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			1.

			“He’s going to die in there. I mean, it’s only a matter of time. My boy . . .” The man’s voice choked. “There’s a gang inside. Friends of the man that got killed.”

			Listening on his mobile, Colter Shaw noted the passive construction of the sentence. He didn’t say: Friends of the man that Jude was convicted of killing. Though that was what had happened.

			“They’re out to get him. I know it! He’s afraid to walk outside in the prison yard. He’s afraid to eat meals.”

			“Can’t they segregate him?”

			“No. Or they won’t.”

			“Has anyone else called about the reward?”

			“A couple people,” Arnie Sterling told him. “They didn’t know anything about the case. They were just wanting the money and were making up something about Jude. Alibis, but they weren’t right.”

			“You’ve tried private eyes?”

			“One or two. They weren’t interested. And I can’t afford them anyway, not the good ones. It was all I could do to scrape up the reward. I mean, it’s nothing, I know. But it’s all we could think of to do.”

			“Let’s get together. I can be there day after tomorrow.”

			“Really?”

			“Give me your address.”

			“Oh, thank you, sir! Bless you.”

			Shaw was spending this muggy June evening at his house in Florida. It was his fixed residence, though he spent little time in the place. It was a large, rustic craftsman home, on a lake: wormwood walls, leaded glass windows—several were stained glass. Gables. The siding was natural shake shingles. It featured four bedrooms, a study, a kitchen built for someone who was a far better and more eager cook than Colter Shaw. Eclectic assortment of furniture. Ancient maps were his main decorations—he collected them.

			The favorite feature was a long lake-facing porch for sipping coffee in the a.m. and beer ten hours later (where he presently was, and what he was presently drinking). People envied him, having such a homey, stylish place. He thought he should appreciate it more. Shaw was known in his family as “the restless one,” and his abode tolerance was about thirty days, tops. It was then time for the road.

			Shaw walked into the den, which was awash with brilliant light; the June sun was low in the west. He Googled “Jude Sterling” and was surprised that only three brief articles in the county newspaper, The Valley Register, came up. One was about his winning a long-distance foot race for his high school last year. The other two were about the shooting. To Shaw, it seemed odd there were no other articles.

			Hanson Valley Resident Charged in Shooting Death of Drug Dealer

			
				January 14. Jude Anthony Sterling, a 19-year-old resident of Hanson Valley, was arrested yesterday and charged with second-degree murder and related offenses in the shooting death of Daryl Williams, 29, on January 12.

				Williams was shot to death at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry off Pemberton Road. According to a Steuben County Sheriff’s Office spokesman, the quarry is known as a place for drug sales among local youth. Authorities in Canton, where Williams lived, reported that he had a history of drug offenses in that city and in Akron.

				The county sheriff’s office spokesman added that a certain amount of drugs and cash, traceable to Williams, was found in Sterling’s truck immediately after the killing. The alleged murder weapon was also found in Sterling’s truck.

				He will be arraigned tomorrow.

			

			Quarry Killer Found Guilty

			
				May 17. Hanson Valley resident Jude A. Sterling was convicted today of second-degree murder in the death of Daryl Williams, 29, on January 12 of this year. He was also convicted of possession of controlled substances and larceny.

				Williams, a known drug dealer, was shot in the back of the head by Sterling at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry. Sterling also robbed Williams of drugs and cash.

				It took the jury three and a half hours to reach a verdict.

				Judge Hanley Warwick Walker sentenced the defendant to twenty-five years to life.

			

		

	
		
			2.

			Colter Shaw arrived in Hanson Valley, Ohio, at ten in the morning, after fourteen hours on the road. He’d made the journey in his gray, thirty-foot-long Winnebago, whose odometer registered just over 139,000 miles upon his arrival.

			Shaw had owned four other RVs, similar to this one, over the past ten years. Two he traded in, according to his own admittedly arbitrary rule of thumb: when the odometer reached a quarter-million miles—ten times around the circumference of the earth at the equator. One camper was totaled in a crash in Colorado, in which he was injured, though not badly. The fourth was destroyed in Oklahoma City when a man threw a Molotov cocktail at it. The improvised explosive device didn’t breach the windshield, but the flaming gasoline flowed into the body and burned the vehicle to the rims in twenty minutes.

			Shaw, who was inside the RV at the time, escaped with most of his belongings. Six feet tall, and with a muscular build, he had been a champion wrestler at the University of Michigan and learned grappling—also known as street wrestling—from his father. When he located the bomb-flinger in his mobile home, it took only five minutes to convince the man to turn himself in, which he did, though only after a brief stop in the emergency room to treat the man’s dislocated shoulder.

			In Hanson Valley, Shaw parked outside of the Sterlings’ bungalow, located in a tattered section of town. They obviously weren’t a family that could easily spare the twenty-six hundred dollars they were offering to anyone who could prove Jude was innocent of the murder. Arnie worked for the power authority doing line maintenance work; Jewel was a checker at Foster’s, a local grocery store that had been in business for sixty-two years, a mom-and-daughter operation.

			Shaw always met offerors—his term for those posting a reward—in person. This gave each party a chance to size the other up. He’d need their cooperation and that meant they’d have to be comfortable with him. He, too, always made sure the offerors were people he wanted to do business with. Once, he’d declined a forty-thousand-dollar reward for a runaway teen. He’d walked into the father’s living room, noted the Nazi flag dominating one wall, and turned around and left, thinking to the teenager: Keep running, son, and good luck.

			Arnie Sterling was a wiry man in his forties, with thinning flyaway reddish hair. His wife was heavy and her face was pinched, as if fraught with constant worry. They warmly welcomed Shaw into their cluttered kitchen and Jewel poured coffee. He declined baked goods.

			“He got into a fight last night. This prisoner was baiting him. They finally broke it up but the guards don’t really care.”

			Jewel added: “And there was a knifing yesterday, he told us.” She was tearing up.

			Shaw said, “Let me tell you how this’ll work. You don’t pay a penny of expenses. That’s out of my pocket. If I find proof Jude is innocent, and he’s released, then you owe me the money. But not until then.”

			The husband and wife regarded each other. He said, “Seems fair.”

			“More than fair.”

			Arnie said, “We might be able to add to it, the reward, I mean. A cousin of mine is—”

			“No, the reward’s fine. Twenty-six hundred’s what you offered. That’s what’s on the table.”

			The husband gave a perplexed look. “You got a funny way of running a business, mister.”

			Shaw smiled. He produced a notebook and his favorite fountain pen, an Italian model, black with its trademark three orange rings.

			For an hour the parents talked about their son and the case, and answered Shaw’s questions, during which time Jewel kept the coffee mugs filled and Arnie would step outside every so often for a smoke. Shaw took copious notes, writing in small elegant letters, with each line perfectly horizontal although the notebook was not ruled. This was not a skill he worked at; he’d inherited it from his father. Curiously, his sister, Dorion, and brother, Russell, did not get the calligraphy gene.

			Slowly a picture of the young man emerged.

			Jude didn’t do well in school. He suffered from attention deficit disorder. “He was hyper a lot of the time,” Jewel said. “Just going, going, going. All the time. It could be exhausting to be around him. Of course, this frustrated him too and made him angry. He’d tend to act out a lot.”

			The school counsellor recommended therapists, but the Sterlings were unable to afford anyone other than a strip-mall psychopharmacologist, who saw Jude once every two months to prescribe and monitor his various medications. Success with the drugs was hit-or-miss.

			Jude got into some fights in school. “Like we all did, like everybody did,” Arnie said defiantly. He was suspended a few times because of it. Only once, in the ninth grade, were the police called. It was bad fight and the other boy was bloodied. But the prosecutor declined to take the case to trial and Jude was let go. He faced several trespass and shoplifting charges but there was never the evidence—or maybe the energy—to pursue those cases either.

			While his grades were not good, he showed talent in art and talked often about creating a superhero comic book series or graphic novels. (English and art were the only courses in which he ever received a grade as high as a B.) He didn’t do well at team sports but competed successfully in track and field; his sport was long-distance running, and for a year he held his school’s record for the ten-thousand-yard run. He still jogged regularly.

			Shaw could only imagine what living in a ten-by-ten cell was like for a fleet-footed young man like Jude.

			After graduation, Jude worked at a series of odd jobs—landscaping, fast-food, sorting packages at an international parcel delivery warehouse, stocking at an auto-parts shop.

			When he was between jobs, which was often, he’d just sit home, watching horror and superhero films, sketching in notebooks, smoking pot.

			His father told Shaw, “Never meth or coke, anything like that. It’s just that pot’d calm him down. He gets . . . Okay, I’ll be honest, Mr. Shaw. He gets angry. He’s got that side to him.”

			“Angry about what?”

			The mother shrugged. “Stuff. Can’t get a job, not a good one. And the ones he gets, he gets laid off. Not just him, but everybody around here.”

			Hanson Valley, Arnie explained, had been a busy mill and dairy farming town in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but as had happened in countless locales of similar sizes and economies, the fortunes of the town plummeted with the loss of industrial work overseas and the edging out of local producers by mega-farms. “Unemployment in his age group? Was thirty percent last year.”

			Jewel said, “And he gets mad about what happened to his brother.”

			The Sterlings’ younger son, Frank, fifteen, was disabled. Eight years ago, the car in which he was riding was struck by a pickup that crossed the centerline, the driver hotdogging and passing on a curve. No one else was badly injured but Frank Sterling’s resulting brain trauma left him emotionally and cognitively disabled. The boy was in the public school’s special needs program. The driver was a county official’s son and got only a ticket. This continued to infuriate Jude.

			“But whatever you hear people say, he’s not so mad he wants to hurt anybody.”

			Finally, Shaw capped the pen and rose. “I think I have enough to get started with.”

			Arnie walked Shaw to the door. “Bless you, sir. You’re the only one listening. We just couldn’t believe he was convicted of murder. We tried to talk to the lawyer, the police, the press, the parents of the kids who were at the quarry that day. They wouldn’t pay us any mind. Nobody cares about him. Just like that”—he snapped his fingers—“the whole world forgot about him.”

		

	
		
			3.

			Over the next few days Shaw approached nearly forty people in and around Hanson Valley, about one half percent of the population of Steuben County, looking for information from friends of Jude and his family, classmates, coworkers, teachers, other family members.

			The majority of them declined to speak with him, but fourteen people were willing to talk, some over coffee or a beer or, in several instances, a meal Shaw paid for. The interviews were largely nonproductive; the folks he spoke with offered opinions like, “Oh, I couldn’t believe he’d do it.” Or: “He has a temper, I’ve seen it. He gets all scary.”

			Colter Shaw’s father, a former professor turned survivalist in California, had compiled a lengthy list of rules, most of which began with Never.

			Never assume October ice is thick enough to walk on.

			Never assume a mother bear is more than ten seconds away from her cubs.

			Ashton Shaw formulated some more general rules too, one of which was: Never make decisions based on opinion, only facts.

			And it wasn’t opinions about Jude Sterling’s character that Shaw was presently after. He wanted facts: details, even if secondhand, about what might have happened on January 12 at the quarry, the days leading up to the events, and the days following.

			He spoke—by phone—with the author of the Valley Register pieces but the man couldn’t offer any other details. Arnie and Jewel had spoken to him and asked if he could look into their son’s arrest, but he wasn’t, he explained, an investigative journalist.

			He spent a half hour with Jude’s attorney. Harold Cummings was a fifty-year-old general practitioner in Hanson Valley who—Shaw had learned from his private eye—was the town’s main criminal lawyer, though he handled mostly DUI, domestic abuse and minor drug possession offenses.

			Cummings, a big man wearing a rumpled seersucker suit, was clearly overworked and distracted. His desk was piled high with folders. When Shaw explained about the reward the lawyer was, curiously, not defensive that someone was revisiting the conviction. Shaw’s impression was that Cummings believed he’d done an adequate job for the fee he’d been paid—probably bargain basement. The case was done, and he had no more interest in the forgotten boy.

			“What’re you, a private eye?”

			“Like that.”

			“And they offered a reward . . . Well, it’s a waste of your time and their money. He did it,” Cummings said. “Classic case. Kids, not working, hanging out, drugs, guns.”

			“Did he admit it?”

			“No, but who does?” The man swept off his glasses and cleaned them on the tail of his blue and white sport coat. “Tough about the sentence, have to say. But Judge Walker’s a hard-ass. I’d’ve thought you whack a drug dealer, you’re doing a community service. Ten to twelve would’ve been good. But the back-of-the-head thing was a problem for him, I guess.”

			“You have a copy of the transcript?” Shaw asked.

			This was public information, not subject to the attorney-client privilege.

			“You can get one at the courthouse,” Cummings muttered, then looked coyly at Shaw. “Course, they’ll charge you fifty cents a page.” He cocked his head. “From me, it’ll only cost you a quarter.”

			

			—

			Shaw piloted the Winnebago to Watkins, the site of the medium-security prison where Jude Sterling was incarcerated.

			The place was a nondescript, one-story facility, gray and sterile, outside of which flew two flags: one American and one Ohioan. Shaw had a familiarity with prisons—the inhabitants often being good sources for information on his reward jobs. He called older ones “brick-and-bars” and the newer ones “windows,” referring to the ubiquitous inch-thick impenetrable glass. Watkins was one of the latter.

			Shaw sat in the pungent interview room, musty, for five minutes before Jude was brought in. The narrow-faced boy was six-one, and skinny. He had shaggy reddish hair, his father’s shade. His complexion was pale, and that pallor was accentuated by the orange jumpsuit, which was too big for him.

			His dark eyes were cautious.

			Shaw introduced himself with a smile. He needed the boy at ease and had to show he was on Jude’s side. They were not allowed to shake hands, and the boy nodded and sat with a jingle of cuffs.

			“Your father and mother’ve offered a reward to see if anybody can maybe find some evidence or a witness that you’re innocent.”

			Shaw was looking at the back of the boy’s hand. “What’s that?”

			Jude held it up and shrugged. “Wasp Man.”

			It was a drawing of a creature—a man from the waist up, below that, a wasp, a superhero, Shaw guessed. It was well done.

			“Superhero?”

			“Not from The Avengers, or anything. I made it up. It’s not a tat. I drew it.”

			“It’s good.” Shaw remembered his aptitude for art and his love of comics.

			The boy stared at the drawing. He made a fist and straightened it out.

			“I know some things about what happened in January, Jude. I’d like you to tell me your side.”

			In fits and starts, backing the narrative up and pushing it forward—and with stops for Shaw’s questions along the way—the young man told his story.

			Twenty minutes later he sat back.

			“What do you think, sir?”

			“You’ve given me a lot to work with.” He rose.

			There was motion outside the window in the door and Jude and Shaw looked up. A guard was walking with a compact, dark-complexioned prisoner, who stared at Jude with a cold grin and fierce pinpricks of black eyes.

			Jude startled Shaw by shivering—not in fear but in rage. He shouted, “Asshole!” The guard wagged a take-it-easy finger toward Jude and he sat back, calming. Was this the prisoner he’d had the dustup with?

			He calmed. “Can you get me out, mister?”

			“It’s hard to overturn a conviction.” Colter Shaw knew this. He had considered law school at one point and had done some paralegal work. A good field for a restless mind, bad for a restless body. “But I’ll do everything I can.”

		

	
		
			4.

			Back in the camper, which was parked in a Walmart lot, Shaw brewed a cup of Kenyan coffee and, after adding some milk, sat down at the banquette and reviewed the trial transcript and his notes. He reconstructed what had happened on that freezing cold day in mid-January.

			The story began about 2:30 p.m. on January 12. Jude was planning to pick Frank up at school, as he often did if their parents were working. But an accident on the Klamath River Bridge stopped traffic. His brother did not have a cell phone, so Jude called the school to say he’d be late, and a secretary said she would tell Frank that his brother was on his way.

			When Jude arrived, though, he learned the message hadn’t been delivered and Frank had taken a ride with some students. They were a sophomore, Erik; two seniors, Travis and Carli—all attending Frank’s high school; and a freshman at a nearby community college, Michael.

			In her statement to police, Carli said that the four students had told Frank they would take him home but had to run an errand first. That errand was driving to the Mason Gravel quarry to meet Daryl Williams to buy drugs.

			“Michael, it was stupid, but he had this idea we could say we had this sick kid we were taking care of and Daryl’d maybe give us a better deal on the stuff.”

			When Jude arrived at the school and learned who it was that Frank had left with, and where they were going, he “stone-cold freaked.” He thought about calling the sheriff’s office but if his brother was arrested it would have been a disaster for Frank to be held in detention even briefly.

			Jude sped to the Mason Gravel quarry and he arrived there about 4 p.m.

			The students told investigators that when they got to the quarry they knew Daryl Williams was there too; they’d been in touch with him on their mobiles. But they weren’t sure exactly where he was. The grounds were huge; the deep, shadowy pit was surrounded by thirty-five acres of forests and fields.

			Carli said, “It was like, ‘We’re under these three big trees and there’s a hill on the right, and a rock.’ And he’s like, ‘It’s all fucking trees and hills and rocks.’”

			The students split up into two groups to look for him. Carli, Michael and Frank went in one direction. Travis and Erik went in another.

			“We found Daryl first,” Carli testified. The dealer was in one of the clearings, angry because he was cold and that the students were by then a half-hour late. The deal couldn’t be completed yet, though, because Travis had the money. Carli called him and told him where they were. He said he’d be there in five minutes.

			At that moment Frank Sterling had a panic attack, which wasn’t uncommon when the boy was in stressful situations. He began screaming and grappling with Michael and the dealer, who shoved him away and stepped back, shouting for them to calm down, which only made Frank more upset. That’s when there was a gunshot from the trees and Williams dropped to the ground. The two students, Carli and Michael, fled, leaving Frank curled in a ball, still hysterical, staring at the dealer’s body and screaming.

			A few minutes later, Michael crept past the clearing again, looking for Erik and Travis. As he did, he saw Jude holding the gun. Michael found the two other students and they hurried to the car—it was Michael’s—and left. Travis and Erik had seen nothing. They were near the two-hundred-foot-deep quarry pit itself, which wasn’t fenced, and were walking carefully, paying attention to where they stepped.

			Jude Sterling’s account was this:

			After he arrived at the quarry he drove over the truck paths until he noticed a car. He drove to it and parked. The car was a Subaru Outback, Williams’s. He saw no one inside the vehicle. After walking the grounds for about five minutes he heard voices in a clearing thirty or so yards away. Jude started in that direction. A moment later he heard screaming—his brother. Then he heard the gunshot. Panicked, he ran toward the sound. On a path that led into the clearing, he found the pistol on the ground and picked it up.

			“I, like, didn’t know what was going on. Maybe somebody else had a gun.” He didn’t see anyone else around him, though that would have been difficult, as the woods were quite dense in that spot.

			In the clearing, Jude was shocked to see Williams lying there, he said, but concentrated on calming Frank down. He was about to leave but he rummaged through the dealer’s pockets and took a half-dozen bags of marijuana and four hundred dollars in cash. “I shouldn’t’ve, I know. I just, I was pissed Frank was upset and I didn’t want those assholes from the school to get the weed and the money.”

			He and his brother returned to the pickup and drove home. On the way he told Frank not to say anything to their parents about what had happened. The brother said he wouldn’t.

			The actual crime was much more complicated and nuanced than the tale contained in those two brief newspaper articles he’d found online, which made it sound that Sterling meant to murder Williams for his money and drugs.

			But this did not surprise Shaw, who had been press fodder on a number of occasions in the reward-seeking business.

			Never accept any story on its face . . .

			He wondered how many jurors had been predisposed to the boy’s guilt before settling into their chairs in the courtroom.
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			Shaw assessed the trial, which seemed to him to have proceeded very quickly; the transcript was brief for a criminal trial.

			On the prosecution side, the convenience store clerk testified about seeing Jude’s truck. He had in his possession the murder weapon and drugs and cash traceable to the victim. The D.A. conceded that the gun was not Jude’s—there was testimony that he’d never owned a weapon, had no interest in them—but he told the jury that Jude had found the Smith & Wesson in Williams’s Subaru; it held traces of Williams’s DNA.

			As for motive the D.A. offered the theory that Jude believed Williams was threatening his panicking brother. “The defendant simply lost control.” One prosecution witness testified that he had seen Jude lose his temper in the past, especially when his brother was in jeopardy. He’d once badly beaten a student who was bullying Frank. This was the assault that got Jude arrested.

			Another student testified that Jude had once said if anybody “hurts my brother, they’re dead.”

			Michael testified that he’d seen Jude with the gun in the clearing.

			The defense case wasn’t stellar.

			Attorney Cummings pointed out there was no gunshot residue on Jude’s gloves or hands, but that was countered with: he’d thrown the gloves out and had plenty of time to scrub.

			He argued that the shooter could have been one of the other four students, robbing the dealer. But the D.A. pointed out the absence of their DNA and fingerprints on the gun and of gunshot residue on their hands or gloves—though his same argument about pitching the gloves and washing hands would apply to them too. This rebuttal, though, Cummings did not offer. Besides, if the motive was to rob him, why was it that Jude had ended up with the drugs and money, and not any of them?

			One witness who did not testify was Frank, Jude’s younger brother. The prosecutor understood the boy’s disabled condition and both sides stipulated that he need not appear at trial but be deposed. The boy said that he didn’t remember anything of the shooting. He had a “bad moment,” apparently his term for a panic episode. He recalled lying on the ground, curled up, trying to picture his “safe space.”

			It took the jury three hours and twelve minutes to convict Jude.

			

			—

			Shaw walked into the Steuben County Sheriff’s Office, where he asked to see Detective Sonya Malloy.

			As he waited in the small entry hall, he thought: Odds this’ll be productive? Ten percent tops.

			Still, the woman, in her thirties, handsome, eyes still and unsmiling, came to collect Shaw and escort him back to her office. He had not worn his concealed weapon because when you go to police stations, that causes all kinds of high blood pressure.

			Malloy seemed sharp, well-organized, conscientious. The folders on her desk—all closed when he arrived in her small, cramped office—were laid out according to time and date priorities. But there were a lot of them, and more on the credenza behind her. It told Shaw that the department was overstretched—like lawyer Cummings’s firm. Not much incentive to look too deeply into a—literally—smoking-gun case. Take the fast and easy ones when you can. Close them quickly and move on.

			Shaw explained to Malloy that Sterling’s father had offered a reward for information that would lead to his son’s being exonerated either by identifying another individual as the killer or uncovering facts that would prove Sterling was innocent of the crime. Shaw had come to town for that reward.

			Unlike the lawyer, Malloy was clearly defensive at his presence. She told Shaw that he would have no access to police reports, statements, or other documentation, only information that was already in the public record. Shaw confirmed that he understood this. He said, “I’m sure it was a righteous investigation. It’s just that the parents will feel a lot better knowing that everything was done for their boy. His life is over with.”

			She didn’t seem moved. He wondered if she had children herself. Shaw had noted no wedding band and there were no pictures of husband or offspring on the desk, but this was often true about law enforcers. Since suspects—some murderous, some psychotic—were occasionally in their offices, they tended to avoid displaying evidence of their families.

			“You do this for a living? Rewards?”

			“That’s right.”

			Now she seemed less defensive—because, he sensed, she wasn’t taking him seriously. He got this some.

			“What do you want to know?”

			“What’s the story with Daryl Williams?”

			“High-level dealer. One of the main sources of meth, fent and Oxy in this part of the state. I will tell you, Mr. Shaw, I’m not troubled he’s no longer with us.”

			“Was this his turf?”

			“Steuben County’s a free trade zone. We get some peddlers from Akton—that’s Akron and Canton. Nobody as big as Williams.”

			“So he’d have rivals.”

			“You’re thinking somebody drove down here, shot him during a deal and left the gun. Make it look like the sale went bad, or the buyers tried to perp his supply?”

			“Just considering options.”

			“Except Williams sold wholesale too. He had solid suppliers from out west. A retail dealer wouldn’t take him out. They’d need his product—the quality and quantity were too good.”

			Shaw said, “What about the just-plain-crazy factor? One druggy takes out another one because it’s Throwback Thursday.”

			He thought that might earn a smile.

			It didn’t.

			“Just one more thing and I’ll leave you to it. Inventory of Williams’s Subaru?”

			She hesitated. Then turned and dug a file out of the cabinet behind her. She found a document. “Fast-food wrappers, Burger King sixteen-ounce cup of cola, unwashed socks and a T-shirt. Six dime bags of pot, five one-gram bags of meth. A hoodie.”

			“Anything in the trunk?”

			“Six-pack of Budweiser. A box of Fiocchi nine-millimeter slugs. Two of Remington three-eighties. Look, sir, from what you know about the case, I assume you read in the transcript that Jude threatened to kill anybody who hurt his brother.”

			“It’s an expression. How many times have you heard people say, ‘I’m going to kill so-and-so’?”

			“In my line of work, pretty often. And sometimes they mean it. Let me ask you a question: how much is the family offering?”

			“That’s for them to tell you.”

			“Well, it’s probably more than they can afford. Be a shame if somebody pitched the idea of their boy’s innocence just for the sake of taking their money.”

			“Unless he is innocent.”

			“Did you know, Mr. Shaw, that when Michael saw Jude in the clearing, he cocked the gun and pointed it at Daryl Williams’s head? He was going to shoot him again.”

			Shaw paused. “That wasn’t in the transcript.”

			“Judge struck the testimony.”

			“But he didn’t pull the trigger, did he?”

			“No need to at that point—after he saw he was dead.” The patience was gone. “Now, sir, I have some active cases to get to.”

		

	
		
			6.

			In the morning, Shaw sipped coffee as he looked over an email from Mack McKenzie, his PI. It contained attachments: a dozen images—surveillance and mug shots—from some of the more powerful organized crime figures in the Canton-Akron area. He transferred these to his phone.

			Then, he fired up the camper and went in search of the four students who’d been at the quarry on January 12.

			It didn’t take much time to find them. Their names were in the transcript, and Hanson Valley was a small town. He first tracked down Carli Trent and Michael Wilborn, who happened to be together at the place where she worked.

			Carli was a slim blonde, with a tasteful tat of a porpoise on her neck. There was undoubtedly more ink elsewhere but maybe in keeping with today’s fashion, she was in layers of garments, the outer a long-sleeved. Michael was a good-looking jock, with longish hair, also blond. A blue jeans and T-shirt kind of guy. This particular garment was printed with a tour poster of a band Shaw had never heard of, which was most of them in the history of pop and rock music. Michael seemed pleasant enough, though Shaw recalled it had been his idea to exploit the disabled Frank to try for a discount from Williams.

			Carli was behind the counter of a dingy coffee shop on a side street in downtown Hanson Valley. Michael was hanging out between summer-session classes. It wasn’t a coincidence they were here together; from their conversation Shaw could tell they were dating.

			He asked for a cup of “South American Import.” Given that the place smelled more of Lysol than rich, roasted beans, he was expecting stale Folgers, but in fact, it turned out to be pretty good brew (though he identified it as Guatemalan, not from the lower hemisphere, as the chalkboard menu promised).

			He added some milk and, when she was between customers, said to both of them, “I’m in town helping out Jude Sterling’s parents. I’m looking into the case about a possible appeal. Can I ask you a few questions?”

			Shaw was in a sport coat and dress shirt; they probably put him down as a lawyer or legal assistant.

			“I guess.” From Michael.

			Carli said, “I never liked him, Jude, I mean. His brother was sweet, poor kid. But Jude, always kind of weird.”

			“Freaky,” Michael said.

			Again, no interest in opinions. “You didn’t actually see him shoot Daryl Williams, right?”

			Michael shook his head. “No.”

			“Uh-uhn.” Carli was enthusiastically wiping down the cappuccino machine.

			Shaw said to Michael, “I understand you came back to the clearing, looking for Travis and Erik.”

			“Not in the clearing. I walked past it.”

			“But you saw Jude cock the gun and point it at Daryl.”

			“Yeah. I thought he was going to shoot him again but he didn’t. Then I found Trav and Erik, and we booked out of there.”

			“You don’t know how long it was between the shot and when Jude walked into the clearing.”

			With a glance at her boyfriend, Carli said, “Man, after the shot, we just ran.”

			“I want to show you some pictures. These are some dealers from Canton and Akron. Did you happen to see any of them around town on January twelfth?”

			He turned his phone so they could see the pictures he’d downloaded that morning. “I’ve got this idea that one of them followed Williams to the quarry and killed him. Then left the gun to make it look like it was a deal gone bad. Jude just picked it up.”

			They examined each shot carefully as Shaw scrolled through the images.

			At the end, Carli shook her head and tugged at one of her—hard to count—dozen or so earrings. Michael said, “Nope. I mean, I guess somebody else could’ve done it. But we didn’t see any other cars there.”

			Shaw thanked them and said, “Good coffee by the way.”

			Carli gave a whatever smile.

			And Shaw returned to the camper.

			Because Erik Summers was under eighteen, Shaw contacted his father and asked if he could have a conversation with the boy—in the parents’ presence. The man said, “What, you think Jude’s innocent?” He gave a cold laugh.

			“I’m just looking into the case, for his parents.”

			“Erik didn’t do anything wrong. He got sucked in by those older assholes.”

			“I just want to show your son some pictures. See if he recognizes anyone. They’re men who might’ve had a motive to kill Williams.”

			From the phone there came another harsh laugh, raw, almost unhinged. “You crazy? Jude Sterling’s a psycho. Of course, he killed that dealer. You stay out of my way. You try to talk to my son, you don’t know the crap you’ll be in.”

			The tone suggested he kept a shotgun near the door.

			Shaw asked if he could at least leave a number in case he changed his mind.

			The father hung up on him.

			The fourth student, Travis Lanford, was willing to talk. Shaw met the lanky blond young man outside a Lions Club, where he’d just attended an NA meeting.

			The boy—a star football player, Shaw had learned—said, “The quarry, what happened there, it fucked me up. I started meetings the next day.” He explained that he’d been hooked on meth for more than a year. He was ruining his life but he couldn’t do anything about it—until the “wake-up call”: the shooting. He’d been sober since then.

			Shaw asked if he’d seen Jude in the clearing.

			“No. Erik and me, we didn’t even know it was Jude with the gun until we were in Mike’s car and booking out of the place. We heard the shot and it was like, shit, and we just took off.”

			Shaw explained his theory that another dealer might have killed Daryl. He showed him the pictures of the dealers, and Travis looked them over closely. “No, never seen any of them. Sorry.”

			“Appreciate you looking.”

			“You don’t think he did it?”

			“I couldn’t really tell you. Just have a gut feeling he’s innocent.”

			“Gotta say, Jude always had this side. Angry. And weird. But I was weird too when I was using. It’s too easy to judge, you know.” He nodded back to the Lions Club. “I’m not really into God so much but I think there is a Greater Power, you know, like they say in the program. Maybe you’re the answer to his prayers.”

			

			—

			The drive to Canton took forty-five minutes. He’d made a reservation at an RV camp named Bide a Wee (Scottish for “Stay a little”—one of the most common names for camper parks). He bought a hookup spot and parked the Winnebago there. Occasionally he used his Yamaha motorbike on jobs. But for this one, he chose to rent a sedan. For one thing, cycles are conspicuous and he needed to be as invisible here as spring air.

			For another, someone driving two wheels is a lot more vulnerable than someone driving four.

			After leaving the Avis lot, Shaw drove to a nearby diner. He pulled into the parking lot, walked inside a place decorated in the style of the ’50s—there was a cutout of Marilyn Monroe on the wall—and sat at the counter. He ordered coffee and a tuna salad sandwich.

			Shaw once again read the profiles Mack had prepared of the local gangsters. One seemed more promising than the others. His name was Orin Trimbeaux and he was a mid-level drug and gun dealer who’d been investigated for selling weapons in Steuben County, though he’d been released.

			Trimbeaux was a short, wiry man of mixed race, Black and Anglo. He had spent nearly a quarter of his thirty-eight years inside prisons or detention centers. Drug offenses, weapons, assault. He’d also done time for domestic abuse (two different girlfriends were the complaining witnesses, and the offenses happened within days of each other—which was probably a record of some sort).

			The reports that social workers, defense psychiatrists, and parole officers submitted for Trimbeaux’s various appearances in the judicial system were consistent: he was of above-average intelligence but had been diagnosed as suffering from borderline personality disorder, was given to paranoia and bouts of temper and presented with extreme narcissistic tendencies.

			Trimbeaux’s current address was a rental in a run-down neighborhood in Canton. Shaw parked across the street from the two-story, single-family house and waited for the dealer to appear. He knew someone was inside, because of the flicker of a TV screen, and he soon could detect that Trimbeaux had several visitors, two men and two women. Shaw kept up the stakeout for six hours straight, with only one break to use a restroom and buy food and drink.

			At eight that night Trimbeaux emerged, disheveled and appearing tired or maybe drunk. Shaw followed him on foot to Washington Street, a four-lane commercial avenue lined with bars, fluorescent-lit restaurants offering functional food, nail salons, shops selling wigs and hair extensions, payday loan businesses, delis.

			Shaw tailed the dealer into Erin’s Tavern, a scuffed and pungent bar. Above the door was a sign informing patrons that it had been founded in 1972. Shaw didn’t doubt it. The cobwebs in the corners and grime on the walls and ceiling were easily that old.

			After waving to the bartender, Trimbeaux sat at a table with four other men, who greeted him with fist bumps and bro hugs. One was Anglo and about twenty-five, two were Black and in their thirties and one appeared to be Latino and was in his forties or fifties.

			When he was working, Shaw favored black jeans and dress shirts and dark sports coats or jackets, as he’d worn earlier today. Now, though, he’d picked a shabby watch coat. He had not shaved in two days, an intentional choice. He wore too a logo-free baseball cap. He blended.

			At the bar he ordered a Jack Daniel’s and a ginger ale, in separate glasses. He sipped the soft drink, not the bourbon, and pretended to examine his iPhone screen while watching Trimbeaux and the others in the dark mirror behind the bar.

			They were laughing, gesturing to the greasy TV screen occasionally, complaining to the bartender about the temperature, and one-upping each other with stories about street exploits. Trimbeaux’s mood would change abruptly, from giddiness to anger to paranoia. Most others at the table were clearly afraid of him. Shaw noted that the Latino was not. He wasn’t one of the crew; Shaw guessed he was with another gang or a supplier.

			There were few other patrons and Shaw noticed that several of the men at the table, including Trimbeaux, glanced his way occasionally. Shaw had wanted to stay longer but decided it was prudent to leave.

			Never assume your enemy isn’t suspicious . . .

			He finished the ginger ale, poured the whisky into the taller glass, to hide that he hadn’t drunk any, and paid and left.

			As a reward-seeker, Shaw did a great deal of surveillance. Which meant that he also had a sense of when he was being followed. Now, in the deserted streets of this harsh portion of Canton, he believed someone was tailing him. After unbuttoning his jacket to ease drawing his conceal-carry Glock, he aimed his phone, in video camera mode, behind him. He stopped and looked at the vid. Too dark, too hard to tell for sure, but it was possible that a figure was following, sticking to the shadows.

			He returned to his car near Trimbeaux’s, climbed in and made a quick U-turn. There was no one that he could see, but if the person had been following, he could have slipped into a narrow alley between a restaurant up for bankruptcy sale and a vaping store. He drove past Erin’s and glanced in the window.

			Trimbeaux and most of his crew were still there. The Latino was not.

			A half hour later, in the Winnebago, he shut the interior lights out and studied the RV campgrounds. He didn’t see any surveillance. He locked the door, showered and went to bed. His Glock on the table beside him.

			Before he fell asleep, his phone hummed.

			“Hello?”

			“Mr. Shaw.” The man’s voice was urgent. “It’s Arnie Sterling. There was a fight. He got stabbed, Jude. One of the prisoners—a friend of Daryl Williams.”

			“How is he?”

			“They won’t tell me! Just that it was bad. He’s in the prison hospital. I asked if he could go to the city ER, but they won’t do it.” The man was near tears. “What’ve you found?”

			“I have one lead. I can’t say that it’ll pay off. If it doesn’t then I don’t have much else that’ll help him.”

			“The prisoner who stabbed him is in solitary but there’ll be somebody else. Maybe they can get into the hospital and finish what they started.”

			“I should know by tomorrow.”

			A pause. “If it’s not too late.”
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			The next day, in a brown leather baseball cap and sunglasses, Shaw followed Trimbeaux, again on foot, from his house to a dive of a pizzeria, where the dealer met once again with the Latino from the night before.

			Even in new clothes and the shades, Shaw didn’t want to risk getting made as the suspicious man in the bar last night, so he waited across the street, sipping coffee in an outdoor café, from where he could watch the men through the pizza place’s large, smeared plate-glass windows. They split a large pie and halfway through the meal, when the counterman and other patrons weren’t looking their way, Trimbeaux slid the Latino a thick envelope and received in return a slip of paper, which the dealer pocketed without glancing at.

			Shaw knew transactions like this. The supplier—the Latino—had received cash in the envelope and, in return, he had given Trimbeaux the address of where the product he’d just purchased was hidden and ready for pickup. Maybe a safe deposit box or a locker at a local bus station.

			The two men left. Shaw didn’t follow them. As soon as they turned the corner on a side street, he entered the pizzeria and sat on an unsteady chair at the table next to where the two men had been seated.

			The counterman moved in with a gray bin to bus the dishes.

			“Hold on there a minute, will you?” Shaw stopped the sweaty, heavyset man, who blinked in surprise.

			“Yeah?”

			Shaw said in a low voice, “You have two options.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“One, call your lawyer and tell him you’re about to be arrested on a conspiracy and RICO charge for using your place of business for illegal organized crime transactions.”

			He blustered, “The hell you talking about? I—”

			“Shhh. Listen to option number two.”

			The blustering stopped.

			“You take this three hundred dollars.” Shaw proffered the bills. “And tell me the name of Trimbeaux’s friend. Latino. Wearing a black and gray shirt.”

			“I don’t get what you’re playing, mister, but you’re looking for trouble.”

			Shaw had heard some bad lines flung his way from time to time. This was one of the worst.

			The man was big, yes, but not muscle big, fat big. Anyone can bluster, anyone can threaten. The danger is in the five percent who don’t, the five percent who simply look you over and silently proceed to hurt or kill.

			The counterman was squarely in the ninety-five percent.

			Shaw continued, “Option one or option two?”

			The eyes filled with dismay. “You don’t know what you’re doing, buddy. Nobody fucks with Orin Trimbeaux.”

			Another bad line.

			Shaw cocked an eyebrow. “Two hundred more if you give me the Latino guy’s address . . . Or I call the organized crime division of the county sheriff’s office.”

			Shaw wondered if they actually had one.

			He looked around, as if there were anybody here to come to his rescue. Nope. He was on his own. Finally, a whisper, “Eduardo Garcia.”

			“And he lives where?”

			“I don’t know! Not his address. I think, Miller Street, near Eberhardt Square.”

			It was good enough. Shaw gave him the full five. “I need something else too.”

			“What?”

			“A to-go bag.”

			

			—

			In midafternoon, Shaw, piloting his rental, followed Trimbeaux once again from his apartment. This time the man was in a black Cadillac Escalade. He drove to a storage locker outside of town, near the interstate. This was presumably where Eduardo Garcia’s wares had been stashed.

			Shaw watched Trimbeaux emerge with two heavy suitcases. Which he stashed in the back of the Caddie. The dealer fired it up and steered onto the highway. A half hour later, the SUV turned into the weedy parking lot of an abandoned factory. Continuing past it, Shaw pulled into a neighboring property. After he parked, he climbed from the sedan and walked to a stand of trees where he had a good view of Trimbeaux in the parking lot. It wasn’t long before two cars showed up. One was a dusty gray pickup, an F250. The other a tricked-out muscle car, big-spoke chrome wheels. Its color was dark red.

			Shaw started recording a video on his phone and set it against a tree, the lens facing the parking lot. Then looking through Swarovski binoculars as he nestled prone, in dry grass, he watched the transaction. Three men from what Shaw guessed was a white supremacist group—visible tats were a swastika and a confederate battle flag—bought a dozen handguns and what seemed to be several small machine guns, maybe H&Ks.

			This was good enough for Colter Shaw.

			

			—

			As dusk approached that night, Shaw was driving down a deserted country road outside of Canton. The Avis was not a bad car. Customers always drive rentals with heavy feet, and the 15K on the odometer was really more like 30. But the shimmies and rattles and thuds were minor irritations.

			Shaw knew it wasn’t the car’s fault when there came a loud pop and the Malibu veered to the right, onto, then over, the shoulder. It came to rest in boggy land, about two feet shy of an ash tree that would have turned the front end into a thing of the past. He’d been going sixty.

			The rapping on the window was loud. The man had used the grip of a gun as a knocker, then turned the muzzle his way. The other hand gestured him out of the vehicle. Shaw lifted his right hand—no threat—and with his left unlocked and opened the door. He stepped out and looked over the man who had shot his tire out. It was Travis Lanford, the handsome varsity football player—the man who had also, Shaw now understood, murdered Daryl Williams on that cold, cold day in bleak January.
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			“You have a gun. I saw it.”

			“I do,” Shaw told him.

			“Take it out and give it to me . . . No, I don’t trust you. You probably know karate or something.”

			“I don’t.” Which was true, though of course Shaw had been a champion wrestler in college.

			“I don’t care.” Travis looked up and down the road. It was deserted. “Take it out and throw it on the ground.”

			He did as instructed. The gun landed in a clump of grass. Travis picked it up and pocketed it.

			Shaw said, “You were following me. I knew there was someone. I thought it was one of Trimbeaux’s crew.”

			“You’re just full of bad decisions, mister. I saw that reward. Twenty-six hundred? You risk everything for that?”

			“How’re you going to explain the shot-out tire?” Shaw nodded at the front end.

			He laughed. “Trimbeaux’s crew did that. Yeah, I followed you—and saw you following them. They got suspicious and came out here to have a talk with you. Shot your tire out.”

			“And then shot me?”

			Travis said nothing. He was sweaty and his mannerisms twitchy. Shaw understood that the NA was for show; he was still a tweaker.

			“Why’d you kill Williams?”

			“Shut up. I’m not here to talk. You are. I saw you take something out of that pizzeria. I want it. What is it? Evidence? A video or something?” When Shaw didn’t respond, he said, “And I want to know where those fucking notebooks are. All the stuff you were writing down that I told you. You talked to Mike and Carli too, and Erik. Right? I know you did.”

			“Travis. Things like this have a way of unraveling. Sooner or later. It’s best if you just give yourself up. You make a plea deal, help the D.A. make a case against Trimbeaux and Garcia for weapons dealing? That’ll go a long way. I know how these things work.”

			“Notebooks. Are they in that camper of yours?”

			“No. I learned a long time ago that’s the first place people look. I keep them hidden somewhere else.”

			“Where?”

			Shaw didn’t reply.

			His edgy voice rose in volume as he said, “I’ll start shooting! Your foot, your knee.” He raised the gun.

			Colter Shaw was a man who lived to rock climb, to ride his motorcycle just at or over the edge, who, on reward assignment occasionally grappled with escaped felons or murderous suspects. The idea of a catastrophic injury like a shattered knee or ankle was horrific.

			“You really should think about my offer,” Shaw told him.

			Travis glanced at the gun in his unsteady hand. “And you should think about mine.”

			It was then that a loud electronic bleat filled the night and a voice on the loudspeaker called, “You, with the weapon, drop it now! Or you will be fired upon!”

			Instinctively Travis turned, giving Shaw just enough time to lower his center of gravity and charge forward. He dropped low and gripped Travis’s left ankle, then executed a simple John Smith single-leg takedown, a classic wrestling maneuver. In a matter of seconds Travis was on his back, the breath knocked from his lungs and his gun ripped from his hand. Shaw tossed it aside fast.

			Never a good idea to hold on to a weapon when the police are training theirs on you.

			This wasn’t one of his father’s rules but, to Colter Shaw, it just seemed to make sense.

			

			—

			As he took back his license and concealed carry permit from the trooper and stowed them in his wallet, Shaw was listening to the man.

			“So. We got a call from somebody reporting an assault on the road here, mile marker thirty-four. Somebody named Travis Lanford had attacked a Colter Shaw. What exactly is going on?”

			Shaw didn’t explain that, in anticipation of the attack by Travis, he had been live streaming the drive via a body cam to his resourceful private eye, back in Washington, D.C. The minute the tire was shot out, Mack had called Tom Pepper, Shaw’s friend and retired FBI agent, who had contacts within the Ohio State Highway Patrol. He’d called in some favors and OSHP had a team sent here.

			“What’s this all about, sir?” the trooper asked, less patiently this time.

			“For the time being I’m pressing charges against Travis for assault with a deadly. You can add an illegal weapons charge too, and there’ll be some drugs somewhere. I’ll come to the station tomorrow for the interview. But now there’s someplace I have to be.”

			“Well, sir,” the trooper with the ramrod straight posture said, “I’m afraid that’s not possible. You’ll need to stay here until we get everything sorted out.”

			Shaw thought things were pretty well straightened out. He said, “Could you call this number.” He smiled. “As a favor.”

			The trooper hesitated and then placed the call. It seemed that he stood to attention when the voice answered. He said, “I’m at a crime scene with that man, Colter Shaw, and . . . Okay, sir. Yessir.”

			He disconnected. He looked at Shaw and said, “You’re free to go. And I personally would be more than happy to help you change that tire.”
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			He looked down at the young man in the hospital bed.

			Jude Sterling looked up at him groggily. Weariness defined him.

			“How’re you feeling?”

			“Got cut bad. They use glass. ’Cause of the metal detectors. You’d think the guards’d, you know, figure that out.”

			“You’d think.”

			“Gets infected. I’ve got an infection.”

			Not surprising. The hospital ward was wretched. There were a few too many bloodstains on the walls and yellow stains on the floor. The lighting was as green as the tile and the pallor of the patients and the medicos alike.

			“You’ll be okay?”

			“They say so. Scar. They don’t do plastic surgery here.”

			“Women like scars.” Some did. Shaw knew this for a fact.

			He noted that Jude was shackled, hand and ankle, to the sturdy metal frame. He wondered why both were necessary.

			“You said you found who really shot Williams.”

			“Travis Lanford.”

			He blinked. This intelligence took a moment to settle. “How’d that work?”

			“I’ll tell you about it later. You should get some rest. But a question I have to ask.”

			He nodded.

			“Did you cock the gun in the clearing and point it at Daryl, after he’d been shot?”

			“Yessir, I did.”

			“Why?”

			Jude shrugged. “It might sound funny, but I thought of things I’ve seen in movies. The killer, whoever, he looks dead. But then you get close and he jumps up and has a knife or something, or axe. You know now I didn’t shoot him to save my brother. But I would have. I’d do that in a minute.”

			Shaw nodded.

			“You really think I’m getting out?”

			Shaw explained there would be procedural issues and the fact that he’d stolen drugs and money—even if from a drug dealer—might mean continued time in the system. But his lawyer would be working hard to get him absolved of the most serious crimes.

			Jude appeared grateful, but at the word lawyer his face fell.

			“I’ve got somebody better than Harold Cummings.”

			They shared a smile.

			“Can I see my parents?”

			“I don’t think so. Not yet.”

			A guard approached and whispered something to Shaw, who nodded. He said to Jude, “I have to go. But get some rest. People will be in touch. You’ll be looked after here.”

			After Tom Pepper had spoken to a captain at the Ohio State Highway Patrol, he had spoken to the director of the Bureau of Prisons. Jude was now probably the safest prisoner in the Watkins Correctional Facility.

			Shaw turned and followed the guard out of the hospital wing, through a half-dozen corridors, as gray as the medical facility was green, and finally out of the lockdown portion of the prison to the general public reception room. The massive door clicked shut behind him. He handed his ID badge to the receptionist and received back his gun.

			He turned to Sonya Malloy, who frowned deep furrows into her attractive face and said, “So?”

			

			—

			The two of them walked outside into the fine June night. Crickets vied with bullfrogs for attention, with the amphibians winning, hands down—if, Shaw reflected, one could put it that way.

			The breeze was a gentle breath, perfumed by jasmine.

			Malloy had interesting eyes, in the outdoor overhead light. The pupils black and yellow. Cat’s eyes.

			They leaned against her unmarked car. Shaw said, “Something was off. Instincts told me Jude Sterling wasn’t a killer—probably. Oh, he was angry, he’d been in fights. But there’s a Grand Canyon between hurt and kill.

			“I put it at fifteen percent he pulled the trigger. How much of a threat to Frank could Williams’ve been? His Glock was still in his waistband. Decided I’d go on the assumption that he was innocent. If he wasn’t the shooter, then who? Rival dealer? Possibility, of course. But, say, thirty percent.”

			“You do this percentage thing a lot?”

			“I do.”

			“Why no more than thirty, with a rival?”

			“What you told me yourself: Williams was one of the bigger suppliers of meth in the area. Killing him would be a disruption in the supply chain. Not good for anybody. And even if somebody wanted to take him out, why drive fifty miles on a freezing day all the way to Hanson Valley and kill him in the middle of a deal, with witnesses around?”

			“Even with your Throwback Thursday factor?”

			Now, a bit of a smile.

			“Even with that.”

			“That leaves fifty-five percent.”

			“What?” Shaw was confused.

			Malloy said, “Fifteen percent Jude did it, thirty percent some triggerman from a crew did it. That total’s forty-five. Who’s the fifty-five-percent suspect?”

			It took Shaw a moment. “No, the percentages don’t have to add up to a hundred. That’s not how it works.”

			“Oh.”

			“So let’s take Jude and a rival out. Where do we go from there? The guns interested me. The murder weapon was the Thirty-Eight Special. It had Williams’s DNA on it so everyone assumed it came from his car, the Subaru.”

			“What we thought, yes.”

			“But in the trunk there was only ammo for a nine-mil and a three-eighty. Okay, Williams might’ve also had a Thirty-Eight Special. Many dealers collect guns—”

			“Like baseball cards.”

			Shaw frowned. “Like what?”

			She looked over his face. “You don’t know about baseball cards?”

			“No.”

			In the wilderness enclave where Shaw and his siblings were raised, their father—given to bouts of paranoia—would not allow television, much less the internet, on the property. Shaw had very few cultural points of reference, particularly sports.

			Malloy explained that her own father collected them. “I inherited about five thousand. I keep hoping to meet a man who’ll appreciate them.”

			Filing that in the bottom drawer, Shaw continued, “So, sure, Williams might’ve had the Smittie. But the odds of having three guns—and one without a couple of boxes of ammo in the trunk?”

			“Twenty percent.” Malloy was apparently getting into the percentage game.

			“I can live with that. So, here were my assumptions. One, the gun wasn’t Williams’s and it wasn’t Jude’s. Two, Williams was top end in the business. He wouldn’t come to Hanson Valley for a penny-ante deal. He’d be carting a major supply, planning to meet dozens of clients and suppliers. Remember, he was pissed off that the kids were late. Probably meant he had other meetings.”

			She nodded.

			“So my theory was: somebody at the quarry found his car and popped the trunk. Saw a mother lode of meth, fent, Oxy. Who knows how much? A hundred K? More?”

			“And it was this ‘somebody’ who brought the Smith and Wesson with him?”

			“That’s right.”

			“You suspected Travis.”

			“He was the front-runner. He was a meth addict and that’s a hard life. You hang in bad places, you’re on the street, hustling. Likely he’d have bought himself a cold gun or two. I put it at seventy percent.”

			She shook her head. “Why don’t they have to add up to a hundred?”

			Shaw repressed a sigh. “Okay. There’s a race, bunch of runners. Sam’s one of the best. He’s got a ninety percent chance of winning. Fred’s good, he’s got a sixty percent chance of winning the race, and Tom has a fifty percent chance of winning. But things can intervene. A cramp, a pulled muscle. There’s always the unexpected factor.

			“Remember, Erik was with him, and his father was belligerent. Had his son told him that something had happened at the quarry?”

			“And Travis threatened him to keep quiet about it?”

			“Exactly. So Travis was the prime suspect.”

			Malloy was nodding while she twined a strand of hair between short-nailed fingers. The eyes were really quite captivating. “And then you needed to prove your theory.”

			“I showed all the kids, except Erik, some pictures of dealers from Canton I said I was going to investigate. After that I started tailing Orin Trimbeaux.”

			“Heard of him, sure.”

			“He was my first choice—he was the biggest gunrunner in the group. And it was likely Travis had bought from him. Travis started tailing me.”

			“And this PI of yours had surveillance on you?”

			“Yep.”

			“You took a chance.”

			He thumped his chest. “Body armor. I minimized the risk.”

			“And, on January twelfth? How did it go down, you reckon?”

			“Travis and Erik were making their way to the clearing to hook up with the others. He sees the Subaru, unlocked. He finds the stash in the trunk. And comes up with the plan. He takes his own gun, the Smittie, wipes it down and then rubs Williams’s soda cup on it. For the DNA. He goes to the clearing, hides in the brush so nobody can see him. He shoots Williams and drops the gun on the path. He tells Erik that if he says anything he’ll kill him too. He buries the drugs and his own gloves somewhere and then takes Erik’s. When they did the GSR test on the four kids, Erik was the only one not wearing gloves, I’ll bet.”

			“I think you’re right.”

			“The kids leave and go back home. A day or so later Travis goes back to the scene and collects the drugs. He then signs up for NA to make it look good.”

			A flash of lightning exploded in the distance. A guttural rumble arrived, leisurely. This seemed to silence the bullfrogs for a moment, though perhaps it was a coincidence. “Oh, here’s a bonus.” He reached into his backpack and handed her the to-go bag from the pizzeria where Trimbeaux and Garcia had lunched. It contained their beverage glasses. He’d wanted to get samples in Erin’s bar the night before but the boys in the crew were getting suspicious, so he’d left early.

			He explained, “DNA samples. Trimbeaux and his main gun supplier—Eduardo Garcia.” He gave her the man’s residence, which Mack had narrowed down to an address on Miller Street. “Probably’ll match that DNA your forensic people found on the slugs in the Smittie. I’ll come by the office tomorrow and sign a chain of custody card. Oh, and I’ll upload a video of Trimbeaux selling to some neo-Nazis.”

			Malloy exhaled a laugh of surprise at this. “Were you ever law enforcement?”

			“No.”

			She frowned as she looked him over. “You want to be law enforcement?”

			Shaw smiled.

			“Ohio’s flusher than some states. The county’s got a good pension plan. And two weeks’ vacation. After one year of service, of course. Paid maternity leave too. Or paternity. For what it’s worth. I’m just saying.”

			

			—

			Three days later, Shaw was back in Florida.

			He bypassed the elaborate appliances in the kitchen and dropped a cut-up chicken and pieces of onion and orange into a Crock-Pot and added a half bottle of cabernet. He was having Teddy and Velma Bruin over for dinner that night. He’d just turned the knob to LOW and had a sip of beer when his phone hummed.

			It was Arnie Sterling, who told him in an excited voice that Travis Lanford had accepted a plea bargain: twenty years in prison, no parole, and the state would not seek the death penalty.

			The same day a judge signed an order releasing Jude Sterling and expunging his record in the Williams case. The prosecutor declined to bring a case on the theft from Williams and the possession of controlled substances.

			Shaw had also heard from Detective Sonya Malloy, who’d phoned with the information that Trimbeaux and Garcia had been arrested for illegal arms and drug sales. They’d pled not guilty. He told her he was more than happy to return to Ohio to be a witness at the trial. He floated the idea that he might arrive a day or so early and they could discuss the case over dinner. She offered the refinement: that she’d cook. Apparently he was destined to learn about baseball cards firsthand.

			A triple-note chime sounded. It was from his Atlas radar intrusion system on the driveway. True, it might have been an actual intruder—Shaw had scores of enemies—but since this was the time of day when the mail person arrived, he figured he didn’t need to fetch his Glock.

			He met the woman halfway down the walk and collected the bills and flyers and an envelope measuring about nine by eleven. Inside was a package wrapped in gray tissue paper. He tore it open and found himself looking at a framed drawing, done in color pencil on off-white construction paper.

			Shaw had to laugh. The image was of Jude’s Wasp Man, the half-human, half-insect superhero. The curious creature, wearing an old-time leather helmet, was standing at the mouth of a deep pit—maybe a quarry. The sun was rising, or setting, behind him, and he struck quite the pose, head up and his arms (all four of them) were raised to the sky. Light beams radiated from his head. His uniform was a blue jumpsuit, and on the chest were two letters in gold: C.S.

			At the bottom of the picture were two words in careful script: Thank You.

			Shaw walked back into the house to find a hammer and some nails. There was an empty spot on his den wall where he thought the sketch would fit perfectly.

		

	
		
			Keep reading for an exciting preview of The Final Twist.

		

	
		
			1.

			The safe house.

			At last.

			Colter Shaw’s journey to this cornflower-blue Victorian on scruffy Alvarez Street in the Mission District of San Francisco had taken him weeks. From Silicon Valley to the Sierra Nevadas in eastern California to Washington State. Or, as he sat on his Yamaha motorcycle, looking up at the structure, he reflected: in a way, it had taken him most of his life.

			As often is the case when one arrives at a long-anticipated destination, the structure seemed modest, ordinary, unimposing. Though if it contained what Shaw hoped, it would prove to be just the opposite: a mine of information that could save hundreds, perhaps thousands, of lives.

			But as the son of a survivalist, Shaw had a preliminary question: Just how safe a safe house was it?

			From this angle, it appeared deserted, dark. He dropped the transmission in gear and drove to the alley that ran behind the house, where he paused again, in front of an overgrown garden, encircled by a gothic wrought-iron fence. From here, still no lights, no signs of habitation, no motion. He gunned the engine and returned to the front. He skidded to a stop and low-gear muscled the bike onto the sidewalk.

			He snagged his heavy backpack, chained up the bike and helmet, then pushed through the three-foot-deep planting bed that bordered the front. Behind a boxwood he found the circuit breakers for the main line. If there were an unlikely bomb inside it would probably be hardwired; whether it was phones or computers or improvised explosive devices, it was always tricky to depend on batteries.

			Using the keys he’d been bequeathed, he unlocked and pushed open the door, hand near his weapon. He was greeted only with white noise and the scent of lavender air freshener.

			Before he searched for the documents he hoped his father had left, he needed to clear the place.

			No evidence of threat isn’t synonymous with no threat.

			He scanned the ground floor. Beyond the living room was a parlor, from which a stairway led upstairs. Past that room was a dining room and, in the back, a kitchen, whose door, reinforced and windowless, led onto the alleyway. Another door in the kitchen led to the cellar, an unusual feature in much of California. The few pieces of furniture were functional and mismatched. The walls were the color of old bone, curtains sun-bleached to inadvertent tie-dye patterns.

			He took his time examining every room on this floor and on the second and third stories. No sign of current residents, but he did find bed linens neatly folded on a mattress on the second floor.

			Last, the basement.

			He clicked on his tactical halogen flashlight, with its piercing beam, and descend to see that the room was largely empty. A few old cans of paint, a broken table. At the far end was a coal bin, in which a small pile of glistening black lumps sat. Shaw smiled to himself.

			Ever the survivalist, weren’t you, Ashton?

			As he stared into the murk, he noted three wires dangling from the rafters. One, near the stairs, ended in a fixture and a small bulb. The wires in the middle and far end had been cut and the ends were wrapped with electrician’s tape.

			Shaw knew why the two had been operated on: to keep someone from getting a good view of the end of the cellar.

			Shining the beam over the back wall, he stepped close.

			Got it, Ash.

			As with the rest of the basement, this wall was constructed of four-by-eight plywood sheets nailed to studs, floor to ceiling, painted flat black. But an examination of the seams of one panel revealed a difference. It was a hidden door, opening onto a secure room. He took the locking-blade knife from his pocket and flicked it open. After scanning the surface a moment longer, he located a slit near the bottom. He pushed the blade inside and heard a click. The door sprung outward an inch. Replacing the knife and drawing his gun, he crouched, shining the beam inside, holding the flashlight high and to the left to draw fire, if an enemy were present and armed.

			He reached inside and felt for tripwires. None.

			He slowly drew the door toward him with his foot.

			It had moved no more than eighteen inches when the bomb exploded with a searing flash and a stunning roar and a piece of shrapnel took him in the chest.
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