prostitution and weapons market.” 
 
    “Exactly. That war ended without a clear winner, and the two factions have settled into an uneasy relationship. Not a truce, exactly, but sort of an involuntary splitting of the business.” 
 
    “So you’re saying there’s enough of a market for opiates, hookers and illegal guns to satisfy not just one, but two crime families.” 
 
    “Basically, yes.” 
 
    “Let me stop you right there,” Jack said. “I’m not getting involved in a mob war. I’m certainly not putting myself between competing crime families. If that’s what you’re looking for, you’re going to have to look elsewhere.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton shook his head. “It’s not. I wouldn’t put any of my operatives in that position.” 
 
    “Then what…” 
 
    “I was merely giving you a little background. The assignment involves Spinelli personally, thanks to actions he has taken and things he has done that are unrelated to his position inside the Palermo family.” 
 
    “Things such as?” 
 
    “Try routinely driving drunk and killing innocent people with his vehicle and then getting off scot-free, thanks to wealth and connections.” 
 
    “Routinely? What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Mr. Stanton smiled. “I’m glad you asked. In 2009, he passed a school bus illegally on the right side as it was letting children off, sideswiping it and killing an eight-year-old third grader. He left the scene, and despite the ‘accident’ occurring in broad daylight in front of the child’s mother and multiple other witnesses, Spinelli ultimately served no jail time and faced no meaningful punishment. 
 
    “In 2014, again while driving drunk, he crossed the median strip of Interstate 95, forcing a tractor-trailer off the road. The truck traveled down an embankment and struck a stand of trees. The truck driver was killed instantly. At least, the authorities hope he died instantly, because it took emergency crews forty minutes to cut him out of the vehicle, all while his legs were crushed under the mangled cab. Again, no jail time and no meaningful punishment for Mr. Spinelli. 
 
    “Oh, and by the way,” Mr. Stanton added. “The truck driver left behind a wife and three young children.” 
 
    The Organization’s head man paused and Jack assumed he had finished speaking. He opened his mouth to answer but before he could get a word out Mr. Stanton continued reciting his litany of horror. 
 
    “In 2017, Mr. Spinelli mowed down a young couple walking along the side of a South Boston road. High school seniors, they were. He was again driving drunk. Again he faced no jail time or any serious legal consequences. 
 
    “Last year, he was driving drunk in Mattapan when—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Jack said, raising his hand in the Stop gesture. “Hearing all this is making me feel sick. It sounds like Spinelli’s a slimy piece of work but the people in positions of authority who haven’t held him accountable deserve a contract on them every bit as much as does Spinelli. The entire scenario is disgusting. Letting a guy take the same deadly actions time after t—” 
 
    “You’ll not get an argument from me,” Mr. Stanton interrupted, speaking mildly. “But the fact of the matter is even The Organization has limited resources, as well as limited ability to go around removing judges, prosecutors and other authorities from the picture. What we can do, however, is remove Mr. Spinelli from said picture before he kills anyone else.” 
 
    “Just out of curiosity,” Jack said, “what is his death toll?” 
 
    “From his drunk driving misadventures?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Seven that we’re aware of. But there’s a sealed file from when he was involved in a motor vehicle accident as a minor. We haven’t yet been able to access that file, although we will eventually. But if I had to place a bet, I would say there’s an excellent chance we could add at least one more tally to the body count. Maybe more.” 
 
    Jack started to speak, and again Mr. Stanton cut him off. “But remember, those seven killed are just as a direct result of his habitual drunk-driving offenses. You can add many dozens more when you figure in drug overdoses, people killed by the illegal weapons he imports, and those killed in skirmishes between competing gang factions.” 
 
    Jack chuckled, despite the nausea he was still feeling from listening to his handler. 
 
    “Something funny?” Mr. Stanton said. 
 
    “Not funny, exactly. Ironic, maybe.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You would have made one hell of a trial attorney,” Jack said. “You can frame an argument like nobody I’ve ever met. In the space of maybe thirty seconds, I went from knowing absolutely nothing about Rocco Spinelli to wanting to rip his heart out of his chest and toss it into a Dumpster.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you’d be able to find one.” 
 
    “A Dumpster?” 
 
    “A heart.” 
 
    “Sounds like it.” 
 
    “So,” Mr. Stanton said. “Are you telling me you’ll take on this assignment?” 
 
    Jack sighed and gazed across the amusement park. Everywhere he looked he could see eight year olds playing, and high school seniors walking hand in hand, and young fathers having a day out with their children. He had thought he was finished listening to heartbreaking stories like this one, finished ridding the world of the worst of the worst. 
 
    Maybe you never really get to walk away. 
 
    “Damn right I’ll take it on.” 
 
    They had continued strolling through the park as they talked, and now Mr. Stanton stopped next to an unoccupied iron bench. He placed his briefcase on the seat and spun the brass tumblers on each side of the handle. Then he unsnapped the locks and lifted the cover and withdrew a plain manila folder, handing it to Jack before closing and relocking the briefcase. 
 
    “You’ll find all the pertinent data you need inside the envelope, as per usual,” he said. “The client would like the job completed next weekend, on the twelfth if at all possible.” 
 
    Jack accepted the envelope and slipped it under his arm as he stared at his handler. For a moment he remained silent, and then he said, “Next weekend.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “On the twelfth.” 
 
    “Also correct.” 
 
    “That’s oddly specific, and immediately raises a red flag in my mind. I assume you asked the client why it matters when the contract—not to mention the subject—is executed?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Jack spread his hands. “Care to share that information with me?” 
 
    “Apparently Spinelli’s wife travels to her mother’s home in Akron one weekend a year. The contract does not include the wife, and the client would like to ensure she is safely out of the way when the contract is executed.” 
 
    “There are plenty of ways I can eliminate Spinelli without involving the wife. She doesn’t have to be in Akron. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    “Nevertheless.” 
 
    “So the wife is the client.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton grimaced. “You know how this works, Jack. I’m not at liberty to divulge that information.” 
 
    “Fine. I understand. But it seems clear the wife’s safety isn’t the issue, or at least not the primary issue. She needs an alibi for when her husband gets whacked, and being in Akron offers a pretty damned solid one.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton said nothing. He simply gazed back at Jack, his face an unreadable mask. 
 
    “Now that I think about it,” Jack continued, “I’ve been to Akron and establishing a solid alibi is the only reason I can imagine anyone would voluntarily go there.” 
 
    A trace of a smile flashed across Mr. Stanton’s face and then disappeared. “If you have no more questions,” he said, “I really must be going. I’ve got a full day ahead of me.” 
 
    “I do have another question.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You’re not going to ride the Star Blaster with me?” 
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    Spinelli’s home was equipped with an alarm system. Of course it was. He lived in the leafy Boston suburb of Georgetown, an upscale community where you almost had to be a mob bigshot to afford a house in the first place. 
 
    The home looked brand new, and Jack knew from Mr. Stanton’s packet of intel that Spinelli had had the place built himself just a handful of years ago. In the process, the mobster ignored the real estate maxim of never owning the nicest home in the neighborhood. It was big and ostentatious, a McMansion on steroids, set off from the road by a long, paved driveway that wound past a man-made pond and through immaculately-landscaped greenery before terminating at a four-car garage. 
 
    Everything about the home screamed ultra-modern. Jack didn’t need to see the inside to know that every room would be painted the same sterile white and that the furniture would be all stainless steel and glass. Living in the house would be like residing inside a hospital operating room. 
 
    Or a morgue. 
 
    Given Spinelli’s obvious fascination with modernity, Jack had been unsurprised to learn the home was equipped with a wireless alarm system. Hard-wired systems had been around for decades, of course, but wireless was much newer. That newness would automatically would make such a system appealing to a guy like Rocco Spinelli. 
 
    The choice was irrelevant to Jack, beyond what it said about Spinelli, because he was more than capable of bypassing a wireless alarm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The home alarm signal jammer was not cheap. Priced at well over two thousand dollars on the black market, it was beyond the means—and in most cases, even the awareness—of the typical smash-and-grab burglar. 
 
    But it was, of course, not beyond the means of The Organization, or of Jack Sheridan. 
 
    The typical wireless security system featured radio frequency transmitters located inside sensors installed on the home’s doors and windows. When a door or window was opened while the alarm was armed, the affected sensors would transmit radio signals to a central hard drive/control panel, which would identify the location of the breach and sound an aural alarm while simultaneously notifying local police. 
 
    Exactly the same as a hard-wired system, only without the wiring, obviously. 
 
    A wireless alarm signal jammer operated by doing exactly what its name suggested: transmitting a super strong radio signal on the frequency utilized by the alarm system, causing white noise and effectively eliminating the control panel’s ability to detect and interpret notifications from its sensors. 
 
    Jack activated the jammer as he approached the house on foot, slipping out of the heavily wooded area to the rear and crossing the small back yard in a matter of seconds. 
 
    As always when working an assignment, he had rented an anonymous-looking late-model car earlier in the day, not wanting to risk his personal vehicle—a Dodge Ram pickup—being spotted anywhere near the scene. In this case, the rental was a three-year-old Toyota Corolla, which he had parked almost two miles away in a carpool lot adjacent to Interstate 95. 
 
    He’d planned the timing of his hike through the woods to arrive at the target’s home a little before three a.m. This would give him the best opportunity to take the man out as he slept. Barring a bout of insomnia on Spinelli’s part, the subject would never know what hit him. 
 
    A sliding glass door opened from the basement onto a small patio at the rear of the house, upon which Spinelli had placed a gas grill that looked as though it had never been used. Jack pulled out his lock-picking tools as he approached the door and then stopped in his tracks halfway across the patio. 
 
    The door featured a pair of narrow, decorative windows, one on each side of the entryway. The window to the left of the door—adjacent to the handle—had been smashed. The broken window would have allowed an intruder to snake an arm through and unlock the door, thus accessing the home. 
 
    It would also have set off the alarm system, assuming Spinelli had remembered to activate it. 
 
    Jack stood perfectly still, listening for an aural alarm and hearing nothing but the rustling of tree branches from a light summer breeze. He turned off his signal jammer and backed away from the patio. Then he crossed the back yard and slipped into the woods, awaiting the arrival of the police cruiser that would inevitably accompany the tripping of a home alarm. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    No police presence. No burglar exiting the sliding glass door. No lights coming on inside the home. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Jack remained patient, mulling his options. Something was clearly not right here, and the wrongness was making him uneasy. If Spinelli owned an alarm system and the home had been compromised, why were the police not here? 
 
    Had they already been here and gone? Could the window have been broken days ago and Spinelli simply hadn’t gotten round to fixing it yet? Jack supposed it was technically possible, but that kind of damage represented an extreme vulnerability that he couldn’t imagine any homeowner being comfortable with. Especially when that homeowner was a mob bigshot. 
 
    Jack shook his head and cursed under his breath. The prudent thing to do would be to call off the operation and retreat to his rental car. Discuss the situation with Mr. Stanton and determine the best course of action moving forward. 
 
    But the house was quiet and the police were nowhere to be seen. The contract had specified a narrow window of completion. And Jack was here now, prepared to execute it. The act itself would require no more than five minutes inside the home. 
 
    Against his better judgment, Jack once again broke cover and approached the rear of the house. Reactivated the signal jammer and tested the sliding glass door, expecting to find it unlocked. 
 
    He was surprised to discover he was wrong. It was locked. He resisted the temptation to reach through the broken window and unlock the door from the inside, instead using his lock-picking tools. 
 
    Inside of sixty seconds he had accessed the home. 
 
    The door opened smoothly and Jack entered the basement. Broken glass littered the floor. The damage was fresh. He stepped around it and continued. He’d memorized the layout of Spinelli’s home based on the intel provided by Mr. Stanton and moved quickly, climbing the stairs and entering the kitchen. Then he crossed a dining room featuring an ornate but ugly chandelier and—surprise!—a large glass and stainless steel dining room table. 
 
    He shook his head at the gaudy display and a quote attributed to H.L. Mencken popped into his head: No one ever went broke underestimating the taste of the American people. 
 
    The stairway to the second floor was located directly across a flagstone foyer from the front door, adjacent to an entrance to Spinelli’s mammoth four-car garage. Jack crossed the entryway in a half-dozen steps and climbed the stairs, marveling at the number of people who go to the trouble and sometimes considerable expense of installing home alarm systems but don’t bother availing themselves of at least an equally effective means of protection: a large dog. 
 
    The presence of, say, a German Shepherd or Boxer would not have been a deal breaker for Jack, but while electronic alarm systems could be counted on to act in an always-predictable manner, the same could not be said of a living, breathing animal, particularly one that had been trained to protect and defend its home and owners. 
 
    The Spinellis owned no such animal. 
 
    The stairs wound to the left and ended midway down a long second floor hallway. On the left side of the hallway was a large home office, presumably where Spinelli conducted meetings with his attorneys after mowing down another child in another drunk-driving incident. 
 
    Jack turned right. 
 
    At the far end of the hallway was a bathroom. A pair of doors to his left opened into bedrooms that were furnished ornately but unused. Spinelli was currently working on his second marriage, to a much younger former stripper named Amber. Jack’s intel packet had noted Amber’s age as twenty-five, making her nearly three decades younger than her husband. 
 
    Spinelli’s two children were from his first marriage, both in their late twenties and both living outside New England, meaning the two bedrooms on the left side of the upstairs hallway should be unoccupied. 
 
    Jack checked them anyway. 
 
    The bedroom doors stood open and a quick walkthrough confirmed what he already knew—no one was sleeping in the beds. 
 
    The master suite was located on the right side of the upstairs hallway, a huge retreat that ran the entire length of the house and featured a fireplace and master bath with Jacuzzi, as well as a shower with a ceiling-mounted rainfall showerhead. 
 
    This would be where Spinelli was sleeping. He would be alone, if Mr. Stanton’s intel could be believed. Jack believed it. The intel he received on his targets wasn’t foolproof, of course, but it was always up-to-date and highly accurate. 
 
    The bedroom door stood open. Jack supposed Spinelli would have no reason to close it. Even if his wife were here, the couple would be alone in the house. 
 
    But Amber Spinelli wasn’t here. She was in Akron. 
 
    Rocco Spinelli was alone. 
 
    Jack crept into the bedroom, mindful of the probability a guy like Spinelli kept multiple weapons inside his home, with one likely within arm’s reach—under his mattress, or stored in a bedside table—as he slept. 
 
    Jack’s eyes swept the room with the intention of clearing it, ensuring no one was here except a sleeping Rocco Spinelli. But as they did, red flags began waving and alarm bells began going off in his head for the second time in minutes. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    Something was very wrong. 
 
    Instantly Jack regretted his decision to enter the home. 
 
    A table covered with ceramic knickknacks had been knocked over, the tiny figurines smashed and scattered across the carpet. A fist-sized hole had been punched into the wall. 
 
    And there was blood everywhere. 
 
    Jack lifted his weapon and dropped to one knee as he faced the bed that should have contained the sleeping Rocco Spinelli. Blood had been spilled on the bed but it was empty, the bedcovers ripped off, twisted and trailing onto the floor as if Spinelli had been awakened from a deep sleep and then attempted to flee an attacker but gotten tangled up in the sheets and blankets. 
 
    Jack held his position, gun pointing into the room but aimed at nothing. He slowed his breathing and listened for any sign of Spinelli or an intruder, but a foreboding silence filled the house. 
 
    He pushed to his feet and crossed the suite, passing the foot of the bed, maintaining an alertness for the presence of another person while being careful not to step in any of the blood that had been splashed in great gobs onto the carpeting. 
 
    As he rounded the bed, the mystery of Rocco Spinelli’s whereabouts was solved. The murdering mobster lay face down on the floor on the far side of his bed. He’d clearly put up a fight, and that fight had taken him beyond his current location, based on the amount of blood that had been spilled. 
 
    But ultimately he had ended up in almost the exact spot he’d started. 
 
    He was unmoving and Jack knew he was dead, but he bent and checked for a pulse anyway. 
 
    There was none. 
 
    He checked again and when Spinelli remained dead, Jack stood and gazed at the body, trying to make sense of the scene. A bloody knife lay next to the corpse, and the amount and varied locations of the blood spilled made it clear Spinelli hadn’t gone quietly or easily. 
 
    Jack shook his head and whistled softly. This was a first. He’d been sent to eliminate a target but someone had beaten him to the punch. 
 
    He gazed around the room again, which was in a shambles. As he did so, the slightest hint of movement outside in the back yard caught his attention through one of the bedroom windows. 
 
    I’ve been set up. 
 
    Jack crouched below the level of the window despite knowing that nobody in the yard would be able to see anything inside a bedroom illuminated only by the ambient light spilling out of the open bathroom door. He duck-walked to the window and eased up enough to see outside. 
 
    A police officer was making his way slowly across the back yard, gun drawn. 
 
    He would arrive at the house in seconds. 
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    Jack crossed to the bedroom door. He hurried down the hallway as quickly as he could manage while also remaining silent. If one cop was approaching the house from the rear, there would be at least one doing the same thing from the front, and maybe more. Inside of thirty seconds, Jack would likely find himself trapped inside the house with a murdered man lying face down on his bedroom floor. 
 
    And a bloody knife next to the body, a murder weapon that would undoubtedly be found free of fingerprints. 
 
    Jack had not a speck of blood on him, which made it logically impossible for him to be the killer, given the violent struggle that had taken place, but that small detail would mean nothing to the authorities. 
 
    It might well mean nothing to a jury, either. 
 
    He descended the stairs, all the while expecting the front door to be breached and a startled cop to begin blasting away at him. He thought he recalled seeing something that might represent a way out of this mess as he was crossing the flagstone foyer on his way upstairs, and was banking his future as a free man on that recollection being accurate. 
 
    It was a long shot, but at the moment long was the only shot he had. 
 
    He hit the flagstones and reached for the entry door to the garage. A decorative wooden strip had been installed next to the garage door featuring a series of hooks, upon which hung three sets of keys, presumably to three cars parked in the garage. 
 
    Jack plucked all three off their hooks with his gloved left hand as he turned the garage doorknob with his right. From outside the front door came the loud, insistent hammering of a fist on the door as a voice shouted, “Georgetown police! Open up right now!” 
 
    Jack didn’t open up. He ignored the racket and instead slipped into the garage and eased the door silently closed behind him. Not knowing how many police officers were outside or where they might be located, he didn’t want to risk turning on the garage lights, not even for a second to get his bearings. 
 
    Instead, he knelt on the floor and unzipped his backpack. He lifted out a flashlight roughly the size of a cigarette and then zipped the bag closed again. He rose to his feet, covered the bulb end of the flashlight with his hand, and then switched it on. 
 
    He spread two fingers just enough to allow a sliver of light to penetrate, and as rapidly as possible scanned the interior of the garage. He expected to see cars occupying three of the four stalls based on the number of keys he’d taken off the hooks in the foyer, and that was exactly what he saw. 
 
    Parked in the stall closest to him was what looked like a classic Mustang, mid-1960s vintage, cherry-red and polished to a shine that would make an army drill sergeant proud. The car was too old to suit Jack’s purposes, so he immediately eliminated it from consideration. 
 
    The vehicle in the middle was an SUV, relatively new and large enough to use to mount an attack on a medium-sized country. 
 
    Dammit. The truck was new enough, but without a trunk it was no good to him, either. 
 
    He was down to his last hope. Farthest from the entry door was a late model Audi sedan, midnight blue and just as highly polished as the other two vehicles. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Jack switched off his flashlight and hurried across the darkened garage, trailing his gloved right hand over the hoods of the first two cars to remain oriented. When he reached the Audi, he moved to its rear and crouched as low as possible to get below the level of the windows installed in the garage doors. 
 
    Then he once again covered his flashlight and switched it on. He selected the Audi key from the three in his hand and slipped it into the trunk release. Its attached fob contained a button release but Jack knew he could raise the trunk much more quietly doing it the old fashioned way than via electronics. 
 
    He turned the key and a soft clunk indicated the trunk lid had been released. He raised the lid and reached into the trunk, praying it hadn’t been stuffed full of luggage or bodies or whatever the hell else a mob goombah might keep in his car. 
 
    It was empty. 
 
    Jack breathed a sigh of relief and crawled into the empty space. Then he pulled the trunk lid down and latched it as quietly as possible. 
 
    And then he settled in for the long haul. 
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    Homicide detective Matt Burke had always done things a little differently. Inside the tight-knit cadre of murder cops, Burke was known as a dinosaur, or even a bit of a flake. 
 
    Burke had been on the job longer than some of his fellow investigators had been alive, and he believed in science and the value of a solid evidentiary trail as much as anyone. Hell, give him a scene with six eyewitnesses and the killer’s fingerprints everywhere and identifiable DNA splashed all over the place, and Burke was as happy as the next guy. 
 
    But the unfortunate fact of the matter was most murders occurred outside those neat, tidy parameters. Even when witnesses were present, they were often hostile to law enforcement, or peripherally involved in the crime, or under the influence of alcohol or drugs, or frightened, or unsure of what they saw because everything happened so fast. 
 
    Even when the suspect’s fingerprints were present, they were rarely the only ones found at the crime scene, and often the other fingerprints were unidentifiable and had no legitimate business being there, perfect fodder for any marginally competent defense attorney to convincingly argue reasonable doubt at trial. 
 
    Even DNA was no guarantee of a positive outcome. Rarely were murder suspects and their victims unknown to each other, and that same marginally competent defense attorney could usually come up with a fistful of reasons why the suspect’s DNA may have gotten on the murder weapon and the victim, none of which had anything to do with murder. 
 
    Reasonable doubt. 
 
    So, while Burke valued witnesses and physical evidence, he also believed strongly in evaluating the intangibles present at a crime scene. He made it a habit to spend far longer at his crime scenes than investigators typically did, putting himself in the shoes of the victim, trying to see the scene as he or she would have seen it during the last few minutes and seconds of life. 
 
    Soaking up the atmosphere. 
 
    Using all his senses. 
 
    Thinking. 
 
    Naturally, his fellow investigators loved razzing him about his semi-unusual methods. His nickname among other detectives was “Columbo,” even though half of the men and women using it had probably never seen the television show from which the name came. 
 
    Some of them may never even have heard of it. 
 
    His superiors were torn regarding Burke’s methods, as well. Burke worked more slowly than most of his fellow investigators, and in a world where too many people were getting themselves murdered and not enough people were committed to solving those crimes, time was at a premium. 
 
    On the other hand, year after year he consistently cleared more cases than those same fellow investigators, so while the slow pace of his investigations remained a staple criticism in his yearly performance review, no one ever pushed him too hard to speed things up. 
 
    Homicide investigation was the ultimate result-oriented career, and to the extent any homicide investigator could be said to get results—a lot more murders went unsolved every year than the general public knew about—Burke got results. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    His phone rang around three-twenty a.m. and he was on the road by three-thirty. Connie hated these middle-of-the-night calls, but she’d long-since accepted the reality that homicide investigators were often summoned to work while the rest of the world slumbered. 
 
    In this instance, she rolled over and mumbled “Be safe” as Burke bent to kiss her goodbye, and he guessed she had returned to a deep sleep by the time he hit the bedroom door on his way to the garage. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Very few small central and western Massachusetts towns boasted police departments large enough to maintain their own homicide investigation units, and given the fact that most of those small towns—fortunately—went decades between murders, there would be little reason to do so even if they had the means. 
 
    On those occasions when someone did turn up dead and foul play was suspected, small-town police forces typically turned to their county district attorney’s investigators for assistance. In this case, the county was Essex and the phone call went to DA’s investigator Matt Burke. 
 
    He had of course been briefed on the identity of the victim, and even after being awoken from a virtual coma and before downing his first cup of coffee, Burke recognized the significance of the victim’s name: Rocco Spinelli. A dead guy with known connections to organized crime was sure to make for a messy and complicated investigation. 
 
    Burke arrived at the crime scene just before four. He began his investigation the way he always did—by seeking out and interviewing the first responders. The patrol officers and medical personnel who’d arrived at the home while Burke was still in bed would be the best and most reliable source of preliminary information regarding the crime. 
 
    In this case, there were a pair of responding officers, and they told him something that made his ears perk up immediately: a caller to the Georgetown Police dispatcher had reported not just a murder, but a murder in progress. The tipster had refused to identify himself—no surprise there—but dispatch had said the voice was clearly male and specifically stated Rocco Spinelli was in the process of being killed inside his own home and that the guilty party could be apprehended if police moved quickly enough. 
 
    The police had moved quickly enough, at least according to the two cops. That piece of information came as no surprise to Burke. He’d been a patrol officer himself many moons ago, and he doubted there was a cop anywhere who would admit to being slow responding to a call, especially a call that resulted in a dead body on a floor surrounded by lots of blood. 
 
    Burke made a note to check the elapsed time between when the officers had been dispatched to the scene and when they reported discovering the victim and clearing the home. He had no reason to think the officers had responded with anything but appropriate haste, but homicide investigation was all about being thorough, and it was a checklist item he would need to eliminate. 
 
    He then spoke with the responding EMTs. Yes, the subject was dead when they arrived. No, there was nothing specific they could tell Burke that might aid in the investigation. Yes, they would be happy to give him a call if they remembered anything else. Yes, they understood that no detail was too small. 
 
    After those brief interviews, he decided he was ready to enter the house and view the scene. 
 
    And it was ugly. 
 
    Spinelli had fought back hard against his attacker despite being unarmed, taken by surprise, and clothed only in his pajamas. Burke always tried to avoid approaching any scene with preconceived notions, but he was only human and his first thought upon learning the identity of the victim had been, “mob hit.” Rocco Spinelli was a known gangland figure, not at the top of the heap in the Palermo family, but high enough on the organizational ladder to warrant execution in any deadly inter-family dispute. 
 
    One look at the crime scene made him reconsider that theory. If this was the work of a professional hitter, it was the worst, sloppiest, most cut-rate professional job Burke had ever seen. 
 
    No pro would ever use a knife when he could use a gun. A knife was too risky. It required the killer to get up-close and personal with the victim, and made the odds of an unsuccessful outcome much closer to fifty-fifty than the near certainty of the outcome a couple of 9mm slugs to the brain pan of the sleeping victim would offer. 
 
    With rare exceptions, professional killers did not use knives. 
 
    Amateurs used knives. Amateurs with a serious grudge against the victim. Knives were intimate, and they were messy, and they made a very specific statement, intentionally to the victim but also unintentionally to the investigator. 
 
    Burke immediately decided that while he could not yet rule out Spinelli’s death being the result of his gangland connections, he might not want to make those connections the primary focus of his investigation, either. At least not yet. 
 
    Shortly after Burke entered Spinelli’s bedroom, the onslaught of other investigative professionals began. Cops poured into the home, and Burke put them to work searching the rest of the two-story structure room-by-room for evidence. 
 
    The forensic evidence team arrived, dusting for prints and photographing the body and the presumed murder weapon and the entire bloody scene, and then bagging and identifying the evidence. 
 
    Burke stood off to the side, remaining out of the way but keeping a watchful eye on everything as it happened. He was possessive of his crime scenes, and wanted to be certain no one contaminated them in any way that might allow an attorney, weeks or months or even years later, to convince a skeptical jury that those damned cops were up to their usual tricks, framing an innocent man or woman for a crime that the pure-of-heart defendant could not possibly have committed. 
 
    One by one the cops searching the rest of the house stepped to the bedroom doorway—they knew better than to enter the room where the murder had occurred—and reported finding nothing unusual. Burke had expected that outcome, which was why he outsourced the search of those rooms to others. 
 
    Time seemed to drag, partly because Burke finished his coffee within ten minutes of his arrival on scene, but also because it went against his instincts to stand around cooling his heels while others were actually doing things. It had always been that way for Burke, and he assumed it always would be until the day he retired. 
 
    Eventually the forensic team completed their business and retreated out of the bedroom. Burke had taken his own crime scene photos—he might be a dinosaur, but he still appreciated the convenience and professional quality of digital cell phone photography—and after a few minutes spent standing in the middle of the room virtually motionless, examining angles to the windows and attempting to discern patterns to the blood spatter, picturing how the life-and-death struggle may have gone down, he sighed and released the victim’s body to the medical examiner’s office. 
 
    The technicians brought a heavy black body bag into the room and placed it next to Spinelli. He’d died on his stomach, so they rolled him over, slipping his big body into the bag, then they pulled it up around him and zipped him inside. They lifted him onto the wheeled cart and trundled him away. 
 
    Finally, Burke was alone. He completed a search of the bedroom, taking his time and moving slowly in a grid pattern, expecting to find nothing significant and finding nothing. 
 
    By now the time was almost nine a.m. and he had been on the scene for nearly five hours. He needed coffee and a break, and he needed to write up his preliminary report. But mostly he needed to get away for a few hours so he could clear his mind before returning to work his flaky, dinosaur magic. 
 
    He left the bedroom and descended the stairs. Ducked under the crime scene tape and secured the door behind him. 
 
    Then he drove away in search of that coffee. 
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    The wait was a long and uncomfortable one for Jack. 
 
    The Audi’s trunk was carpeted, but it hadn’t been engineered with the needs of a grown man eluding a murder investigation in mind. Jack was no giant, but could manage little more than the occasional flexing of his knees and elbows in an attempt to keep the blood flowing and avoid muscle cramps. 
 
    All in all, his physical discomfort made the time drag, but he reasoned a few hours stuck inside a midsized car’s trunk was vastly preferable to spending thirty-to-life in a maximum-security joint for—and he couldn’t help smiling at the irony here—a murder he did not commit. 
 
    Despite the fact he was separated from the inside of Spinelli’s house by a closed trunk lid and one exterior wall, Jack was able to keep reasonably-well up-to-date on the early stages of the investigation occurring some forty feet—and one story—away. 
 
    It took awhile for the police to breach the front door after Jack took refuge in the garage, but eventually they did, smashing it in with what sounded like the crack of a thunderbolt. They entered and cleared the downstairs before proceeding to the second floor and discovering the victim. 
 
    At that point, the internal stopwatch inside Jack’s head began ticking. The cops who had initially approached and then entered the house secured the scene while awaiting the arrival of the homicide investigator and crime scene forensic unit. 
 
    With all the action having occurred inside the second floor master bedroom, he doubted anyone would pay much attention to the three cars sitting silently inside a darkened garage. Even if they did, they wouldn’t be able to search the vehicles unless they could locate spare keys somewhere inside the house or on Spinelli’s body. 
 
    Eventually, of course, that would happen. But it wouldn’t be anytime soon—law enforcement’s attention would be rightfully focused on other things for the time being—and Jack fully expected to be long gone before it did. 
 
    In the meantime, he tried to doze but could not. Probably for the best, he thought. I’m a light sleeper but that would be a hell of a way for my career to end—busted because of a random snore. 
 
    The investigators saw no need for silence, banging around inside and outside the house. Over the next few hours, Jack heard multiple vehicles come and go, more than one of them parking on Spinelli’s driveway just on the other side of the closed garage doors. He heard the clank of a gurney’s foldaway wheels as the victim’s body was finally loaded into an ambulance for the trip to the morgue after investigators had finished photographing the grisly evidence. 
 
    The double-slam of the rear doors immediately followed the metallic sound of the gurney sliding into the ambulance’s cargo box, and then the rumble of a diesel engine was followed by activation of the vehicle’s aural backup alarm as it reversed down Spinelli’s winding drive. Jack wondered idly why the driver didn’t just turn around and drive straight out to the road. Maybe he liked a challenge. 
 
    Hours passed at a snail’s pace. It was excruciating. Jack had entered Spinelli’s home a little before three a.m., so he knew the sun would be high in the sky before he was able to make his way back to his rental car. 
 
    The authorities would have cordoned off the entire house with yellow crime scene tape, and he guessed they would consider that act to constitute sufficient security, at least for the time being. They weren’t likely to station an officer as a sentry. Jack hoped not, anyway. This night had already been enough of a disaster without ending it by having to disarm and immobilize a police officer that was just trying to do his job. 
 
    By nine an eerie silence had descended on the house. The last engine he heard start up and then fade away had done so nearly ten minutes ago, and while he could not know for sure there weren’t still vehicles outside and investigators inside, he didn’t think that was the case. 
 
    Cops would be canvassing the neighborhood, though, to learn whether anyone had seen or heard anything of significance, so he would have to be even more careful than usual during the hike through the woods to his rental. 
 
    Jack decided to wait fifteen more minutes before making his escape, and that quarter-hour seemed to take every bit as long to pass as had the previous six hours, and that was saying something. He needed to pee, but he decided that discomfort constituted a small price to pay for the opportunity to continue life as a free man. 
 
    And tracking down whoever the hell had set him up to take the fall on a murder rap. 
 
    Finally nine-fifteen arrived. It was as good a time as any to find out whether he would be poking his head out of his little hidey-hole to see a series of guns pointed at his face. He didn’t think that would be the case, but you could never be too sure. He reached for the emergency trunk-release lever and pulled on it, and the trunk popped open with a clunk similar to the one he’d heard last night, only a little louder. 
 
    He pushed the trunk-lid up, covering the interior bulb with his gloved hand the moment it flashed on. If the police had decided to leave a patrol officer outside to secure the scene, and that cop happened to be sitting in his cruiser in the driveway, a flash of light coming through one of the garage-door windows would open up a whole new set of problems. 
 
    He pulled the lid back down and unscrewed the bulb, then placed it carefully against the left rear tire well. Pushed the trunk lid up again and eased onto the concrete floor, thankful his escape plan didn’t include outrunning anyone. At the moment, the best he would have been able to manage was a pained hobble as his muscles and joints rebelled against the treatment they’d been receiving for the last several hours. 
 
    Jack stretched his back and his knees, listening to them pop and crack as he did. Getting old is a lot more painful than I would have imagined. 
 
    After a moment he moved to the garage door and carefully checked outside. 
 
    No police cruiser was parked in the driveway. 
 
    That didn’t necessarily mean a cop hadn’t been stationed out there, but it seemed a good bet. From his position inside the garage, Jack could see the entire driveway and a good portion of Depot Road on both sides. If an officer had been stationed at the scene to keep curious onlookers away, he would have parked where those onlookers would have no trouble seeing him. 
 
    Jack felt satisfied he was alone. 
 
    He returned to the Audi and stood behind it, gazing into the space that had given him the opportunity to avoid a likely prison term. It was empty and the carpeting was damned near immaculate. Jack doubted the trunk had ever so much as held a suitcase. 
 
    He shifted his attention to the front of the garage. A wooden workbench had been constructed along virtually the entire length it. A series of large drawers were built into the workbench and Jack hoped one of them contained what he needed. If not, he would have to reenter Spinelli’s home and search closets until locating it. 
 
    He crossed to the workbench and began at one end, searching methodically, moving drawer to drawer and working his way toward the wall separating the garage from the main living area. Either Spinelli had been fastidious in caring for his tools or they were all for show and never got any use, because every last wrench and screwdriver and plier was shiny and clean and looked as though it had been placed inside its storage drawer immediately after being removed from its packaging. 
 
    Jack found what he was looking for inside the fourth drawer he examined. He smiled and lifted a small, handheld rechargeable vacuum cleaner off its charging stand. The charger was plugged in, its cord snaking through a small hole cut into the back of the drawer, and when Jack thumbed the power button the vacuum roared to life. 
 
    It would definitely be powerful enough to suck up any stray hairs Jack may have inadvertently left inside the trunk during his roughly six-hour captivity. It seemed unlikely that investigators would search the three vehicles for DNA, given that the murder had occurred half the home’s length away from the garage and one level up, but Jack wasn’t about to take any chances. He felt certain he would have enough time alone in the garage to complete his little housekeeping chore, therefore there was absolutely no reason not to do it. 
 
    He returned to the rear of the Audi, leaned into the trunk, and got to work. Cleaning the empty space thoroughly was a simple matter and took less than three minutes. 
 
    When he’d finished vacuuming, Jack shut down the machine and placed it on the floor next to the rear tire. He leaned into the trunk and reattached the bulb before closing the lid one final time. 
 
    Then he returned to the workbench and removed the vacuum cleaner’s charging station. A savvy investigator would wonder why Spinelli had placed an empty charger inside his workbench when every other aspect of the bench was shipshape, every tool in place. 
 
    Thus, the charger would have to disappear as well. 
 
    Jack placed the vacuum on the charger and locked it into place. Then he tucked the assembly under his arm, like a football player protecting the ball, and took one last long look around the garage, searching for anything that would suggest he’d been present at the scene of a brutal murder. 
 
    There was nothing. 
 
    He made his way into the house and crossed the foyer. Descended the stairs to the basement and opened the sliding glass door. He ducked under the police tape, pulled the door closed behind him, and slipped into the woods to begin the long walk back to his rental car. 
 
    He would empty the vacuum’s contents onto the forest floor halfway between the house and the car, and then dispose of the vacuum and charger in a random Dumpster behind a restaurant or hardware store during his drive back to New Hampshire. 
 
    He moved rapidly through the forest, reviewing the events of last night, thinking hard. 
 
    He was already planning his next move. 
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    Impossible. This was simply impossible. 
 
    The man in the black hoodie knew the stooge he’d set up to take the fall was inside the house when the fucking cops showed up. He knew it because he’d been watching the house the entire time. 
 
    He’d planned out this little adventure exhaustively. He’d thought of everything, including the perch he constructed high in a tree less than fifty yards from Rocco Spinelli’s home that afforded him an unobstructed view of both the front and the back entrances. It had taken him three consecutive weekends of careful construction to complete the build and do it without being seen or heard. 
 
    But he’d done it, and the man in the black hoodie was proud of the result, especially considering he was nobody’s idea of a carpenter. The viewing perch was slightly more extravagant than a hunter’s blind, but much less so than a kid’s tree house. It consisted of a simple series of two-by-fours, two-by-eights and plywood planks nailed to the crotch formed by a pair of thick branches two-thirds of the way up a sturdy oak tree. 
 
    Leaves and branches and the surrounding forest screened the perch from view of Spinelli’s home, but the man in the black hoodie could see everything with the military-grade binoculars he’d bought just for this job. 
 
    He was watching when the fall guy arrived, materializing out of the forest like a goddamned ninja and then disappearing inside Spinelli’s basement through the rear sliding door. It was the door the man in the black hoodie had used earlier in the evening, although the fall guy actually took the time to pick the lock, whereas the man in the black hoodie had taken the easier route: smashing the glass next to the door and the unlocking it from the inside. 
 
     But the point was he’d seen the guy enter Spinelli’s house. 
 
    He’d also seen the cops’ arrival on-scene, which had taken place less than ten minutes after the whispered call he made on his burner phone, tipping them to a murder in progress at 112 Depot Road. 
 
    “Please hurry,” he’d said urgently but quietly. “I can see it happening and it’s horrible. There’s blood everywhere!” 
 
    No lie there. 
 
    Then he ended the call and activated the timer app on his real phone. Eight minutes later, he watched as a uniformed police officer approached the house from the rear, practically retracing the fall guy’s path footstep by footstep. The cop moved stealthily, but his progress had been easy to track; nothing like when the wraith-like fall guy had entered a few minutes ago. 
 
    The presence of a cop covering the rear of the house meant, obviously, there was at least one other pig approaching via the front. The man in the black hoodie had been too busy tracking the progress of the cop behind the house to monitor the approach of the one in front, but when he swung his binocs around it only took a couple of seconds to locate that cop. 
 
    The fall guy was trapped inside the house. 
 
    There was no escape. 
 
    Everything was happening exactly as the man in the black hoodie had planned. 
 
    A few minutes after the cops entered the house, the real activity began. The discovery of Rocco Spinelli’s dead body spawned a wave of police cruisers, ambulances, unmarked police vehicles, even a fire engine. 
 
    A fire engine! Why the hell would they bring a fire engine to a murder scene? 
 
    Regardless, the man in the black hoodie watched them all. Men and women entered and left, some of them staying only a few minutes, others spending hours inside the home. 
 
    He watched as Rocco Spinelli’s body was trundled out of the house and into a waiting ambulance. At least he assumed it was Spinelli, and good riddance to him, zipped into a heavy black body bag. The ambulance drove slowly away with its cargo, no emergency lights flashing. 
 
    There was no need to hurry. It wasn’t like Spinelli was going to suddenly spring to life and require emergency medical attention. 
 
    He watched as an officer begin unspooling a long roll of yellow crime scene tape, stringing it tree to tree around Spinelli’s house before retreating to his cruiser and waiting for everyone to leave. When they did, hours later, the cop stepped out of his cruiser and sealed the doors with more tape. Front door, rear slider, and the garage doors, they all received the crime scene tape treatment. 
 
    The man in the black hoodie decided that particular cop must be low man on the totem pole, his only contribution to the murder investigation being to slap the damned tape around. He wondered whether the cop would then stick around to guard the crime scene, but a few minutes after completing his tape job, the cop fired up the engine in his cruiser and drove away. 
 
    And the man in the black hoodie was alone. 
 
    By now it was mid-morning. The sun had long-since risen and the man in the black hoodie was hungry and exhausted. But mostly, he was frustrated and worried and, suddenly, afraid. Where the hell had the professional assassin he’d hired for the specific purpose of absorbing a murder rap gone? How in the holy hell had he escaped capture? 
 
    Spinelli’s house was big, sure, and it was damned fancy, too. Nicer than the man in the black hoodie’s home, no question. But it wasn’t so goddamned mammoth that the cops, even small-town hick flatfoots like the members of the Georgetown PD, could possibly overlook a full-grown adult man lurking inside the home where they’d just discovered a violent, bloody murder. 
 
    However it had happened, whether due to the incredible ninja-like abilities of the assassin—who the man in the black hoodie had clearly underestimated—or perhaps the supreme ineptitude of the investigators, the guy who’d been slated to get sent up for the murder of Rocco Spinelli seemed to have escaped capture. 
 
    And that was a bad development. 
 
    A disastrous development. 
 
    Because Spinelli had fought like a tiger, despite the fact the man in the black hoodie had entered the house in the middle of the night and with Spinelli presumably fast asleep. He should have been disoriented and terrified and easy prey for a man with an eight-inch razor sharp combat blade. 
 
    But the asshole had put up an unbelievable fight and damned near turned the tables on the man in the black hoodie. Spinelli had eventually been put down, but not before inflicting some damage of his own. Which, of course, meant the man in the black hoodie had left some of his DNA inside Spinelli’s bedroom. 
 
    That wouldn’t have mattered had the fucking Georgetown Police managed some minimal level of competence. It would have been an open-and-shut case, the fall-guy stooge going to prison and the man in the black hoodie upgrading his own living situation immeasurably, regardless of the cuts and bruises he’d sustained fighting off Spinelli. 
 
    But the fall guy had somehow avoided capture. 
 
    Where the hell had he gone? 
 
    Despite the confusion and the fear and the adrenaline buzzing through his system, the man in the black hoodie felt his eyes beginning to droop. Between killing Spinelli and then spending the rest of the night and most of the morning sitting in a tree, he was exhausted. 
 
    He knew he should climb down from his perch and get the hell out of the area. The cops had disappeared for the time being, but they would be back, and in addition to searching the house again they would canvass the surrounding area if they hadn’t begun doing so already. That would mean his perch would eventually be discovered, and it would be very bad for the man in the black hoodie if he were still sitting in it when that happened. 
 
    But even more than being exhausted, the man in the black hoodie was paralyzed by confusion. He’d spent innumerable evenings plotting this event with his partner, their heads together anticipating every eventuality. 
 
    Or so they’d thought. 
 
    He had known the evening would not go perfectly; nothing ever does, no matter how thoroughly you plan. A trip to the grocery store was filled with unexpected setbacks and developments. Why would a murder/frame job be any different? 
 
    For the most part, though, things had gone according to plan, even though the man in the black hoodie had truly not expected such resistance from the victim in this little drama. 
 
    But when the time came for the “killer” to be served up to the Georgetown PD, he’d avoided capture, and the man in the black hoodie wanted to know how. He needed to know how. He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep until— 
 
    There he was. 
 
    The professional killer who at this very moment was supposed to be sitting behind bars awaiting trial for murder was instead walking out the same sliding glass door at the rear of Spinelli’s home through which he’d entered six-plus hours earlier. He slipped under the crime scene tape, eased the door closed, and then walked into the forest and disappeared. He was holding something roughly the size of a shoebox under his right arm, but even with his expensive binoculars, the man in the black hoodie couldn’t quite make out what the object was. 
 
    The man in the black hoodie felt his previously droopy eyes widen in astonishment. The fall guy who was supposed to spend the rest of his life behind bars had avoided a team of law enforcement professionals and investigators bustling around inside the house from the middle of the night to the middle of the morning. 
 
    And now he was gone. 
 
    And the man in the black hoodie had no fucking idea what to do next. 
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    Matt Burke reentered the Spinelli home via the front door. He sipped his coffee and worked on clearing his mind before heading up to the bedroom where the victim had been found. 
 
    His primary reason for returning this morning was to reexamine the crime scene, but it was not his only reason. After leaving the home a couple of hours ago, Burke had stopped in at Georgetown Police headquarters and reviewed the dispatcher’s log, as well as listened to the recorded transmissions between dispatch and the officers who’d arrived first on the scene. 
 
    The unidentified tipster had specified that not only was a murder being committed as he spoke, but also that if the officers moved quickly they would have time to apprehend the perpetrator. Anonymous tips regarding major crimes were not unusual, but what was unusual was the tip being phoned in as the crime was being committed. 
 
    To Burke it suggested a fractured conspiracy; that perhaps multiple people were involved in the plot to kill Rocco Spinelli, and that one of those conspirators was so unhappy with his situation he was actively working to get his partner or partners apprehended. 
 
    The possibility was something to consider, but the reason for Burke’s visit to the police station this morning had been to verify that the patrol officers actually had responded in a timely manner. 
 
    And they had. The cops reported on scene at the Spinelli home less than eight minutes after the call came in to the police switchboard. Surely the tipster hadn’t expected any speedier a response from a small-town police force in the middle of the night. If anything, he’d probably expected the cops to take longer to show. 
 
    Which led to the obvious question: why had the officers not encountered a blood-soaked killer when they entered the house? They hadn’t encountered anyone besides the corpse, and Rocco Spinelli had most definitely not murdered himself. 
 
    And there was something else. Burke had seen countless murder victims over the course of his long career, and while he would have to await the results of the autopsy to know for sure, he was willing to bet a week’s paycheck Spinelli had been dead longer than the forty-four minutes that had elapsed between the time of the call to the Georgetown Police and the time Burke entered the bedroom after speaking with the responding officers and the EMTs. 
 
    Something wasn’t adding up. 
 
    Burke crossed the foyer to the right, stopping at the door that accessed Spinelli’s four-car garage. One of the officers he’d tasked with searching the rest of the house earlier this morning had mentioned something that bothered Burke. 
 
    That officer had searched the foyer area, and after finding no evidence of value, moved on to the garage. He found nothing of interest inside it, but when he tried to search the trio of parked cars, he’d found himself unable to access any of them. 
 
    All were locked, and there was not a single car key hanging on the decorative wooden strip on the wall adjacent to the garage door. Its purpose was clearly to serve as a place to hang car keys, but it was empty. 
 
    The officer had returned to the interior of the home and searched every kitchen drawer, as well as the pantry and downstairs closets and the drawers built into the pair of end tables flanking the living room couch. 
 
    No keys. 
 
    Burke found it odd at the time and had jotted down a note to search for the keys himself. Perhaps Spinelli kept a set in the pocket of the pants he’d worn before bed yesterday. 
 
    The situation with the keys bothered Burke when the cop reported it, even though at the time he couldn’t have said exactly why. He had a lot on his mind supervising the flurry of activity inside the Spinelli home, but he knew if he spent a little time considering the issue later the reason for his unease would reveal itself to him. 
 
    And it had, while sitting alone in a diner eating his breakfast. 
 
    It was only a theory, but Burke thought it was a good one. It would explain how the perp had managed to elude capture: he sees the officers coming and races down the stairs, grabbing the keys off the hooks by the garage door. He then locks himself inside the trunk of one of those cars. 
 
    The pressure the perp would have been under was tremendous, and to think of such an ingenious method of escape suggested Burke was dealing with something much greater than the typical criminal mind. 
 
    It also suggested the presumed killer had been cooling his heels not three dozen feet away from Matt Burke himself during the earliest stages of the investigation. 
 
    Burke shook his head as he climbed the stairs and entered the killing room. He tried to force his annoyance to the back of his mind. Maybe the key thing is completely off base, and even if it’s not, you couldn’t have known. 
 
    He shook his head again. In a way, he hoped he located the keys to all three vehicles during this search. It would destroy his theory but would make him feel marginally better about himself and about the intelligence and savvy of the person he was up against 
 
    On the other hand, knowledge was power, and determining how the perp had escaped capture when he should have been inside the house upon the cops’ arrival might help his investigation somewhere down the line in a way he could not yet predict. 
 
    Matt Burke sighed as he prepared to conduct his second search of the bedroom in a matter of hours. He wished he’d thought to get a coffee to go as he was leaving the diner. It was going to be a long day. 
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    Burke began by repeating the grid search he’d run earlier, changing his perspective slightly by starting on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    His five a.m. search had begun on the far side of the bedroom, to the left of Spinelli’s bed, and he had worked his way slowly around the room in a clockwise direction. This time he started on the right side of the room, moving counterclockwise. It probably wouldn’t make a damned bit of difference, but Burke had long ago learned you never knew what might break a case wide open. 
 
    The blood on the carpet had by now mostly dried. It was beginning to flake along the edges of the splatter, and in the spots where it had pooled most heavily it seemed sludgy and thick. 
 
    The condition of the blood spatter was one reason why Burke suspected the victim had been killed earlier than the anonymous tipster’s timeline would suggest. A lot of blood had been shed, particularly in the area where Spinelli finally fell, and Burke doubted it could already have dried so thoroughly if he’d been killed around four a.m. 
 
    He moved slowly, examining the walls and especially the floor, looking for anything unusual or out of place. A stray hair, or a clump of dirt that might have fallen from an intruder’s shoes. 
 
    He found nothing. 
 
    When he arrived back at his staring point, he moved one step toward the center of the room and began again, repeating the process until he had covered every inch. Then he moved into the master bathroom, which was located to the left to Spinelli’s bed, and searched that space as well. 
 
    Again he found nothing that could be considered evidence. 
 
    It wasn’t particularly surprising; in fact, the real surprise would have been if Burke had actually found anything useable. Still, he didn’t consider it a waste of time. It was all part of the process. 
 
    Next, he moved to the side of Spinelli’s bed. If the victim had in fact been attacked in his sleep, Burke wanted to view the room from the perspective he would have had after being awakened by an intruder wielding a knife. The detective eased onto the bed and then lay on his back, scanning the room from left to right, again not looking for anything in particular. 
 
    A few framed photographs hung on the bedroom walls, all of them tilting drunkenly after being partially dislodged by the intensity of the life-and-death fight that had taken place inside the room. They were mostly photos of Spinelli and his latest wife, a pretty blonde woman who looked much younger than the victim. Here and there, droplets of blood had splashed onto the pictures and dried on the glass. 
 
    A hole had been punched into the wall, and blood spatter in three separate locations testified to the places the victim had been standing when his attacker landed some of the more serious slashes with his knife. 
 
    Burke lay on the bed, gaze wandering toward the ceiling, his attention focused on nothing and everything. The greatest volume of blood stained the walls from a distance of between about three and five feet off the floor, which would make sense given Spinelli’s roughly six-foot height. 
 
    A pair of aluminum grilles had been installed in the ceiling, roughly equidistant from each other and the sides of the room. Burke assumed these would serve as air exchanges for the central air conditioning/heating unit. At almost eight feet off the floor, the ceiling had remained nearly—but not completely—unaffected by blood spatter. 
 
    He climbed off the bed and went searching for a small ladder or stepstool. It didn’t take long. A five-foot stepladder had been stashed in the back of Spinelli’s bedroom walk-in closet. 
 
    Burke stared at it in surprise. Who the hell keeps a ladder in amongst his suits and ties and underwear? 
 
    He shrugged and carried the stepladder out of the closet, placing it beneath the grille closest the bedroom door. From his pocket he removed a small metal multi-tool and folded out the screwdriver portion. Then he climbed the ladder and began loosening the screws that secured the grille to the ceiling. He would examine the ductwork behind each grille before moving to the combination ceiling fan/light mounted directly in the center of the room. He had little hope his attention to detail would uncover anything of value, but would not be satisfied until he had investigated every possibility. 
 
    Old school. 
 
    The screws dropped into his open palm and then he used the screwdriver to carefully pry the grille away from the ceiling. The opening was worn at the edges, suggesting this was far from the first time the grille had been removed. 
 
    This is getting more and more interesting. 
 
    Burke unfolded the ladder’s small wooden shelf and placed the grille and screws atop it, along with his multi-tool. Then he fished a penlight out of his pocket and climbed one step higher in order to get as close a look at the ductwork as possible. 
 
    He lifted his penlight and shone it into the space and blinked in surprise. 
 
    Then he smiled. 
 
    Whistled in appreciation. 
 
    A tiny video camera had been installed at the edge of the heating/cooling duct, its lens placed flush against the area where the grille would be located were it still screwed into the ceiling. What appeared to be a small hard drive or data collection unit was affixed to the aluminum ductwork behind the video camera. 
 
    A thumb drive protruded from the data collection unit. 
 
    Burke gazed at the camera and tried to discern the angle at which it had been placed. As near as he could tell, the lens pointed more or less directly at Spinelli’s bed. And if the lens were wide enough, he thought the camera would cover most of the bedroom. 
 
    He lifted the grille off the ladder and fitted it back into the hole in the ceiling. Then he gazed at it carefully. His up-close examination revealed that a screwdriver or some similar tool had been used to carefully widen the gap between the third and fourth louvers, providing just enough extra room to allow the camera lens to film the bedroom unimpeded. 
 
    The modification was so minor that the possibility of it being noticed without direct examination was virtually nil, and in fact Burke hadn’t spotted it even with his face just inches from the grille as he was pulling it away from the ceiling. 
 
    He removed the grille one more time and then got to work unscrewing the camera and data storage unit from the aluminum duct. The camera was hard-wired to the data storage unit. 
 
    When he had removed the screws securing the surveillance equipment to the duct, Burke climbed off the ladder and retrieved a plastic evidence storage bag large enough to contain the camera and hard drive. He sealed it and tagged it and then moved to the second grille to repeat the search process. 
 
    Nothing was behind that grille. Likewise, he found nothing of evidentiary value when he examined the combination ceiling fan/light. 
 
    Having completed his search of the bedroom, Burke moved to the master bath and removed all the fixtures and electrical covers, as well as the grilles built into the ceiling for the air condition/heating system and the shower fan. 
 
    He struck out everywhere besides that first grille, but rather than being discouraged, Burke was elated. There was no way of knowing whether the surveillance unit contained any worthwhile data, or whether it was even operational. Hell, for all he knew, the camera hadn’t filmed a damned thing for years. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    But Burke doubted that was the case. 
 
    His suspicion was that Rocco Spinelli might have had a thing for filming his sexual conquests. Perhaps it was just with his wife, or perhaps with other visitors as well, visitors of the sort who only came to the home when Spinelli’s wife was elsewhere. 
 
    Or maybe the couple enjoyed the occasional videotaped three-way. Who the hell knew? 
 
    In any event, the possibility existed that there was actual videotaped evidence of the crime being committed. Granted, it was unlikely, but where there was a camera there was always the chance the camera had been running. 
 
    And if that were the case, it would be like locating an eyewitness, only better. Eyewitnesses were notoriously unreliable. Their changing recollections and unconscious biases directly influenced memories of an event, even one that had just occurred. 
 
    Videotape had no such weaknesses. Videotape was unbiased and objective. Videotape showed what it showed, and never changed its story. 
 
    It was far too soon to get excited, and his investigation had barely begun, but Burke was cautiously optimistic. 
 
    He smiled to himself and got back to work. 
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    “I was set up,” Jack said. 
 
    Edie Tolliver stared at him across the table, her eyebrows knitted together in concern. As owner/hostess/waitress/chief cook and bottle washer at the Three Squares Diner, Edie was able to take breaks whenever she wished during her workday, but Jack had learned long ago that his best friend and sometimes romantic partner was one of the hardest-working people he’d ever met. 
 
    Taking breaks wasn’t really part of the package. 
 
    She’d assumed sole control of the restaurant several years ago, when her business partner/husband abandoned her, taking off for parts unknown with a Three Squares waitress barely out of her teens. Edie was left to raise their young daughter and try to resuscitate a failing business alone. 
 
    And she had done exactly that, through a work ethic that would shame the hardest-driving multinational CEO, not to mention a dedication to her child’s welfare unmatched by anything Jack had ever seen. 
 
    He’d been smitten by the petite blonde from the moment he met her, and while their relationship was a rocky one—mostly due to his own missteps and foolishness—Jack considered Edie Tolliver his closest friend and quite possibly the finest person he’d ever met. 
 
    He was deeply, madly, and hopelessly in love with her. 
 
    Now she shook her head, her shaggy hair framing her face in a way that made it damned near impossible for Jack to concentrate. 
 
    “Set up?” she said. “How is that possible? I thought Organization assignments were made in complete secrecy. I thought the only people who knew about your assignments were you and your…associate.” 
 
    Jack smiled despite the gravity of the situation. Edie Tolliver, in addition to being hardworking, sweet and beautiful, was naïve to most of the ugliness Jack had seen over the last two decades. She’d become aware of his career field after her daughter Janie was kidnapped a few months ago, and Jack had been forced to reveal his true occupation in a desperate—and ultimately successful—attempt to retrieve the little girl. 
 
    But although she’d come to accept his line of work after experiencing firsthand the depravity of the men and women Jack’s employer worked to eliminate, by his design she remained unaware of anything but The Organization’s most basic structure. The more she knew about its operation, the more difficult it became for Jack to ensure Edie and Janie’s safety, and protecting them was his primary goal, even more than satisfying his Organization contracts. 
 
    Still, he found it amusing and sweet that she had never heard the term “handler.” 
 
    He sipped his coffee and tried to determine how much he could safely share with her. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said after a moment. “Theoretically. No one should be aware of the details of a particular contract besides the operative and the handler, with one possible exception.” 
 
    “Exception?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I’ve been working for The Organization for a long time, and even now I’m not privy to how most contracts are negotiated. Presumably there’s a kind of clearinghouse where management reviews the details of the most dangerous criminal offenders and decides which ones are worthy of removal via an Organization operative.” 
 
    “Something like a corporation’s board of directors,” Edie said. “A group to determine who constitutes the worst of the worst.” 
 
    “Exactly. But that’s not to say there aren’t occasions where an aggrieved party might request a contract on an offender. I’m sure that happens often, as well. And if the ‘board of directors’ investigates and determines the offender fits the profile for removal, a contract is then negotiated.” 
 
    “Sort of like what happened when Mr. Daly came to you last month regarding his son’s killing.” 
 
    “Sort of like that, yes, although Larry Daly’s case was slightly different in that he was a former Organization member himself. But you’ve got the general idea.” 
 
    “And in that scenario,” Edie said, speaking slowly as she reasoned it through, “there is at least one person besides the handler and the operator who is aware of the contract: the man or woman who requested it.” 
 
    Jack smiled. Edie wasn’t just beautiful and sweet; she was smart and intuitive as well. “That’s exactly right.” 
 
    “And if that were the case with last night’s contract, then that person may have been the one to set you up.” 
 
    “It would make sense,” he agreed. “It’s at least something I have to consider.” 
 
    “But even if all of that is true, how would that person know the contract would be offered to you, specifically? For that matter, how would that person know you were going to accept it? You told me in the past that you’re free to reject any Organization contract at any time, and for any reason.” 
 
    “That’s absolutely correct, and those are both legitimate questions. At this point I don’t have an answer for either of them.” 
 
    She checked her watch and Jack thought she was about to end their discussion and get back to work. She had already spent more time with him than she typically did when he came to the Three Squares for a visit in the middle of a workday. 
 
    But she surprised him. It seemed she was always surprising him. She bit her lip in concentration and then said, “There’s something very basic I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “Hit me. I’ll answer if I can.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure it was a setup at all? Maybe one of the police officers saw you approaching the house and got suspicious. Or maybe the victim—” Jack had not yet told Edie the name of the target, or anything about him beyond some very vague generalities—“managed to call the police before or while he was being attacked. Maybe they were there because he called them himself.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “First, I can guarantee the police didn’t follow me to the house, or see me entering. The majority of my approach took place through a heavily wooded area. It would have been impossible for anyone to follow me without me noticing. So if I had been seen by anyone it would have been almost two miles away from the scene as I was entering the woods. And even if that were the case there would have been no way for them to know where I was going.” 
 
    “But maybe someone—” 
 
    “Nobody saw me approaching the house, either,” Jack said with a smile. “This guy lived in the middle of nowhere, at least a quarter mile from his closest neighbor, and I approached his home from the rear at almost three a.m. I was out of sight of the road at all times. I’m confident neither of those scenarios applies. 
 
    “As far as the victim calling the cops, that definitely did not happen. I saw the murder scene up close. It was violent and bloody, chaotic. He wouldn’t have had time to make a call for help. He was too busy fighting for his life.” 
 
    “Maybe there was a mix-up and more than one person was assigned the contract. Maybe another Organization member beat you to the punch.” 
 
    Jack shook his head again. “I considered that possibility, but there’s no way. This was not a professional hit. It was way too disorganized. The scene struck me as…personal. Intensely personal.” 
 
    Edie looked confused. “How can a murder scene look personal?” 
 
    “Maybe personal is the wrong word,” Jack said. “But I definitely feel the victim knew his killer, that there was a significant amount of rage involved.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “First of all, a small window had been smashed at the entry site, which eliminates professional involvement. No pro is going to break a window when he—or she—could disable an alarm and pick a lock. Smashing a window is an amateur move.” 
 
    Edie nodded uncertainly. “Okay,” she said. She gazed at Jack appraisingly, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    He spread his hands. “What?” 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
    “Why would you think there’s more?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t ask you to explain why an amateur committed the murder. I wanted to know why you made the statement that the killer knew his victim and hated him.” 
 
     Jack grinned. God, he loved this woman. “I didn’t really want to get into it because I don’t think you need to be exposed to the…nastiness of my work.” 
 
    “I can handle it,” she said, meeting his gaze steadily. “Tell me.” 
 
    He sighed. “Okay. A knife is a very personal weapon. Intimate, almost. To use it, you have to get into the target’s space. Within arm’s reach. And with rare exceptions, it does not result in an immediate end to the situation. For the killer to use a knife suggests very strongly that he wanted his victim to know who was ending him, and he wanted to inflict the maximum amount of pain in the process.” 
 
    Edie shuddered. “That’s horrible,” she muttered, and Jack got the impression she was speaking more to herself than to him. 
 
    “We don’t have to talk about this, you know,” he said quietly. “We don’t ever have to talk about what I do for work, or about anything you find distasteful. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “But I want to know as much as I safely can about your job. It helps me understand, and makes me feel closer to you.” 
 
    Jack treasured those words. A few months ago he would have sworn Edie Tolliver would never want to feel close to him again. 
 
    “But maybe…” Her lips were in a thin bloodless line as she concentrated. 
 
    “Maybe what?” 
 
    “Maybe that knife thing was requested. Maybe it was a professional hit all along.” 
 
    “No. Most pros won’t work with a knife as the first option. It’s simply too risky. There are some, of course, but it’s a niche specialty. And if that had been the request, I would have seen it before I accepted the contract.” 
 
    Edie swallowed heavily. She nodded and finished her coffee. 
 
    Jack smiled. “You’re sorry you asked, now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she answered immediately. She checked her watch again and this time Jack knew her break was about over. “There’s something else I don’t understand,” she said. “The police must have swarmed that house.” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “Then how did you…” 
 
    “How did I manage to avoid them for six hours until I could escape?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He grinned. “Since 2002, all auto manufacturers have been required to equip their cars with emergency release levers inside the trunks. It’s for protection. In case the car owner gets kidnapped and forced into the trunk, he or she can escape. So I just—” 
 
    Edie smiled as she interrupted him. “That was some quick thinking,” she said. 
 
    “It was as much sheer, dumb luck as it was quick thinking. I was fortunate the target owned a sedan. If he hadn’t, I’d be sitting in a jail cell right now, while the district attorney’s office worked to build a case against me.” 
 
    Edie shuddered. “So, where do you go from here?” 
 
    “Straight to the source,” Jack said. “It’s against Organization policy for a handler to supply any more information than is absolutely necessary for an operator to complete a job. And as a general rule, it’s a good policy.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But good or not, as far as I’m concerned, that policy goes out the window when I get set up. My handler and I are going to have a good, long talk. And we’re going to have it soon.” 
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    “I need to know who took out the contract on Rocco Spinelli.” Jack wasted no time getting right to the point after they’d been seated. Steaming cups of coffee sat in front of both he and Mr. Stanton. 
 
    Today’s meeting had been hastily planned and was taking place inside one of the high-end coffee shops located in Boston’s Financial District. Midday during the week, the shops were crowded with brokers and accountants and other financial professionals eating lunch and discussing business, and the resulting ambient noise made the possibility of being overheard as close to nil as it was possible to get without speaking inside a lead-lined room. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too, Jack. I was unsurprised when I checked my encrypted email last night and discovered you had contacted me.” As always, Mr. Stanton seemed unruffled, his face a bland mask and his voice calm and measured. He didn’t seem particularly interested in meeting Jack’s gaze, though. 
 
    “I’m sure. The Rocco Spinelli story was all over the news last night. Given the circumstances surrounding the murder, it will be all over the news for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I would have been expecting your email even if the Spinelli story had gone unreported on the news, but your point is well-taken. There is going to be a lot of media attention on this one.” Mr. Stanton sipped his coffee and glanced around the restaurant. 
 
    “I’m well aware you understand my point,” Jack said. “I also know you realize that the amount of media attention surrounding the case was not it. I’ve handled assignments that prompted the close inspection of the media—not to mention the authorities—in the past. That doesn’t bother me in the least.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton sighed and took another sip of coffee. “Yes, I know,” he said softly. Then he sat without speaking. 
 
    “You’re going to make me say it?” Jack said. 
 
    Mr. Stanton had been looking down at the table and now he raised his head. Jack thought he was finally going to make eye contact, but instead of meeting Jack’s gaze his wandering eyes finally settled on something over Jack’s right shoulder. It was apparently fascinating, because he stared at it for a long moment. Still he did not speak. 
 
    Jack leaned forward and said, “Well, I guess that’s my answer. You know as well as I do that this job was a setup. Right from the start. It was never meant to rid society of Rocco Spinelli. We’re living in a better world now that he’s gone, there’s no question about that, but someone already had plans to take Spinelli out before you and I ever spoke at Canobie Lake Park last week.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair and waited for a response, but Mr. Stanton remained silent. 
 
    Jack shook his head. He’d known today’s meeting was going to be problematic, but this was ridiculous. Mr. Stanton had always been a straightforward, no-nonsense contact. Now he might as well be comatose. 
 
    An angry edge crept into Jack’s voice as he tried again. “You know, a conversation requires two participants. If you were going to sit there like a goddamned department store dummy, why did you make me waste an hour’s drive coming into the city?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you expect me to say, Jack.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second. I think you know exactly what information I want. But I’ll play the game. Let me be as specific as I can: I was set up, and I intend to track down the person responsible and make him or her pay. I refuse to be a victim, a patsy in someone else’s murder plot. You shouldn’t want that, either, nor should anyone above you in the hierarchy. Because if this devious little plan had succeeded, what would it say about The Organization that you could be manipulated in that manner with no consequences for the people pulling the strings?” 
 
    Mr. Stanton’s lips tightened but his face remained a blank slate. 
 
    “So,” Jack said. “With that as a background, let me get straight to my real point, not that it isn’t plainly obvious: I want to know who hired The Organization to eliminate Rocco Spinelli. That person is either behind the frame job or knows who is.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, Jack. You know I can’t.” 
 
    “So you can still speak,” Jack said snidely. 
 
    No response. Jack was intentionally baiting his boss, trying to anger him to the point he would speak rashly, but it was clearly not going to work. Mr. Stanton had been doing his job a long time, much longer than Jack had been doing his, and he likely knew exactly what Jack was trying to do. 
 
    Jack decided to move to Plan B. If pissing Mr. Stanton off wasn’t going to work, perhaps reasoning with him would. 
 
    He gathered his thoughts and spoke. “I understand perfectly well why The Organization is structured the way it is. Plausible deniability, and all that. Not only do I understand the structure, I concur with it. Given the nature of the work we do, it really couldn’t be any other way if you wanted to maintain the long-term viability of the group. That’s all well and good in theory. But once I become a target, the flow chart of The Organization’s command structure becomes irrelevant to me.” 
 
    He paused a moment and then finished his thought. “I need that information, and to protect the integrity of the organization you’ve spent the better part of your life building, you need to give it to me.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Jack blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Let me back up a bit. There are two ways in which The Organization determines how our resources will be best utilized.” 
 
    “Who gets targeted for elimination, in other words.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton wrinkled his nose in distaste. It looked as though he’d suddenly detected a nasty odor drifting out of his coffee cup. “That’s not exactly how I would describe it, but yes. Like any organization, our resources are finite.  They are extensive, but not unlimited.” 
 
    “Okay. And that affects me how?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that,” Mr. Stanton said. “And this is not typically a matter I would ever discuss with a field-level operative. It’s on a need-to-know basis only, and you would not normally have a need to know.” 
 
    “I’m honored,” jack said drily. 
 
    “You needn’t feel honored, but I want you to understand how seriously I’m taking—and by extension, the entirety of The Organization is taking—the events of two nights ago. We are fully aware of the ramifications you mentioned and are no happier about the fact we were used in such a treacherous manner than you are.” 
 
    “Then give me the name I want, and you won’t have to worry about it anymore. The problem will be solved post haste.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton smiled. “You’re like a bulldog, do you know that?” 
 
    “I am when someone threatens me or the ones I love.” 
 
    Jack’s handler nodded. “As I was saying, there are two methods of determining who becomes a subject of The Organization’s attention. The first is during the management’s monthly meetings. We assemble once a month and review accounts that have been compiled during the previous thirty days of activities that may seem heinous enough for the perpetrators to warrant our attention.” 
 
    “In other words,” Jack said, “in that scenario there is no contract requested by an outside party. The target is generated internally, by The Organization itself.” 
 
    “Exactly. The second method of targeting someone is the one you are undoubtedly referring to. A request is made by an outside party.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly. As he had outlined to Edie, he’d long suspected The Organization’s inner circle of targeting “the worst of the worst” for elimination, but this was the first time in over a decade of working for the group that he’d had those suspicions directly confirmed. 
 
    Mr. Stanton paused a moment before continuing. “And before you make what I feel certain is your next statement—demanding to know the name of the person inside The Organization that submitted Mr. Spinelli’s name for consideration—I want to assure you that the name did not come up during one or our monthly command meetings. I merely thought you should understand a little about how these names are generated.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jack said. “So it was a situation where someone requested a contract on Spinelli. Give me the name of the person requesting it and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “As I mentioned earlier, I can’t do that.” 
 
    Jack blew out a breath in frustration. “We’re talking in circles here.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to help you,” Mr. Stanton said, still speaking as softly and calmly as ever. “Quite the opposite. I’ve told you in the past how valuable you are to us and how fond I am of you personally. If it were in my power to give you the name, I most certainly would. I simply do not have the name.” 
 
    “How is it possible you could accept a contract from someone without knowing that person’s name?” 
 
    “I didn’t accept the contract. That’s not how it works. When I negotiate a contract, I never give it to one of my operatives. I pass it along to another Organization handler, who assigns it to one of his or her operatives. Likewise, when I assign you a job, it is never on behalf of a connection I have made.” 
 
    “You assign me jobs solicited by another handler.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton nodded. “Exactly. The contract may have been negotiated by an Organization handler in Dallas, or Los Angeles, or Fargo, North Dakota. But it was never negotiated by me.” 
 
    “More of that plausible deniability.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Well, go to whoever negotiated the contract on Spinelli. Explain the circumstances and what is at stake for The Organization, and get me that name. I’m happy to wait a couple of days if that’s what it takes.” 
 
    “I already did exactly that,” Mr. Spinelli said. “In fact, I convened an emergency meeting of The Organization’s command structure. My return flight just landed at Logan Airport an hour ago.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “While fully aware of the ramifications of the treachery perpetrated on our operative two nights ago, the staff felt—” 
 
    “On me,” Jack interrupted. “It’s not just an Organization operative. It’s me.” 
 
    “I know that,” Mr. Stanton said. “And I hope you believe me when I tell you I made your case as forcefully as I could. Unfortunately, management believes that since you were able to escape the home undetected, and thus will face no charges, the damage to The Organization was effectively nullified.” 
 
    “No blood, no foul.” 
 
    “Something like that, yes.” 
 
    “So nobody cares that someone tried to use The Organization as a patsy.” 
 
    “They care, but are satisfied it was a one-time situation that is unlikely ever to be repeated. It’s over.” 
 
    “It’s not over for me,” Jack said angrily. 
 
    “I understand that. And so does management.” 
 
    “But I’m on my own.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jack, but yes.” 
 
    Jack shook his head in disgust. He wanted to be surprised at the meeting’s outcome but couldn’t quite manage it. From The Organization’s standpoint the situation had been resolved successfully with Jack’s escape. None of them, Mr. Stanton included, felt the sting of the events inside Rocco Spinelli’s home as personally as did Jack. 
 
    “I guess our meeting is over then. Thanks for the coffee.” Jack stood to leave. 
 
    “It’s almost over,” Mr. Stanton said, “but not quite. Please sit down for just a moment.” 
 
    “Why would I sit? You just told me you can’t help me. I’ve got a lot to do and I need to get started.” 
 
    “I do have one small bit of intelligence you may be able to use.” 
 
    Jack stopped. He considered Mr. Stanton’s words and then eased back into his chair. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “As I said before, I was unable to convince the rest of the management team to share the name of the person who requested the elimination of Mr. Spinelli. But I know that the first person you’ll begin looking at is the freshly minted widow.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “It only makes sense. She’s much younger than Spinelli and likely stands to gain the most from his death, both financially and freedom-wise.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton shook his head. “It’s not her.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “During our emergency meeting, as I was making the case for you, it came out that Mr. Spinelli’s wife was not the person who requested the contract.” 
 
    Jack was silent for a moment as he digested Mr. Stanton’s words. He’d been virtually certain the wife was the guilty party. In addition to his theory that the widow stood to gain the most financially from her husband’s murder, she had quite conveniently been absent during the killing, hundreds of miles away in Ohio visiting her mother. 
 
    As alibis went, it was a damned good one. But it didn’t mean she couldn’t have hired someone. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “How confident are you that this information is accurate, that the wife wasn’t involved?” 
 
    “Reasonably. It wasn’t her. If I felt she had likely been involved, I would have held my tongue and let you investigate her first. But as I said, I understand your position and I want to help you. I admit, what I’ve given you isn’t much, but it’s a start, and I don’t want to see you waste your time when I can eliminate someone from consideration for you.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He’d known Mr. Stanton for years and to the extent he trusted anyone in this business, he trusted his handler. If Mr. Stanton said the widow wasn’t involved, he believed he was giving Jack good information. 
 
    It remained to be seen whether or not that was the case. 
 
    He drained his coffee and then met Mr. Stanton’s eyes. “I assume I can count on you for logistical support and equipment if either becomes necessary?” 
 
    “Of course. Management understands your position and that you may feel it necessary to even the score.” 
 
    “They understand, they’re just not willing to help me.” 
 
    “That’s correct. I’m sorry, Jack.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” 
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    Burke’s cellphone trilled in his pocket. He lifted it out and checked the caller ID and raised his eyebrows in surprise. The caller was Martin Cowley, one of the Computer Forensic Examiners working in the Massachusetts State Police Crime Lab in Maynard. He hadn’t expected to hear from Cowley for several days, at a minimum. 
 
    Burke pressed the green button and lifted the phone to his head. “Hey, Martin, what’s up?” 
 
    “Do you have time to come to the lab? There’s something here you’re going to want to see.” Martin Cowley was a man after Burke’s heart—all business, no bullshit, full speed ahead. 
 
    “Well, I was planning on spending the day interviewing persons of interest in the Spinelli case. How important is this thing you have to show me?” 
 
    “How badly do you want to solve the case?” 
 
    “I’ll be there in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cowley was bent over some piece of electronic equipment with a tiny screwdriver in his hand when Burke walked into the lab. Burke guessed the equipment might be a computer hard drive, but he couldn’t be sure because the forensic examiner had taken it apart and pieces were spread across the aluminum table in roughly a two-foot arc in all directions. It looked like debris from the world’s tiniest plane crash. 
 
    The scene reminded him of the time he was twelve and he’d taken his mother’s old-fashioned alarm clock apart, just to see if he could put it back together again. It turned out he could, but he’d had three unidentified pieces left over when he finished, and the clock never worked again. He’d done it without permission, of course, and had as a result spent three long weeks of a gorgeous summer grounded in his bedroom while his friends were hiking and fishing and playing baseball. 
 
    He wound his way across the lab and stopped next to Cowley. The man now had a small pair of tweezers in one hand and was using them to manipulate the wiring on some electronic component Burke didn’t recognize. Cowley was engrossed in his work and Burke briefly considered waiting to see how long it would take the tech expert to notice he was there. 
 
    Then he decided he couldn’t afford to waste half the day. He tried clearing his throat to get Cowley’s attention and when that didn’t work, tapped the man on the shoulder and said, “Morning, Martin.” 
 
    Cowley jumped in surprise and Burke grinned. “Sorry to interrupt you,” he said. 
 
    “No problem. I called you, remember?” Cowley carefully placed the tweezers, wires, electronic component and screwdriver on the table in a neat row and then glanced up at Burke. “Perfect timing, too, I might add. I could really use a break. If this crap gets any more miniaturized, I’m going to need to use a microscope just to find it.” 
 
    The technician rubbed his eyes and rose from his chair. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said, and crossed the lab in the direction from which Burke had just come. Two-thirds of the way to the lab’s entrance, he swerved right and stopped at a desk upon which a laptop had been set up. Plugged into the laptop was a thumb drive. It looked like the drive Burke had found during his search of Spinelli’s bedroom. 
 
    “Your friend was quite the lothario,” Cowley commented as he made an entry on the computer’s keyboard. A moment later the laptop flashed to life. A video on the screen had been paused and Burke immediately recognized Rocco Spinelli’s bedroom as viewed from the perspective of the ceiling heating/air conditioning grille in which he’d found the surveillance camera. 
 
    “He installed a spy cam in his own bedroom to film himself in flagrante delicto?” Burke said. “That was my guess the moment I spotted it.” 
 
    “Your guess was right on target.” 
 
    “Were any of his partners his wife?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t know, would I? But if his wife is somewhere on these recordings, she only makes a cameo appearance. As far as I can tell, he never filmed the same woman twice.” 
 
    “How many women are on there?” 
 
    “Close to two dozen.” 
 
    Burke shook his head. He wondered briefly how the hell a married man had managed to sneak two dozen women into his bed without his wife finding out, and then it occurred to him that perhaps the wife had known but either didn’t care or wasn’t able to do anything about it. Spinelli had been one slimy and mean-spirited bastard. Maybe it didn’t matter to him if his wife knew he was screwing other women in their bed. 
 
    Cowley didn’t mention anything about three-ways. 
 
    “And by the way,” the computer expert added, “there are probably other hard drives hidden somewhere in the home with other conquests on them. It seems unlikely this drive contains Spinelli’s first foray into X-rated video.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Burke said. “But I assume you didn’t call me here to show me an overweight middle-aged man getting busy with two dozen women.” 
 
    “You assume correctly,” Cowley said. He nodded at a chair that had been set up in front of the desk. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Burke sat and Cowley asked, “Are you familiar with the basic video controls? You know how to pause, rewind and fast-forward?” 
 
    “Sure,” Burke said, although he wasn’t at all sure. “Move the cursor over the arrow at the bottom of the screen and then click to play, move it over the double-lines and click to pause?” 
 
    “You’re quite the IT expert,” Cowley said drily. 
 
    “Despite my advanced age, this is not my first rodeo.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Cowley grinned and then said, “Happy viewing, Burke. I’ll be right here if you need anything, but I’m sure a tech expert like yourself won’t require my assistance.” 
 
    “Wiseass,” Burke said. He pressed the “play” button and the recording sprang to life. The bedroom was dimly lit but the video’s quality was better than he would have expected, with outstanding resolution and filmed in living color. Spinelli had spared no expense with his system. 
 
    On the screen, the soon-to-be victim was sitting up suddenly in bed. It was obvious he’d just been awakened from a deep sleep. He kicked off the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed, then shook his head like a guy trying to clear the cobwebs as he craned his neck and peered in the direction of the bedroom door. 
 
    A moment later a man entered the bedroom, the knife in his hand held chest high. Spinelli leapt to his feet and raised his hands in a defensive posture as he began backing away. He ran out of room quickly. 
 
    Burke paused the video. He squinted at the screen. “Spinelli knew the guy was coming,” he mumbled. “How the hell did he know someone was coming? If an alarm went off, why didn’t it scare the bad guy away?” 
 
    Cowley had begun walking away but he returned to Burke’s side. “What did you say? I missed it.” 
 
    “Just talking to myself.” 
 
    “I do that a lot, too,” the tech said. “Probably nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Wiseass,” Burke said again, but it was a reflex action. Most of his attention was focused on the computer screen as he worked through the answer to his own question. Rocco Spinelli had had a fairly sophisticated wireless security system installed when his home was being built, but unlike most modern systems, his did not automatically notify the local police when the alarm was tripped. 
 
    Apparently Spinelli had wanted to make the decision whether to call the authorities when he had an unwanted visitor or whether to deal with the intruder himself. The alarm had evidently activated inside the man’s bedroom but nowhere else. Either that or the intruder had heard the alarm go off but been undeterred. 
 
    Burke gestured at the computer. “The numbers in the lower right of the screen are the date and time, correct?” 
 
    “Wow, you really do know your tech.” 
 
    He ignored the comment. “So it was barely eleven-thirty when he was attacked?” 
 
    “Also correct.” 
 
    “And you’re certain the date and time stamps are accurate?” 
 
    “There’s no reason for me to believe otherwise.” 
 
    Burke flashed back to his suspicion that Spinelli had been dead longer than the anonymous tipster’s call to the Georgetown Police suggested. Then he shook his head again and pressed “Play.” 
 
    The video resumed and the man with the knife continued across the bedroom. He was dressed in jeans and a dark-colored hoodie with a baseball cap pulled low over his forehead. 
 
    Spinelli tried to move laterally, perhaps thinking he could dart past the attacker to the side, but his feet got tangled up and he dropped to his knees before springing back to a standing position as the man with the knife closed the gap between them. 
 
    His attacker had been moving deliberately but now he rushed Spinelli and slashed at him with the knife. Spinelli raised his arm instinctively to protect his head and incurred his first wound. He twisted away and flinched, grabbing his arm and falling to the floor once again before bouncing to his feet almost immediately. 
 
    The man with he knife came at him again and Spinelli ducked and lashed out with a sloppy karate kick that didn’t accomplish much besides pushing his attacker away momentarily as another knife-slash hit home, this time in the vicinity of Spinelli’s rib cage. 
 
    Spinelli went down for the third time. He rolled away across the floor in a desperate attempt to put some distance between himself and his attacker. By the time he got to his feet again he was halfway across the bedroom with the intruder in pursuit. The man landed another gash, splashing blood onto the wall and dropping Spinelli one more time. 
 
    Again the mobster struggled to his feet. His reactions were slowing and he was clearly suffering from his wounds, operating on adrenaline and the fight or flight instinct as his attacker advanced on him relentlessly. 
 
    Spinelli swung and connected with a roundhouse right, knocking his attacker to the floor but suffering another gash in the process. The attacker dropped the knife and both men dived for it simultaneously. Spinelli grabbed it first but couldn’t maintain a grip thanks to the blood streaming down his arm and into his palm. 
 
    It fell to the floor and the attacker snatched it up as Spinelli tried to roll away again. This time the killer was ready for the move and he blocked Spinelli like a catcher protecting the plate in a baseball game. 
 
    But this was no game, and there was nowhere left for Spinelli to go. The intruder swung his knife, plunging it into the victim’s back again and again. 
 
    Dozens of thrusts into the now-unresponsive Rocco Spinelli’s back. 
 
    Finally the killer pushed himself to his feet. He was panting from the exertion and he leaned over with his hands on his knees, remaining in that position for at least ninety seconds. 
 
    After he’d begun to regain his breath he stood up straight. It was the first time since he came into the video that he’d been standing without moving in a partial crouch or fighting with Spinelli, and Burke was able to estimate his height and weight: six feet on the button and one-sixty-five. 
 
    The attacker’s head had been covered with a cap and the hoodie when he entered the bedroom. Unfortunately for him, both had been knocked askew during the intense struggle. The attacker’s hair was sandy-colored and curly, and Burke made a mental note to have Cowley review the video frame-by-frame. He felt certain they would be able to recover a decent-to-above-average picture of the killer at some point. 
 
    As the video rolled, the man remained still, looking around the room, presumably trying to determine if he was leaving behind any evidence that might earn him a thirty-to-life stretch at Cedar Junction. He clearly had no idea he was being memorialized on tape, as he was in no hurry to cover his head or hide his face. 
 
    The killer finally decided it was safe to leave. He solidified Burke’s theory that this was something other than a mob hit by picking up his baseball cap and jamming it onto his head before turning toward the door and trudging out of the picture frame and, presumably, also out of Spinelli’s house. 
 
    And leaving the bloody knife on the floor next to the victim. 
 
    No mob hitter would ever kill someone and then walk away and offer the authorities the gift of the murder weapon, even if it were possible to find a professional who would utilize a knife to begin with, which was unlikely. Burke knew when the murderer was finally tracked down and apprehended, he would turn out to have some kind of relationship with the victim that was separate and apart from Spinelli’s status as a crime syndicate bigshot. 
 
    Burke whistled softly and shook his head as he pressed the “Stop” button. “This is gold,” he said. “It’s a rare situation when the victim provides an eyewitness account of his own murder.” 
 
    Cowley smiled. “I told you it would be worth your while to take a ride out here this morning.” 
 
    “You weren’t kidding. I assume I can take this thumb drive?” Burke pushed his chair back and climbed to his feet. 
 
    “Of course. But we’re not done yet.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I said there’s more to see. Take a load off and enjoy.” 
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    Burke looked from the laptop to Cowley and then back again. “I don’t understand. What more could there be?” 
 
    Cowley said, “Well, obviously the system kept recording. With Spinelli dead and the killer unaware of its existence there was no one to shut it down.” 
 
    “Okayyyy…” Burke thought he might have a general idea where the forensic tech was going with this, but couldn’t imagine what the specifics could possibly be. 
 
    “So when I first looked at the footage, I assumed its evidentiary value had come to an end with the departure of the killer. What could a video of a dead guy lying in an empty bedroom tell us? But then I decided I had nothing to lose besides a little time by being thorough, so I reviewed the rest of the footage, fast-forwarding, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And there was nothing on the video for close to four hours after the murder. But then…well, press play and see for yourself. I’ve edited the time where nothing is happening out of the copy of the video on your thumb drive, so keep in mind that what appears to occur just moments after the killer departs doesn’t actually happen until much later.” 
 
    Burke had remained standing as they spoke, but now he eased back down into the chair. Cowley’s expression was one of barely repressed excitement; Burke thought he looked like an eight-year-old kid coming down the stairs on Christmas morning. 
 
    He waited a moment longer just to get under Cowley’s skin and grinned when the tech took the bait. 
 
    “Come on,” Cowley urged. “Check it out!” 
 
    He clicked on the white arrow and the video resumed. For maybe ten seconds nothing happened, and then a figure loomed in the doorway. This one was dressed in black, exactly as the killer had been, but instead of a dark hoodie and a baseball cap on his head, he wore just the cap. The figure walked slowly into the bedroom and then froze. 
 
    “Our killer comes back for a return engagement? An encore?” Burke spoke the words even as he knew this latest visitor to Rocco Spinelli’s home was not the same man who’d had the knock down, drag-out fight to the death earlier. Physically, there was a bit of a resemblance—they were both wiry and roughly the same height and weight—but this second man carried himself differently than had the first. 
 
    The killer’s nerves had been apparent from the moment he entered the bedroom. He’d moved in quick, semi-panicked motions, carrying himself in Burke’s opinion like someone who knew he was in over his head but determined to see his mission through. 
 
    The second man looked just the opposite. He moved with a purpose and appeared calm and collected, even when faced with the sight of a lifeless and bloody Rocco Spinelli. Whatever this newest arrival’s purpose was, and Burke doubted he’d shown up under cover of darkness in the middle of the night with good intentions, the man clearly had not expected to encounter a dead Spinelli. 
 
    The figure on the tape instantly dropped to one knee after spotting the body, lifting a handgun and using it to sweep the room from left to right. After a moment he regained his feet and moved toward the corpse. He crouched and checked the victim for a pulse, obviously not finding one. Then he tensed and looked to his right. He duck-walked to the bedroom window and peeked out it, then retreated out the door and was gone, moving quickly but still under control. 
 
    Burke stopped the video and sat quietly, thinking. Cowley stood behind him without speaking. 
 
    After a moment Burke said, “And this time stamp is correct?” 
 
    “Again, as far as I can tell, yes. The camera continues recording right up until the moment you removed it from the ductwork in the ceiling. I got a closer look at your face than I’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    Burke chuckled. “Now you sound like my wife.” 
 
    “Obviously a saintly woman,” Cowley said. “But the point is it will be easy to verify that the time stamp is correct. I’ll simply check the time on the recording against the published time of sunrise as it gets light outside.” The technician jotted a note down on a small pad of paper. “I’ll have that info for you by this afternoon.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Burke said. “Assuming the time stamp is accurate, our second visitor just looked out the window and spotted one of our two responding officers. This means we can place him inside the home at the time of the cops’ arrival.” 
 
    “But he’s not the killer,” Cowley pointed out. “You just said these were clearly two different guys.” 
 
    “He’s not the killer,” Burke said. “But he’s involved somehow. And I want to know how.” 
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    Burke decided to interview the widow first. 
 
    Not a groundbreaking decision there, he thought. 
 
    It was Homicide Investigation 101: begin at the center of the victim’s personal circle and work outward from there. Spinelli’s extensive criminal history muddied the waters, and the murder of a mob figure would always set off alarm bells inside the head of any investigator that typically stayed silent when a law-abiding citizen was the victim. 
 
    But procedure was procedure, and Burke figured there would be plenty of time to question members of the Palermo hierarchy later. 
 
    Spinelli’s wife—her name was Amber, and she was blonde and busty and decades younger than the dead guy—had flown back from Ohio last night with her mother. They were staying for the time being at the Four Seasons, one of Boston’s swankiest and priciest hotels, and Amber Spinelli had agreed to speak with Burke this morning, provided her mother was permitted to sit in on the conversation. 
 
    That was fine with Burke. Under the circumstances, he was just thankful the grieving widow hadn’t edited the word “mother” out of her request and replaced it with “attorney.” It was a minor consideration, but still it was one point in the widow’s favor as far as Burke was concerned. 
 
    He parked at the City Place Garage, located around the corner and less than a block away from the Four Seasons. The morning was sunny and warm, perfect for a short walk. Plus, Burke detested dealing with valets, and hated only slightly less cruising the side streets of the busy downtown area trying to find an open meter. 
 
    He arrived at the Four Seasons five minutes after parking, which made him fifteen minutes early for his scheduled ten a.m. interview with Amber Spinelli. He strolled up to the front desk and was greeted by a male clerk who looked as though he’d been in his position longer than Burke had been alive. 
 
    The man looked him up and down, regarding Burke’s cheap suit, and remained silent for a moment before finally offering, “May I help you, sir?” His disdain could not have been more obvious had he crinkled his nose and called hotel security. He’d clearly decided the Four Seasons was a notch above what a man like Burke could afford for accommodations and, of course, he was right on target with that observation. 
 
    Burke grinned in delight. He couldn’t help it. There was little in this world he enjoyed more than making stuffed shirt snobs uncomfortable. 
 
    One of the few things he did enjoy more, though, was jailing murderers, and he answered, “As a matter of fact, you may.” He pulled aside his unbuttoned suit coat to reveal the gold shield secured to his belt and said, “Detective Burke of the Essex County District Attorney’s office. Please inform Mrs. Spinelli in Room 347 her guest has arrived.” 
 
    The man raised his eyebrows but, to his credit, seemed otherwise unfazed. “Of course, sir,” he said before picking up a desk phone. 
 
    Burke assumed Amber Spinelli would have preferred the Four Seasons staff not know she was speaking with a homicide investigator, but that wasn’t his problem. The murder had already hit the news, and since the widow hadn’t had the foresight to check in under her maiden name, she was going to find personal privacy hard to come by for awhile, anyway. 
 
    He strolled away from the front desk and gazed out at Boylston Street while he waited for Amber Spinelli to show. Traffic was heavy, with cars crawling along at barely better than a walking pace, passed on the road by the occasional bike messenger weaving in and out of traffic. And people think being a cop is dangerous, he thought. 
 
    Behind him, the click-click-click of high heels crossing the highly polished lobby floor in his direction told him it was time to go to work. He continued to gaze out the windows toward the street. 
 
    The clicking stopped abruptly and then a throat cleared. “Detective Burke?” 
 
    Burke turned around to see a well-dressed middle-aged woman standing maybe six feet away, arms crossed. Burke was no fashion expert but it was obvious the linen pants and light sweater the woman was wearing were expensive; probably worth more than all the stuff Burke wore in a typical workweek put together. Her hair was platinum blonde, just beginning the long journey to silver, and rather than making her look old, it had the opposite effect: it gave her unlined face the appearance of being younger and more attractive than it probably was. 
 
    She was too old to be Amber Spinelli, based on what Burke had learned about the murdered man’s wife. 
 
    Which meant it was the mother. 
 
    Which meant Burke was in for a very long day. If Amber Spinelli couldn’t be bothered to ride an elevator down three flights inside a luxury hotel to meet with the man investigating her husband’s homicide, how willing would she be to part with information? 
 
    “That’s right,” Burke said. He stepped forward and extended his hand, keeping his tone neutral. “And you are?” 
 
    “Unhappy you’re bothering my daughter at a time like this.” 
 
    Burke lowered his hand when it became clear the woman had no intention of shaking it. 
 
    “Oh?” he said. “And what sort of time might that be?” 
 
    “The time where she’s grieving the loss of her husband. The wound is fresh and her heart is broken.” 
 
    “She does understand he was the victim of a homicide, correct?” 
 
    “Of course she does. That makes the pain much worse.” 
 
    “Can she see through the pain enough to help catch the man who butchered her husband?” 
 
    “Of course she wants to see justice done.” 
 
    “Then we’re on the same side,” Burke said. He continued to keep his voice quiet and calm, as close to neutral as he could manage. Alienating the mother of his first interview was not the way to get the investigation off on the right foot. On the other hand, it was important he let this woman know he meant business and would not be pushed around. 
 
    Spinelli’s mother sighed. “I’m sorry, Detective,” she said, although she didn’t sound particularly sorry. “You people have hounded my son-in-law for years, since long before he met and married Amber. It’s hard not to let that color my opinion of you.” 
 
    “I never met Mr. Spinelli,” Burke said. “Never interviewed him, never crossed paths with him in any way, as far as I know. I certainly never hounded or harassed him. Do I know his history? Of course I do. Do I care about his history? Not at all, except as it may impact my investigation. It doesn’t matter to me what Mr. Spinelli may or may not have done in his past, again, except as it impacts my investigation. What I do care about is finding and apprehending the person or persons responsible for hacking him up inside his own home and leaving him to die on his bedroom floor.” 
 
    To her credit, Amber Spinelli’s mother held Burke’s gaze as he spoke. She continued to maintain a defensive posture, arms crossed, but he thought perhaps her expression softened a bit. 
 
    “Why don’t we start over,” Burke said gently. “I’m Detective Matt Burke. I’m the man who is going to put your son-in-law’s killer behind bars for the rest of his life. And you are?” 
 
    The woman remained silent for a moment longer and Burke thought he was going to have to take more hard line approach with her. Then she tore her gaze away from Burke’s eyes and extended her hand. “I’m Jane Halberg, Amber’s mother, although I suppose you’ve figured that out already.” 
 
    He took her hand. “It couldn’t have been any more obvious. I have two grown daughters of my own, and my wife would be just as protective of them, under the circumstances.” He thought but didn’t add, although I would have kicked their asses had either ended up with a guy like Rocco Spinelli. 
 
    He released her hand and said, “I assume you’d like to sit in on the interview?” 
 
    “Is this place stuffy and pretentious?” 
 
    Her response was so unexpected, Burke almost laughed out loud. He was beginning to like this woman, although his personal feelings wouldn’t make a damned bit of difference if it turned out her daughter was somehow involved in Spinelli’s death. 
 
    “Point taken,” he said. “Would you like to talk in the coffee shop? Breakfast is on me.” 
 
    Jane Halberg shook her head. “With Rocco’s murder hitting the news, anybody with a cell phone camera will be looking to get pictures, or even better, video footage, of Amber being interrogated by the police. I’d rather—” 
 
    “This is not an interrogation,” Burke interrupted. “We have no reason to believe Amber is involved in her husband’s murder. I’m simply gathering information at this point.” 
 
    “Understood. But you can’t tell me it hasn’t crossed your mind that Amber’s absence from their home this weekend was…convenient.” 
 
    Burke smiled. “Of course. But I really am here only to get some background info.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Jane Halberg said. “Media vultures will still be falling all over themselves to get video of law enforcement ‘grilling’ my daughter. I don’t want to do it in public. Would you mind accompanying me upstairs to our room?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Burke answered. “I was kind of hoping you would suggest that.” He gazed around the lobby, taking in its opulent furnishings. “I’m guessing it’s the only time I’ll ever see the inside of a Four Seasons room.” 
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    Jack sat in his rental, thrumming his fingers on the steering wheel and waiting for the homicide investigator to return to the parking garage. His strikeout in terms of getting assistance from Mr. Stanton and The Organization had left him with few remaining choices if he wanted to find whoever had set him up to take a murder rap inside Rocco Spinelli’s home. 
 
    And he very much wanted to do that. 
 
    So he’d gone back to the scene of the crime, literally. He returned via his backwoods path to the Spinelli home and waited. 
 
    And watched. 
 
    Investigators had left the house sealed with crime scene tape, which meant they weren’t finished with the place. Someone would return sooner or later to go through it again, and sooner was a hell of a lot more likely than later, given the high profile of the victim. 
 
    Within three hours of his setting up shop in the thick forest behind the Spinelli house, Jack had seen action in the form of an investigator who appeared to be in his early fifties. The man approached the home from the street and disappeared inside, remaining in the place until late afternoon and being joined by no one. 
 
    When he left, Jack followed him. It was risky; a professional investigator would be much more likely to spot a tail than the average citizen. But nearly two decades in his line of work had taught Jack a few tricks, and he felt confident in his ability to avoid detection. 
 
    For a while. 
 
    And he was hoping a while would be sufficient. 
 
    Around dinnertime, the man left the Spinelli house, pulling down the crime scene tape as he did. Apparently, whatever he’d been doing inside the home had convinced him there was nothing more of evidentiary value to be learned from it. 
 
    Jack followed him home, noting the name on the mailbox at the end of the man’s driveway and then returning to New Hampshire and firing up his computer for a little Internet research. Matt Burke was the man’s name, and he was a homicide investigator for the Essex County DA’s office. 
 
    Jack put aside the investigator’s identity and stayed online, delving a little more deeply into the public accounts of Rocco Spinelli’s life. He learned exactly what he’d expected to: that despite his official employment as a construction company owner, Spinelli was a Grade A slimeball and a major figure in the Palermo crime family. 
 
    Jack had shut down his computer and gone to sleep early. 
 
    This morning, he arose at four-thirty, ate a quick breakfast and filled a large travel mug with coffee, and had been in position down the street from Burke’s home by a little after five. He parked close enough to be able to identify Burke when the man left for work, but far enough away that the investigator—hopefully—would not become suspicious of the car parked along the side of the road. 
 
    Then he waited. 
 
    Just after seven, a car backed out of the driveway and drove away, and Jack followed at a discreet distance. 
 
    He’d been tailing Burke ever since. The man’s first stop had been at the State Police Crime Lab, where he’d disappeared into the building and stayed for close to an hour. 
 
    Then he left the lab, returned to his car, and drove into Boston. Ninety minutes ago he parked inside this garage, and so did Jack. When Burke left his car on foot, Jack followed him and watched as he disappeared inside the Four Seasons luxury hotel, which could mean only one thing: the grieving widow had returned from Ohio and was being interviewed by the man investigating her husband’s death. 
 
    Interviewing the victim’s spouse early in the investigation was standard procedure, and given the amount of money Spinelli had earned between his crime connections and his legitimate business interests, it made sense that the wife—and presumed beneficiary of any life insurance proceeds—wouldn’t be staying in a Motel 6. 
 
    Jack sighed. There were roughly a million things he would rather be doing than following the man investigating the death of a scumbag Jack had been contracted to eliminate. But he was determined to get to the bottom of the frame job. 
 
    He would follow Burke as long as necessary. 
 
    Eventually the detective would lead him to what he really needed: information. 
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    Burke followed Jane Halberg across the lobby to the bank of elevators. He caught himself admiring her ass as she walked and looked quickly away, shaking his head in annoyance. 
 
    He’d been married more than a quarter-century and virtually all of that time he and Connie had been happy, so checking out good-looking women roughly his age—or any age—was silly. Look but don’t touch was fine as far as general rules went, but he already had someone at home who was every bit as good looking as Jane Halberg, and probably a hundred times more pleasant to be around. 
 
    He especially needed to keep it professional with the mother of one of the primary focuses of his investigation. 
 
    Because Amber Spinelli wasn’t a suspect. 
 
    Not exactly. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    She wasn’t a suspect any more than anyone else at the moment, although that could change in an instant. But by talking to her, Burke at the very least might get a sense of whether she was being evasive with any of her answers. He could also use her information nail down a precise timeline of her husband’s activity the last few days of his life. 
 
    But none of that would happen if Jane Halberg were to turn around and see Burke staring at her butt like a starving man eyeing a steak dinner. 
 
    They reached the elevators and she pressed the “UP” button and a the pair maintained an awkward silence, Halberg doing her best to look everywhere but at Burke, suddenly finding the activity in the lobby—of which there was little at the moment—fascinating. 
 
    For his part, Burke was perfectly fine with silence. Over the years, he’d found it to be one of the most consistently reliable interrogation techniques, at least where non-hardened criminals were concerned. Regular people, even regular people who were guilty of a crime, often felt the compulsion to fill an extended period of empty air with words, sometimes eventually at the expense of their freedom. 
 
    Jane Halberg, of course, wasn’t being interrogated, nor was she suspected of any wrongdoing. Burke saw her as nothing more than a mother doing her best to protect her child. But now that he’d achieved at least her grudging cooperation, he saw no upside to idle chitchat that might have the effect of making her change her mind regarding that cooperation. 
 
    She was a means to an end, nothing more. 
 
    A bell dinged and the elevator doors slid open. A half-dozen businessmen and women stepped out and then Burke and Jane Halberg entered. She pressed the button for the third floor and transferred her earlier fascination with the lobby to the elevator’s licensing placard. Burke shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned against the elevator car’s rear wall. 
 
    The third floor hallway was empty when the doors opened and they arrived at Room 347 in seconds. Jane Halberg slipped her keycard into the slot on the door and they entered the room, Halberg pushing the door open and then stepping aside, indicating the interior with a grand sweep of her arm, like a game show hostess presenting the contestant with a look at his potential prize. 
 
    Burke stepped past her and into the most opulent hotel room he’d ever seen. The carpeting was an off-white color that Burke thought must be a bitch to keep clean. And it was plush, cushioning his feet when he walked like an overstuffed pillow. 
 
    The curtains were wine-colored, thick and expensive-looking. They’d been pulled partially open to reveal a breathtaking cityscape view. 
 
    Brass lamps and fixtures glittered everywhere he looked, reminding him just how far out of his price range the Four Seasons really was. He would have to be the beneficiary of about a five hundred percent raise to even consider renting a room here. 
 
    And even then, he’d probably choose to save the cash and stay at a franchise motel on the outskirts of town anyway. His frugality—Connie called it “cheapness,” but he chose to think of himself as careful with money—was one of the few sources of their very occasional arguments. 
 
    Sitting on one of the two unmade beds was a mid-twenties blonde woman, hair askew, eyes red and face puffy, like she’d been awake most of the night crying. Her resemblance to Jane Halberg was striking, which made an introduction unnecessary, at least from Burke’s perspective. 
 
    That didn’t stop Halberg from making one. 
 
    “Baby,” she said. “This man is Detective Burke. He’s leading the investigation into Rocky’s death.” The blonde gazed dully up at Burke without any real acknowledgement of her mother’s words, and Burke wondered briefly whether Amber Spinelli might be dealing with the loss of her husband by self-medicating. 
 
    “Detective Burke,” she continued. “This is my daughter, Amber. As you can see, she’s taking her husband’s death very hard. It’s why I approached you the way I did downstairs. Amber wants to do everything she can to help catch the men who killed her husband, but she’s fragile, as you might imagine. If I feel you’re taking the conversation in a direction I don’t like, I’ll shut this interview down so fast it will make your head spin.” 
 
    Burke worked hard to keep the smile from his face. He’d been interviewing suspects and witnesses for decades and felt not the least bit threatened or defensive by Jane Halberg’ words. 
 
    “I understand,” he said, and stepped forward, hand extended to Amber Spinelli. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    The young woman sat for a moment without moving before taking Burke’s hand. Her grip was loose but hot, sweaty. 
 
    A knock came at the door and Burke turned toward the sound, surprised. “Expecting visitors?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Halberg answered. “Visitors bearing coffee. It was a long night.” She strode to the door and threw it open, and a young woman dressed in black trousers and crisp white shirt stood on the other side behind a wheeled cart. An insulated coffee carafe sat on top of the cart, surrounded by three ceramic mugs, a sugar bowl and a silver pitcher of cream. 
 
    “Thank you,” Halberg said, and grabbed the cart as the hotel employee began pushing it into the room. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the young woman said. If she thought the scene was odd—middle-aged man dressed in a cheap suit standing between a disheveled, crying young woman in her pajamas and an older, elegantly dressed lady—she kept it to herself. “Will there be anything else?” 
 
    “We’re fine for now, thank you.” 
 
    The door closed and Jane Halberg pulled the cart to the center of the room. “I assume you drink coffee, Detective?” 
 
    Burke had had two coffees already this morning, but accepting the offer would perhaps help put the pair of women a little more at ease. Plus, he was more than a little curious what room-service coffee inside a thousand-dollar a night establishment might taste like and he couldn’t imagine ever getting another opportunity to find out. 
 
    “You assume correctly. Thank you, Ms. Halberg, that’s very kind.” 
 
    She turned to her daughter and said, “All right, baby, let’s get you out of bed. Come sit at the table and drink your coffee while we chat with Detective Burke.” She took Amber by the elbow and pulled her toward a circular table placed near the window, then busied herself making coffee. 
 
    Burke sat across from the new widow and said, “Let’s start with your trip to Ohio. How long had you been planning to visit your mother?” 
 
    “Pretty much since the last time I went home.” 
 
    “That would have been about a year ago?” 
 
    “Yes. Almost exactly a year ago.” 
 
    “Were friends and acquaintances aware of your plans?” 
 
    “I didn’t keep it a secret, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “So, anyone harboring a grudge against your husband would have been able to learn quite easily when he would be alone in the house.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I suppose.” 
 
    “And, to your knowledge, was anyone harboring a grudge against Rocco? Business contacts, friends, ex-employees, anyone you can think of?” 
 
    “Rocky didn’t discuss business with me. Not ever. He said it was for my protection. A lot of people, including cops, misunderstood him and he said he didn’t want them being able to use me to get at him.” 
 
    Jane Halberg placed steaming cups in front of Burke and Amber, and then sat at the table between them, cradling her own coffee. He ignored her and continued to question the widow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When he left the hotel sixty minutes later, Burke decided the coffee had been satisfying. 
 
    Amber Spinelli’s answers, not so much. 
 
    But that wasn’t the same as saying he felt she was being deceitful. While there was still a long way to go before he would clear the dead man’s wife as a suspect, his gut feeling was that her grief was real, not manufactured, and that she was truly mystified as to who might have hated “Rocky” enough to slice and dice him in his own bedroom. 
 
    She steadfastly refused to acknowledge her husband’s mob connections, and insisted his legitimate construction company was his only business. That was patently absurd, of course. Rocco Spinelli had a rap sheet dating back to long before his current wife was born. 
 
    Even though she had to have known her husband was connected, Burke’s impression was that Amber Spinelli had managed to convince herself the world—and especially law enforcement—was out to get him. Whether she was truly that blind or just willfully ignorant was impossible to know based on one conversation. 
 
    When he was preparing to leave the hotel, he stood and said, “I don’t know if the Georgetown Police have informed you yet, but your home is no longer considered a crime scene. The tape has been removed, and you’re free to return whenever you wish.” 
 
    Amber Spinelli shuddered visibly. “I’m not going back there,” she said. “I don’t think I can ever go back there.” 
 
    Burke rode the elevator to the lobby by himself. Then he stepped into the sunshine and considered his next move. It was barely noon. Time to pay a visit to the dead man’s ex-wife. 
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    Jack knew any interview with Rocco Spinelli’s wife would take Detective Burke some time, so for forty-five minutes or so he spent more time considering the bizarre scenario of being recruited to eliminate a man, then showing up to do the deed and finding someone had beaten him to the punch and, oh by the way, had tried to set him up to take the fall for the murder. 
 
    He’d been a professional assassin for a long time—his entire adult life, and he was now closer to forty than to thirty—and while he’d seen a lot of things people might find hard to believe, this was a new one. As frame jobs went, it was fairly creative, but Jack couldn’t get past the fact that using a knife had meant the killer almost certainly had left some of his own DNA at the scene. 
 
    That fact may or may not have mattered to a jury if Jack had been apprehended inside the dead man’s home, but it struck him as amateurish. It was definitely not the kind of mistake a professional would have made. And that encouraged him because it meant he was much more likely to root out the person who’d tried to set him up, but it also bothered him. 
 
    Who outside Rocco Spinelli’s gangland connections would have hated the man that much? Based on what Jack had discovered about Spinelli’s background and personality, it wasn’t difficult to imagine him leaving a trail of angry and bitter people in his wake, but killing someone in such an intimate, up-close-and-personal manner suggested something beyond anger and bitterness. 
 
    Something more like white-hot rage. 
 
    He was ruminating on that subject when Matt Burke rounded a corner and strode into view. The detective was moving briskly toward his car and his entire manner suggested not a man ready to take a lunch break, but rather someone interested in getting to his next appointment. 
 
    Good. Jack had no desire to tail the cop to Wendy’s and watch him eat a double cheeseburger. 
 
    Burke fired up his engine and backed out of his parking spot. Jack waited until the car disappeared around the concrete pillar of the parking garage before starting his own car and following. As much as he hated dealing with the city congestion, Jack knew the snarl of Boston traffic and its endless one-way streets would make it easy to follow Burke with only a minimal risk of detection. 
 
    If the cop’s destination was somewhere in the suburbs, things would change. But for now, Jack satisfied himself with paying the charge at the garage’s exit, allowing a couple of cars to fill the gap between himself and his target, and then following Burke’s lead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It turned out he didn’t have to worry about tailing Burke into the suburbs. Fifteen minutes after leaving the Four Seasons behind, the homicide investigator pulled into a paved, pothole-pocked driveway in front of a small single-family home in a tiny cul-de-sac in Dorchester. 
 
    Jack eased to the curb at the cross street and watched as Burke climbed out of his car, glanced down at a notebook in his left hand, and then peered at the number nailed to the front of the house. Only one other home had been built along the little circle, and its yard was overgrown, the house ramshackle and clearly abandoned. 
 
    The detective seemed satisfied he was in the right place and slammed his car door closed. Then he lumbered across the front yard and up a set of rickety wooden steps. 
 
    It seemed obvious to Jack that the detective had continued his investigation by moving from an interview with the widow to one with the next most prominent non-mob-connected person of interest on his list: the ex-wife. The Organization’s dossier on Spinelli stated the dead mobster had been married once before and divorced more than twenty years ago. 
 
    Down the street the detective pressed a doorbell and waited. 
 
    A moment later the front door swung open and a middle-aged woman stood just inside the house. Detective Burke said something and the pair had a short exchange before the woman clapped a hand to her mouth in apparent surprise. 
 
    Burke just told her that her ex is dead, Jack thought. He tried to gauge her reaction to the news for sincerity and decided it seemed about right. She had to have known Rocco Spinelli was mobbed up if she’d been married to him for longer than five minutes, so she couldn’t have been shocked to learn he’d been killed. Still, being informed of a death is always surprising unless the deceased is suffering from a terminal illness or is extremely old, neither of which situation applied to Spinelli as far as Jack knew. 
 
    After a moment, the woman regained her composure, more or less. She nodded and opened the door and Burke disappeared inside. 
 
    Jack glanced around at the shabby neighborhood and decided if this was, in fact, Spinelli’s ex-wife, she sure hadn’t been able to afford a quality divorce attorney. “Rocky” had taken her for everything but her dignity. 
 
    Maybe he’d taken that, too. 
 
    While the detective remained inside the home, Jack scanned the area but also maintained awareness of the front door. He didn’t want Burke sneaking past him while he rubbernecked, particularly since he wasn’t looking for anything specifically relating to the murder of Rocco Spinelli. It was more a case of exercising a career-long habit: maintaining the maximum possible awareness of his surroundings. 
 
    Traffic was steady, but this was a working-class neighborhood and in a few hours he knew the streets would be choked with cars as men and women made their way home after another workday. He wondered idly whether Burke had called ahead to ensure the ex-Mrs. Rocco Spinelli would be home, or he’d taken his chances with a cold call. 
 
    The second option was more likely. Surprise the witness and the interrogator will have a better chance of getting the real story. Let the witness know you’re coming and she has the benefit of minutes or hours to hone an alibi or massage a story. 
 
    After less than half an hour, the front door swung open again and Burke appeared. He stood just inside the home, his back to the door as he continued a conversation with someone Jack could not see. He assumed Burke was still speaking with Spinelli’s ex. There was no reason to believe anyone else was home. 
 
    He assumed also that Burke hadn’t heard or seen anything to spark his interest in the woman as a suspect; otherwise his visit would likely not have concluded so quickly. 
 
    None of the neighborhood traffic had turned down the lonely cul-de-sac during the thirty-plus minutes Jack had been sitting here, but now a midnight blue Toyota began a right turn from the busy thoroughfare. It eased onto Melton Drive—the cul-de-sac’s road—and then swerved violently back toward the street from which it had just turned. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    The car cut off a pickup and then swerved into an empty spot on the curb not twenty feet in front of Jack. 
 
    After a moment a male figure exited the passenger side of the car and then leaned in through the open window and began speaking to the driver. Ten seconds after that the passenger retreated to the sidewalk and waved as the Toyota screeched away from the curb. It pulled a U-turn and flashed past Jack, and he watched in the rear view mirror as it hung a left at the next intersection and was gone. 
 
    The passenger—it was a young man, probably early twenties, with curly brown hair and a tall, skeletal frame—stood unmoving on the sidewalk for a full ninety seconds, his eyes glued to the front door of Spinelli’s ex-wife’s house. He slouched forward maybe ten feet and stopped again. 
 
    Jack began to suspect it was the sight of Burke’s car in the driveway that was spooking the kid. He’d heard the expression, “Like a deer caught in the headlights” dozens of times, hundreds probably, but he doubted it had ever been more appropriate than in this situation. The young man looked exactly like a deer standing in the middle of a lonely country road at night, frozen to the pavement by the headlights of an onrushing car. 
 
    The screen door swung open and Burke exited the home. He walked down the rickety stairs and turned toward his car as Rocco Spinelli’s ex-wife stood just inside the door watching him go. 
 
    Jack thought Burke couldn’t look more like a cop if he tried, with his years-old suit and the gold detective shield clipped to his belt and the handgun strapped into a shoulder holster revealing itself with each flap of his unbuttoned suit coat. 
 
    The kid—Jack wondered what it said about him that he considered a full-grown adult male who was probably only fifteen years younger than him a “kid”—began backing slowly away from the house along the sidewalk, his eyes tracking Burke’s movements. 
 
    By now the cop had reached his car. 
 
    Burke opened his door and slid into the front seat, and only then did the kid from the Toyota turn his back and begin striding hurriedly away from the home of Rocco Spinelli’s ex-wife. He wasn’t running, not quite, but he was moving with a purpose he had definitely not exhibited previously. 
 
    Burke fired up his engine and began backing out of the driveway as the curly-haired young man reached the cross street. He turned right at the corner and disappeared. 
 
    Burke began motoring slowly away in the same direction. Where the kid had turned, Burke continued straight to a traffic light in the distance. Then he, too, turned right and was gone. 
 
    Jack’s intention had been to continue following the cop for the remainder of the day, and perhaps the next few as well, until getting some sense of where the investigation was headed. But that plan changed instantly with this development. 
 
    The young man was the right age to be the son of Spinelli’s ex. 
 
    He’d been heading straight toward the only occupied home at the end of the cul-de-sac before seeing the cop standing in the door. 
 
    Then he’d looked like the guiltiest man alive, before bolting. He had morphed from laconic to terrified in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    Maybe the kid’s reaction had nothing to do with the murder of Rocco Spinelli. Maybe he was dealing drugs, or wanted for a parole violation, or any one of a million other possibilities. 
 
    Still, it was something. It was the first something Jack had managed to unearth, and it looked promising. It certainly merited a little of his time. He could always pick up Detective Burke again tomorrow morning and continue with his original plan if this possibility didn’t pan out. 
 
    But for now, he would continue watching this little house in Dorchester and see what might happen next. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened next. 
 
    Nothing happened for over three hours. 
 
    Eventually, though, late in the afternoon, just as rush hour traffic began picking up in the neighborhood, the young man with the curly hair and the skeletal physique reappeared. 
 
    He approached on foot, along the sidewalk from the direction opposite where he’d vanished at the sight of Detective Burke. He moved cautiously, inching toward the house with what Jack thought could be considered the textbook definition of “extreme caution.” He hovered down the block, gazing at the house for at least three minutes as he obviously tried to determine whether the coast was clear. 
 
    Burke’s car as nowhere to be seen, so Jack thought the kid might be overplaying the caution angle a little. What did he think, Burke had ditched his vehicle and was even now cleverly concealing his bulky frame behind a shrub, ready to leap out and collar the kid as he climbed his front steps? 
 
    In any event, after a couple of minutes the curly-haired young man continued along the sidewalk, the shuffling, slouching gait he’d exhibited earlier back in full force. He turned up the driveway and crossed the weedy yard to the front entrance, fished a set of keys out of his pocket, then unlocked the front doors and disappeared into the home. 
 
    We just moved from interesting to fascinating, Jack thought. 
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    Overall, Matt Burke considered today’s events to be a net plus. 
 
    He couldn’t complain about the results of a day where he uncovered video evidence showing the murder occurring in real time. That such a video existed was a rare and wonderful gift, something that almost never happened in the world of homicide investigation, even in a society where everyone carried sophisticated recording devices in their purses or back pockets. 
 
    So he couldn’t claim to be disappointed in the investigation’s progress. 
 
    But the rest of the day had turned out to be a bust, and not the kind where he placed a suspect under arrest and tossed his ass into a jail cell. 
 
    The grieving widow struck Burke as a naïve young woman who had stumbled into a marriage with a slimeball old enough to be her father by virtue of her good looks and less than genius IQ. But neither of those factors was illegal, and they certainly didn’t add up to a murder conviction. 
 
    He could by no means clear Amber Spinelli at this point, but his gut told him she had neither the brains nor the desire to hatch a murder plot against her husband. 
 
    The visit to Spinelli’s ex-wife hadn’t yielded any better results. His initial impression upon seeing the shabby little house sitting in the middle of the shabby little Dorchester neighborhood was that her living situation might represent motive. Who was Rocco Spinelli to sit in his grand house with his much younger and more beautiful wife when Mary Carson was struggling to make ends meet after divorcing his sorry ass? 
 
    And it was always possible that was the case, but Burke didn’t think so. The former Mary Spinelli had seemed genuinely shocked to learn of her ex-husband’s violent death, and Burke had dealt with enough suspects that he thought his radar on the subject was pretty reliable. 
 
    Plus, the divorce wasn’t fresh and painful; it had happened a long time ago. “We got married when we were both teenagers,” Carson had said to him, “and I figured out inside of a few months I’d made a huge mistake. Even then, Rocco was in deep with the mob, and I knew eventually he would end up dead or in prison. He was flashing money around and driving fancy cars, and that held a certain allure when we were dating, but once we got married it occurred to me I was always going to play second fiddle to his crime connections, and sooner or later I would end up alone.” 
 
    She’d said it all matter-of-factly, answering all his questions with no apparent guile. When he’d mentioned that some people stuck in her living situation might resent the fact that her ex was living such an affluent lifestyle while she was…not, she had laughed like he was doing a Vegas standup comedy show. 
 
    When he asked what she found so funny, she’d said, “How much time do you have? First of all, Rocco isn’t ‘living an affluent lifestyle’ anymore, is he? He isn’t living any lifestyle anymore, exactly as I predicted so long ago.” 
 
    Burke nodded. It was a legitimate point. “What else?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You said ‘first of all,’ which by definition implies there was another point to follow. What was it?” 
 
    Mary Carson paused for a moment. At first Burke thought she was going to refuse to answer, or change the subject. 
 
    But then she said, “I’m not going to try to convince you it wouldn’t be nice to have money, Detective. Not Rocco money, that kind of fortune just brings heartache and trouble. That said, having enough cash on hand to know for sure I can pay my mortgage next month, and my car loan and the electric bill without sacrificing a meal here and there would be wonderful.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    She smiled. “But money isn’t everything, not by a long shot. There’s something to be said for independence, and decency, and living an honest life. The more I learned about how Rocco ‘earned’ his money, the less comfortable I was with it. It took me a long time to work up the courage to get out from under Rocco’s thumb, but one thing I promised myself was that if I ever got away from him, I was cutting the cord fully and completely. I wanted nothing from him, including his blood money.” 
 
    She paused for a moment and then said, “And I did it, too. Twenty-plus years since the split, not one red cent did I take from that man. I know this is no mansion, Detective. Hell, it’s just a rundown eighty-year-old ranch house sitting on a cracked foundation with peeling paint and creaky floorboards. But it’s MY rundown ranch house, and those are MY cracked foundation and creaky floorboards. I love my home and I wouldn’t trade it for ten of Rocco’s mansions.” 
 
    Burke nodded, slightly ashamed that all he’d seen as he drove up to Mary Carson’s home was a possible motive for murder. 
 
    “I think I have all I need,” he said. He moved to the front door and then turned and handed the woman a business card. “If you think of anything that you believe might be helpful in the investigation, please call me at any time of the day or night, although given how long ago the two of you were together, I admit it seems unlikely.” 
 
    She took the card and said, “I will, Detective. And I hope you catch whoever did it. Rocco was not a good man. In fact, he was probably a lot worse than you know. But nobody deserves to get carved up in his own bedroom, dressed only in his pajamas.” 
 
    Burke had outlined the circumstances of Spinelli’s murder because he’d wanted to see her reaction, and now he felt a little dirty about that as well. 
 
    Not so dirty he wouldn’t do the same thing again if he thought it might aid an investigation, but, still, seeing the way Mary Carson carried herself and the dignity with which she seemed to be living out her quiet life, it at least gave him pause. 
 
    He stood quietly and offered her a small smile. “Have a nice afternoon,” he’d said. 
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    Jack’s typical routine was to boot up his computer and check for any Organization messages first thing in the morning, after putting his coffee on and before starting the day. 
 
    He almost didn’t bother this morning, for the simple reason he had no intention of taking on any new Organization assignments until finishing the last one to his satisfaction: finding and dealing with the killer who’d used Organization connections to try to set Jack up on a murder rap. 
 
    But habit could be a strict taskmaster, and he’d already started the coffeemaker and then padded to his desk and thumbed the computer’s power button before giving any conscious thought to what the hell he was doing. So he walked back into the kitchen, poured the coffee when the machine finished its hissing/burbling/steaming routine, and then returned to his desk and sat down just as the desktop flashed to life. 
 
    He navigated straight to his encrypted email account, opening the mailbox and blinking in surprise at the fact it actually contained a message. WE NEED TO MEET, read the status line. 
 
    Jack knew immediately the email was from Mr. Stanton. Nobody else could send him an email because nobody else knew the address. Not even Edie. She knew he had a special Organization email, of course—Jack was determined to be as open as reasonably possible with her since almost losing her forever due to his obsession with operational secrecy—but she had no idea what the address might be. 
 
    He clicked on the message and a moment later its contents were revealed: “Boston Garden Parking Garage, ten o’clock sharp.” 
 
    That was it. No explanation as to why Mr. Stanton wanted to meet, or what was so urgent the meeting had to occur this morning, or even what options Jack might have if ten a.m. didn’t work for him. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Jack sat back in his chair and sipped his coffee, frowning at the email as if it smelled bad. He checked his watch. Seven-thirty. 
 
    It wasn’t like he couldn’t drive down to Boston. He had no particular plan in mind for the day besides placing the Dorchester home of Spinelli’s ex under additional surveillance to see if he could get a line on the young man who’d been acting so sketchy when Burke had been inside the house. 
 
    On the other hand, he wasn’t particularly enamored of The Organization at the moment. Their command structure had been used in an attempt to frame one of their operatives for a murder he hadn’t committed—the very definition of irony, considering Jack’s career choice—and they didn’t seem inclined to do a damned thing about it. 
 
    He understood Mr. Stanton’s explanation of The Organization’s rationale. 
 
    To a point. 
 
    But if any situation warranted making an exception to Standard Operating Procedure, this would seem to be it. 
 
    For the briefest of moments Jack considered answering the email with a brief, concise, straight-to-the-point message of his own: “No.” 
 
    But that was nothing more than his personality talking. He’d always been a contrarian, even way back in grade school. If the teacher said, “Sit,” he would make a point of standing first. If a kid tried to bully another student, Jack would pretend to be intimidated, right up to the point he dropped the bully with a right to the jaw. 
 
    Then he would march straight to the principal’s office, rather than waiting to be sent by a teacher. 
 
    So his flirtation with civil disobedience was nothing more than a pleasant little fantasy. If Mr. Stanton had emailed him so soon after their meeting in Boston’s financial district, he had a very good reason for doing so, and Jack could no more blow him off than he could have ignored the grade school bullies twenty-five years ago. 
 
    He sipped his coffee, alternating between staring at the contents of the seven-word email and gazing out his front window at nothing in particular. 
 
    Then he leaned over his keyboard and typed, “See you then.” 
 
    He sent the email, powered down the computer, and then wandered into the bathroom to shower. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Boston Garden Mr. Stanton was using as a rendezvous point wasn’t the original structure. The original Boston Garden opened in 1928, and for decades served as the home of the city’s professional hockey and basketball teams, not to mention the site of concerts, circuses and other events. Constructed above a train station, the original Garden was small and cramped and beloved by Bostonians. 
 
    That Boston Garden had closed its doors forever in the fall of 1995 upon the completion of the new building, originally known as the FleetCenter, constructed next door to its ancient counterpart and much roomier and more modern. For two-and-a-half years the original Garden stood abandoned, an ex-spouse dumped in favor of a younger model, before undergoing demolition in the spring of 1998. 
 
    The updated Boston Garden, now known as the TD Garden, featured a parking garage beneath the structure rather than train tracks, and while Mr. Stanton hadn’t specified where in the garage he wanted to meet, Jack knew it wouldn’t be a problem. Mr. Stanton would find him. 
 
    Jack drove his Ram pickup into the city, not bothering to rent a car for the occasion. He wasn’t on an Organization assignment, so there was no reason to be concerned his vehicle might be seen and remembered or appear on a surveillance camera. 
 
    Traffic was moderate but moving well, the stop-and-go hell of morning rush hour having ended at least sixty minutes earlier. Boston Garden was actually a more convenient trip for Jack than most other meetings taking place in the city. The structure had been built hard by Interstate 93, the north-south highway that ran just a few miles from Jack’s home before splitting the heart of the city and then meandering down the east coast to Florida. 
 
    He took his ticket and entered the garage, turning right and easing into the first available parking space. Then he unlocked the truck’s doors, cracked his windows and sat. The time was nine-fifty. 
 
    Three minutes later, the passenger door opened and his Organization contact slipped inside. Mr. Stanton was dressed, as always, in a suit and tie and black overcoat, which he’d left unbuttoned in deference to the day’s warmth. The outfit was topped off with his usual fedora. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon,” Jack said without preamble. 
 
    Mr. Stanton smiled. “I feared you wouldn’t bother checking your email for awhile. After our last conversation, I suspected you would be…less than inclined to chat for a while.” 
 
    “You can consider those suspicions confirmed,” Jack said. “And in fact I have a lot to do today, none of which involves accepting an Organization assignment. So if that’s what you’re looking for, I’m afraid we’ve both wasted our time.” 
 
    “Understood,” Mr. Stanton said. He seemed, as always, utterly unruffled. “However, on balance I think you’ll consider our little rendezvous time well spent.” 
 
    “And the reason for that is?” 
 
    “I have something you’re going to want to see.” 
 
    “Does it relate to the Rocco Spinelli situation and how I was set up to be the fall guy? Because if not, I’m not interested.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, it does.” 
 
    “Then I’m all ears.” 
 
    “I thought that might get your attention. I assume the name Detective Matt Burke means something to you?” 
 
    “You assume correctly.” 
 
    “I further assume it would benefit you to know some of what he knows, in relation to the Spinelli murder?” 
 
    Jack’s heart began to pump a little faster. “Damn right it would benefit me.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton reached into the interior breast pocket of his overcoat and when he removed it, Jack thought for a moment it was empty. Then he extended his arm and Jack accepted what was offered. 
 
    He glanced down at his hand. “A computer thumb drive? And what might this thumb drive contain?” 
 
    “Mr. Spinelli had equipped his home with an interior video surveillance system. The system included a camera mounted inside an air duct built into his bedroom ceiling, which I’m told he used to film himself in compromising sexual situations with numerous young ladies who were not his wife.” 
 
    “Maybe you misinterpret my interest in seeing a paunchy middle-aged man conducting bedroom gymnastics with young women. To clear up any confusion on that score, allow me to state unequivocally, I don’t care.” 
 
    Still as unflappable as ever, Mr. Stanton turned to Jack and offered a genuine grin. “I’m glad to hear that,” he said, “because that drive contains no video footage of ‘bedroom gymnastics,’ as you so colorfully put it. Perhaps I should have mentioned at the outset that Mr. Spinelli’s alarm system was designed to be activated during a break-in: a shattered downstairs window, for example.” 
 
    “I know about his alarm system,” Jack said. “I disabled it based on the intel you provided me, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, I remember,” Mr. Stanton said. “But the video surveillance system was hard-wired, and thus immune to the wireless jamming you used that rendered the alarm inactive.” 
 
    Jack felt a sense of anticipation begin to rise. “So his interior video surveillance system was synced with his security system.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton nodded. “And that security system was modified somewhat from the typical system. 
 
    “Modified how?” 
 
    “Instead of the alarm automatically notifying the local police department, or even the company’s monitoring center upon activation, it simply activated a warning tone on Spinelli’s cell phone and switched on the surveillance cameras installed in various locations throughout his home.” 
 
    Jack thought about Mr. Stanton’s words for a moment. “It makes sense, actually. If you consider the company Spinelli kept, he probably wanted the opportunity to assess the identities of any intruders before alerting the authorities to the fact he had visitors.” 
 
    “We see how well that worked out for him.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “True, and if he was still alive I’m guessing he may have begun questioning the wisdom of his home security strategy.” 
 
    He lifted the thumb drive. “So you’re telling me I’m holding video footage of the murder.” 
 
    “Correct. As well as footage of your own little sojourn into the home.” 
 
    Jack sat for a moment, thinking quietly. He appreciated the fact that Mr. Stanton let him do it. 
 
    After a moment he said, “I assume you’ve viewed the contents of the drive?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “I’ll know for myself as soon as I have an opportunity to look at the footage, but I have to ask: how identifiable am I on the tape?” 
 
    “Not very,” Mr. Stanton replied. It was clear he’d been expecting the question. “The footage is high quality, relatively speaking, but the lighting was dim and you concealed your appearance well with the dark clothing and baseball cap. But the most important factor was that at no time did you glance up at the ceiling, where the camera was mounted.” 
 
    “And the killer?” 
 
    “His situation is much the same as yours, however there are several instances where the viewer gets a fairly decent look at his features, thanks to the intensity of the struggle.” 
 
    Jack pocketed the thumb drive. “How did you get this?” 
 
    Mr. Stanton smiled again. “After all this time you continue to underestimate The Organization, Jack.” 
 
    He chuckled despite himself. “Fair enough,” he said. “But there’s something I need to ask you.” 
 
    “Go right ahead. I’m an open book.” 
 
    This time Jack laughed out loud. “Of course you are.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Why are you giving me this? My understanding after our last conversation was that your hands were tied, that there was nothing you could do to help me.” 
 
    “If that was the impression I left you with, then I was unclear,” Mr. Stanton answered. “As I recall the conversation, you wanted to know the identity of the person who had contracted with an Organization representative to eliminate Mr. Spinelli.” 
 
    “That’s about the size of it,” Jack agreed. 
 
    “And my response was—and still remains—that it is not possible to get you that information. I never intended to give you the impression I would not help you in any way I could. You’re a valuable member of this organization, Jack. I want to see you receive satisfaction every bit as much as you want to receive it.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Jack answered immediately. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you that one,” Mr. Stanton said. “Nevertheless, what happened to you remains of grave concern to me. That’s why I utilized Organization resources to procure that thumb drive.” 
 
    Jack reached into his pocket and removed the drive. He held it in his hand and, without looking at his handler, said, “I owe you an apology. I was too quick to assume you would leave me hanging without support after finding myself trapped inside that house. I should have known better than to believe that of you, both professionally and personally. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Mr. Stanton waved his hand. “No apology is necessary, other than on my part. I wasn’t clear enough when we last spoke. But for future reference, I will always help in any way I can.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said. “And I don’t know where the video on this thumb drive will lead, but it’s got to be helpful.” 
 
    “Those were my thoughts precisely. And now,” Mr. Stanton said, “I think it’s time for both of us to get back to work.” 
 
    He opened the door and stepped out of the truck, then leaned back in through the open window. “Good luck. Let me know if I can be of any further assistance.” Then he turned and began walking briskly toward the dimly lit interior of the parking garage. 
 
    In seconds he was gone. 
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    Jack watched the video footage three times. It was bloody and brutal, but the resolution was surprisingly clear, given the fact that the only lighting during the attack seemed to be spilling out master bathroom’s open door. Mr. Stanton had said Spinelli liked to film himself in bed with young women, so it seemed obvious he had spent enough to acquire high-end video equipment. 
 
    Jack doubted his intention had been to capture his own murder on film. 
 
    The first time he plugged the thumb drive into his computer, Jack watched the clip from beginning to end at real-time speed. He wanted to get a feel for exactly how the attack had gone down. 
 
    The intruder entered the bedroom, moving quickly, and Spinelli barely had time to back away from his bed before the first slashes of the knife came. The victim moved more quickly than Jack would have predicted, based on his girth—he was at least twenty pounds overweight—and his age. Jack supposed the knowledge that you were fighting for your life might spur a faster-than-normal reaction time out of anyone. 
 
    Although Spinelli fought fiercely, it was clear to Jack from the outset that the man was doomed. He’d been wounded badly almost before he could react, and his defensive measures became steadily slower and clumsier as the attack progressed. By the time he fell face down next to his bed, the attacker had been doing basically whatever he wanted with his knife. 
 
    The footage included Jack’s arrival on scene, and he was grateful to note that law enforcement would have little to go on when it came to investigating who the mysterious second visitor might have been, the man who had arrived hours after the attack occurred. 
 
    Mr. Stanton’s “director’s cut” of law enforcement’s video evidence included footage of Jack double-timing into the garage, car keys in hand, and locking himself inside the trunk of the Audi. Whoever made the copy had edited out the hours of footage of the police as they searched the house while Jack remained hidden away in the trunk, but the end of the video showed the trunk popping open and Jack crawling out, vacuuming the trunk, and then slipping out of the house. 
 
    He had three initial thoughts after watching the video all the way through for the first time. The first was that he’d been very fortunate never to look toward the ceiling, either while he was standing inside Spinelli’s bedroom or as he was escaping capture in the garage. The closest he came was when he’d caught sight of movement in his peripheral vision as one of the responding police officers approached the house from the rear. He lifted his head to glance out the window, but the visor of his baseball cap had shielded his face from the camera quite nicely. 
 
    His second thought was gratitude that he’d had the presence of mind to thoroughly vacuum the trunk of that damned car before escaping Spinelli’s home. He’d never removed his cap during the six hours, give or take, that he’d spent prone inside the trunk, but even though he kept his hair cut short, it was impossible to imagine a stray lock wouldn’t have dropped onto the carpeting at some point. The extra few minutes he’d taken to vacuum might mean the difference between his DNA ending up in a federal database, and his continuing to remain completely off law enforcement’s radar. 
 
    The first two were fleeting thoughts, impressions that struck Jack as the violent video played silently on his computer. 
 
    The third was far more interesting: he thought he recognized Spinelli’s attacker. 
 
    The knife-wielding man had been dressed all in black, including a black hoodie and greasepaint he’d used to darken his face and hide his features. But during the life-and-death struggle, before Spinelli became too injured and weak to truly resist, the mobster had landed a couple of decent blows, one of which snapped his attacker’s head back and caused the hoodie to fly off. 
 
    The attacker eventually yanked it back up again, but he wasn’t terribly quick about it. At that point he began to take control of the fight. Spinelli never landed another significant blow and moments later ended up almost back where he’d started—on the floor next to his bed. 
 
    Except this time he wasn’t moving. 
 
    But it was during that five or ten second interval where Spinelli knocked the hoodie off his attacker’s head that Jack blinked in surprise and felt his eyes narrow. He’d thought immediately upon seeing the attacker enter the bedroom that the way the man moved looked familiar, that he’d seen similar body language recently. 
 
    The quick glimpse of the killer while bareheaded reinforced it. 
 
    Jack tamped down on his mounting excitement and replayed the video from the beginning. He’d been mostly focused on Spinelli during the first run-through, and this time he ignored the victim entirely, concentrating his attention on the attacker. This time, when the man entered the bedroom Jack slowed the footage, stopping and starting it as he took the opportunity to examine the attacker as closely as the video allowed. 
 
    He spent a long time watching the short snippet where the hoodie flew off the attacker’s head, replaying it over and over, becoming more convinced each time through that the killer slashing and hacking Rocco Spinelli to death was the same young man he’d seen approaching the home of Spinelli’s ex-wife in Dorchester yesterday. 
 
    Jack paused the video and thought back to what he’d seen. He’d been splitting his attention between Burke and the approaching young man, glancing from the sidewalk to the front door, back and forth, and while he knew it was always possible he may have missed something, he was as sure as he could be that Burke had never seen the man. 
 
    He sipped his coffee and replayed the scene in his head, the early-twenties man exiting the tricked-out little car down the street from the ex-wife’s home before reacting like a terrified rabbit to the sight of Detective Burke. The man had “I’m guilty of something” written all over his features, and now Jack thought he knew what. 
 
    After a long time spent staring at the computer monitor, Jack leaned forward and restarted the video, watching it beginning to end for the third time. 
 
    Then he removed the thumb drive and locked it in his top desk drawer. 
 
    He powered down the computer and finished his coffee as he considered his next move. 
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    Jack pulled to the curb in his rented black Chevrolet Suburban. He’d hoped to find one with smoked-out windows but hadn’t been able to, and had settled for the next best thing. Hopefully the big SUV would scream “FBI” to Mary Carson if she happened to glance out a window. 
 
    He was dressed in his best suit: mid-priced, off-the-rack and conservative blue, over a white shirt and blue striped tie. A long–ago Organization assignment had called for him to impersonate an FBI special agent, and upon mission completion he had tucked the bureau ID away in his safe, certain that at some point he would have occasion to use it again. 
 
    That point had arrived. 
 
    He stepped out of the Suburban, carrying a clipboard upon which he’d loaded official-looking paperwork, as well as a small notebook. Then he walked briskly to the front door as he tried to determine the odds Detective Burke would find it necessary to return today for a second interview. 
 
    This was definitely a calculated risk. If Burke were to come back while Jack was questioning Spinelli’s ex-wife and—hopefully—the young man he’d seen yesterday, things would take a turn for the worse, obviously. He felt confident he could take advantage of Burke’s surprise at finding another “law enforcement representative” on scene and use that surprise to escape capture, but doing so would inevitably entail disabling the cop. 
 
    And that would exponentially increase the difficulty of finishing his self-imposed mission. 
 
    But the Rocco Spinelli murder was a high profile case, at least regionally. All the local Boston TV channels had been covering the story, and until something bigger came along and grabbed their attention, the media spotlight would remain on it. 
 
    The way Jack saw the situation, unless Burke got something from Mary Carson yesterday that he felt was so critical to the investigation he must return immediately—which, he had to admit, was always a possibility—the detective would spend the next few days chasing down other leads, probably interviewing some of Spinelli’s gangland connections. 
 
    It was worth the risk. 
 
    He knocked on the door and checked out the surrounding homes as he waited for an answer. No activity at any of them, but that didn’t mean much. Anybody could be watching. 
 
    No matter. He was an FBI special agent doing his job. 
 
    When half a minute went by without any activity from inside the house, Jack knocked again, louder and more insistently. The Dodge Dart he’d seen parked in the driveway yesterday was still there, so presumably someone was home. 
 
    “FBI, Ma’am,” he called through the door, loudly enough to get her attention—if she were even inside—but not so loud residents in the surrounding homes would become aware the feds were paying their neighbor a visit. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    He raised his hand to knock again when the door swung open and a tired-looking middle-aged woman squinted out at him. She was dressed in faded jeans and a Bentley University sweatshirt, and she held a half-empty cup of coffee in her left hand. 
 
    “Help you?” she said. 
 
    “Mary Carson?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” 
 
    Jack raised his FBI ID and held it for Mary Carson’s inspection. It wasn’t real, of course, but The Organization maintained a forger on staff who could duplicate virtually any official document down to a level of detail that would fool even authorities who dealt with the documents every day. Obviously, the game would be up should Mary Carson attempt to authenticate the ID with the local FBI field office, but Jack knew she wouldn’t do that. No one ever did. 
 
    “FBI Special Agent Jack Bradbury,” Jack said. “Do you have half an hour or so free to answer a few questions, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Questions? What about?” 
 
    Jack replaced the ID in his front breast pocket and said, “I’d like to speak with you regarding the murder of your ex-husband, Rocco Spinelli.” 
 
    She blinked. “I just talked to a detective yesterday about Rocco’s murder.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, Ma’am. Detective Burke. We’re working together on the case.” 
 
    “The attorney general’s office and the FBI are working together on the investigation?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I assume you’re aware of your ex-husband’s reputed ties to organized crime?” 
 
    Mary Carson laughed. “I’m aware,” she said. “It’s one of the reasons I’m living in this Taj Mahal instead of in a million-dollar home.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the organized crime connection that has necessitated the FBI’s involvement.” Jack thought about what he was saying and almost smiled. It would be ironic if a real FBI special agent were to show up for the very reasons Jack was spelling out while he was here “interviewing” Mary Carson. 
 
    Disastrous, but nevertheless ironic. 
 
    She sighed and stepped back, swinging the door open further with her hip as she raised her coffee. “Come on in, Agent Bradbury. Would you like a cup?” 
 
    “That would be terrific,” Jack said, and meant it. In addition to the fact he always wanted coffee, the act of preparing it for him might allow Mary Carson to become more comfortable with his presence, which might permit him to gain more intel from his visit. 
 
    At least, that was his theory. 
 
    She poured the coffee and handed it to him and they moved from the kitchen into her small but immaculate living room. 
 
    “Have a seat, Agent,” she said. She eased onto the couch as Jack took a chair next to the coffee table. “I’m not sure there’s much I can add to what I told Detective Burke yesterday. I really haven’t kept in contact with Rocco since we split. Our divorce was not a pleasant one, but it happened a long time ago, and even when things were at their worst between us, I certainly wouldn’t have wanted him dead.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. He perched his little flip-open notebook on his knee and said, “I’m actually here because Detective Burke said he wasn’t able to speak with your son yesterday, and I was hoping you might be able to put me in touch with him.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “David? Why would you want to speak with David?” 
 
    “Just trying to cover all the bases in the investigation. You know, leave no stone unturned and all of that.” 
 
    “But…David isn’t Rocco’s child. He was conceived shortly after Rocco and I split. He barely knows…uh, excuse me, barely knew Rocco. I can’t imagine what he could possibly add to your investigation.” 
 
    “As I said, I need to—” 
 
    “I know,” she interrupted. “Turn over all the stones.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Exactly. Does David live here?” 
 
    “No, he moved out a couple of years ago, although he does still spend quite a lot of time here. I like to make him home-cooked meals, since if left to his own devices, he would subsist on Quarter Pounders and donuts.” 
 
    “And when was the last time you saw David?” 
 
    “He came over yesterday for dinner. He showed up late but said he’d been held up at a job interview.” 
 
    Jack nodded. It seemed like the sort of information that would mean something to a Fed, so he scratched something into his notepad. “Could I get your son’s contact information, Miss Carson? Home address, telephone number, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Mary Carson pursed her lips. “I’m not comfortable with the direction this interview has taken. I really don’t understand what you could gain by talking to my son.” 
 
    “It’s strictly routine,” Jack said patiently. “But if you’d prefer not to give me David’s contact information, that’s fine. I can always get it elsewhere. DMV, court records, that sort of thing.” He was taking a chance with the “court records” comment, but while he tried never to judge a book by its cover, he would have been shocked if it turned out the young man he’d seen yesterday had never had any brushes with the legal system. 
 
    “Fine,” Mary Carson said, although it seemed patently obvious it was anything but fine. “I wasn’t entirely truthful with you about David.” 
 
    “Okay. And what were you untruthful about, ma’am?” He kept his tone noncommittal. 
 
    She paused and sipped her by-now-cold coffee. Sighed. Shook her head and looked at the floor. 
 
    “You know I’ll find out,” Jack said gently. “So you might as well tell me now. Things will go much more smoothly if I get the information from you and don’t have to go digging for it.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said again. “I lied about David living elsewhere.” 
 
    “So he does still live here.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why would you lie about that, Miss Carson?” Jack asked. 
 
    Another sigh. “David didn’t have an easy time of it growing up. With a single mother who works nights, he was alone a lot and had to fend for himself. And this neighborhood,” she nodded toward the picture window, “this neighborhood is rough. Lots of bad influences, especially for a young man with time on his hands.” 
 
    “David’s been in trouble with the law.” 
 
    Mary Carson nodded. “I was just trying to protect him.” 
 
    “Why would you need to protect him if he’s not involved in Rocco Spinelli’s death? You understand how that looks to me, yes?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she said. 
 
    “Then what is it like?” 
 
    “I just wanted to prevent him from having to deal with law enforcement regarding a situation he could not possibly have been involved in. I was being completely honest when I said he barely knew Rocco. There’s simply no way David could have any information that would help you find Rocco’s killer.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I see. I assume David is not home right now?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And when will he be here?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Mary Carson said. “He’s a grown man and he comes and goes as he pleases.” 
 
    “You said you work nights, Miss Carson?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what do you do for work?” 
 
    “I work the three-to-eleven shift at the Johnson Cable Manufacturing plant in Chelsea as a quality assurance supervisor. Why would you need to know that?” 
 
    “Just routine.” 
 
    “Turning over more stones, is that it?” 
 
    “All part of the job,” Jack said. “Thank you for your time, Miss Carson. I’ll be in touch if I have any more questions.” 
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    “You should let it go, Jack.” Edie pressed her lips into a thin line of worry after she spoke. 
 
    They were seated at their customary table, set off by itself in a secluded alcove at the rear of the Three Squares Diner. Edie only used it for paying customers during the busiest periods of hectic weekend mornings. Most of the time the tiny alcove served as her makeshift break room; a place where she could share a cup of coffee with Jack for a few minutes and still keep an eye on the activity inside her restaurant. 
 
    He’d given her as many details regarding his current situation as he felt comfortable sharing, but it still felt strange, almost obscene, discussing his work with the petite blonde dynamo. To him, Edie Tolliver represented light and goodness in a life that was often filled with darkness and violence. 
 
    He sipped his coffee and smiled. “No blood, no foul? Let bygones be bygones?” 
 
    “Exactly. You were paid to eliminate an evil man and that man is now gone. Yes, some unknown person or persons tried to frame you and take you down, but you escaped and are fine. Why court further trouble?” 
 
    It was a question Jack had asked himself more than once following his escape from the Spinelli home. He wasn’t sure there was an answer he could adequately express. 
 
    “Well, first off, let me correct the record,” he said with a grin. “I was contracted to eliminate an evil man. I never received payment on that contract because I didn’t complete the assignment.” 
 
    “You might as well have completed it.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I didn’t, and accepting the money would be wrong. I couldn’t do it, even though The Organization offered it to me.” 
 
    Edie’s worried expression vanished for just a moment as her entire face lit up in a smile. It was like the sun breaking through an overcast layer on a summer day. “I never realized a professional assassin could also be a beacon of morality.” 
 
    “I’m nobody’s beacon,” Jack said. “Of morality or anything else. But I have my own code of ethics I try to live by. I learned a long time ago that other people are always going to judge you, sometimes rightly and sometimes wrongly. But as long as you can look yourself in the mirror and know you’ve tried to live in a manner you can be proud of, you can go to sleep every night with a clear conscience. Looking for anything more out of life is just tilting at windmills.” 
 
    The worried look had returned to Edie’s face. She blew distractedly at the steam rising from her coffee mug and said, “You are one complicated individual, Jack Sheridan.” 
 
    He grinned. “Nah. I’m just a guy trying to get through another day.” 
 
    “I refuse to concede my point,” she said. “I also can’t help but notice you never answered my question.” 
 
    “What was it again? I find it hard to concentrate on anything besides you when we’re together.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you everywhere, Mister. But I asked why you don’t just let the Spinelli thing go. Drop it, Jack, before you get hurt or things spin out of control.” 
 
    “It’s not about my pride, and trying to even the score with someone who took advantage of me,” he said. “Or, to be accurate, it’s not solely about my pride.” 
 
    “I’m not following you.” 
 
    Jack took another sip of his coffee as he tried to explain what he was feeling. “I saw the crime scene, once in person and then multiple times on Spinelli’s surveillance video. It was…intense.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Edie said. “You’ve been involved in similar scenes your entire career. I would think you would be used to them by now.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I’m not being clear. A professional hit is…clinical. Detached. It’s personal to the subject being eliminated, obviously, but otherwise it’s just…business.” 
 
    Edie shuddered. “Another day at the office.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said, and then he winced. “You know, this stuff is all second nature to me, but it’s not easy talking about it with you.” 
 
    “I know.” She reached across the table and took his hand. “But I appreciate you doing it. I need to learn about your work. I need to understand how someone I’ve always found to be gentle and caring can do what you do.” 
 
    “It helps that the people I eliminate are the worst of the worst, evil to the core. I always try to keep that foremost in my mind. It’s the only way I could do my job.” 
 
    “So,” Edie said, returning relentlessly to the subject at hand. “A professional hit is clinical. Just business.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But this scene was something else?” 
 
    “It sure was,” Jack said. “It was frenzied, chaotic, the way only a knife attack can be.” 
 
    “Messy.” 
 
    “Extremely.” 
 
    “Why would the killer do it that way?” 
 
    “It tells me he didn’t just want to eliminate Spinelli. If he had, he could have used a gun and it would have been faster, easier and much less risky.” 
 
    “So, what was he trying to accomplish?” 
 
    “He was making a statement. He was angry. It was personal.” 
 
    “So they knew each other.” 
 
    “That’s the obvious inference,” Jack said. “Although it’s not necessarily the case. Maybe Spinelli hurt the killer’s family in some deeply personal way. He killed at least seven people in drunk driving incidents, so any of those family members would have plenty of motive. But those incidents all happened years ago, and in any case it’s impossible determine whether they knew each other without more background information.” 
 
    Jack breathed deeply and then continued. “But the point is, my reading of the scene is that the killer snapped. He may have been in control when he broke into Spinelli’s home, and he may have regained control after the murder, but he snapped inside that house. He stabbed Spinelli in the back dozens of times after the man was already dead. I saw it. He looked like he’d been filleted.” 
 
    Edie grimaced and swallowed heavily. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “The guy lost it, and that makes him extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “But you said his beef was with Rocco Spinelli. Now that he’s gotten whatever he needed out of killing Spinelli, maybe he’ll never be a problem again.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jack agreed. “It’s certainly a possibility. Or maybe now that he’s gotten a taste for blood he decided he likes it. Maybe the next time a driver cuts him off in traffic, or someone insults him, or something else happens that personally offends him he’ll snap and kill again. And this time the victim will be an innocent person, not a mob killer.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes were large and round as she stared at Jack over the rim of her coffee cup. “Do you think that’s going to happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack said. “But I can’t risk it happening. I couldn’t live with myself if he kills again and I could have prevented it but chose not to.” 
 
    For a long time Edie sat silently watching the bustle of activity inside the Three Squares diner. Her pair of waitresses scurried back and forth, constantly on the move, keeping the half-full restaurant’s customers satisfied. She’d single-handedly rescued the diner from a state of near-collapse after her husband abandoned her, and no matter how many times Jack told her how proud he was of her, he still didn’t think she fully understood the depth of his feeling for her. 
 
    “I can understand that,” she whispered. He looked into her eyes and saw they were wet with tears. “But what if the next person he kills is you?” 
 
    She had never released her grip on his hand and now he squeezed it tightly. “You don’t have to worry about me. I know what I’m doing. I’ve dealt with much scarier and more dangerous people than this guy, trust me.” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “I trust you fully. But all it takes is one mistake, or not even a mistake but rather just an unlucky break, and you’ll be gone forever.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” he said, shaking his head firmly. 
 
    “I can’t lose you, Jack. I just can’t.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, babe. You’re stuck with me.” 
 
    Now a single tear broke free and began leaking down her cheek. Jack had squeezed her hand tightly but she placed both of her small hands over his larger one and held on fiercely. “Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    She wiped the lone tear away with a swipe of the back of her hand and then stood quickly, shoving her chair back with her legs. “Now stop distracting me and get out of here. Can’t you see I have work to do?” 
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    Jack watched from his rented Ford Focus as Mary Carson backed out of her driveway and accelerated past him. He sank into his seat and leaned forward as if examining something on the dashboard in order to show as little of his face as possible if she happened to glance across the street on the way by. 
 
    He needn’t have worried. She stared straight ahead as she drove, her attention focused on nothing but the road in front of her. 
 
    After she passed, he tracked her progress in the rear view mirror until she turned a corner two blocks down and disappeared. 
 
    He checked his watch. Two-fifteen. She’d told “Special Agent Bradbury” she worked the three-to-eleven shift at a manufacturing plant in Chelsea, so he felt comfortable she was on her way to work and would not return, barring sudden illness or emergency, until close to midnight. 
 
    With nothing to do in Dorchester until early afternoon, Jack had decided to pay a little visit to the grieving widow staying at the Four Seasons in the morning. Mr. Stanton seemed satisfied Amber Spinelli had had nothing to do with her husband’s murder, but Mr. Stanton wasn’t the person she needed to convince. 
 
    Jack was. 
 
    She had come off grief-stricken and weepy, almost child-like. She claimed to know nothing about Rocco’s mob ties and had no idea who could possibly have wanted him dead. 
 
    The interview was disjointed and awkward, with the young woman’s mother acting as moderator, and after thirty mostly fruitless minutes, “Special Agent Bradbury” had called it quits and left the hotel. 
 
    The whole thing left a bad taste in Jack’s mouth, although he couldn’t put his finger on exactly why. The young widow just seemed somehow…off. 
 
    He shook his head, putting aside his concerns about Amber Spinelli for the time being and focusing on his current stakeout. He picked up a newspaper and laid it against the steering wheel, pretending to read as he kept an eye on the Carson home. Jack had chosen to park on the opposite side of the street from where he’d conducted his surveillance of the house previously, and with a different vehicle, so it seemed unlikely anyone would remember him. 
 
    It was, however, always possible someone inside a neighboring home would become suspicious of the man sitting alone in his car at the curb if he stayed in one place too long, so Jack knew he would have potentially a very busy afternoon and evening ahead of him. He had rented a second vehicle in which to conduct surveillance, a three-year-old Ford F-150 pickup, and parked it in a strip mall lot less than a quarter mile away. His plan was to change locations every forty minutes or so, and change vehicles every other time he changed locations. 
 
    The obvious drawback to all that moving around would be an inability to keep eyes on the Carson home at all times, but there was nothing he could do about that. It should at least enable him to remain undetected for the rest of the day. If the surveillance should drag on into a second or third day, his lack of assistance could become an issue, but that would be a problem to worry about later. 
 
    For now, he would watch the house and be ready to move if he saw the activity he was looking for. 
 
    The afternoon was warm and Jack rolled down all four windows inside the car, allowing for at least a little ventilation. The light breeze wrinkled the newspaper from time to time, an occurrence that might have been annoying had he actually been trying to read the paper, which he wasn’t. Nothing inside it pertained to his current mission, which meant he couldn’t have cared less about its contents. 
 
    A little before three, he started the engine and drove off, keeping the Carson house in his rear view for as long as possible and then pulling a U-turn as soon as it disappeared out of sight. He drove back toward the cul-de-sac and pulled into an open space at the curb located far enough from his previous spot that he doubted he would arouse any suspicion on the busy Dorchester street. 
 
    Ford had sold a lot of Focuses over the last decade, and a good percentage of them were dark blue. No one would notice it was the same car that had so recently been parked down the road. And if he were forced to change vehicles later this afternoon, he felt confident in the knowledge they had sold one hell of a lot of blue F-150s as well. 
 
    He killed the engine but before he could spread the newspaper back across the steering wheel, he caught sight of his target. He dropped the paper onto the passenger seat, his focus entirely on the young man walking along the sidewalk in the opposite direction. The insolent-looking slouch he’d displayed last time Jack saw him was back. 
 
    He was almost one hundred percent certain Mary Carson’s son—she’d said his name was David—was the same young man he’d seen on Rocco Spinelli’s in-home surveillance video slicing and dicing Spinelli to death in his bedroom. 
 
    And now he was back. 
 
    Jack risked lifting his mini-binoculars to his face for a few seconds. The man on the sidewalk was a long ways away and Jack wanted to be sure he had the right guy before he left the car. 
 
    The image started out fuzzy and indistinct, but it only took a moment for Jack to focus. 
 
    It was definitely David Carson. 
 
    And Jack was up and moving. 
 
    He climbed out of the car and closed the door, then began approaching along the sidewalk. The kid was paying no attention to Jack or to anyone else, and as Carson turned and began walking up the driveway toward his home, Jack picked up the pace. He wanted David Carson to get as close to the home as possible before he realized he was being followed. 
 
    The kid was maybe twelve feet from the front stairs when he did just that. He stiffened, took two more halting steps, and then froze with one foot in front of the other on the ancient flagstone walkway. 
 
    “Who are you? What do you want?” Carson asked both questions without turning. He sounded simultaneously resigned and terrified. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Jack said. “We’re either going to go inside the house and talk or you die where you stand. It’s your choice.” He kept a firm grip on the Sig in his right jacket pocket, but for now didn’t bother removing it. The kid didn’t appear to be armed, and even if he was, Jack knew he could pull out the gun and fire before Carson could access his own weapon and then turn and shoot. 
 
    “What do you want?” the kid repeated, but at least he began moving again. He climbed the three steps to the door and removed a set of keys from his pocket as Jack watched closely and lagged behind, out of arms’ reach. Jack closed the gap between them while the kid inserted the key in the lock, not wanting to give Carson the opportunity to dart inside and lock the door. 
 
    Carson entered the house and Jack followed. The kid began walking across the living room floor and when he got halfway to the kitchen, Jack said, “That’s far enough.” 
 
    He stopped moving immediately. 
 
    Jack eased the front door closed and locked it, and the kid flinched noticeably at the sharp snick of the dead bolt sliding into place. 
 
    “You’re gonna kill me aren’t you?” Carson said. 
 
    “That all depends,” Jack answered. 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On what you say to me over the next few minutes. I want some answers, and you’re going to give them to me.” 
 
    “What if I don’t know the answers?” 
 
    Jack ignored the question and said, “Here’s how this is going to work. I’m going to ask you questions and you’re going to answer them, not the other way around. If you lie to me, or I sense you’re being evasive in any way, I’m going to start shooting and I’m not going to stop until you’re as dead as Rocco Spinelli. Understand?” 
 
    He’d chosen the wording carefully, intentionally mentioning Spinelli’s name because he wanted to gauge Carson’s reaction to it. Anyone other then Spinelli’s killer would have been mystified by the reference and confused by the name. 
 
    David Carson seemed to be neither mystified nor confused. He dropped his shoulders and squeezed his eyes closed as if waiting for the shooting to start. 
 
    Jack waited, letting the fear wash over the kid. 
 
    Finally he said, “Have a seat and let’s talk.” He still hadn’t removed the gun from his pocket because the kid seemed to be putting up no resistance. So far. 
 
    David Carson dropped into the same easy chair his mother had occupied when Jack interviewed her as “Special Agent Bradbury.” He sat examining his fingernails and looking like he was about to puke on the floor. 
 
    Jack remained standing but moved a little closer. He started by saying, “I know you killed Rocco Spinelli.” 
 
    No answer. David Carson’s fingernails became even more fascinating. 
 
    “Nothing to say for yourself?” 
 
    Carson shook his head. “You’re crazy. I don’t even know who that is.” 
 
    “I thought you might say that,” Jack answered. “But I have one very important question for you, and the answer will go a long way toward determining whether you live or die where you sit.” 
 
    David Carson had squeezed his eyes closed again and it looked like he might break down in tears at any moment. “What’s the question?” he said. 
 
    Jack lifted the Sig from his pocket and pointed it at Carson. Doing so wasn’t strictly necessary—the kid looked utterly defeated and nothing like the frenzied killer Jack had seen on Spinelli’s surveillance video—but he did it anyway because he wanted to emphasize the gravity of what would come next. 
 
    “Why did you set me up?” he said. 
 
    Carson had steadfastly refused to look at Jack from the moment he’d approached outside, but now he lifted his head and met Jack’s gaze steadily. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
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    Jack shook his head. “There’s no point denying it, kid. There’s no point denying any of it.” 
 
    Carson shrugged and returned his attention to the floor. “You can say whatever you want, but I still don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Is that so? Apparently you’re unaware that Spinelli had a home video surveillance system. Apparently you’re unaware that the video system was synced to a home security system, turning on the cameras the moment you broke the glass in the basement door. Apparently you’re unaware there is crystal-clear video of you attacking Spinelli with the knife and stabbing and slashing the unarmed man until you killed him, and then adding dozens of thrusts into the corpse for good measure.” 
 
    Carson lifted his head as Jack spoke, and now they locked eyes. The blood had drained from the kid’s face and he looked terrified. Haunted. 
 
    “Finally I seem to have gotten your attention,” Jack said with a smile. “And before you continue your strategy of ‘deny, deny, deny,’ let me make something clear. I’m not a cop, so you don’t have to worry that if you admit to killing Spinelli, you’ll hurt your defense against murder charges down the road.” 
 
    “If you’re not a cop, how could you know about the video?” 
 
    “You need to learn to pay attention, kid. I told you already how this was going to work. I ask questions and you answer them. I’m not a cop, and I’ve seen the video, and that’s all you need to know.” 
 
    Carson hung his head and mumbled something under his breath. 
 
    “Try again,” Jack said. “This time make it loud enough to hear.” 
 
    The kid raised his voice, but only marginally. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Let’s start at the beginning,” Jack said. “I know you’ve been in trouble with the law, or your mother wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble to protect you. What—” 
 
    “My mother?” Carson interrupted. “When did you talk to my mother? I saw the cop who questioned her, and it wasn’t you.” 
 
    “Of course it wasn’t me. I already told you, I’m not a cop. But that doesn’t mean I don’t occasionally give people the impression I might be one.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Carson said. 
 
    “He’s not here right now, and if he were, I don’t think he’d waste much time or energy protecting the likes of you. Now, as I started to say before you interrupted, what was your beef with Spinelli? Why the knife attack?” 
 
    “And you’re not a cop,” Carson said. 
 
    “I’m not a cop.” 
 
    Carson sighed. “Fine. I’ve been trying to get an in with the Palermo family for months, and they wanted nothing to do with me.  The last time I talked to Spinelli, he called me a dumbass. Said I was a street-level punk with nothing going for me, and that I was way too stupid to handle even the lowest-level Palermo assignments. He was a total dick. He told me to leave him alone and said that if he ever saw my face again, he’d chop me up and feed me to the sewer rats in Boston.” 
 
    “So you killed him? In what universe did that seem like a good idea?” 
 
    “I had a plan,” Carson said. “I figured if I could off Spinelli and then set up some dupe to take the fall, I would prove my value to the family. I could go back to them and lay the whole thing out and they would have to give me a job, then. They would see I was worthy of a spot in the organization.” 
 
    “Kid, the mob doesn’t work that way. They’re not going to—” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Carson said as everything finally fell into place in his head. His eyes widened and his face turned even whiter. Jack wouldn’t have thought it possible. “Now I understand what you meant when you asked about a setup. It’s you. You’re the guy I hired to kill Spinelli, the guy who was supposed to get arrested inside the house for the murder. I was watching from the woods and I saw you escape after the cops left.” 
 
    Jack said nothing. He continued his flat gaze at David Carson. 
 
    “It was you, wasn’t it? You were wearing a baseball cap and I couldn’t see your face but it was you.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here, kid. I want to know who tried to send me away for life for a murder I didn’t commit.” 
 
    “How the hell did you—” 
 
    “Let’s stay on track. We’re talking about you.” 
 
    “But if you’re the guy, then you were there to murder Spinelli.” 
 
    “Except you beat me to it. And in this country, people don’t go to prison for their intentions, they go to prison for their actions. You tried to frame me, and I don’t appreciate that.” 
 
    Carson lowered his head into his hands and moaned. “So you are going to kill me.” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet. I’m not finished asking questions.” 
 
    “What else do you want to know?” The words came out partially muffled as Carson spoke without lifting his head from his hands. 
 
    “How did you hear about The Organization?” Jack said. 
 
    “How did I hear about what?” 
 
    “The Organization.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is,” Carson said. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m not lying!” Carson insisted. “I know better than to lie to a guy holding a gun on me. But I’ve never heard of any organization called…well…The Organization.” 
 
    “Then how did you go about taking out a contract on Spinelli?” 
 
    Carson shrugged and shook his head. “I…I just…” 
 
    “Tell me.” Jack took one step forward and Carson flinched as it he’d been struck with a hammer. 
 
    “I know some people who know some people,” he said. “I put the word out in a few bars that I was looking for a hitter, and within a week one of my connections had gotten back to me with a name I could contact to hire someone.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. He almost couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Rocco Spinelli may have been a world-class slimeball, but he’d been right about Carson. This kid was dumb as a stump. 
 
    He finally cleared his throat and said, “Do you have any idea how lucky you were?” 
 
    “I don’t feel very lucky,” Carson said. 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t. But do you know what happens to ninety-nine percent of the people who blab in bars about looking for a hit man?” 
 
    Carson shrugged. “I’m guessing they don’t end up getting killed by the very hit man they hired.” 
 
    “No,” Jack said. “They end up hiring an undercover cop posing as a hitter instead, and then they go to jail for a very long time.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad right now.” 
 
    Jack ignored the comment. “So you put the word out in a few bars and then what?” 
 
    “Like I said, about a week later I heard back from one of my buddies. He told me he knew of a guy that could handle the job. I gave him the details, including exactly when I wanted Spinelli killed in order to make my plan work. I paid him the money and that was that.” 
 
    “You never met with anyone besides your buddy?” 
 
    “No. Should I have?” 
 
    Jack raised his eyebrows in disbelief over David Carson’s words. This kid was in so far over his head it was a minor miracle he was still alive. 
 
    He shook his head with a smile and said, “Get up.” 
 
    Carson’s eyes widened again in alarm. “Get up? Why? Don’t you have more questions for me?” 
 
    “You’ve told me everything I need to know.” 
 
    “But why do I have to get up? What’s going to happen? Please don’t shoot me, please, I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “I don’t have to shoot you,” Jack said. “There’s going to be a long line of Palermo assholes looking to get even with you for taking out Spinelli.” 
 
    “But I was just—” 
 
    “I know,” Jack said. “You were just showing them how smart you are. That worked out well for you, didn’t it?” 
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “I’m going to march you into the kitchen, then we’re going to pick out a chair, bring it into the living room, and I’m going to secure you to it.” 
 
    “Why are you going to—” 
 
    “Just shut up and do as I say, kid.” 
 
    David Carson stood slowly. Tears were welling up in his eyes and he looked like he was ready to puke, but he turned toward the tiny kitchen. “What’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    Jack ignored the question and followed him into the kitchen. There were only two chairs to pick from, and they were both exactly the same: sturdy but armless utilitarian wooden kitchen chairs. 
 
    Jack pointed to the closest chair and said, “Sit your ass down and don’t move. If you move, you die.” 
 
    Carson swallowed heavily but did as he was told as Jack began opening and closing drawers, one after the other, looking for what every house featured somewhere: the junk drawer. He found it on the third try and smiled. A ball of twine had been tossed into the drawer along with pens, pencils, paper clips, scissors, rulers, erasers and other assorted items that everyone used but no one ever knew where to store. 
 
    He lifted the twine and the scissors out of the drawer and used the scissors to cut four two-foot lengths of twine. Then he tossed the scissors and the rest of the twine back in the drawer. 
 
    “Now stand up and carry your chair into the living room.” 
 
    Carson shook his head mutely, terrified little jiggles side to side. 
 
    “Do it,” Jack said firmly, and the kid blew out a shaky breath and picked up the chair. Jack pointed to the living room and Carson trudged out of the kitchen carrying his cargo. 
 
    When he’d reached roughly the midpoint of the room, Jack said, “Far enough,” and the kid stopped. He was breathing heavily, like an out of shape man forced to run a long distance. 
 
    “Put it down and sit.” 
 
    Carson dropped into the chair and Jack held the twine up for the kid’s inspection. “I’m going to use these to secure your wrists and ankles to the chair. If you so much as twitch while I’m tying you up, I’ll blow your brains all over this room and your mother will find nothing but glop where your skull used to be when she comes home from work tonight. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “How do you know when my mother—” 
 
    “Do you understand what I’m telling you? Yes or no, it’s a simple question.” 
 
    Carson swallowed heavily. “I understand,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” Jack answered. “Let’s not have any lapses of memory, because I won’t tell you again.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill me after you tie me up?” 
 
    “If I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t waste my time with twine. I’d pop you where you sit and that would be then end of it.” 
 
    Tears spilled out of Carson’s eyes and began rolling down his cheeks as Jack began restraining the killer. He wasn’t thrilled with the thickness of the twine, but he doubled it up on each ankle and wrist, hoping it would be enough to prevent Carson’s escape. He should only need to keep the kid restrained for a couple of hours. 
 
    When he’d finished, he stood and regarded David Carson. The young man who’d nearly gotten Jack put away on a murder rap looked less than dangerous, with a steady stream of tears dripping off his jawline onto his jeans and a snot bubble making a break for freedom out one nostril. 
 
    Jack shook his head one last time and walked out of the house. 
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    David Carson couldn’t believe he was still alive. When the guy came up from behind and forced him into his own house at gunpoint, he’d assumed he would be dead within minutes. 
 
    His plan—insinuate himself into a prime position in the Palermo crime family by offing one of their top guys and framing another assassin for the murder—had seemed like a good one when he cooked it up. Hell, he still thought it was a good plan. Eliminate that asshole Rocco Spinelli, who had mocked David multiple times and come right out and called him too stupid to work for the mob—the mob!—and at the same time prove his intelligence to the people who really mattered. 
 
    It was better than a good plan; it was fucking genius. 
 
    And things had started off okay. Not perfectly, but okay. He’d expected killing Spinelli to be easier and to go more smoothly than it had. David had figured that by sneaking into the man’s bedroom as he slept he would be able to make a few well-aimed thrusts into the guy’s chest, stab him through the heart, and ensure Spinelli knew goddamned well who had killed him before he croaked. 
 
    But damned if the old bastard hadn’t fought like a tiger, and now David knew why. His security system had tipped him off to the fact that an intruder was inside his home. 
 
    David realized he was lucky as hell the man hadn’t had the time or the good sense to go for a gun. 
 
    To make matters worse, that same fucking alarm system had included cameras that filmed the whole attack. 
 
    David supposed he should have expected Spinelli to have a home security system, but no plan was perfect. And given the fact that this was his first home invasion, he thought he could be forgiven for not foreseeing every eventuality. 
 
    Besides, he’d still managed to finish Spinelli off, even if it had taken more time, and a hell of a lot more effort, than he had expected it to. 
 
    At the point of Spinelli’s death, even with the bumps in the road, his plan had still pretty much been on track. 
 
    But things went to shit in a hurry when the fucking hit man showed up a couple of hours later. David still couldn’t begin to imagine how the guy managed to escape capture when he’d been trapped inside a damned house for six hours with something like twenty cops. Between the EMTs, the uniformed officers and the investigators, Spinelli’s house had been busier than Grand Central Station and it was just impossible to believe one of those idiots hadn’t stumbled over the guy hiding in a closet, or behind a shower curtain, or clinging to the ceiling like fucking Spider Man. 
 
    When David saw the hired gun leaving the house after all the cops had departed, it was like watching his life go up in smoke. Despite the personal satisfaction he’d gotten from killing Spinelli, and he had to admit it had been fucking sweet, his entire plan to hook on with the Palermo family had hinged on him framing the hired killer for the murder. 
 
    Without that result to demonstrate his cleverness, David recognized that rather than of welcoming him into the fold, they would simply be pissed off that he’d killed their guy. 
 
    And his life would come to a sudden and undoubtedly violent end. 
 
    So when the guy pulled the gun on him and followed him into the house, he’d naturally thought he would be forced to his knees on the living room floor before taking a couple of slugs to the back of the head. He would be left in a pool of blood and that would be the end of David Carson. 
 
    The Palermo family was not known to be forgiving. 
 
    David’s assessment of his likely fate had not changed once he realized the guy he’d set up as a patsy was the one holding him at gunpoint. If anyone was likely to be even angrier than the Palermo goons, it would be presumptive sucker in his plan. 
 
    But to David’s utter astonishment, despite threatening him with a deadly weapon the hit man had seemed satisfied with just talking. 
 
    Now that the hitter had left, though, David wasn’t taking any chances. Maybe by going out the front door the guy was just fucking with him, giving him hope that he would escape with his life, and would return at any moment and squeeze off a couple of rounds. 
 
    Or maybe he had initially planned to let David live but was even now stewing about his decision and would change his mind and come back. 
 
    David forced his racing brain off his terror and worked on controlling his breathing. The first order of business was to stop crying. The second was to escape. 
 
    The attacker had used twine to tie David to one of his mother’s kitchen chairs. None of the chairs included arms, so he had bound David’s wrists to the sides of the chair-back. This meant David’s hands were down by his ass next to his hipbones. 
 
    He swiveled as much as possible and examined the twine, his neck twisted to the left. His captor had wound the twine twice around his wrists and ankles, which meant there was no way David would be strong enough to break his bindings by pulling against them. Even if the twine hadn’t been doubled up, he doubted he could simply have snapped it. 
 
    He stretched his right thumb up and to the rear, trying to grab hold of one of the dual strands circling his wrist. No luck. 
 
    Tried the same thing with his left thumb and got the same unsatisfactory result. 
 
    He felt the tears threatening to break the dam again. This time they were tears of frustration rather than hopelessness, but in any event they were just as unproductive. He concentrated hard and forced them back. There had to be a way to escape; he just needed to find it. 
 
    He turned again in the chair and took a closer look at the twine. The action made the tendons in his neck throb in pain but he did it anyway. He didn’t know where his mother had gotten the fucking string or what she used it for, but it was relatively thin and didn’t look particularly strong. Strands of hemp or whatever stuck out of the cord like little hairs, and David thought if he could just rub something sharp against the edge of the twine he might be able to fleck the hairs away and gradually weaken the whole damn thing. 
 
    And eventually it would break. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    There was one problem with his big escape plan, and it was a potential deal breaker. He didn’t have anything sharp to rub against the fucking twine. The hit man hadn’t been thoughtful enough to leave a steak knife in David’s hand. 
 
    But what David did have on his hand were fingernails. They weren’t long nails like his girlfriend had, but they weren’t quite stubs, either. He thought if he could somehow reach the twine with one of them, he might have a chance at escape. 
 
    He bent his right wrist and extended his fingers upward along the inside of his arm and felt a rush of excitement when the tip of his middle finger—his fuck-you finger—brushed the twine. 
 
    Just brushing the twine with his finger wouldn’t be enough to break out of his bindings, obviously, but if nothing else it gave him hope, something that had been in woefully short supply ever since the guy with the gun forced David inside his mother’s house. He bent to his task, literally, pushing the back of his hand against his hip and forcing his wrist to bend farther than it was supposed to. 
 
    The whole thing hurt like a bitch, and David whined in agony but kept trying. A sore wrist would be a small price to pay for avoiding a couple of bullets to the skull, and despite the pain he smiled in grim satisfaction when the fingernail of his fuck-you finger made solid contact with one of the strands of twine. 
 
    He started rubbing, scraping his fingernail against the edge of the cord. 
 
    And it was working. 
 
    David knew it was working because he could feel the strands of twine being forced into the tender skin beneath his fingernails, piling up under there like dozens of little bamboo shoots being hammered under his nail by a particularly sadistic torturer. 
 
    Something a Palermo guy would do. 
 
    He shuddered and worked at filing the twine away for as long as he could stand it, and when the agony became unbearable he allowed himself a break. He leaned forward in the chair, glassy-eyed from pain and sweating like a man working outside in ninety-five degree heat. Or at least what he assumed it would be like to work outside in extreme heat; David had never actually done it. 
 
    His wrist screamed a complaint at him as he straightened it out and he wondered whether his decision to take a break had been a bad idea. It hurt so badly he might not be able to force it back into the unnatural position required to work on breaking himself free. 
 
    But then he did it. 
 
    And he screamed from the pain. He actually screamed, all alone in the kitchen of his mother’s house, but he forced his hand into position anyway, reminding himself of what was at stake. The sweat began pouring off him again and now he cried in earnest, but he rubbed those fucking strands of twine under his fucking fingernail for all he was worth, questioning his life choices all the while. 
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    It took Jack all of three seconds to decide on his next move. He wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for his ties to The Organization, and Mr. Stanton had indicated his willingness to help in any way possible. So while Jack knew he could dig up the information he needed on his own with a little bit of effort, he elected to take the easier and faster route. 
 
    Mr. Stanton answered after one ring. “Hello?” 
 
    “Lately,” Jack said without preamble, “I feel like I talk to you more than I talk to my dog.” 
 
    “I’m honored. I know how you feel about your dog. The feeling is even sweeter since it appeared for awhile as though we were destined never to speak again.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “Yeah, life has a way of changing even the best-intentioned plans.” 
 
    “For the better, in this case.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “What can I do for you, my friend?” 
 
    “I need something from whatever source provided you with your bootleg copy of Spinelli’s home surveillance video.” 
 
    “You know I’ll get it to you if I can. What do you need?” 
 
    “The lead investigator on the Spinelli murder—” 
 
    “Matt Burke,” Mr. Stanton interrupted. “Yes, we talked about him in your truck.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I need his cell number.” 
 
    “Keeping your friends close and your enemies closer?” 
 
    “We’re not enemies,” Jack said. “Not exactly, anyway. Not at this very moment.” 
 
    “I doubt Burke would share that sentiment, especially after seeing you on that video inside Spinelli’s house following the murder.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Jack agreed, “although the video clearly shows me not murdering anyone.” 
 
    “I think under the circumstances that might prompt more questions out of our intrepid detective friend, not fewer.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. But I won’t be calling him to invite him to a backyard barbecue, I’ll be aiding in his investigation.” 
 
    “How very civic-minded of you,” Mr. Stanton said wryly. 
 
    “I do what I can,” Jack answered. “And I don’t mean to rush you, but things are moving quickly, so sooner would be much better than later as far as getting that telephone number is concerned.” 
 
    “Stay by your phone.” 
 
    “Does having it snug against my ass inside my back pocket qualify as keeping it close enough?” 
 
    “That’s what is known in the business as too much information,” Mr. Stanton said. 
 
    And then the line went dead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Less than ten minutes later, Jack’s phone buzzed. There was only one person who could be calling, so again he didn’t bother wasting valuable time on preliminaries. 
 
    “Hit me,” he said. 
 
    “Got a pen handy?” 
 
    “Of course.” He wrote down the number and then disconnected the call, as Mr. Stanton had done earlier, without another word. Time was at a premium, but the quick hang-up was more a matter of payback than because he couldn’t spare an extra few seconds. 
 
    It felt pretty good. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Burke.” The voice sounded gruff and officious, straight out of central casting for the role of harried homicide investigator. 
 
    “Hello, Detective,” Jack said. “I have a tip to pass along regarding the Spinelli murder case.” 
 
    “Is that so? And you are?” 
 
    “An interested observer.” 
 
    “Ah,” Burke said. “But not interested enough to give me your name.” 
 
    “Do you want the information or not?” 
 
    “You realize I now have the number you’re calling from, correct?” 
 
    “You realize this phone’s going into the trash the minute this call is over, correct?” 
 
    “Touché,” Burke said, and then paused. 
 
    Jack waited without speaking. 
 
    “Fine,” Burke sighed. “I assume you didn’t go to all the trouble of acquiring a burner phone just to waste my time. You’re not wasting my time, are you?” 
 
    “That all depends,” Jack said. “Do you consider apprehending Rocco Spinelli’s killer to be a waste of time?” 
 
    Another pause. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Go to 1747 Melton Drive in Dorchester. It’s a residence. You’ll find your killer inside the house. Don’t bother waiting for him to come to the door because he’s currently…otherwise occupied.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me…” Burke’s voice died away as he recognized the significance of the address. “I was at that house just yesterday, it’s the home of Spinelli’s ex-wife.” 
 
    Jack remained silent. 
 
    “I interviewed Mary Carson. She struck me as utterly believable when she denied knowing anything about her ex-husband’s murder. I determined it’s highly unlikely she was involved.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Mary Carson is not the one detained and awaiting my arrival, is she?” 
 
    “The sooner you get to Dorchester, the sooner you’ll wrap up your case.” 
 
    “And how did you come to acquire this first-hand knowledge of the guilty party’s identity? For that matter, how did you come to secure this supposed suspect?” 
 
    “I try to support the efforts of law enforcement whenever possible.” 
 
    “You’re a good citizen, is that it?” 
 
    “I try to be.” 
 
    “I want to know your name,” Burke said. “Right now.” 
 
    Jack disconnected the call and tossed the phone into the Dumpster behind a mom and pop liquor store. 
 
    Then he started his car and turned toward Dorchester. He put the odds of Burke actually following up on his tip at somewhere in the neighborhood of sixty-forty. Jack would need to maintain surveillance on the Carson home in order to know whether he could close the book on the Spinelli murder—and, more importantly, the attempted frame job—or whether additional steps would become necessary. 
 
    He hoped very much the former would be the case. He was sick to death of Rocco Spinelli, sick of the idiot kid who’d tried to impress the Palermo crime family in the worst way possible, sick of impersonating a cop, sick of just about everything to do with his once and current occupation. 
 
    He just wanted to go home and take Edie and Janie Tolliver to dinner and a movie. 
 
    But for now at least, that would have to wait. 
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    Burke stared at his cell phone for a few seconds and then shook his head and slipped it into his pocket. He realized he was scowling and tried to stop but couldn’t quite manage it. 
 
    “What in the holy hell was that all about?” he said. He was alone in his car and thus unsurprised when his question went unanswered. 
 
    Telephone tips to the authorities regarding high-profile cases were commonplace, but rarely did they come direct to the lead investigator’s personal cell phone, and rarely did they turn out to be of any value. 
 
    And rarest of all—rare in this case being defined as “never in nearly two decades of investigating homicides”—did a tipster call in to say he had apprehended the guilty party and left him tied up in his home, awaiting arrest. 
 
    The caller hadn’t worded things in precisely that manner, but close enough. There wasn’t much doubt that was what he’d meant when he said the guilty party was “otherwise occupied.” 
 
    Burke tried to decide how much attention he should pay to the call, if any. It was damned near dinnertime and he was hungry and tired, and the last thing he wanted to do was return to the home of Spinelli’s ex-wife for no good goddamned reason. 
 
    But something was bothering Burke, a possibility he didn’t want to acknowledge but could not avoid: what if the tipster had “aided” Burke’s investigation by killing the person he thought had committed the Spinelli murder, and then leaving the body inside Mary Carson’s home? What if that was what he had meant by his “otherwise occupied” comment? 
 
    Burke had done a little research before his trip to Dorchester yesterday, so he’d known going in that Mary Carson shared her home with an adult son. The son hadn’t been present during Burke’s interview yesterday, and he had made a mental note upon leaving to go back and interview the kid at some point. 
 
    But Mary had seemed so utterly benign that returning to question the kid had instantly become one of his lowest priorities, particularly since the kid was unrelated to Spinelli, and Burke had yet to question any of Spinelli’s mobbed-up friends. It just hadn’t seemed like a productive use of his time. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    Cursed under his breath. 
 
    The tipster’s call was probably nothing, just another citizen with a screw loose who had discovered online that Mary Carson had once been married to Rocco Spinelli. Returning to Dorchester would be pointless. A waste of time. 
 
    But what if? 
 
    He decided he couldn’t risk ignoring the call and finding out later that Mary Carson had returned home from work at midnight to find her son’s lifeless body face down on her living room floor. 
 
    And then there was also the possibility, however remote, that the Carson kid actually was the guilty party. That scenario didn’t make the vigilante’s actions any more acceptable, but if Burke ignored a tip that later turned out to be accurate, and Spinelli’s murderer was alive and ended up hurting or even killing someone else, he, Burke, would be squarely to blame. 
 
    And he didn’t think he could live with that outcome. 
 
    He cursed again and turned toward Dorchester. 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to pick up a Fred Flintstone-sized steak on the way home, grill the damned thing out behind his garage, and stuff himself while washing it down with a couple or three drinks. 
 
    But dinner would have to wait.  
 
    He called Connie and told her he was going to be late, then made a mental note to pick out an even bigger cut when he was finally able to go home and grill. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Dorchester neighborhood containing Mary Carson’s little yellow ranch house was fairly active with vehicles upon Burke’s arrival. It was a working-class area, which meant all those people toiling on the day shift would be returning home this time of night to their own steaks and drinks. Or at least burgers and drinks. 
 
    Burke eased into the driveway at 1747 Melton and pulled to a stop behind a rust-bucket Toyota parked close to the house. It wasn’t the same car he’d parked behind yesterday when he arrived for his interview, which made sense if Mary Carson had been telling the truth about working the swing shift and the tipster/vigilante had been telling the truth about assaulting Carson’s son. That would make the Toyota the Carson kid’s vehicle. 
 
    He killed the engine and climbed out of the car. 
 
    Realized the scowl had returned to his face and didn’t bother trying to remove it. 
 
    Walked to the front door and pressed the buzzer. 
 
    Waited to see what would happen. 
 
    He was ninety-five percent convinced it would swing open and an innocent David Carson would be standing there, which meant he would have wasted half an hour of his time driving over here and at least another half hour driving home. 
 
    Four percent said no one would answer the door because the kid was tied up and helpless—or dead—inside the house. And out of that four percent, three-point-nine percent said the kid would be innocent, the victim of some lunatic who’d decided to play judge and jury, but—hopefully—not executioner. 
 
    That left a one percent chance the Carson kid had murdered Rocco Spinelli, which to Burke meant his math was off. There was no way the odds were that high. 
 
    He buzzed again and when nothing happened, he pounded on the door with a closed fist and called, “Mr. Carson, it’s Detective Matt Burke. Open up, please, I need to speak with you for a moment.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Burke muttered. “Nothing can ever be easy.” He turned the knob, expecting it to be locked despite what the tipster had said, and raised his eyebrows in mild surprise when the damned thing turned and the door swung open. 
 
    “Hello,” he called again, and stepped through the door into the tiny living room. “Detective Matt Burke to speak with…” his voice trailed away to nothing as he spotted a young man—must be the Carson kid—secured to a chair in the middle of the living room. 
 
    The kid was staring at him with eyes about as wide as dinner plates. He looked terrified, which would make sense if he’d been assaulted inside his own home. He wasn’t gagged, and as Burke crossed the living room floor it occurred to him to wonder why the hell the kid hadn’t answered when he’d identified himself as a cop. 
 
    Probably afraid it was his assailant returning for Round Two. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he said again, this time to the kid. He approached quickly. “Are you okay? Any injuries? What the hell happ—” 
 
    And that was when the kid attacked. 
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    David finally finished untying himself after scraping his way through the fucking twine. 
 
    He forced himself gingerly out of the chair the psycho hit man had tied him to, his finger throbbing from all the strands that had forced their way under the nail while he worked himself free. Cradling his injured hand against his chest, he turned toward the front door, thinking only of escape, and how he needed to get the hell away from this house and figure out some kind of escape plan, when the same unmarked police car he’d seen in the driveway yesterday eased to a stop in the driveway. 
 
    And the cop from yesterday threw open his door. 
 
    “Fuck,” David muttered as his heart began hammering in his chest like one of those giant kettle drums on wheels you see in a marching band. He froze for maybe one beat of his racing heart, and then inspiration struck and he knew exactly what he had to do. 
 
    He turned his back to the front door and cop, who was now lumbering up the driveway. Retreated into the kitchen and grabbed the first thing he spotted that he might be able to use as a weapon: a half-empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s that he’d left on the counter a couple of days ago. 
 
    Even as he was lifting it his brain was screaming, Knife, take a knife you fucking idiot! but it was too late. The cop was ringing the doorbell and identifying himself as a cop, just in case David wasn’t petrified enough, and he knew he was out of time. He couldn’t go back and grab a knife, just as he couldn’t bolt out the back door or find a place to hide. 
 
    So he did the only thing he could think of to do. He returned to the chair he’d been bound to and sat, placing his right hand exactly where it had been secured before, while hopefully hiding the Jack bottle behind his back with his left. 
 
    The cop had been calling through the door, saying something as David hurried to the chair, but he had no idea what it might be because he was so fucking panicked. It was lucky the guy hadn’t just bulled into the house, because no sooner had David’s ass hit the chair than the door opened and in came the cop. 
 
    And he was big. 
 
    Rocco Spinelli had been good-sized, enough bigger than David that he’d damned near lost the battle to the death in Spinelli’s bedroom. This cop had to be at least three inches taller than Spinelli and twenty-plus pounds heavier. 
 
    But Spinelli had known he was coming. Hopefully David could take the cop by surprise because it would likely be his only chance. If he couldn’t do it he would be screwed. 
 
    The big cop took two full steps into the living room and then stopped cold, surprised by the sight of David seemingly tied to the chair. He took a second to assess the situation and then began moving again, asking something about injuries as he moved closer, not even reaching for the gun David knew was strapped against his ribs. 
 
    He was maybe five feet away when David sprang at him, bellowing nothing intelligible and swinging the Jack bottle toward the side of the cop’s head in an arcing roundhouse left. 
 
    The cop flinched and ducked and tried to twist away, but his reaction worked in David’s favor because he actually ducked into the bottle. Had he stayed upright, the blow would probably have caught the guy in the shoulder. 
 
    As it was, the heavy liquor bottle blasted the cop squarely in the side of the skull, shattering into a million pieces and sending Tennessee Sippin’ Whiskey spraying all over the living room, all over David and all over the cop in a sticky amber mess. 
 
    And the cop dropped straight down. He landed on the floor with a heavy thud, moaned once and lay still, blood beginning to rush from a jagged gash that ran south out from under the man’s hairline and ended just above his jaw. The blood rolled into small puddles of whiskey, turning the liquid almost perfectly black. 
 
    That’s appropriate, David thought, his mind spinning crazily. Black like my soul. 
 
    He dropped what was left of the whiskey bottle, amazed the shattering glass hadn’t sliced his hand to ribbons. It fell next to the unconscious cop, its razor sharp shards narrowly missing his neck and instead gouging up tiny chunks of hardwood. 
 
    The bottle was instantly forgotten. David’s only thought was of escape, of putting as many miles as possible between himself and the now-neutralized—but not for long—cop. The man had come to the house alone, but David had learned early in his short and mostly inconsequential criminal career that the police were like mosquitos or bill collectors: if one found you, others would soon follow. 
 
    And once they saw what he’d done to their fellow pig, they would be pissed. 
 
    He rushed to the front door and had pulled it halfway open when it occurred to him that leaving the home weaponless was probably a very bad idea. He hadn’t had the presence of mind to grab a knife as the cop was approaching, and had been lucky as hell that his little error in judgment didn’t cost him his freedom. 
 
    He probably wouldn’t get that lucky a second time. 
 
    And now he didn’t need to worry about grabbing a knife. 
 
    Because he knew exactly where to find the cop’s gun. 
 
    He closed the door slowly, not slamming it but easing it shut with a gentle click. Retraced his steps to the downed cop and knelt. He tried his best to avoid crouching in the whiskey and the blood, although what difference it could possibly make he had no idea. He was already covered in both. 
 
    His hands were shaking badly but his mind was starting to come out of its panic-induced vapor lock as he pulled open the cop’s suit coat and reached for his gun. He unsnapped the leather holster and lifted the weapon and jammed it into his jeans at the small of his back like he’d seen outlaws do in countless movies. 
 
    I’m an outlaw. 
 
    I’m an outlaw. 
 
    I’m a fucking outlaw. 
 
    He had always wanted to be an outlaw. A real, live outlaw. It was the whole reason he’d tried so hard to get a foot in the door with the Palermo family, and thus why he’d stabbed Rocco Spinelli to death. 
 
    His plan hadn’t turned out the way he expected it to, but in a weird way he’d ended up getting what he wanted, despite his failure to frame the goddamned hit man for the Spinelli murder. He was now armed and dangerous, an outlaw on the run. The thought made him tingle with excitement and adrenaline. 
 
     He wasn’t sure what was going to happen next. Once the cops saw what he’d done to their buddy, they would come after him full-bore. But David Carson was a fucking outlaw, and if he had to go down, well, he was now armed with a cop’s gun and would go out in a blaze of both bullets and glory. 
 
    He climbed to his feet, his previous panic and confusion just a rapidly fading memory. He had the gun at the small of his back to thank for that. He felt powerful and strong, two things he’d never once felt in all his twenty-two years. 
 
    I’m an outlaw. 
 
    He hurried down the hallway to his room, tracking stickiness and blood in ever-diminishing footprints as he went. Grabbed his stash of cash, the money he kept in his closet for fast food and drugs, and jammed it into his front pocket without counting it. He knew exactly how much was there: two hundred twenty-six bucks. 
 
    Then he crossed the hallway to his mother’s room. She kept some cash handy, too, and while he didn’t think she spent any of it on drugs, he wasn’t one hundred percent certain and didn’t care. Hers he counted. A little over five hundred. He jammed that into his right front pocket as well. 
 
    All told, he had just south of seven hundred and fifty bucks with which to make his escape. Not ideal, but he could work with it. 
 
    The cop was moaning softly as David passed by for the final time on his way to the front door and freedom. The dude’s eyes were still closed and he was still bleeding heavily from his head, and for the briefest of moments David thought about getting a towel and trying to stop the bleeding. 
 
    Then he came to his senses. Time was running out and he’d be damned if he got caught because he was taking care of the man who’d come to arrest him and send him to prison for the rest of his life. 
 
    If the cop bled out, well, that was just too goddamned bad, because David was an outlaw, and outlaws didn’t waste time worrying about the welfare of their pursuers. 
 
    This time, when David opened the front door he didn’t hesitate. He stepped through it and pulled it closed, even remembering to lock it before he trotted down the steps toward his car. 
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    Jack did a double take when the front door swung open and the kid stuck his head out. 
 
    He’d been pleased to see Burke’s car in the driveway when he pulled to the curb at the cross street and had stuck around mostly for the enjoyment of seeing the homicide cop perp-walk the little bastard out of the house in cuffs. 
 
    But this was unexpected. Burke was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The kid half-stepped out the door and then stopped, a quizzical look on his face, like a guy on his way to work who just realized he’s forgotten his lunch. He turned around, reentered the house and closed the door. 
 
    Jack was out of his rental car and moving the moment the kid disappeared inside. Something was obviously wrong; homicide cops weren’t in the habit of hanging out inside houses while their suspects waltzed away. Even if Burke didn’t believe Jack’s assertion that David Carson was Spinelli’s killer, it would have taken more time to free Carson from his bindings and take a statement than had elapsed. 
 
    A lot more time. 
 
    Jack moved away from the cul-de-sac and then crossed the street. When he was confident he couldn’t be seen from the Carson home he turned ninety degrees and approached from the side until reaching the vacant home next door. 
 
    Then he trotted from that back yard into the Carson yard and moved to the side of the house carefully. At one time there had been a row of decorative shrubs planted adjacent to the wall, but they had withered and died years ago and were now nothing more than creepy-looking dead sticks that needed to be dug up and burned. 
 
    When he reached the corner of the house and had a clear view of the front door, Jack hung back and waited to see what would happen next. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. The door swung open again and this time the Carson kid burst through it, his previous hesitation gone. He took the steps two at a time and hit the crumbling flagstone walkway at a trot, heading directly for his car, which he’d left on the side of the driveway. 
 
    Burke had parked his own vehicle next to it, meaning Carson had a clear path down the driveway to the road. 
 
    This was a bad development. 
 
    A worse development was that the kid was holding a gun in his right hand. 
 
    Jack estimated he had close to twenty feet of open space to cross once he stepped out from behind the cover of the house, but David Carson was focused on his car and his impending escape. 
 
    He didn’t look left, toward Jack. 
 
    Didn’t look right, toward the street. 
 
    Definitely didn’t look back toward the house. 
 
    Jack broke cover just as Carson arrived at his car and reached for the driver’s side door. He crouched and moved quickly, not sprinting but jogging at maybe double a typical walking pace, concealing himself as much as possible behind Burke’s big Chevrolet. Then he crossed behind the Chevy’s trunk and moved to Carson’s passenger window just as the kid slammed his door and fired up his engine. 
 
    He lifted his gun out of its shoulder holster and held it by the barrel, swinging the butt end into the middle of the passenger side window like a man pounding on a table for emphasis. The window shattered and sagged into the passenger seat as a few stray bits of safety glass peppered Carson. 
 
    The kid flinched and let out a short, panic-choked scream, and before he could recover enough to aim his gun at the sudden threat, Jack had shifted his own weapon in his hand and was holding it steadily through the broken window at David Carson. 
 
    “Put the gun down on the passenger seat,” Jack said quietly, “and then place both of your hands on your side window and leave them there until I tell you otherwise.” 
 
    Carson froze, not lifting the gun but not following Jack’s instructions, either. He sat motionless, his wide eyes locked onto Jack’s. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Jack continued. “Don’t try it. You’ll be dead before you can get a single round off.” 
 
    The kid still didn’t move. 
 
    “If you want to kill me you’ve got to lift your weapon and turn it at least two feet and then fire. All I have to do is squeeze my trigger. Don’t be stupid, kid.” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Jack tried a different tactic. “You really want your mother to come home from work tonight and find her only son sitting inside a blood-soaked car with his head blown off? You really want to do that to her?” 
 
    After another second or two, the kid blew out a breath. Whether it was in frustration, anger or fear Jack couldn’t tell. Probably a little of each. But he eased his gun hand out of his lap and snaked it slowly over the center console. 
 
    As he did, Jack tightened his finger on the trigger, just a bit. He knew the ins and outs of his weapon like he knew his own name, and he wanted to eliminate every last millimeter of play in the trigger in the event Carson demonstrated his foolishness by trying to lift the gun and fire. 
 
    But the kid didn’t do it. He dropped the pistol onto the glittering greenish glass on the empty passenger seat and slowly turned toward the driver’s side window. Then he placed his hands palms-out on it as instructed. 
 
    Jack reached through the shattered window and recovered the kid’s gun. He realized he’d been holding his breath and now he breathed deeply. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Carson muttered. “And why can’t you leave me the fuck alone?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “You’re really stupid, kid, you know that?” 
 
    Carson’s face reddened. “Who are you to say anyth—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Jack said. “You’ve lucked out at least three times when you should have been killed. Let’s not make this the moment your luck runs out.” 
 
    “So you’re…you’re not going to shoot me?” 
 
    “The jury’s still out on that one. But I’ve got to be honest. Every time you open your mouth you hurt your case.” 
 
    “If you’re not going to shoot me…what happens now?” 
 
    “Now,” Jack said, “you’re going to place your hands at the top of the steering wheel and leave them there until I tell you. If one finger so much as twitches, that luck we just talked about will have officially run out. You understand?” 
 
    Carson muttered something and Jack said, “I didn’t catch that. Try again.” 
 
    “I said I understand.” 
 
    “Good,” Jack said. “Then do as I asked.” 
 
    Carson lifted his hands and rested them on the top of the wheel by the wrists, his hands hanging over the front like the coolest kid in the neighborhood out for a drive. 
 
    Jack shook his head and smiled to himself. This kid was something else. He began moving around the front of the car, keeping his gun trained on the killer as he went, hoping the kid wouldn’t realize any shot he took at this moment would likely be deflected by the windshield, and decide to make a break for freedom. 
 
    Jack could shoot him as he ran, but he really didn’t want to do that. 
 
    It took no more than ten seconds to arrive at the driver’s side of the vehicle, even taking his time. Jack pulled the door open and then took two steps back. “Okay, climb out of the car and begin walking toward the front door.” 
 
    Carson huffed angrily and exited the car. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” Jack said. “Keep up the good work.” 
 
    Carson turned toward the house and began retracing his path, albeit at a much slower pace than he’d been moving a moment ago. Traffic droned past the cul-de-sac in the distance and Jack hoped nobody was paying too much attention to the driveway a couple of hundred yards away. 
 
    The kid arrived at the front door and stopped, and Jack said, “Keep going, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He turned the knob and pushed open the door and as he did, Jack closed the gap between them, exactly as he’d done a couple of hours ago. 
 
    The pair entered the house at virtually the same time and Jack eased the front door closed. 
 
    Then he stood in stunned surprise. 
 
    Burke was down and there was blood and broken glass everywhere. 
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    “Jesus Christ,” Jack exclaimed. He looked at Carson and said, “What the hell happened here?” 
 
    “He was gonna kill me! I had to defend mys—” 
 
    “Oh, give me a break,” Jack interrupted. “He wasn’t going to kill you. Hell, he probably wasn’t even going to arrest you, at least not yet. The guy came here to talk to you—not to mention rescue you—and you might just have killed him.” 
 
    It may have been a slight exaggeration, but if so it wasn’t much of one. The big homicide cop lay on his side, his head resting in the middle of a reservoir of blood that continued to expand slowly in all directions. 
 
    Jack considered the bleeding to be a good sign, all things considered. If he was bleeding, that meant his heart was pumping, which obviously meant he was still alive. But the amount of blood on the floor was alarming, and Jack knew he needed to get the bleeding stopped and medical attention here ASAP. 
 
    He looked from the prone cop to Rocco Spinelli’s killer. “Chrissakes, kid.” 
 
    “I’m telling ya, he was going to—” 
 
    Jack raised his gun and trained it on David Carson and the killer shut his mouth instantly. “If you try to tell me this man was about to kill you one more time, I’m going to put a pair of slugs in your skull and be done with it. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Carson’s lips were pressed together in an insolent grimace. He stared at Jack with a burning hatred but after a moment he nodded, the movement nothing more than a quick, two-inch tilt of the head. 
 
    Good enough. 
 
    Jack knelt next to the cop and fumbled around with the man’s handcuffs. It wasn’t easy to do with one hand while using the other to keep his gun trained on Carson, but after a moment he lifted the bracelets and stood. 
 
    “Get into the kitchen,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” The fear Carson had displayed earlier was back. There were no tears yet, but it was obvious he thought Jack wanted to take him to the kitchen to execute him, although it didn’t seem to occur to him that if Jack wanted him dead he could have killed him at any moment after disarming him. 
 
    “Just do it,” Jack said. He was beginning to question his desire to spare the kid’s life. In just the last few days, Carson had murdered one man and nearly killed another. 
 
    And given Burke’s sheet-white pallor and rapid respiration, the word “nearly” might still end up being inaccurate. 
 
    Carson clearly had no desire to turn his back on Jack, but after a long moment he turned and trudged across the living room floor. He gave the blood encircling Burke’s head a wide berth and entered the kitchen. 
 
    A counter ran the length of the rear wall, with a sink in the middle under a window facing the weed-strewn back yard. A dishwasher had been built into the space under the counter to the right, with a pair of cabinets directly below the sink. 
 
    “Stand in front of the fridge,” Jack said. “And so help me God, do not ask me why.” 
 
    Carson did as instructed without a word. 
 
    This was a decades-old house, and based on the age and condition of its furnishings, Jack guessed Mary Carson had not had the money to do a lot of updating. It was true of the appliances, and he hoped it was also true of the plumbing. He knelt in front of the sink and swung open the cabinet doors and smiled. A good old-fashioned sturdy iron drainpipe ran downward from the single-basin sink. 
 
    He climbed to his feet and indicated the area in front of the open cabinet doors. “Move in front of the sink and get on your knees, facing me.” 
 
    “Wh—” The beginning of the word was out of Carson’s mouth before he could stop himself, but he cut the word off mid-syllable and reluctantly closed his mouth. He crossed the kitchen as instructed, but before dropping to his knees, said, “I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Get on your knees or you’re going to die where you stand.” 
 
    His hands were shaking and despite Jack’s assurances it was clear the kid thought he was about to be executed. 
 
    Good. Let him think that. 
 
    Carson rocked back and forth for a moment and then slowly sank to the floor. 
 
    “Put your hands behind your back,” Jack commanded, and to his surprise the kid did it without comment. 
 
    Then Jack crossed the floor quickly, snapping one of the bracelets around Carson’s right wrist and yanking it toward the inside of the cabinet. The movement spun the kid to his left on his knees, facing Jack. 
 
    “Straighten yourself out,” Jack said, and the kid shuffled to his right until he was once again facing the middle of the kitchen. 
 
    Jack reached behind Carson and pulled his right hand into the same position as his left. Then he slipped the other cuff behind the iron drainpipe and snapped it around Carson’s right wrist. It was an uncomfortable position for the kid to be in, with his arms basically out straight behind him and his back pressed up against the strip of wood frame separating the pair of cabinet doors. 
 
    But the drainpipe was sturdy and even if it hadn’t been, there was no way Carson would be able to generate enough leverage in his present position to try to snap it. He would be much more secure here than when Jack had tied him to the chair, and Jack regretted not thinking of it earlier. 
 
    He pushed to his feet and faced the killer. Carson’s tears were back and he looked as though he were just about at his wits’ end. 
 
    Jack shook his head and left the kitchen, moving quickly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    31 
 
      
 
    He did his best to avoid stepping in any of Burke’s blood, but it wasn’t easy. Jack couldn’t immediately see where it was all coming from, but the halo encircling Burke’s head on the hardwood was noticeably—if only slightly—larger than before. 
 
    He moved three-quarters of the way around the detective and then approached via a small peninsula that somehow remained dry. Brown shards of glass littered the hardwood and the remains of a Jack Daniel’s bottle lay on the floor a few inches from Burke’s skull. 
 
    Jack knelt and placed two fingers on the cop’s neck just south of his ear. The pulse was weak but steady and he decided Burke would live to make stupid decisions another day. 
 
    He stood and hurried down the hallway into the only bathroom, opening a linen closet and removing a pair of white bath towels. Then he returned to Burke’s side. He mopped the blood off the cop’s face as much as possible with the first towel, carefully lifting the man’s head and finding the jagged gash Carson had opened when he clubbed the cop with the whiskey bottle. 
 
    Blood continued to flow sluggishly out of the wound, and when Jack felt he’d cleaned the area as well as he could under the circumstances, he tossed the bloody towel into the corner of the room and then unbuckled Burke’s belt. He pulled the belt clear of the cop’s suit trousers and dropped it onto the floor next to him. 
 
    Then he began winding the second towel around the injured man’s head, covering the gash and maintaining pressure on the wound with his hand. He managed two full layers over the gash before running out of towel. 
 
    He picked up the belt with his right hand while holding the towel in place with his left and then circled Burke’s skull with the belt twice. He pulled it tight and secured it through the second hole and then rose to his feet. 
 
    He examined his handiwork with a critical eye and shrugged. It was the best he could do given the limitations he was working under. He would call the cops and report the injured officer and the handcuffed murder suspect as soon as he’d gotten a couple of miles down the road, anyway, so the patch job only had to hold for a few minutes. 
 
    If nothing else, he’d stopped the bleeding, more or less. 
 
    While he worked on the cop, Jack had seen Burke’s eyes fluttering occasionally, even opening once or twice, but they remained unfocused and Jack knew the man was still basically unconscious. He’d suffered a deep head wound and probably a concussion from the impact of the whiskey bottle and would likely not be thinking clearly for the next twenty-four hours or more, even after he regained consciousness. 
 
    He turned toward and crossed the living room floor. He opened the door and had taken one step through it when a voice from behind him said, “Who the hell are you?” 
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    Jack froze. 
 
    The voice had clearly come from just a few feet behind him, which meant it had to belong to Detective Burke, but that was impossible. Burke was either unconscious or nearly so. 
 
    Jack turned to see the cop struggling to a sitting position, towel strapped around his head, blood and whiskey and shattered brown glass surrounding him on the floor. 
 
    He blinked in surprise. Burke was conscious, and while his face was nearly as white as the towel covering his injured skull, he sounded relatively lucid despite the glazed eyes and expression stiff with pain. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” Burke said. 
 
    “I heard you.” 
 
    “Then answer it. Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m the guy who patched you up and is about to call for an ambulance. Unless I miss my guess, you’re going to need about three dozen stitches to keep your brains from leaking out and running down the inside of your shirt.” 
 
    “No,” Burke said. 
 
    “No? What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Not familiar with the word?” 
 
    “I’m familiar with it,” Jack said, “but I can’t imagine how it applies in this situation. You need medical attention. Maybe you haven’t noticed the ocean of blood surrounding you on the floor? That’s all yours.” 
 
    “You’re not calling an ambulance. I’ll drive myself to the goddamned hospital when I’m finished here. And you never answered my question. Who are you?” 
 
    “I did answer your question, at least as much as I intend to.” 
 
    “I recognize that voice,” Burke said. His eyebrows knitted together in concentration, causing him to grimace in pain. He shook his head and blew out a shaky breath. “You’re the upstanding citizen who called in the tip that almost got me killed.” 
 
    “The tip didn’t almost get you killed,” Jack answered calmly. “The fact that you didn’t take it seriously was what almost got you killed.” 
 
    “Touché,” Burke grumbled. He didn’t argue the point, though, a fact that raised Jack’s estimation of the man a notch. “You didn’t happen to see where the kid went after he whacked me with the bottle, did you?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did.” 
 
    “Shocker. Care to share that information with law enforcement? You know, since you’re such a civic-minded gentleman and all.” 
 
    “No problem. He left the house at a trot and headed straight to his car.” 
 
    Burke groaned, and not just from the pain he had to be feeling. “If I’ve been out long enough for you to do…this,” he gestured at the towel wrapped around his head with a shaking right hand, “he could be halfway to Connecticut or Maine or just about anywhere by now.” 
 
    The cop tried to push himself to his feet and to Jack’s amazement he actually succeeded. “I need to get an APB out right now.” He stood in the middle of the living room, swaying but not falling, and all Jack could think was that he looked exactly like an extra in The Walking Dead TV show. 
 
    “No you don’t,” jack said, shaking his head and lifting his hands. “Sit down before you fall down. I said he headed toward his car, but that was before I intercepted him and returned him here.” 
 
    Burke made a show of looking around the living room before dropping to one knee to steady himself. “What did you do, make him invisible?” 
 
    “Nope, I used your cuffs to secure him to a drain pipe in the kitchen. He’s a little uncomfortable at the moment, so I’m guessing most of the fight has probably drained right out of him. See what I did there? Drained right out of him?” 
 
    Burke scowled. “My tolerance for stupid humor is at an all-time low right now.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “No accounting for taste, I guess. Anyway, I doubt Carson will give you much trouble from here on out.” 
 
    “You used my cuffs?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Seemed like a good idea under the circumstances.” 
 
    “Listen, Mr. Good Samaritan, I don’t know what y—” Burke’s voice trailed off as a look of panic came into his eyes. He opened his suit coat and reached for the gun that was no longer tucked into his shoulder holster. 
 
    “Goddammit,” he said, and sighed. “The punk took my fucking gun. I’ll never live that one down. Goddammit.” 
 
    “No one but you and I will ever know,” Jack answered, trying to keep the smile out of his voice but not quite succeeding. “And I’ll never tell. Your weapon is safe.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you took it off the Carson kid.” 
 
    “Again,” Jack said, “it—” 
 
    “I know, I know. It seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
 
    Jack spread his hands and nodded. 
 
    “So how about you hand it over?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’ll hold onto it for just a little longer.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck with me, my friend.” 
 
    “I would say, saving your ass and capturing the killer who got the drop on you constitutes the opposite of fucking with you, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Give me my gun right now,” Burke said quietly, his voice filled with implied menace. “You’re already in enough trouble. Don’t make it worse.” 
 
    Jack grinned. “See, I was afraid we might not see eye to eye on this, which was why I was holding onto it in the first place. I’m not going to take your gun, I promise. I don’t even want your gun. I’ll drop it in your car on my way out. I’ll even lock the doors afterward so it doesn’t…get away…again.” 
 
    “I’ll follow you out and recover it and arrest you at the same time.” 
 
    “What do you intend to arrest me for? Aiding too much in a homicide investigation? Practicing emergency medicine without a license? Being too helpful?” 
 
    “I’ll arrest you for interfering with an ongoing investigation, goddammit.” 
 
    “By apprehending your suspect and keeping you from bleeding to death?” 
 
    “I’ll come up with something, dammit.” 
 
    “Listen,” Jack said. “It’s a moot point, anyway. The way you feel right now, you’ll be lucky to get Carson into custody by yourself, which, for the record, I think is a bad idea. Call for help.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me how to do my job,” Burke grumbled. 
 
    “My point is that you’re shaky and injured. You can no more follow me outside and arrest me if I don’t want to be arrested than you could run a marathon right now. And, spoiler alert, I’m not interested in being arrested today. I have dinner plans.” 
 
    “I want to know exactly who the hell you are and exactly what the hell you think you’re doing,” Burke said. He was still down on one knee, but he was a large man, and imposing, even injured and clearly not operating at one hundred percent. 
 
    “We’ve already covered all that.” 
 
    “Not to my satisfaction, we haven’t.” 
 
    “You’ll have to get over it,” Jack said. He turned toward the door and then stopped and returned his attention to Burke. “Try not to lose Carson again,” he said, being sure to keep his tone light and the smile on his face. “I can’t continue cleaning up after you indefinitely.” 
 
    He stepped through the front door and pulled it firmly closed behind him, muffling, but not eliminating, the sound of Detective Matt Burke’s angry threats. It took six seconds to walk to Burke’s car and another four to lock his gun inside it. 
 
    Then he was gone. 
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    Jack considered attempting subterfuge to lure Amber Spinelli from her plush Four Seasons hotel suite, but ultimately decided against it. He doubted going to such lengths would be necessary. She would show soon enough. 
 
    Everything he’d observed about Rocco Spinelli’s widow during their interview told him she would quickly tire of sitting inside a hotel with only her mother for company, if she hadn’t already. She was a beautiful, rich, suddenly available young blonde woman in a major metropolitan city. If he was willing to exhibit a little patience, he was confident he’d see her. 
 
    Plus, his immediate future included no particular plans that would prevent him from sitting outside the Four Seasons drinking coffee and reading the Boston Globe. Edie was busy at the diner, and he’d heard nothing from Mr. Stanton about any pending assignments. 
 
    If Amber Spinelli didn’t show after a few days of waiting and watching, he would move on to Plan B. It would be easy enough, although admittedly a little risky, to resurrect his cop persona for one more interview if it came to that. And what the hell, he thought, this whole Spinelli business has been one major risk-fest, from the moment I walked into Spinelli’s house until Burke picked the worst possible moment to regain consciousness. 
 
    Seeing Amber Spinelli again wasn’t even strictly necessary. But Jack had a few questions for the grieving widow and it wasn’t in his nature to put partially solved puzzles away. 
 
    So he sat in yet another rental car, drinking coffee from a street vendor that was surprisingly good and stepping to the sidewalk every couple of hours to feed the parking meter. He rarely paid attention to any part of the newspaper, but David Carson’s arrest was today’s lead story. He read it with interest, noting with satisfaction that the official version included nothing about an armed vigilante detaining the accused murderer while the arresting officer lay unconscious and bleeding on the floor. 
 
    It also appeared that Matt Burke was going to be okay, a development Jack was happy to see. For all the man’s bluster and threats, Jack was surprised to discover he liked the guy. In many ways, Burke reminded Jack of himself, an odd development considering they were, at least theoretically, on opposite sides of the crime and punishment fence. 
 
    Theoretically. 
 
    The reality was that The Organization’s goals were more aligned with law enforcement’s than might be readily apparent. They both worked to get the worst offenders off the streets and thereby protect the public. They just used very different methods to accomplish those goals. 
 
    Jack had arrived outside the Four Seasons at six a.m., knowing the likelihood of Amber Spinelli being out and about at that early hour was virtually nil. She hadn’t struck Jack as an early riser during their previous meeting. She seemed more like the “party all night and sleep ‘til noon” type, even with a recently deceased husband. 
 
    So he’d known he probably wouldn’t see her for a while, if he saw her at all. But he’d wanted to beat the commute into the city and also secure a decent parking spot: one close enough to the hotel to observe the front entrance but also far enough away to avoid being recognized by Spinelli should she hit the sidewalk. 
 
    It was now nearly ten-thirty, and Jack was considering whether to leave his observation post for ten minutes to get a fresh coffee—it really was good—when his target showed. She strode out of the Four Seasons with all the haughty regality of a billionaire, passing the doorman without a glance or any form of acknowledgement and heading down the sidewalk away from Jack. 
 
    The best part was that she was alone. No protective mother to filter out a line of questioning she didn’t like. 
 
    Jack smiled and folded the paper neatly in half, then placed it on the passenger seat. He waited a moment to be sure Spinelli didn’t turn around and reverse course—you never knew when someone might realize she’d forgotten her wallet—and then he climbed out of the car, locked the doors, and followed at a reasonable distance. 
 
    She never looked back. 
 
    A block-and-a-half after leaving the Four Seasons, Amber Spinelli veered off the sidewalk and entered a high-end coffee shop called, for reasons Jack could not immediately discern, Save the Bees. He lingered outside as she walked to a display case and picked out a muffin. She then paid for her breakfast, received a cup for coffee, and disappeared deeper into the establishment. 
 
    That was when Jack entered Save the Bees. 
 
    He walked to the same display case Spinelli had just visited, bypassing the muffin but ordering a coffee. He was unsurprised to learn the identical drink would cost almost four times as much here as it had at the curbside vendor he’d visited earlier. Apparently, saving the bees was an expensive proposition. 
 
    He accepted his paper cup—adorned with an artist’s rendering of a smiling honeybee—and turned in the direction he’d seen Amber Spinelli go. The coffee bar was located behind a wall adjacent to the restaurant’s seating area, and while a quick scan of the tables didn’t reveal Spinelli, Jack knew she had to be here. 
 
    Unless she’d seen him following her and ducked out the back door. 
 
    He poured his coffee out of a giant urn and turned toward the dining room. It was good-sized for downtown Boston standards. Jack decided the reason the coffee was so damned expensive probably had more to do with the fact that it was costing the owner of Save the Bees an arm and a leg to lease the dining room than because he was donating money to his favorite cause. 
 
    He stood for a moment and finally spotted Spinell at the back of the dining room, seated alone at a small table. She seemed oblivious to her surroundings as she broke small pieces off her muffin and chewed them slowly while reading a front-page newspaper article. Jack knew it was the same story about David Carson’s arrest that he had read earlier. 
 
    He threaded his way through the crowded restaurant. She never raised her eyes from the paper, even as he approached her table and stopped next to it. 
 
    He cleared his throat loudly and she still didn’t look up. 
 
    “Whatever you’re selling,” she said, placing one slim finger on the article to avoid losing her place, “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “I’m not selling anything,” Jack said. “In fact, the opposite is true. I’m buying.” 
 
    Spinelli pursed her lips in frustration and lifted her eyes to glare at the person annoying her. She said, “Well, I’m not selling anything, eith…” 
 
    Her voice trailed away and her eyes widened and she said, “It’s you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack agreed. “It’s me.” 
 
    “What do you want? I told Detective Burke about our ‘interview’ and he said you’re not a real police officer. He said he didn’t know who the hell you were. So who the hell are you?” 
 
    “May I join you?” Jack said. “I promise I won’t take up too much of your time.” He slipped into the empty seat across from Spinelli without waiting for an invitation. 
 
    “No, you may not join me. You’re not going to take up any of my time. In fact, if you don’t get up and leave right this instant, I’ll call the police and report you for harassment. They’re looking for you anyway, you know.” 
 
    “You could call the police,” Jack agreed. “But of course if you do, I’ll tell them exactly why I wanted to see you, and then I won’t be the only one answering pointed questions. And regardless of what happens to me, I doubt they’ll be satisfied with allowing you to eat overpriced food and drink overpriced coffee while they ask those questions. And I especially doubt they’ll be satisfied with your answers.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed with suspicion and she repeated, “What do you want?” 
 
    And Jack smiled. 
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    “The first thing I want to know,” Jack said, “is how long you’ve been screwing David Carson.” 
 
    Amber Spinelli’s head jerked back as if she’d been slapped. Then she blinked hard, twice, and then she stared at Jack as if he’d suddenly materialized in his chair out of thin air. 
 
    Then she said, “Who? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Jack laughed as if she’d told a particularly funny joke and then took a sip of his coffee. The brew he’d gotten from the curbside vendor was better. 
 
    He said, “I hope you were a more effective liar with your husband than you are sitting here with me. Because if not, I guarantee he knew about your affair, and probably for a long time.” 
 
    “Affair? You’re out of your mind!” Her voice was shrill and strident, but she never raised it, clearly concerned about being overheard by patrons at other tables. There was little chance of that happening, though, unless she began screaming. The place was busy, noisy with the buzz of conversation and the clatter of plates and silverware. 
 
    “Really?” Jack pretended to consider her statement. “You truly don’t understand what I’m referring to regarding David Carson?” 
 
    “I don’t have the first clue,” she insisted. 
 
    “Then you must have a real problem with reading comprehension. I stood across the dining room and watched you poring over that front-page Globe piece about the man who’s been placed under arrest for the murder of your husband. David Carson’s name is mentioned seventeen times in that article. I know, because I counted.” 
 
    Amber Spinelli stared at Jack. She appeared completely dumbfounded. 
 
    “And, of course, I can’t imagine Detective Burke wouldn’t have mentioned the name of the suspect when he called you to tell you they’d made an arrest.” 
 
    “I…well, I didn’t…” 
 
    “But you were already familiar with David Carson, weren’t you, Mrs. Spinelli? Intimately so. You’ve been seeing him for quite some time, haven’t you?” 
 
    By now a change had come over the young widow. Her entire façade shifted. The flustered, fearful, confused girl was gone and in her place was a cold, calculating, steely-eyed woman who looked less like the grieving spouse of a murder victim than the potential mastermind of that murder. 
 
    The transformation was astounding and chilling. 
 
    “You can’t prove a fucking thing,” she said, her voice low and confident. 
 
    “I don’t need to prove anything. As you so accurately stated, I’m not a cop. And I’m sure as hell no prosecuting attorney.” 
 
    “Then we’re back to my original questions. Who are you and what do you want?” 
 
    “Who I am is a guy with an overdeveloped sense of curiosity. What I want are some answers. And you just gave me the answer to my most important question. Thank you for that.” 
 
    Spinelli then surprised Jack. “How did you figure it out?” She had apparently decided further denials were pointless. 
 
    “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I spent a long time trying to understand the timing. How could a street punk like David Carson have known when you were going to be out of town, thereby establishing your alibi, before taking out your husband? And why would he bother waiting? There was only one possibility: you were working together. And if you were working together, the likelihood was overwhelming that you were having an affair.” 
 
    She surprised Jack again by scoffing as though he’d said something humorous. “Are you kidding me? That’s a stretch.” 
 
    “I don’t think it is.” 
 
    “Coincidence, dumbass. I just happened to be out of town when that guy you already admitted was a ‘street punk’ broke into our house and killed my husband. It was sheer luck I wasn’t murdered as well.” 
 
    “You think the ‘sheer luck’ angle is going to hold up with Burke? Because if the affair occurred to me, I’m pretty sure it’s occurred to him as well, even with a serious head wound.” 
 
    “I know it’s going to hold up. I spent a long time stressing to Burke how lucky I felt to still be alive during my interviews. I cried and mourned my poor dead husband, but I also kept repeating how unfair it was that I was away when it happened. Survivor’s guilt is a thing, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Jack said. “I’m quite familiar with it.” 
 
    Spinelli offered a smug little smirk. “Well, there you go.” 
 
    “The problem is, manipulation’s a thing, too. And cops like Burke have seen it a hundred times.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” Spinelli said. 
 
    “So you think because you’re blonde and pretty and spun a sad little tale, Burke is no longer an issue for you?” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “If you say so.” 
 
    Spinelli smirked again. She was as self-assured as anyone Jack had ever seen. “I do say so. You can ask me all the questions you want, and you can even pat yourself on the back for being the smartest guy in the room, but I’m not worried. Not about Burke, not about you, and not about anyone else.” 
 
    “What about David Carson?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You seem pretty confident Carson isn’t going to give you up. But if I were in your shoes, he’s the one I’d be worried about.” 
 
    “Damn right I’m confident. David’s in loooove. He’d die for me, and he thinks we’re going to be together forever after he serves his time.” 
 
    “He’s a sucker, in other words.” 
 
    She grinned in a display that contained not a shred of good humor. “Exactly.” 
 
    “See, that’s the thing,” Jack said after sipping his coffee. “I’m not sure I’d be quite so confident if I were you. You said something about me thinking I’m the smartest guy in the room, but I don’t see it that way. Burke is pretty sharp himself, and dogged as well. I know his next move. He’s going to lean on Carson until the kid cracks. And then you’re going down on a conspiracy rap.” 
 
    “Nah,” the young blonde said, seemingly without a shred of concern. “He won’t fold. And even if he does, it’s his word against mine. Burke might have his suspicions—hell, I’m sure he does—but suspecting something is a whole lot different than being able to prove it in a court of law. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “You are one stone cold bitch, you know that?” 
 
    Spinelli smiled. Her teeth were arrow-straight and movie star perfect. “That’s exactly what Rocco used to say.” 
 
    “Before you manipulated a lovestruck, horny kid into killing him.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You can think that if you want. Doesn’t matter to me either way.” 
 
    Jack sat back and regarded Amber Spinelli. 
 
    Sipped his coffee. 
 
    Tried to decide whether to let the misguided woman in on the truth of her situation or let it come crashing down on her like a brick wall. 
 
    It only took a moment to make his decision. What the hell, he’d taken a tremendous risk just by coming here, might as well get the most bang for his buck. 
 
    He said, “There’s more to the story than you know. David Carson wasn’t quite the sucker you played him for. Or at least, he wasn’t only the sucker you played him for.” 
 
    She blinked. Twice. Jack had already discovered that little tic was her tell, and it pleased him to see he’d planted a tiny seed of doubt in her mind. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Maybe you’re unaware, but Carson had a bit of a relationship with your husband.” 
 
    He watched as her confidence came rushing back and she smiled condescendingly. “Of course I know that. He wanted in on Rocco’s crew. I wouldn’t call it a ‘relationship,’ though. You said it yourself; David was nothing more than a street punk. He was too small-time for Rocco. There was no way Rocco would ever have let that kid anywhere near his operation.” 
 
    “I think David figured that out as well, or Rocco let him know it in no uncertain terms. But here’s the thing. David wasn’t a quitter. And he wasn’t quite the dullard you thought he was. He formulated a plan to prove his worthiness to whoever succeeded your husband in the Palermo family. Unfortunately for him it didn’t work, but it leaves you more than a bit…exposed…” 
 
    Spinelli’s beautiful blue movie-star eyes had gone blank. 
 
    Utterly and completely blank. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she said again, this time with true worry and more than a hint of panic in her voice. “What kind of plan?” 
 
    “You know what?” Jack said. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. You didn’t want me here in the first place, so I should probably be going.” He pushed his chair back and stood. 
 
    “Sit. Down.” The words came out of Spinelli’s drawn mouth like bullets. It was clear this was not a woman accustomed to being trifled with. Jack could see what had drawn Rocco Spinelli to the much younger woman, above and beyond her beauty. 
 
    He gazed at her with amusement and then dropped back into his chair. “If you insist. I’m glad to see my sparkling personality has finally won you over.” 
 
    “What do you mean David had a plan to prove his worthiness? What kind of plan?” 
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    “David decided that just killing Rocco for love wasn’t good enough. Maybe he really did think the two of you could go riding off into the sunset together—” 
 
    “He’s in love with me,” Spinelli insisted. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” Jack said. “But in addition to ensuring his happy future with the little woman, David decided that killing your husband could also be his ticket into the Palermo family.” 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “David hired a paid assassin to kill Rocco.” 
 
    Amber Spinelli had begun raising her coffee cup to her lips and now it hung motionless a foot above the table. She shook her head. Tilted it to the side. Shook it again. “That’s ridiculous. David killed Rocco. I know that for a fact.” 
 
    “So you’re admitting you were involved.” 
 
    “Not at all. But I know what I know.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “Yes,” he agreed. “David killed Rocco. But it goes deeper than that.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Say ‘please.’” 
 
    Her eyes hardened and bored in on Jack, simultaneously cold and smoldering. 
 
    He grinned. “May I make an observation about you, Mrs. Spinelli?” 
 
    “I don’t see how I could stop you.” 
 
    “This version of you is much more interesting than the weepy, helpless child I spoke to inside the Four Seasons.” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject. You said David hired an assassin to kill Rocco and then you agreed David did the dirty deed. Obviously both things can’t be true. Explain.” 
 
    Jack gazed unblinkingly into her eyes. 
 
    Took a sip of his coffee. 
 
    Waited. 
 
    “Please,” she said, and blew out a forceful, frustrated breath. 
 
    “See? Wasn’t that easy?” 
 
    Spinelli’s eyes had gone dark. “I gave you what you wanted,” she said coldly. “Now, talk.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Jack said with a grin. “Both things actually are true, because David hired the assassin not to do the actual killing, but to take the fall for the crime. He theorized that if he could frame someone else for the murder, not only would he walk away scot free, he would prove his cleverness to the men running the Palermo family in New England. He figured they would welcome him with open arms once they were exposed to his brilliant criminal mind.” 
 
    “That’s patently ridiculous,” Spinelli scoffed. She shook her head as she tried to dismiss Jack’s words out of hand, but he could see her considering the possibility he might be telling the truth. “I don’t even know how it would be possible to set up a professional killer for a murder he didn’t commit.” 
 
    “In the long run it might not have worked,” Jack said. “You don’t kill someone in the manner David used without leaving a little—or a lot—of your own DNA behind. On the other hand, if the police walked into your home and caught a man standing red-handed over the body of the victim, they might manage to overlook the little details that didn’t fit the obvious conclusion to be drawn. A jury could conceivably do the same.” 
 
    Spinelli’s cup of coffee still hovered over the table as she absorbed Jack’s words. She slowly lowered it without taking her eyes off his. She was spellbound. 
 
    “I would put the odds of his plan succeeding—at least in terms of framing the patsy for murder—at fifty-fifty, give or take, if the police had managed to enter the home and catch the unsuspecting professional assassin.” 
 
    Jack had held Spinelli’s stare as he spoke, and now he watched as the understanding dawned in those ice-blue eyes. “You’re…” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows in an unspoken question, as if not understanding her train of thought. 
 
    “You’re the assassin David tried to frame. That’s why you care about this so much.” The words came out in a near whisper, her voice quavering and paper-thin. Fearful now, in addition to being concerned and angry. It was as if she expected him to pull a gun out of his pocket and shoot her where she sat. 
 
    “I didn’t know about any of this, you have to believe me.” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “But…how could he pull something like that off? He’s just…” 
 
    “A dumb punk?” 
 
    She nodded wordlessly. 
 
    “He’s a dumb punk who thinks he’s brilliant. That’s a dangerous combination.” 
 
    “But how…?” 
 
    “Killing Rocco would have been the most difficult part,” Jack said. “Once he accomplished that, all he had to do was resist the urge to run away. Stay near the house until the sucker he hired showed up—it had to happen in the narrow window of your absence, remember—and then call in an anonymous tip to the police once the assassin entered the house.” 
 
    “But then…why didn’t the police catch you? Why didn’t his plan succeed?” 
 
    Jack smiled. “This wasn’t my first rodeo, Mrs. Spinelli. I’ve learned a few tricks along the way. And I realize this is all coming as a major shock to you, but you’re focusing on the wrong issue right now.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. David will crack, and my guess is that will happen sooner rather than later, regardless of what you think.” 
 
    “David loves me.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Maybe he does, but he’ll still crack, and when he does the cops will have you in handcuffs almost before he finishes talking. Then it’s all over for poor Mrs. Amber Spinelli. No more five-star hotel accommodations, no more sympathetic television news coverage, just an orange jumpsuit and daily massage sessions with Big Bertha in the prison shower.” 
 
    Spinelli’s face had gone sheet-white. Her expression remained as stony as ever, but Jack could see he’d gotten to her. 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” Her voice had gone from a near-whisper to a complete whisper, and even sitting just across the table, he could barely make out her words. 
 
    “Because I don’t appreciate ‘dumb punks,’ as you called your boyfriend, trying to frame me for a murder I didn’t commit.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question. I understand you wanted to get back at David. Why are you sitting here right now, having this conversation with me?” 
 
    “Because I know you were involved. And I thought you should know that I know.” 
 
    “But I wasn’t involved. Not with David’s plan to try to use you to advance his own agenda within the Palermo family. I didn’t know about any of that, I swear.” 
 
    “And I believe you. But you were still involved in the murder of your husband.” 
 
    “So?” Spinelli looked genuinely mystified, like she couldn’t understand why her using a man barely out of his teens to kill her husband might be a problem. “I mean you’re a…you know…” 
 
    Jack shook his head and smiled. He pushed out his chair again and stood. “Good luck, Mrs. Spinelli. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    Then he turned and threaded his way through the dining room to the front door, carrying his half-full coffee cup with him. He’d already decided not to finish it—he would buy a second cup from the street vendor before leaving for New Hampshire—but leaving the cup on the table was a non-starter, and so was throwing it away inside the restaurant. 
 
    He had no intention of leaving Burke the gift of his DNA.
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    “I can’t believe you, of all people, have suddenly become a couch potato.” Edie’s eyes widened and she shook her head in mock disbelief. She sat next to Jack on his small couch, sipping a drink and holding his hand while a serious-looking blonde anchorwoman discussed Boston’s worsening traffic issues. This round of slowdowns was being blamed on repairs taking place inside the Ted Williams Tunnel. 
 
    Jack tried to put an injured look on his face. “What do you mean? Wasn’t it you who recently said I needed to start learning how to slow down and smell the roses?” 
 
    “I may have said something to that effect,” Edie answered, “but I think maybe you misinterpreted my message.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Care to explain?” 
 
    “I wanted you to stop putting yourself in life-threatening situations like the one inside the Spinelli house. I didn’t want you to turn into my grandfather.” 
 
    “Are you referring to the grandfather currently residing in a Quincy nursing home?” 
 
    “I am,” Edie said. 
 
    Jack squeezed her hand. “Well, you don’t need to worry. I’m not ready for assisted living quite yet. I’ve taken to watching the nightly news because I believe there’s a story that should be upcoming any day now, and I’m waiting to see if I’m right.” 
 
    “So, fortune-telling is now one of your specialties?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Jack agreed. “Patience, Grasshopper.” 
 
    On the television, the serious-looking blonde hardened her expression another notch. She now looked constipated in addition to serious. “Next, we turn to a shocking development in the Rocco Spinelli murder case,” she intoned. 
 
    “And here we go,” Jack said. “Right on cue.” 
 
    The anchorwoman said, “Police at Logan Airport this afternoon apprehended the widow of the reputed mobster as she attempted to flee the country to South America. Amber Spinelli was placed under arrest prior to boarding her flight and taken into custody. Our cameras were there as the handcuffed Mrs. Spinelli was escorted through Terminal E to a waiting squad car.” 
 
    On the television, the young blonde strutted through the terminal, head held high, hair perfect and face made up, looking more like a high fashion model than a woman in serious trouble with the law. The only things breaking the illusion were the glittering silver bracelets holding her wrists together behind her back and the uniformed cop leading her by the elbow as she walked. 
 
    “Wow,” Edie said. “All the way through Terminal E in handcuffs. That’s a long perp walk.” 
 
    “Sure is,” Jack agreed. “And the news crews from all the local channels just happened to be there to document every step of it.” 
 
    “Almost as if somebody may have tipped them off.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack laughed. “Almost as if.” 
 
    “Speaking of tips, did you call Detective Burke after getting your suspicions confirmed by Mrs. Spinelli? Is that why you figured her arrest was imminent?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I didn’t bother. After our face-to-face encounter inside the Carson house, I decided any more contact with Burke, even a phone call—even a call using a burner phone—would escalate that risk beyond what I’m comfortable with.” 
 
    “Then why would you be so confident the cops were closing in on Spinelli that you would park your butt in front of the TV every night for the last three days, when I know for a fact you detest watching the news?” 
 
    Jack grinned. “You really do know me, don’t you?” 
 
    Edie pulled her hand out of Jack’s and rotated it, palm open, in the universal “keep going” motion. “Answer the question, Mr. Evasive. How did you know?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t exactly know,” Jack said as he retook her hand, “but I had a pretty strong suspicion. Burke made a huge mistake not taking my tip seriously when he went to the Carson home. It was a mistake that damned near got him killed. But, that mistake aside, the guy is smart and intuitive. If I could figure out the only way the timeline of the murder made sense was for Amber Spinelli and David Carson to be working together, I knew he would as well. Once he made that determination, it was only a matter of time before he put pressure on Carson to flip on his partner.” 
 
    “But you told me Amber Spinelli insisted Carson was rock-solid, that he loved her so much he would never incriminate her.” 
 
    “She did tell me that,” he agreed. “But Burke would approach Carson by stressing the strength of his case. He would lay the evidence out in front of Carson and tell him a murder conviction was going to be a slam-dunk certainty and that the kid was going to spend the rest of his life behind bars in Cedar Junction being the play-toy of hardened criminals.” 
 
    Edie crinkled her nose in disgust and Jack smiled. God, he loved this woman. 
 
    “Then,” he continued, “Burke would switch gears. He would tell Carson he knew the murder was all Amber’s idea. He would talk about how unjust it was that a guy who’d made one damned mistake, who’d only tried to make the woman he loved happy, was never going to take another breath as a free man. 
 
    “He would then apply the discussion about justice to Amber Spinelli. He would shake his head in amazement at the unfairness of a universe that would allow the mastermind of the murder plot to walk free, with all of Spinelli’s money at her disposal. He would stress the fact that Amber Spinelli has already begun seeing other men, how quickly she’s moved on from the guy who sacrificed everything for her.” 
 
    “Is she?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Is she what?” 
 
    “Dating another man already?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Probably not yet. But the reality is irrelevant. Carson would have no way of knowing whether or not Burke’s statements were accurate, and besides, it’s only a matter of time before that happens. You’d have to be the biggest fool in the world not to see that.” 
 
    “Well, you did say Carson didn’t strike you as the brightest bulb.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Jack nodded. “But he can’t possibly be so stupid he doesn’t recognize the fact that a beautiful, rich young widow isn’t going to sit at home alone every night for the next twenty to thirty years pining over the punk who got himself convicted of murder.” 
 
    Edie rested her head on Jack’s shoulder as she considered his words. “Makes sense, I guess,” she said. 
 
    He shrugged. “And even if he was that monumentally stupid, Burke would hammer away at the point until he recognized the truth. 
 
    “And once that happened,” Jack concluded, “Burke would finally bring up the subject of a plea deal. Plead guilty to the murder charge, while turning states’ evidence against Amber Spinelli, and the district attorney’s office would agree to allow for the possibility of parole in Carson’s sentence. They would dangle the carrot of the potential for freedom in ten or twenty years in exchange for his testimony to convict the second person in the conspiracy.” 
 
    “You don’t think they could convict Spinelli without Carson’s testimony?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I doubt they would even try. There’s no direct evidence absent Carson’s testimony, and given the way district attorneys look at the world through the lens of public opinion, there’s no way they would put a beautiful young widow on trial unless they feel they have something like a ninety-eight-point-six percent probability of getting a conviction.” 
 
    Jack fell silent and Edie continued to rest her head on his shoulder. The TV news had moved on to the sports report, and how the Red Sox weren’t living up to the spring’s hype. Again. 
 
    “How do you know all this?” she finally asked. “Are you secretly a trial lawyer in your spare time?” 
 
    Jack grinned. “God forbid. I’m not that twisted. And I have no more secrets, remember? My life is an open book, at least for you.” 
 
    Edie hugged him tightly. “And it’s my favorite book.” 
 
    Another stretch of silence, as the weather report confirmed that a high-pressure area stalled over New England would continue the region’s run of beautiful conditions indefinitely. 
 
    “I’m worried,” Edie said suddenly. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You said Burke is smart and dogged. He’s talked to you at length. He’s seen you face-to-face. What happens if he figures out who you are?” 
 
    Jack stroked her shaggy blonde hair and then kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be okay, I promise.” 
 
    “Are you just trying to make me feel better or do you really mean it?” 
 
    “You always get right to the heart of the matter, don’t you?” 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    Now it was Jack’s turn to fall silent. 
 
    “Because if you’re trying to make me feel better,” Edie said wryly, “this ain’t helping.” 
 
    “The last thing I want to do is worry you,” Jack said. “But I also want to give you an honest answer. The fact of the matter is I think I’ll be fine, but there are no guarantees in this world. Yes, Burke saw me face-to-face and yes, we talked more than once. But he had suffered a major head wound when we were in the same room together, and he was woozy and far from living his best life at that moment.” 
 
    “Do you think he would recognize you if he saw you again?” 
 
    “I have no way of knowing,” Jack said. 
 
    “But if someone were to stick a gun to your head and demand your opinion.” 
 
    He sighed. “I think if we were to pass on the street I’d probably be fine. But if he were to see me in the context of a law enforcement situation, then yes, it might flip a switch in his mind.” 
 
    Edie shivered as if suffering from a chill. “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” He hugged her tightly and kissed her again. “My fingerprints are nowhere in the system, thanks to The Organization’s smoke and mirrors, and neither is my DNA. I’ve never been convicted of any crime, or even charged with one for that matter. I have to believe the risk is minimal.” 
 
    “Minimal,” Edie repeated. 
 
    “That’s right. I mean, if Burke and I happen to get into a car accident and we need to exchange license and insurance information I’m probably screwed. But otherwise, I’m not too worried. Even though he lives and works in New England, it’s not like our paths should ever cross. He’s half an hour away on the coast, and as you may have noticed I don’t spend much time at the beach.” 
 
    “So I don’t need to worry.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry. There is, however, something you do need to do.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    She lifted her head and Jack kissed her hard. 
 
    He picked up the remote and turned off the TV. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Matt Burke sat at his home computer, viewing the footage of the Rocco Spinelli murder for roughly the three hundredth time. 
 
    But he wasn’t looking at Spinelli. 
 
    The dead mobster was old news. 
 
    As part of the deal that led to the arrest of Amber Spinelli on an accessory to murder charge, David Carson had agreed to plead guilty to second degree murder, with the understanding that a life sentence would be off the table and the possibility of parole would be on it. 
 
    Then he spilled his guts. 
 
    He’d met Amber Spinelli by chance—or so he thought at the time—eight months ago at a Dorchester deli not far from his mother’s home. Spinelli sat down at his table and began chatting him up without introducing herself and without asking permission to join him. She simply injected herself into his life as if she had every right to be there, as if knowing her beauty would allow her to do so. 
 
    And, of course, she had been right. 
 
    It never occurred to the younger man to question her possible motives. It never occurred to him to wonder why a model-beautiful blonde in her mid-twenties might show so much as a passing interest in an acne-scarred street punk she’d never met and likely had nothing in common with. 
 
    By the time Carson discovered the blonde beauty was married to the man he’d been pestering for a spot in the Palermo crime family, he considered it nothing more than a long-overdue lucky break after a lifetime of shitty ones. 
 
    They hit it off immediately—again, so Carson thought—and before the day was out had slept together in a dive motel room, Amber blowing his mind as well as other things. 
 
    Looking back, Carson said, he could see he’d been reeled in like the fish he was. Soon they were meeting almost every day, having sex several times a week, and talking and texting via burner phones. Only after his arrest did it occur to David Carson to wonder why the married woman would insist the single man utilize an untraceable phone for his end of their conversations. 
 
    Within a week of their first meeting, Amber had begun complaining about her abusive husband and daydreaming wistfully—out loud, of course, and in David’s presence—about how wonderful it would be if Rocco were somehow to be removed from the picture so the two of them could live together forever, blissfully happy and blah, blah, blah. 
 
    David bought it all, thus proving, Burke thought, the old adage that there’s no fool quite as foolish as a fool in love. 
 
    Over a period of twelve hours of videotaped interviews, Carson swore the entire murder plot was hatched by Amber Spinelli, including planting the suggestion that the Palermo crime family would be so impressed with David’s cunning and cleverness if he were able to eliminate Rocco—“everybody inside the Palermo family hates him, anyway,” she supposedly told him—and then pin the murder on an unsuspecting sap, that a key position in the family would be waiting for him if he could pull it off. 
 
    The tapes were gold. 
 
    They were better than gold. 
 
    Obviously Carson tried to paint himself in the best possible light, and any jury worth its salt would take that fact into consideration. But the video was damning for Amber Spinelli, and Burke had seen enough defendants in enough criminal trials to know the blonde would be going away for a long time. 
 
    All of which did his heart good, but it was a celebration for another time. Tonight’s viewing consisted of the short snippet of video showing the appearance inside the murdered Rocco Spinelli’s bedroom of the second visitor to the home that evening: the professional assassin that damned fool David Carson had tried to frame for murder. 
 
    The man entered the bedroom and dropped into a crouch, gun out. He took in the bloody crime scene, focusing on the unmoving body of the victim and then scanning the room from left to right. Burke willed the man to look up toward the ceiling—and the hidden video camera—but no matter how many times he rewound the video and played it again, the visitor stubbornly refused to do so. 
 
    After a moment, the man approached Spinelli and checked for a pulse. Then he tilted his head and gazed out the window, clearly sensing movement. He duck-walked to the window and looked out, then turned and bolted out the bedroom door, not seeming panicked but moving quickly. 
 
    At no time did the recording show the man’s face. 
 
    And that bothered Burke. The assassin had to be the same man who’d tipped Burke off to David Carson—not that I wouldn’t have ended up focusing on Carson anyway, he thought drily—and the same man who quite possibly saved Burke’s life inside the Carson home. 
 
    Not to mention saving his career. Had Burke lost Carson after getting the murder suspect delivered to him on a silver platter, he might well have been forced to retire, particularly if Carson had gone on to injure or kill anyone else while on the run from the law. 
 
    But the mysterious assassin had prevented all that from happening. 
 
    Why would he do that? Why would he save Burke? Why would he help Burke at all? And most importantly, why would he allow Burke to see his face inside the Carson home? Why risk it? 
 
    Burke had been badly injured, concussed and with a deep gash in his skull that had required thirty-some-odd sutures to close, but his eyes still worked. He’d gotten a good look at the man and he knew he would recognize the assassin should they ever meet again. 
 
    But it likely wouldn’t matter, because they would never meet again, unless Burke could uncover some piece of evidence that would point him in the man’s direction. 
 
    He shook his head and cursed under his breath. He hated loose ends, particularly when those loose ends were directly linked to a murder case. 
 
    A rapping on his closed office door caused him to jump. 
 
    Through the door a female voice called, “Come on, Burke, are you going to be in there all night?” 
 
    He ran his fingers across the wound in his skull and winced. Half the time it hurt like the devil and the other half it itched maddeningly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey,” he answered. “Its just this case. It’s driving me crazy.” 
 
    “You forgot, didn’t you,” the voice called. 
 
    “I most certainly did not,” he answered immediately. “Uhhhh…remind me what it was I didn’t forget?” 
 
    “It’s our anniversary, ya big lug.” The door swung open to reveal Connie Burke, dressed in a see-through nightgown Burke didn’t recognize. 
 
    And nothing else. 
 
    They had been married twenty-seven years and to this day, Burke couldn’t quite figure out why she’d chosen him. Connie would turn fifty next summer and she still looked better than most women half her age. And she’d never questioned Burke’s choice of careers, nor his dedication to it. 
 
    She was perfect, in other words. And despite his occasional forgetfulness of things like the date of their wedding anniversary, he knew they were perfect together. 
 
    “Well?” she said. “Too busy to celebrate?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    Stopped the video. 
 
    Decided his search for the mysterious assassin could wait. 
 
    Then he smiled. “Nope. I’m not too busy at all. Happy Anniversary, babe.” 
 
      
 
    __________ 
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