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      The first thing the hunter saw was the shadow, a long silhouette stamped on milk-blue snow, rising near a copse of maples halfway across the field.

      It was deep twilight, mid-March, and the ground had not yet given up its game, nor the night its quarry. Certainly nothing of this size.

      The hunter walked cautiously forward, his boots crunching the crust of frozen earth beneath him. The sound echoed across the valley, and was soon met by the cry of a nesting barn owl, a mournful plea that reminded him of the girl, of the night everything changed.

      The mountain fell silent.

      As the hunter closed the distance to the trees, the shadow reappeared, became a man – a big man – now standing no more than ten yards away.

      The hunter tried to raise his crossbow, but could not lift his arms. He’d had this paralysis once before, a thousand sleepless nights ago, back when he wore a gold shield on his chest, back when he was a hunter of men. On that night he’d all but paid for this failing with his life.

      The big man stepped into a pond of moonlight, and the hunter saw his face for the first time in three years.

      ‘My God,’ the hunter said. ‘You.’

      ‘I found it.’

      At first the hunter thought the man was speaking another language. It had been that long since he’d heard a voice not his own. The three words soon reached his memory. He tried to purge them, to rid himself of their power, but the words had already begun to tunnel into his past, his soul.

      The hunter dropped his weapon, fell to his knees, and began to scream.

      Before long the moon was once again clothed in shadow, and his screams became the wind.
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      In the city beneath the city, through these hollow black halls where dead souls murmur and the seasons do not change, he moves, silent as dust.

      By day he walks the city above. He is the man in the shabby overcoat on the bus, the man in the gray workman’s coveralls, the man who holds the door for you, touching a finger to the brim of his cap if you are a woman, offering a tactful dip of the chin if you are a man.

      There is something in his manner that remembers another time, something formal and reserved. It is not politeness or courtesy, nor could it be described as politesse – although most people who met him would, if asked, comment on his courtly fashion.

      It is by night he has seen the very heart of human vice, and knows that it is his own. It is by night he moves through his warren of stone corridors and shabby rooms, bearing witness to assignations in quiet basement chambers. It is by night he wanders the dream arcade.

      His name is Luther.

      He first killed a man when he was twelve years old.

      He has never stopped.

       

      On this late winter morning, five days before the ground will tremble beneath the bulk of the giant machines, he waits third in line at the City Fresh Market on West Oxford Street.

      The old woman stands in front of him. He considers her purchases: five boxes of Jell-O, various flavors; a quart of Half and Half; angel-hair pasta; a jar of smooth peanut butter.

      Cancer food, he thinks.

      There is a small hole at the back of her cardigan, a starfish of threads peeking out. Through it he can see a tear in the fabric of her blouse. It is where she cut out the label, perhaps because it irritated her skin. Her shoes are sturdy, round at heel, tightly laced. Her fingernails are scrubbed and clipped short. She wears no jewelry.

      He watches as she scrutinizes each entry on the cashier’s LCD screen, oblivious – or, more likely indifferent – to the fact that she is holding up the line. He remembers this about her, this obstinacy. Transaction completed, she takes her bagged groceries, walks a few steps toward the exit, scanning the register receipt, making sure she has not been cheated.

      He has watched her over the years, watched as lines furrowed her face, watched as spots blossomed on her hands, watched as her gait slowed to an arthritic shuffle. What had once passed for regal comportment, an imperious manner that shunned intimacy or acquaintance at any level, has become a scowling, ill-mannered dotage.

      As the woman nears the exit she puts down her bags, buttons her coat. She is being observed, but not just by the tall man behind her.

      There is a boy of seventeen standing near the Red Box video rental machine – loitering, witnessing, looking for some sort of opportunity.

      When the woman picks up her bags she drops her credit card onto the floor. She does not notice.

      The boy does.

       

      
        Träumen Sie? 

        Yes.

        Where are you? 

        Tallinn. In the Old City.

        What is the year? 

        It is 1958, nineteen years adrift from the end of the first independence. It is five days before Christmas. Food is scarce, but there is still joy in the lights.

        Where will you go? 

        To Läänemaa. I am to meet a man.

        Who is this man? 

        A blind man, a Baltic German. He is a thief. He preys upon the elderly who have little to begin with. He stole something from a friend, and I will have it back this night.

        How is this possible? How would a blind man be able to do this? 

        He does not yet know of his blindness.

      

       

      Luther shadows the thief at a discrete distance, down West Oxford Street to Marston Street, then south. Many of the buildings on this bleak and desolate block are boarded, abandoned.

      Before they reach Jefferson Street the thief ducks into an alley, shoulders a door.

      Luther follows. When his shadow darkens the wall opposite the splintered doorway the thief notices. He spins around, startled.

      They are alone.

      ‘You have something that does not belong to you,’ Luther says.

      The thief looks him up and down, assessing his size and strength, searching for the telltale bulge that signals a handgun. Seeing none, he is emboldened. ‘D’fuck are you?’

      ‘Just a ragged stranger.’

      The thief glances at the doorway, back. Recognition alights. ‘I remember you. You was at the store.’

      Luther does not correct the thief’s deplorable grammar. He remains silent. The thief takes a step back. Not a defensive move, but rather a gauging of range.

      ‘What you want, man?’ the thief asks. ‘I got business.’

      ‘What business would that be?’

      ‘Not your business, motherfucker.’ The thief slowly moves his right hand toward his back pocket. ‘Maybe I take what you got. Maybe I fuck you up, pendejo.’

      ‘Perhaps so.’

      Another few inches toward the pocket. Nervous now. ‘You talk fucked up, man. Where you from?’

      ‘I am from everywhere and nowhere. I am from right beneath your feet.’

      The thief looks at the floor, as if the answer might be there, as if there might suddenly appear a dog-eared Baedeker.

      When he looks up, the man standing before him removes his overcoat, takes the felt cap from his back pocket, slips it onto his head. What had only moments ago been curiosity becomes something else, something of nightmares. The thief’s eyes roam the man – the tattered brown suit, the frayed sleeves, the patch pockets crudely sewn, the missing button. The bloodstains.

      In one fluid motion the thief reaches into his back pocket, retrieves a semi-automatic pistol, a black 9mm Hi-Point. Before he can clear it, the weapon is slapped from his hand, and he is brought roughly to the floor.

      With the thief subdued, Luther takes a few moments, steps away, picks up the weapon. He checks the magazine, chambers a round. ‘What were you going to do with this?’ he asks.

      The thief has yet to catch his breath. When he does, he says, ‘Nothing.’

      Luther places the handgun on a wooden pallet near his feet.

      ‘My name is Luther,’ he says. ‘I think it is important for you to know this.’

      The thief says nothing.

      ‘I say this because I know, from experience, that what happens in this room will be a turning point in your life, a story you will repeat many times over, and that people will ask you: “What was this man’s name?”’

      ‘I don’t need to know who you are.’

      ‘Well, this is merely what I am called,’ Luther says. ‘It is not who I am.’

      ‘Just take my shit, man. I didn’t mean what I said before. I wasn’t going to shoot you.’

      Luther nods. ‘Let me ask you a question. When you sleep at night, or when you nap in the afternoon after a particularly good meal, do you dream?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It is a simple question. Do you dream?’

      ‘I don’t… yeah. I dream.’

      ‘Some people say they do not, but the truth is we all dream. What these people mean to say is that they do not often remember their dreams.’

      Luther crosses the room, leans against the far wall. The thief glances at the handgun on the pallet. His eyes say he will never make it.

      ‘Let me give you an example,’ Luther says. ‘Do you know how sometimes, when you are dreaming, it begins as one thing, and then magically – for dreaming truly is in the realm of magic – it becomes something else? Something other?’

      The thief remains silent.

      ‘In the dream you are, let us say, a famous matador. You are in the ring with the beast, being cheered by thousands. You wave the muleta, you ready your espada for the kill.

      ‘Then, suddenly, you have the ability to fly, to soar above the crowd, to cast your shadow on the countryside, to taste the salt of the sea. Such dreams, I suggest to you, are difficult to leave behind. For most of us it is such a disappointment to awaken, to relinquish such godlike powers, only to discover that we are still, simply, ourselves. Still bound by this mortal coil.’

      Luther takes a few steps toward the door, glances into the alley, continues.

      ‘When I left the house today, the situation in which we find ourselves was not my dream. I suspect, however, that it was yours.’

      ‘No, man,’ the thief says. ‘It wasn’t. Just let me —’

      ‘And yet you brought with you this fearsome weapon.’

      ‘It’s for protection.’

      ‘From whom? Old women with credit cards?’

      The thief looks at his hands. ‘I wasn’t going to use it.’

      ‘I understand,’ Luther says. ‘In the broadest sense, I believe this to be true. And that is why this may end well for you after all.’

      A light returns to the thief’s eyes. ‘What I gotta do?’

      Luther approaches him, crouches down. ‘There is a dream about a blind man. Do you know it?’

      The thief shakes his head.

      ‘They say to dream about blindness means that there is a truth about yourself you refuse to accept, or that you have lost your way in life. I believe this applies to you.’

      The thief begins to tremble.

      ‘I am here to help you find your way, Jaak Männik.’

      ‘Who?’

      Luther does not answer. He picks up the thief’s handgun, then reaches beneath his jacket, and pulls out a long, bone-handled knife.

      ‘No,’ the thief says. ‘You can’t do this.’

      ‘You are right. That is why you will do it to yourself. You will take your eyes, as the matador wields his espada, and by this you will finally see.’

      ‘You’re fucking crazy, man!’

      ‘That is not for you or I to determine,’ Luther says. He finds an oily rag on the floor, hands it to the thief. ‘For the blood.’

      ‘No, man. You can’t —’

      ‘Now, this is a delicate undertaking. Extreme care must be taken. If you push the knife in too deeply, you will sever the optic nerve, yes, but you may run it into your frontal lobe. If you do it, there is the possibility – quite a good possibility, as I understand it – that you will live. If I do it, I fear you will not. I cannot make the choice for you.’

      Luther stands.

      ‘Do you see that old calendar on the wall behind me?’ Luther asks.

      The thief looks over. There is a yellowed calendar hanging on a nail. January 2008. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Do you see the date for January fifteen?’

      The thief just nods.

      Without another word Luther spins quickly around and fires the weapon, hitting the small square for 15 January dead center. He turns back to the thief, hands him the knife, handle first. He steps away.

      ‘So, tell me. Which dream do you choose?’ Luther asks. ‘To live many more years as a blind man, or to die in this terrible place?’

      Luther smells the sharp tang of urine as the young man fouls himself. In the chill of this unheated room, vapor rises from the thief’s lap.

      ‘If… if I do this, you won’t kill me?’

      ‘I will not,’ Luther says. ‘You have my word.’ He glances at his watch. ‘But you must do it in the next thirty seconds. Beyond that, I cannot make any promises.’

      The thief takes a deep breath, releases it in four or five small gusts. He slowly turns the knife toward himself.

      ‘I can’t do it!’

      ‘Twenty-five seconds.’

      The thief begins to sob. The knife shakes in his hand as he brings it closer to his face. He raises his other hand to steady himself, and stares at the blade as one might consider a burning rosary, an abacus of sins.

      ‘Twenty seconds.’

      The thief begins to pray.

      ‘Dios te salve, Maria.’ 

      ‘Fifteen seconds.’

      ‘Llena eres de gracia.’ 

      ‘Ten seconds.’

      ‘El Señor es contigo.’ 

      ‘Five seconds.’

      At the moment the tip of the blade pierces his left eye, the 11:05 SEPTA carrying twenty-one passengers roars to a stop outside. The thief’s screams are swallowed by the whet of steel on steel, plumed inside the release of exhaust.

      When the knife falls from the thief’s hand, there is only silence.

       

      The thief – whose name was Ezequiel Rivera ‘Cheque’ Marquez – had always thought that when death came it would be accompanied by a bright white light, or the sound of angels singing. When his mother died at the age of thirty-one in an osteopathic hospital in Camden, New Jersey, it was what he wanted to believe. It was possible that all eight-year-olds want to believe this.

      For Cheque Marquez the moment wasn’t anything like that. Death wasn’t an angel in a long flowing gown.

      Death was a man in a tattered brown suit.

       

      One hour later Luther stands across the street from the old woman’s house. He watches as she sweeps the dead leaves from her porch, marveling at how small she is, how big she had at one time seemed to him.

      He knows that the next time he sees her it will be in her bedroom, her ruched and cloying boudoir with its peeling wallpaper and brown mice and generic powders, a visit during which he will return the credit card to her wallet.

      Nothing can be out of place over the course of the coming days. Everything must be as it has always been. Luther had not planned on dealing with the thief, but if the old woman’s card was missing, it might change everything. It might mean they would begin to scrutinize this, her penultimate day.

      He’s already visited her home, three times sitting at the foot of her bed as she fitfully slept, chased by what demons he could only imagine. Perhaps he was one of those demons. Perhaps the woman knows that, when her time comes, it will be him.

      In the end, someone always comes.
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      Detective Jessica Balzano found herself in a brightly lit room, sitting upright, her left hand high in the air, the clatter of street noise drifting in from a window behind her. At first she thought she was alone, but soon realized there were people all around her. She didn’t see them, but she knew they were there in the way you know anything when you’re dreaming, the way you know that, while danger may lurk in every shadow, it is only dream-danger, and you will not be harmed. All you have to do is wake up, and it will be gone.

      But this wasn’t a dream. Somehow, she was in a classroom. With her hand raised. And there were at least a dozen people staring at her.

      Real people.

      ‘Ms Balzano?’ someone said.

      The man at the front of the classroom, the man who seemed to know her name, was thin and pale, about sixty. He wore a pilled blue cardigan with epaulets, beige corduroy slacks, cupped at the knees. There was a half-smile on his face, as if he had done this before, as if this were an inside joke he was sharing with everyone.

      Everyone except Jessica Balzano.

      Before Jessica could respond it all came rushing toward her in a hot, mortifying wave. She was not in bed in her small, comfortable South Philly row house, her husband Vincent next to her, her two children safely asleep in their rooms on the third floor. She was, instead, in school – specifically, her second year of law school.

      Jessica had known it was going to be like this, but she had no idea it would be like this. She’d had the feeling this might happen one day, and it finally had. She’d fallen asleep in class.

      She put down her hand, her mind a kaleidoscope of questions. What class was this, again? Contracts? Torts? Civil procedure?

      Not a clue.

      She glanced at the chalkboard, saw a quote from Louis Nizer: In cross-examination, as in fishing, nothing is more ungainly than a fisherman pulled into the water by his catch.

      No help there.

      ‘Ms Balzano?’ the professor said. ‘False imprisonment?’

      God bless him, she thought. He’d repeated the question for her benefit.

      Jessica said, ‘The three elements of false imprisonment are: wilful detention, detention without consent, and unlawful detention.’

      ‘Very good,’ her teacher said with a wink. He’d been a law professor for more than twenty-five years. Jessica was not the first student ever to nod off in class. She would not be the last.

      Jessica reached under the table and pinched the web of flesh between the thumb and forefinger on her right hand, almost to the point of drawing blood. It was an old trick she’d been taught by her Field Training Officer her first year out of the academy, a trick to keep her awake when she worked last-out, the eleven p.m. to seven a.m. shift.

      For the next forty minutes Jessica tried every trick she’d ever learned to regain wakefulness. Thankfully, the professor didn’t call on her again, and somehow she made it to the end of class.

       

      On the way to her car, Jessica noticed a small group of students from her class walking across the parking lot at Cecil B. Moore and Broad Street. They all looked about twenty – wide awake, happy, fully caffeinated by life. Jessica wanted to shoot them.

      ‘Hey, Jessica,’ one of them said. His name was Jason Cole, and he held the unofficial title of cutest boy in class, a class in which there was a lot of competition for that honor. ‘Nice save back there.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘For a minute there I thought you were going to wash.’

      You have no idea, Jessica thought. ‘Not a chance,’ she said. She unlocked her car. ‘I’ve had tougher cases.’

      Jason smiled. He had braces, which somehow made him cuter. ‘We’re going to Starbucks for a study jam,’ he added. ‘Want to come with?’

      They all knew she was a police officer, of course, a homicide detective at that. They also knew she was juggling three lives – cop, mother, student – living days haphazardly constructed around a curriculum of early-morning, late-evening and weekend classes. Jessica desperately wanted to feel sorry for herself about this, but she knew it was nothing special for many people her age who were attending college. The truth was, she just wanted to go home and finish the nap she’d begun in the classroom. She couldn’t do that. In addition to the thousand other things she needed to accomplish, she was staring down the barrel of a full twelve-hour shift.

      It was her first day back after a two-week sabbatical.

      ‘Gotta go to work,’ Jessica said. ‘Maybe next time.’

      Jason gave her a thumbs-up. ‘We’ll save you a seat.’

      Jessica slipped into her car, the fatigue a living thing within her. She glanced at her law books on the seat, and not for the first time in the past eighteen months wondered how she got here.

      She was currently working in the SIU division of the homicide unit four days a week – a generous offer allowed by her captain, cleared with the inspector and, most importantly, with her husband, Vincent – and getting about five hours of sleep per night. It was one thing when you were a twenty-two-year-old grad student; quite another when you were on the osteoporosis side of thirty-five.

      Of the three divisions in the PPD Homicide Unit – the Line Squad, the Special Investigations Unit, and the Fugitive Squad – SIU was the least demanding, at least in terms of immediacy and the need for overtime. Although the physical and emotional rigors of working cold cases could be just as demanding as working fresh homicides, the days tended to be a little more structured, and the need to get the ball rolling – and hopefully make an arrest – in the first forty-eight hours were not there.

      Still, this was the path she had chosen. She recalled the moment she’d chosen it, as well. She had been thirteen, and had visited City Hall with her brother, Michael. They went to watch their father – then Sergeant Peter Giovanni – testify in Judge Liam McManus’s courtroom.

      On that day Jessica sat in the back row, watching the proceedings, observing as the two lawyers went head to head. Having grown up in a police family, she knew that there were many jobs upon which the carriage of justice depended – cops, judges, forensic specialists, medical examiners. But for some reason she was instantly drawn to this stage, this rarefied arena where, if everyone else did their job, it would all come down to the clear, clinical thinking of two people to build a case for either guilt or innocence.

      Young Jessica Giovanni was hooked, her future fully mapped by the time she and her brother and their father sat down to lunch at Frank Clements Tavern, which was then located across the street from the original Bookbinder’s. As Jessica ate her cheesesteak she watched in something close to awe as defense lawyers, prosecutors and judges – even a future Pennsylvania supreme court justice – all mingled in the smoky, storied bar, many of them stopping by the table to chat with her father.

      On that day the scheme was set in motion: Michael would be the police officer; Jessica would be the ADA. That was the plan. Theirs would be the South Philly version of Law & Order. Peter Giovanni – one of the most decorated officers in the history of the PPD, who eventually retired with the rank of lieutenant – would play the crusty former cop who tended his San Marzano tomatoes in the garden, supplying moral support and pithy wisecracks.

      Everything went according to blueprint, until that horrible day in 1991 when Michael was killed in Kuwait, a Marine fighting in Desert Storm.

      In that instant Michael Giovanni, Jessica’s beautiful brother – her protector, confidante and greatest hero – was gone.

      Jessica recalled sitting with her father the night they learned of Michael’s death, how mightily her father tried not to cry in front of her. A week later, as she knelt next to Michael’s casket, she knew that her dreams of being a lawyer would be put on hold, perhaps for ever, that she would be the one to follow in her father’s footsteps. Over the ensuing years she had never regretted her decision to enter the academy, not once, but she knew that if she was ever going to get her law degree, now was the time.

      She wasn’t certain she would even take the bar exam upon completion of her studies, but she knew that, at the very least, she owed it to her brother to try.

      Jessica started her car, glanced at her watch. It was five minutes to noon. She had five minutes to get to the Roundhouse. In Philly traffic. She opened the glove compartment, found a Twix. High calorie, nutrient-free sugar.

      Yes.

      Candy bar in hand, Detective Jessica Balzano pulled out into the traffic on Broad Street thinking: if God was smiling down on her this day – and she was blessed in so many ways that she couldn’t expect anything else from God, not anytime soon – she would be home and in bed around midnight.

      God wasn’t listening.
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      When Jessica reached the Roundhouse, the police administration building at Eighth and Race streets, the duty room was all but deserted. Homicide detectives working day work, the shift from seven a.m. to four p.m., were out on the street. The few who remained were working the phones, the fax machine, the computers, or just trying to look busy to the day watch commander, having hit dead ends in their investigations.

      By the time Jessica removed her coat and sat down she saw Sergeant Dana Westbrook walking purposefully across the duty room in her direction. A former Marine, still in her early fifties, Westbrook cut an imposing figure, despite her five-foot-four frame. Since taking over the job as day watch supervisor from the retired Ike Buchanan she had proven herself more than capable in what was, and would most likely always be, a boys’ club. The fact that Dana Westbrook could bench press her own weight plus twenty didn’t hurt.

      As Westbrook got closer, Jessica saw the look on her boss’s face. It was a look that said: job.

      No rest for the righteous, Jessica thought.

      Other than a few loose ends that needed to be clipped and sorted on a murder case she and her partner had just closed, there was nothing on her plate.

      That, it appeared, was about to change.

      ‘Hey, Sarge,’ Jessica said.

      ‘Morning, Jess.’

      Jessica stole a glance at the wall clock. It was technically afternoon. She wondered if Dana Westbrook was taking a shot, or just offering that greeting out of habit. ‘What’s up?’

      Westbrook held up a thin folder, a folder that looked curiously like a binder. The binder – often referred to as the murder book – was the Bible of a homicide investigation. A fresh binder was opened the day the investigation began, and by the time the investigation was closed, if it was closed, every piece of paper – summaries, witness statements, autopsies and toxicology reports, ballistics, crime scene and collateral photographs, even the handwritten notes from the investigating detective’s work – was contained between its covers. Sure, there were backup systems in place, forensic data recorded onto hard drives in various laboratories, but the most referred to set of documents in a murder investigation were in the binder.

      ‘We’ve got an open unsolved,’ Westbrook said. ‘About a month old.’

      ‘You want me to be lead on this?’ Jessica asked.

      Westbrook nodded.

      ‘What’s the new information?’

      When a fresh homicide is investigated there is a great push, not only from detectives and brass in the homicide unit, but also from the crime scene unit, and all collateral laboratory divisions. The concept of the first forty-eight hours being critical in a homicide investigation was no cliché. Witnesses got amnesia, nature began to take back its evidence, suspects found the wind. The sad truth was, if solid leads were not generated in the first week or so, a case began to cool. Within a month it was cold.

      ‘There isn’t really a new lead,’ Westbrook said. ‘Nothing solid anyway. After the lead investigator visited the crime scene, and made an initial report, the victim’s house was sealed.’

      Jessica didn’t understand. Crime scenes were always sealed. At least until it was cleared by the investigators.

      ‘I’m not sure I follow,’ Jessica said.

      ‘When I say sealed, I mean the property was sealed by court order, by the victim’s lawyer. It seems the victim had only one living relative, a distant cousin living in New York, a cousin he apparently didn’t exactly get along with. The victim died intestate, which means the cousin would get whatever money and possessions he had. She had her lawyer meet the investigator at the crime scene on the day of the murder. When they left the apartment was sealed.’

      ‘So the victim was not killed in his residence.’

      ‘No,’ Westbrook said. ‘The body was found in a park in the Northeast.’

      ‘So why now?’

      ‘The DA’s office was able to get the victim’s apartment unsealed.’ Westbrook put down a small envelope. ‘Here’s the address and a key to the front door.’ She held up the binder. ‘Everything else is in here.’ Dana Westbrook put the binder down on the desk. What should have been about an inch thick appeared to contain no more than three or four documents.

      ‘It looks a little thin, Sarge,’ Jessica said.

      Westbrook looked at the floor for a moment, then back up. ‘There are a few missing files,’ she said. ‘Most of them, in fact.’

      ‘I don’t understand. Why are they missing?’

      Westbrook smoothed the front of her sweater. ‘This was one of John Garcia’s last cases,’ she said.

      And Jessica understood.
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      The dead man’s name was Robert August Freitag. On the day of his murder he was unmarried, had no children, and was five days shy of his fifty-seventh birthday. He was five foot seven, weighed 166 pounds. He had brown hair, brown eyes.

      When Jessica opened the binder, the first thing she saw was a picture of the victim, an executive-type headshot most likely taken for an annual report or a company website. Robert Freitag was a pleasant-looking middle-aged man, just sprouting gray around the temples. In the photograph he wore a blue sport coat, white shirt and a green and white striped tie, as well as aviator-style bifocals.

      According to the summary, on the evening of 20 February 2013 Robert Freitag – who worked as a logistics manager for a company called CycleLife – walked from his home on Almond Street, in the Port Richmond section of the city, to a small convenience store on Allegheny Avenue. While there he purchased a loaf of wholewheat bread, two cans of candied yams, a package of votive candles and a Snickers. Surveillance cameras showed him leaving the store at 6:22 p.m.

      No one saw him alive again.

      While Jessica was certain that a neighborhood interview had been conducted – a canvass of residents and shop employees spanning a one- or two-block radius of the victim’s home – there were no statements in the binder. Nor was there an autopsy protocol. Freitag’s body had been cremated within a week of his murder.

      There were no crime scene photographs in the binder, but there was a brief description of the scene. Robert Freitag’s body was discovered by an early morning jogger, sitting on an old wooden chair in the middle of a field in Priory Park, a densely forested parcel in Northeast Philadelphia, just a few blocks from the Delaware River.

      Jessica had to read the brief twice. According to the summary, and the ME’s ruling, the cause of death was loss of blood due to a massive fissure fracture of the skull.

      The truth was that someone took a ten-inch-long, rusted piece of steel, and drove it into the back of Freitag’s skull.

      An officer in the Firearms and Ballistics Unit identified the murder weapon as a railroad spike.

      CSU had lifted and analyzed a number of footwear impressions in the snow around the victim’s body. Their closest guess was a European size 46, which fell between a US 12 and 13. The presumptive determination was a European work boot, brand unknown. The pattern did not show up in any of the reference databases. Because there were no other footprints in the thin layer of snow, it was presumed that the killer carried Robert Freitag to the center of the field. Adding Freitag’s weight, the killer was thought to be between 170 and 200 pounds, based on the depth of the imprint.

      The killer’s height, race, gender and age were unknown, which narrowed the suspect pool to approximately 40 per cent of the adult population of Philadelphia.

      Jessica looked in the large envelope Dana Westbrook had left on the desk. In it was a videotape of the crime scene.

      The lead investigator on the case was a veteran detective named John Garcia. While investigating the Freitag case, Garcia collapsed in the lobby of the Roundhouse one morning and was rushed to the hospital. He was diagnosed with a brain tumor, and emergency surgery was performed.

      The surgery was unsuccessful. John Garcia died on the operating table.

      Although they were not what either of them would have called close friends, Jessica had liked John Garcia, had worked a few cases with him over the years.

      In the months leading up to his collapse and subsequent surgery, Jessica – along with a number of other detectives in the squad – had noticed Garcia’s increasingly odd behavior, the unfinished sentences, the strange non sequiturs. No one spoke of it. Everyone chalked it up to fatigue.

      And while Garcia’s behavior was the sad result of the tumor growing in his brain, nowhere was his disconnected logic more evident than in the case notes for the Robert Freitag homicide. More accurately, what case notes there were. There were only three torn pages in the binder. On each were a series of drawings, casual doodles of flowers, trains and animals, childlike renderings of houses with smoke curling from their chimneys in long corkscrews.

      The murder book for Robert Freitag should have contained dozens of synopses and witness statements. Instead, it held just a few pages of gibberish. It was not much to go on.

      Jessica closed the binder, put it on the chair next to her. She looked out the window at the parking lot behind the Roundhouse, at the ceaseless cold rain, a question circling her mind. And that question was: Why?

      For the most part, in any homicide investigation, why runs a close third after who and when. Quite often, just by reading the first few lines of a summary, Jessica could tell why someone was murdered. Unknown to the casual observer, a majority of the homicides committed in Philadelphia occurred within a small group of people who were in the game – drugs, vice, prostitution, gangs. There was, of course, a great deal of overlap. And while Jessica and just about every homicide cop she knew – with a few notable exceptions – took every murder on their patch seriously, it was when the average citizen was murdered that the motive moved front and center.

      In the case of Robert Freitag, the how, when and where were scientific fact. He had been killed on 20 February 2013, somewhere between eleven p.m. and midnight, in an open field in a park in Northeast Philadelphia. What little forensics there were from the ME and CSU concluded that Priory Park was the primary offense location.

      Many times, with Philadelphia’s numerous parks, the area was used as a dumping ground, making it the secondary site. Apparently there was evidence that pinpointed the park as the place where Freitag was killed. It just wasn’t in the book.

      Jessica looked at the last piece of paper in the binder. It was a printout of the dead man’s financials. In life, the man had been somewhat of an enigma. In death, his affairs were far more straightforward. His estate, what little there was, had been left to his sole relative, a distant cousin living in Forest Hills, New York, a woman named Edna Walsh.

      In addition to whatever valuables were in his apartment, Freitag had left behind two CD accounts, totaling six thousand dollars, plus a money market account worth, at the time of his murder, just over two thousand. He did not own a car, and had paid off the mortgage on his home three years earlier.

      Jessica looked at the video tape on the desk. She didn’t want to watch it. She knew she had to.

      She picked up the tape, crossed the duty room to the small room next to Interview A, the cluttered space that held the four monitors and VCRs. She slipped the tape out of its sleeve, put it in the machine, pressed PLAY.

      The first shot in the video was the time and date stamp, along with victim’s name and location of the scene. A few seconds later the video began to roll. It was handheld, moving toward an object sitting in the middle of the field, about thirty yards away – an object Jessica knew to be a dead human being. The body was sitting up on an old wooden chair, covered with a translucent plastic sheet.

      As the camera moved closer to the body Jessica saw that the sheet was held down in the front by a pair of large stones. In the back someone, probably an officer for the crime scene unit, had fashioned a pair of stakes out of thick tree branches. As the camera focused on the victim, Jessica could see the flesh beneath the plastic – a filmy wash of pink and red and brown.

      Every so often snowflakes would land on the lens, and the videographer would reach around to clean it. During one of these shots, the camera caught two CSU officers, young guys huddling inside their PPD issue rain jackets, stamping their feet, blowing into their gloved hands. At the moment they looked to be rethinking their career choices.

      Jessica had been there, considered that.

      ‘Okay,’ someone on the tape said. It sounded like John Garcia.

      One of the officers reached down and removed the two rocks holding down the plastic sheet. He then grabbed the sheet by those two corners. The other officer pulled up the stakes behind the victim and held those corners. They both looked off camera, presumably at the lead detective. Slowly, the two CSU officers lifted the plastic sheet. They held it over the victim’s head, doing their best to shield him from the snow, which looked to be turning to sleet.

      When the sheet cleared the victim’s head, Jessica saw him for the first time. It was an image that would stalk her dreams for a long time.

      She knew that Robert Freitag was fifty-six years old at the time of his death, but it was almost impossible to tell by looking at his face. Or what was left of his face. There was very little about it that was still recognizable as human. His head had swollen to almost twice its normal size. Where his nose had been was now an amorphous mass of dark blue and purple tissue. Both of his eyes were distended and open so widely that the eyelids had split. A green viscous substance had formed over the top of his eyes, a substance that had begun to freeze in the rapidly dropping temperature. He wore what appeared to be a long-sleeve white shirt, now a mass of dried blood and flecks of mottled flesh.

      As the camera circled the body Jessica saw the murder weapon for the first time. As horrible as it sounded on paper, it was worse to see. The railroad spike sticking out of the victim’s head had split the man’s skull nearly in two. Broken pieces of skull were frozen to the bisected flaps of torn scalp. Flesh clung to the back of the man’s collar.

      Jessica was suddenly glad, perhaps for the first time in her life, that she had skipped lunch.

      As the camera’s field of vision returned to the front of the body, Jessica saw something she had not noticed the first time, something so incongruous to the drab, wintry setting she wondered how she had missed it. There, peeking out of the victim’s clasped hands, was what appeared to be a dried flower. A white flower with a yellow center. She stopped the tape, scanned the evidence log. All of Freitag’s clothing, as well as the murder weapon and the chair in which he sat, were cataloged by CSU. There was no mention of a flower.

      Jessica looked more closely at the screen. She was by no means knowledgeable about flowers – indeed, she had a notorious black thumb when it came to plants both indoor and outdoor, had been known to kill plants with a dirty look – so she made a note to get a printout of this angle from the video recording.

      She hit PLAY once again. Before the video ended, the camera panned across the area where John Garcia stood. For a brief moment Garcia looked straight at the lens, and Jessica felt her heart flutter. It had only been a month or so since she had seen him, but in that time he had moved to that area of her heart reserved for people who had passed on.

      She rewound the tape, let it play. When the camera once more found John’s face, Jessica hit PAUSE.

      In the background, slightly out of focus, was the body of Robert August Freitag. In the foreground was the detective tasked with finding the man’s killer. Jessica knew that, forty-eight hours after this video was made, John, too, would be dead.

      Jessica saw the puzzlement in the man’s eyes – the confusion caused by the insidious malignancy in his brain – but also saw the kindness. John Garcia had been the gentlest of souls.

      Jessica hit the eject button, removed the tape from the machine, put it back in the envelope, thinking: We’ve got your back now, John. Rest well, my friend.

       

      Back at her desk, Jessica picked up the small envelope containing the door key she would need to gain entrance into the victim’s house. As she slipped on her coat she saw Dana Westbrook crossing the duty room.

      ‘Sarge, have you seen Kevin?’

      Westbrook pointed in the general direction of Northeast Philadelphia, and said: ‘He’s already at the scene. He’s waiting for you.’

      ‘At the crime scene?’

      Westbrook nodded. ‘At the crime scene.’
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      Detective Kevin Francis Byrne stood in the cold rain, at the edge of the field, thinking: All killing grounds are the same.

      If there was one truth he had learned in his many years working homicides, it was that a place where murder is done – whether it be an inner-city tenement, a Chestnut Hill mansion, a lush, green field – never again holds a sense of peace. What had once been pristine land was forever lost to madness.

      For Byrne it was more than that. In his time as a homicide detective he had witnessed the grim residue of violence, the broken lives, the yoke of suspicion and hatred and distrust. Neighborhoods never forgot.

      Byrne had long ago given up the notion of closure as it applied to the family of the victim. For the police and the courts and the politicians closure meant one thing: a number on a ComStat report, a headline in the paper, a campaign slogan. For survivors, it was a nightmare that never found the morning.

      At times Byrne forgot simple things – he’d once left a pair of dress shirts at a dry cleaner’s for over a year – but he recalled in rich detail every case he had ever worked, every notification he’d ever made. He often drove through the city and got a feeling when he passed the scene of a murder, felt the hair on his arms bristle. For more than twenty years – since he himself had been pronounced dead for more than a minute, only to come back to life – he’d had these intuitions, these vague feelings that led him down dark paths.

      On this day, standing in a place where murder was done, Byrne saw that there were no flowers, no wreaths, no crosses, no remembrance of the evil that had been loosed here. The field probably looked as it had a hundred years earlier.

      It was not.

       

      Byrne walked the grid as he imagined it, the path by which Robert Freitag had come to this place.

      When he had read the files in the binder, such as it was, the first thing he noticed was that there was no hand-drawn sketch of the crime scene. Even in this age of iPads and Nexus tablets, the most frequently used method of detailing a murder scene was still a pencil and a yellow legal pad. If you were a real up-and-comer you bought your own grid paper.

      Whether John Garcia was capable of such a thing, so close to the very end of his life, was unknown.

      Byrne wondered what it looked like from the inside for Garcia. Byrne had twice been shot in the head. The first time, he was just grazed by the bullet. The second time it was much more serious. He was extremely fortunate that there was no lasting damage, but his lot in life, for the rest of his life, was to undergo a yearly MRI. The prevailing theory, at least as far as his neurologists went, was that the MRI was just precautionary. The truth was that Kevin Byrne was at risk for a litany of neurological maladies, not the least of which were aneurysms and tumors.

      Many a night – too many, if truth were told – he had stayed up, cruising the internet for horror stories that involved aneurysms and tumors, especially the warning signs. Usually, for the first few days after those Bushmills-fueled research sessions, he was certain that he exhibited nine out of ten symptoms.

      Lately, there had been one sign that lingered. It was probably something that he should contact his doctors about, but he hadn’t had the courage to do so.

      At this moment, at the edge of this frozen field, there was a scent in the air, something Byrne was certain no one else could smell. Part of him hoped there was a reasonable explanation for it. Part of him feared there was not.

      Byrne closed his eyes and breathed deeply. There could be no doubt. The smell brought him to a time and a place he could not see; a flood of sensory input he knew was part of a memory not his own.

      There, beneath the odor of sack cloth and human waste, was the smell of wet straw.
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      Priory Park, in the northeast section of the city, was tucked between Frankford Avenue and the banks of the Delaware River. The heavily wooded 62-acre tract acquired its name from the monastery that had once stood on the grounds in the early 1800s. All but one of the buildings had long since been razed, leaving only a small stone chapel near the northwestern corner. Threaded through the dense trees was a tributary of the Poquessing Creek, which emptied into the Delaware River, just a few hundred yards from the eastern edge of the park.

      When Jessica turned onto Chancel Lane she saw the solitary figure standing at the edge of the southern section of the park. Although it had only been two weeks since she had seen him, it seemed like a longer period of time. When you work as closely as she and Byrne did, time apart was, in many ways, the same as time apart in a marriage. At first it was a welcome respite, but after a while, when the people around you didn’t quite get what you were saying, didn’t see things quite the same way you did, you began to miss that person, to miss the shorthand. More than once, over the past two weeks, Jessica had seen or heard or read something, and one of her first reactions was to tell her partner about it.

      She had her husband Vincent, of course, but Vincent Balzano was as different from Kevin Byrne as he could be. Except for the brooding part. What complemented Jessica’s own personality in her marriage also worked with her partnership as a homicide detective. It carried the same basic statute, as well.

      You could both be crazy, you could both be temperamental, just not at the same time.

      Byrne had been injured on a case the previous year, and had spent a long time on medical leave, the longest time he had been off the job in his entire time on the force. Many in the unit were certain he would retire, but one day he showed up at the Roundhouse, as if nothing ever happened, and he and Jessica were soon on a new case.

      But Jessica, who arguably knew him better than anyone in the squad, maybe in the world, had noticed a change. While he was not one of those detectives always ready to deliver some wisecrack, he did have his moments. Still, he seemed more serious in the past six months. Maybe serious was the wrong word. He seemed a bit more introspective.

      Seeing him standing at the edge of the field, silhouetted in the gray mist, he looked more solitary than ever.

       

      The rain was unremitting. As always, Jessica had her umbrella – the big London Fog Auto Stick she’d gotten as a Christmas present from Vincent, Sophie and Carlos last year – in the trunk of the car. Why she did this, she would never know. How hard was it to keep an umbrella in the back seat?

      As she parked she noticed that Byrne was holding one of those small umbrellas you pick up on Market Street for five dollars when you’re caught on the street without one. It barely reached halfway to his shoulders. It was mostly serving to keep his head relatively dry. One good gust, though, and it would invert. And the wind was starting to blow. Jessica grabbed her notepad, tucked it inside her coat, clicked her pen three times, which had somehow become a habit years ago, as if she were Dorothy and wore ruby slippers. She put her pen away, took a deep breath knowing she was going to get soaked, opened the door and sprinted to the back of the car. Within seconds she had the trunk open, and her umbrella out and unfurled.

      She crossed the road, walked over to where Byrne stood.

      ‘Hey, partner,’ she said.

      Byrne turned to look at her. Any fear she’d had about him and his dark moods evaporated in an instant. His eyes were a bright emerald, like always.

      ‘Hey.’

      ‘Not much of an umbrella.’

      Byrne smiled. ‘No substitute for quality,’ he said. ‘Welcome back.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Jessica pointed to the field. ‘Did you walk it off?’

      It was a perfunctory question. She knew he had.

      ‘Yeah.’ He pointed to an area about thirty feet in from the road. ‘The body was found right there.’

      ‘What about the binder?’ Jessica asked. ‘Are you up to speed?’

      ‘As much as I can be.’

      ‘Did you make much out of John’s notes?’

      ‘Not really,’ Byrne said.

      John Garcia did not work with a partner, so there was no one to ask about these things. His strange doodles, it seemed, would forever remain a mystery.

      ‘And there’s no lead on where the missing files are?’ Byrne asked.

      ‘No. Before I left the office I looked at every binder in that drawer, plus the drawers above and below it. They’re not in there.’ Jessica put her umbrella over the two of them just as a gust of wind cut across the open field, soaking them both with frigid rain. They huddled a few inches closer to each other.

      ‘Did you watch the video?’ Jessica asked.

      Byrne shook his head. He knew that Jessica would watch it, and tell him if there was anything he needed to know. There wasn’t.

      ‘I made a few calls before I left,’ Jessica said. ‘I asked for backup copies to some of the files that are missing. They’re on the way.’

      These files included the autopsy and the toxicology reports, as well as a detailed report from the Firearms Unit on the murder weapon. There were digital copies of all this material, of course, but it would take a while. Although the murder of Robert Freitag was an open/unsolved, it was technically a cold case. There had been more than thirty homicides in the City of Brotherly Love since then, and every victim deserved the attention of all divisions in those crucial first few days.

      Jessica looked out over Priory Park. ‘Is it too late to turn in my badge today?’

      Byrne smiled. ‘You can do it, but I don’t think you’ll get a full refund. And then there’s that restocking fee.’

      ‘It’s always something.’ She glanced at her watch. She was wet and cold and ready to move inside. She knew that her partner needed time at the crime scene, even one as cold and wet as this. She asked anyway. ‘Ready to head back?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘You want to follow me?’

      ‘No, I’ll ride with you. I want to come back here later, make a lap around the park. Look for vantage points.’

      The nearest houses were just to the west. Although the view from those houses was almost certainly obscured by a deep tree line, it was probably worth checking out. If John Garcia had driven up there, and talked to some of the residents, the notes were not in the binder. They would have to re-canvass, although conducting a neighborhood interview a month after a crime rarely yielded anything useful.

      The missing files, combined with John Garcia’s notes, meant that they were not even starting at square one, but before square one. They didn’t even have the benefit of a dead body or crime scene to work.

      The killing ground had long ago disclosed its secrets.

       

      Twenty minutes later, Jessica and Byrne turned onto Almond Street. Jessica pulled over in front of Robert Freitag’s row house, put the car in park.

      Neither detective wanted to leave the warmth of the car.

      ‘I forgot to ask,’ Byrne said. ‘How’s school?’

      Jessica shook her head. ‘Don’t ask.’

      ‘That bad?’

      ‘I fell asleep in class.’

      ‘Sleep was pretty much my default position when I was in school.’

      ‘With your hand raised?’

      ‘No,’ Byrne said. ‘I think you win that one. Then again, I never raised my hand.’ He pointed to the pile of texts on the front seat of Jessica’s car. ‘Has anyone offered to carry your books?’

      ‘Please. I have pantyhose older than these kids.’

      ‘Jess, you have a ponytail. You don’t look a day older than any of them.’

      Jessica cut the engine. ‘You are a fabulous liar,’ she said. ‘Have you ever considered going to law school?’

      Byrne smiled. ‘And give up show business?’

       

      The address was a two-story stone-front structure, third from the corner, 1920s vintage. There were four sandstone steps up to the front door, which shared a white awning with the house next to it. The two sidewalk-level basement windows were glass blocked. The front windows had security bars, as did most of the houses on the street.

      Jessica opened the screen door. Across the interior door jamb was a bright orange PPD sticker, signed by John Garcia two days before he died.
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