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Well is thy war begun;


Endure, be strong and strive;


But think not, O my son,


To save thy soul alive.


—A. E. Housman



For

Lt. Col. Frederick Mark Tinseth, USA, Ret.

1935–2012

and Sgt. Arnold John Tinseth II, USA


In memory of my brother

William R. Stroby

1949–2017

New Jersey Air National Guard

177th Fighter Wing



ONE





THE STORM CAUGHT Devlin out on the Intracoastal just before dark. The rain was light at first, only pebbling the surface, then lashing down in staggered sheets that moved like ghosts across the water.


He steered the Pacemaker through growing swells toward the marina. Rain beat on the wheelhouse roof, coursed down the windscreen faster than the wipers could bat it away. It stopped as the boat passed beneath the Blue Heron Bridge, then picked up again harder on the other side. To the south, over the power station smokestacks of the Port of Palm Beach, lightning pulsed in the black sky.


As he neared the marina, he saw the lone figure waiting there on the dock, knew it was Bell. Devlin raised a hand to let him know he’d seen him, then eased back on the throttles. The starboard engine was running rough, out of synch with its mate. It had been fine at speed out on the salt, but now, as the rpms dropped, he could hear it starting to miss again. It would need another overhaul before long. But the Pacemaker was more than forty years old, and it was getting harder to find both spare parts and a mechanic who knew his way around the ancient Crusader engines.


He swung the boat around, reversed the engines, and began to back slowly toward his slip, looking over his shoulder as he steered.


Bell watched him come in. He wore an olive-drab field jacket, had pulled up the hood against the rain. Behind him, the pole lights on the dock were flickering into life.


Devlin’s slip was at the far end of the dock. He lined up the stern, slowed the engines again, exhaust gurgling. He’d already hung the fenders off the gunwales, and now they bumped and scraped against the bulkhead on both sides as he entered the slip. He judged the distance and shut down the engines. The boat’s momentum carried it in the rest of the way.


Bell got the nylon stern lines from the dock. Devlin went to the transom, caught them as they were tossed, looped them through the rear cleats, and pulled them tight.


“You’re early,” Devlin said. “I should have guessed.”


“Permission to come aboard? Get out of this shit?”


“Granted.”


Bell went out onto the short side dock. Devlin took an aluminum boat hook from the gunwale rack, used it to snag the line from the port bulkhead. He pulled on it to bring the boat closer to the dock.


A swell rocked the boat just as Bell stepped over the side. He leaped down easily, landed with knees slightly bent on the wet deck, no stumble. Still quick on his feet.


“Go on in, get below,” Devlin said. “I need to secure the rest of these lines.”


Bell ducked his head, went through the door and down into the low cabin. Devlin climbed out on the side of the boat with the hook, made his way forward in the rain, stepping carefully. He hooked the bowlines, made them fast to the cleats, then went back the way he’d come. Rain washed the deck, ran out through the scuppers.


He replaced the hook, went down the three steps into the cabin. Bell had already taken off his jacket, hung it from a peg on the wall below the pantry shelf, the boxes and cans there held in place with a bungee cord.


Devlin went forward into the bow, got two thick towels from the drawer below one of the bunks. He came back, tossed one to Bell, then dried his own face and hair. Bell did the same.


“You’re a hard man to get ahold of, Sarge.”


“Long time,” Devlin said.


“It has been.”


“You’re looking good.”


The last time he’d seen Bell had been at a private airstrip in Arizona, almost twenty years before. There were patches of gray in his hair now, but the arms and chest beneath the tight black T-shirt were still ridged with muscle. Devlin felt a pang of envy. They were the same age.


“I thought I had the right place,” Bell said. “But I wasn’t sure. I was expecting yachts. This is more like a floating trailer park.”


“Surprised you found me.”


“So am I. Seems like you didn’t want to be.”


Devlin took the damp towels back into the bow, hung them up. It was close and humid in the cabin. He’d worn a long-sleeved T-shirt against the sun. Now he was sweating under it.


He came back out, nodded at the dining nook with the hinged table. “Have a seat.” He switched on the overhead light, then knelt by the low refrigerator, took out a bottle of Dos Equis, held it up.


“Hell, yeah,” Bell said. “Come all this way.”


Devlin took out a second bottle, closed the refrigerator door with his knee. He popped the caps with the aluminum opener that hung from a string on the pantry shelf. He set a bottle on the table, leaned back against the counter with his own. Rain drummed on the cabin roof.


Bell looked around. “Very retro, I dig it. This thing looks older than me.”


“Close.”


“How much it run you?”


“Paid five thousand in cash for it a couple years ago. A fisherman from Rhode Island was planning to scrap it. Spent another ten grand getting dry rot repaired, engines overhauled, scraping, painting. A hundred other things.”


Bell rapped knuckles on the tabletop. “It’s all wood?”


“All twenty-eight majestic feet of her.”


“You live here? Like, all the time?”


“On the boat? Yeah. I move around a little. I’ll probably take it up north again this summer. It’s home, for now.”


“You don’t get claustrophobia? It was me, I could barely move in this bitch.”


“It focuses you,” Devlin said. “A place for everything, everything in its place.”


“You must not have many things.”


“I don’t. Not anymore. But everything I need is here.”


“Your hands.”


“What about them?”


“You been doing some work.”


Devlin looked at his palm, the calluses on the fingers, the scar where he’d cut himself on a rough piece of rebar.


“Construction,” he said. “Here and there. Unskilled. I take what comes along.”


“All cash, and under the table, I bet. You’re staying off the grid. I admire that.”


“Not well enough, apparently. You found me.”


Devlin opened a counter drawer, took out the Bicycle playing card, an ace of hearts with Bell’s cell number written in black ink at the bottom. He’d come home from a work site the day before, found it tucked into the hinge of the locked cabin door.


He tossed it on the table. “Good one.”


“Knew you’d remember it. Figured if that didn’t get you to call, nothing would.”


“How’d you find me?”


“Still using your real name, so that was a start.”


“Why wouldn’t I be?”


“Lots of reasons I could think of. Anyway, I did a simple web search, Googled your ass. Found an address and phone number in New Jersey. Number’s disconnected.


“I go there anyway, though, talk to your former neighbors in some sad-ass garden apartment complex. No one knows much about you, what you do, who you are, et cetera. But the manager tells me he thinks you keep a boat nearby. He sends me up the road to a marina, but you’re not there either. Now what do I do?”


“Give up?”


“Nah. I keep pushing. But none of those white folks at that marina want to talk to me, even after I show them a badge, which, if you don’t look too close, may imply I’m a licensed investigator. Still, doesn’t get a brother anywhere. Jersey, man. It’s full of angry white people.”


A swell rolled the deck under their feet. Bell’s bottle slid off the table. He caught it by the neck in midair.


“Finally I find an old man there with an eye patch, has a houseboat, used to know you.”


“Reuben.”


“Yeah, Reuben. Gives me a description of your boat, the name—the Higher Tide, whatever that means—and says he thinks you might be down in Florida, trying to beat the winter. At least that’s what he heard. And all it cost me was twenty bucks.”


“Florida’s a big state.”


“It is. But Reuben—who’s my buddy now—says he’s pretty sure you mentioned the East Coast, that you’d at least stop there before moving on. So I get a list of marinas in south Florida—I mean, it’s gotta be south, right? No use going all that distance unless you’re sure it’s gonna be warm. That means south of Daytona, at least. More likely farther down.”


“Makes sense.”


“I get the numbers for those marinas—there’s a lot of them—and I start cold-calling. After all, I have the name of the boat, the description. Can’t be too many of those around, right? What’s that name mean, anyway?”


“Nothing to me. That’s what it was when I bought it. Bad luck to change a boat’s name. What story did you use?”


“That I was an insurance adjuster settling a claim, trying to track you down. Had some money for you, but no fixed address or way to contact you.”


“They really fall for that?”


“You’d be surprised. Hit it on the ninth call. Riviera Beach. Twenty-four hours later, here we are, drinking beer.”


“Pretty slick.”


“Tradecraft, baby.”


“And what exactly is your trade these days?”


“Little of this, little of that. Personal security details, whatever comes along. Just like you.”


“Not like me.”


Devlin looked at Bell’s hands. His wrists were thick, and the first two knuckles of his right hand were swollen and rounded, like stones beneath the skin.


“You getting enough work to make a living?”


“Trying,” Bell said. “But it’s not like the old days.”


The rain had slowed. They heard the chug of a diesel engine going by on the Intracoastal. The boat moved in its wake.


“I don’t mean to be rude,” Devlin said. “But if you came here to play Remember When, I’m not sure I’m up for that.”


“Say what you like about those days, we were pros. Doing a job and getting paid.”


“Not enough.”


“You ever hear from anybody from back then? How about Roarke?”


Devlin shook his head. “Not in a long time.”


“He and I did a little work together after you retired,” Bell said. “A PSD in Qatar, a gig in Honduras, some other things. But I hear he’s out of the game now too. You remember Villiers?”


“I think so.”


“He went back to the Legion, did another five years. Don’t know where he is now. Torbert caught a hot one in Sierra Leone. Diamond mine detail. He’s buried over there.”


“I heard. Aren’t you getting a little old for this yourself?”


“Age and cunning, attitude and experience. They always win out. You interested in a proposition?”


“You can’t be serious.”


“I am.”


“If that’s the reason you came here, you wasted your trip.”


“What’s wrong?” Bell said. “You lose your mojo?”


“Not sure I ever had it.”


“Yeah, you did. Maybe you can get it back.”


“I don’t think so. Not at this point.”


Bell turned the bottle in his hands. “You don’t even want to hear it?”


“You sure you want to tell it? Even knowing what my answer’s going to be?”


“You and I, we have skills most people don’t. There’s not a lot of us around. Don’t underestimate that, man. Celebrate it.”


“I got all the celebrating out of my system years ago. Market’s full of young guys, back from overseas, looking for work. I’m fifty-four. I’m done.”


“Get back into it, you might feel different. We do what we’re good at. You try to deny that, and what are you?”


Devlin smiled. So this was it, what it was all about, what he had suspected. And never a question what his answer would be.


“I appreciate the philosophy. And I’m flattered you came all the way down here to ask. But like I said, there’s lots of young bucks looking for private gigs. And they’re all quicker, smarter, and tougher than me.”


“Finding a trigger puller is easy,” Bell said. “Finding someone who knows when to pull it and when not, that’s the difference.”


“I wouldn’t trust myself either way anymore. I wouldn’t trust myself on much of anything. You still work for Kemper?”


Bell drank beer. “Sometimes. If the pay’s right. Our arrangement isn’t exclusive, though. You could say I’m more of a freelancer.”


“He still in the same racket? After all this time?”


“Man, you’re not up on current events, are you? You don’t have a TV, radio? Read a newspaper?”


“Not often.”


“You know about this thing called the internet?”


“I heard. I had a laptop once, but I sold it. Used to get online a little, but it didn’t seem worth the time. Too much static, lots of people bitching at each other.”


“You should hear yourself, Grandpa.”


“I’ll tell you what, though, just so you didn’t make the trip for nothing. There’s a decent seafood place up on U.S. One. I’ll buy you dinner, a couple drinks. If you want, you can crash here tonight. Sleeps four in a pinch.”


“You really going to leave it like that?” Bell said. He wasn’t smiling. “Don’t even want to hear what I have to say?”


“No, man, I don’t.”


“You might change your mind.”


“I won’t.”


Bell raised his shoulders, let them fall. “What can I say?”


“Nothing.” Devlin set his beer on the counter. “I have to hit the head, then we can go. You got a car here?”


“Rental. Up in the lot.”


“Good. You can drive.”


He pushed on the toilet stall door. It was hinged down the middle, opened inward. Inside, he shut the door, pulled the string for the light. He unzipped, urinated, and flushed, caught a glimpse of himself in the circular mirror he’d hung on the wall.


There was more gray in his hair now, no hiding it. Shadows under his eyes that never went away. And the weight he’d gained in the last year showed in his face. He touched the trail of small scars across his left temple, the bare patch in the brow there, thought again how lucky he’d been not to lose that eye.


He could hear Bell moving around out in the cabin.


“Hey,” Devlin called. “How was Roarke last time you saw him?”


He pulled open the door, and a gun came through, the muzzle inches from his face.


He twisted away, slammed his shoulder into the door. The gun went off near his ear. The edge of the door caught Bell’s wrist, pinned it against the frame. The gun—a small black automatic—jumped again, and the mirror exploded. A shell casing bounced off the wall and onto the floor.


Bell tried to pull his hand back. Devlin leaned his weight into the door, trapped it. He punched at the inside of the exposed wrist. Once, twice, driving it into the wall, aiming for the fragile carpal bones in the base of the hand.


Bell fired blindly. The round splintered trim from the wall, ricocheted past Devlin’s head. He punched again, and this time Bell’s hand opened. The gun fell to the floor. Devlin foot-swept it behind him, yanked open the door. Bell pulled away, his arm free, and Devlin stepped out, kicked him hard in the stomach.


Bell fell back, hit a vertical storage locker behind him, didn’t go down. He bounced off it, used the momentum to bull forward, his hands already a blur. Devlin got his arms up to protect his face, took a shot to the lower ribs that stole his breath.


Bell crowded in with a flurry of movement, punching and kicking. Devlin tried to push him away, cover up, felt the first surge of panic. He took another blow to the ribs, swung and hit air, lost his balance. Bell roundhoused a knee into him, and Devlin went down hard onto the cabin floor, lights sparking at the edge of his vision.


He curled up to guard against another kick, but Bell stepped over him, pushed the stall door wider, looking for the gun. He bent to retrieve it, and Devlin saw his chance. He twisted on the floor, caught Bell’s ankles from behind and pulled.


Bell’s chin hit the rim of the toilet as he went down. He grunted, swiveled onto his back, pulled a leg free, and kicked. His heel hit Devlin’s shoulder, knocked him back. Then they were grappling, the gun forgotten, Bell trying to pin him to the deck, straddle him, and finish it. Devlin slipped a punch, twisted his hips out from under Bell’s weight, swung behind him, and locked an arm across his throat.


He had control now, knees on the floor, his center of gravity low, Bell in a sitting position in front of him. Bell drove an elbow back into his stomach, but it was too late; Devlin had the choke hold in place. He pulled tighter, forearm across Bell’s throat, left palm behind his head, pushing it forward, cutting off the flow of blood and oxygen.


Bell reached back, clawed for his eyes. Devlin tucked his head in, tightened his grip, felt the struggles slow. Bell’s hands pulled at Devlin’s forearm weakly, then dropped away. Devlin held him another three seconds to make sure, then let go. Bell slumped to the floor.


Devlin tried to stand. He pushed Bell aside, stepped over him. There was a ringing in his right ear, and his face felt numb and swollen. At his feet, Bell began to gasp.


Devlin went into the stall. The gun was against the wall, behind the toilet. He picked it up. It was a Colt .25 with checkered plastic grips. Not much stopping power, but an easy kill at that range. He lowered the hammer.


Bell coughed. Devlin moved around him, a sour taste rising fast inside him. He lurched to the counter, vomited into the steel sink. He set the gun down, ran water, palmed some into his mouth, spit it out.


Bell was leaning back against the locker, watching him, chest rising and falling. Devlin showed him the gun, then sat on the top step. His ribs ached. Numbness before, pain now.


He ejected the magazine. Four rounds left, one in the chamber. He pushed it home again, rested the gun butt on his knee.


“I think this is the point,” he said, “where we have a conversation.”




TWO





THE RAIN HAD stopped. Low thunder sounded, but farther away now.


Bell rubbed the back of his neck. “You’ve still got some moves. Give you that.” His voice was hoarse.


Devlin stood, pain in his sides, said, “Stay down.” He went around behind Bell, put the muzzle of the gun against the base of his skull, patted him down with his free hand, looking for other weapons. He pulled a wallet from his back pocket, tossed it on the table. The rest of his pockets were empty. He backed away, went through Bell’s jacket, came up with a pair of car keys on an electronic fob, a cellphone. He put them with the wallet.


Bell shifted on the floor. Devlin kept the gun on him.


“I guess I fucked that up,” Bell said. “What happens now?”


“You tell me.”


The cabin rocked as a boat went by. Bell’s Dos Equis bottle had been knocked over in the struggle. It rolled across the floor, leaking foam. Devlin stopped it with his foot, picked it up, and set it in the sink. He sat back on the top step. “This isn’t much gun.”


“Figured it would do.”


“Yeah, it probably would have. Five rounds left.”


Bell grinned. “Even without the gun, I had you.”


“You did.”


“You want to put it down, try me again?”


“No, I don’t think so.”


“You gonna use it?”


“I don’t know yet.”


“I do. You’re not. That’s not how you roll.”


“You sure of that?” Devlin said. “You think you know me?”


“Knew you well enough back in the day. And you know me well enough to know I ain’t got shit to say to you.”


“Maybe I should put a bullet in your leg, get the conversation started.”


“Do what you feel. But there isn’t gonna be a conversation.”


Devlin stood. His cellphone was on the chart shelf to his left. Without looking away from Bell, he took it down, flipped it open.


“Sit there,” he said. “Don’t try to get up.”


He backed up the steps and onto the deck. The slip on the port side was still empty. The boat that usually moored there had been gone all day. Beyond that, a cabin cruiser was buttoned up tight, no lights inside. TV noise came from a Chris-Craft four slips down. At the far end of the dock, the marina office was dark. Vapor lights illuminated the dozen or so cars and pickups in the parking lot.


The shots hadn’t drawn anyone. In the confines of the cabin, they would have been little more than muffled cracks to anyone outside. It was why Bell had used a small caliber.


He went back below. If he called 911 now, the police would be there soon. He’d lose his chance to talk to Bell, try to find out why he’d come. He closed the phone, slipped it in his back pocket. Wind rocked the boat, sent a bolt of pain through his ribs.


“I didn’t hear you make a call,” Bell said.


“I didn’t.”


“What are you waiting for?”


Devlin pointed the gun at him.


“Not your style,” Bell said.


“What’s that?”


“Shoot an unarmed man.”


“We did worse,” Devlin said.


“That was then. This is a whole other situation.”


“Is it? Why’d you come here?”


“Maybe I wanted to take you off. Steal your boat.”


“If that were the case, all you had to do was ask. I’d have said, ‘Take it.’”


He got the wallet from the table, opened it with his left hand. Inside were four fifty-dollar bills and a Georgia driver’s license in Bell’s name, with an Atlanta address.


“You’re not gonna steal a brother’s money, are you?”


He put the wallet back, picked up the phone. It was a cheap disposable. No contacts, and the only number in the call history was his. He tossed it back on the table.


“That proposition you mentioned. You were just trying to sound me out, right? See where my head was at?”


“I screwed up. I got nothing else to say. You gonna make that call?”


Devlin sat back on the step. “One thing’s bothering me. We never had a beef between us. Any of us, even with all that happened. And if we did, it was a long time ago. So if you’re not here for yourself, you’re here for someone else. Who?”


Bell rotated his neck, winced. “Man, I think you cracked something.”


“It’s funny,” Devlin said. “All the shit we went through together, the bad memories, I was still happy to hear from you, see you.”


Bell was silent.


“You took your chances coming here too, a public place. Somebody might have seen you.”


“A house would have been better, but we play the hand we’re dealt, right?”


Devlin felt a sudden stab of anxiety. He thought about Karen and Brendan in Connecticut. He hadn’t talked to either of them in months. Did Bell have that address? Had he been there as well?


“You shoot me right now, I wouldn’t blame you,” Bell said. “That’s what you should do. What I’d do. But you won’t, will you?”


“You want to find out?”


Bell got a leg under him, started to stand.


“Don’t,” Devlin said.


Bell rose, put a hand on the locker for support. “Four in the mag. One in the chamber, right? I come at you, you gonna be able to put me down before I reach you?”


“Don’t do it, man. Please.”


“Not much choice, is there? You think I’m going to sit here, wait for the police? Deal with that mess?”


“Don’t.”


Bell grinned, said, “No choice at all,” and came at him.


Devlin tried to raise the gun, but suddenly there was no room between them. Bell caught his right wrist with both hands, twisted it outward, and head-butted him. It snapped Devlin’s head back. Pain watered his eyes. Bell tried to pull the gun away from him, and Devlin’s finger caught in the trigger. The gun cracked, and a starboard window shattered.


Devlin fell back against the steps, Bell pinning him there, the gun between them. He felt the hard muzzle against his stomach, Bell forcing the gun into him. He’s going to kill you, Devlin thought. Right here, right now.


Bell’s finger slipped over his on the trigger, tightened. He leaned into Devlin, his face inches away. Devlin tried to push the gun down and to the side. Their fingers tangled in the trigger guard.


The shot was muffled. Bell leaped back, bumped into the table. The gun clattered to the deck.


Devlin rolled off the steps, caught the edge of the sink, and pulled himself up, breathing hard. Bell stayed where he was. He had a hand over his stomach just above his belt.


Devlin watched him, waiting for Bell to come at him again. Bell took his hand away, looked at the blood on his palm, then at Devlin.


Devlin raised his fists, got ready. Bell walked past him, up the three steps and onto the deck. He stumbled to one side, then sat down on the port engine cover.


Devlin picked up the gun, followed him out. Bell had both hands pressed to his stomach now. His face was shiny with sweat, and the front of his pants was darkening with blood.


“Look at this shit,” he said. Blood was coming through his fingers. He looked up at Devlin, as if for an explanation, a solution. He coughed and there were blood drops on his lips.


Devlin got the cell from his back pocket, fumbled with it. His fingers were slick with Bell’s blood. He wiped a hand on his pants leg. It didn’t help.




THREE





TWO HOURS LATER, Devlin sat in a hard plastic chair in a too-cold room with concrete walls. There was a copy machine in one corner, boxes of copy paper, an open metal supply cabinet. High on one wall was a dark-tinted plastic globe. He could see the camera lens inside.


The door opened, and a middle-aged black woman came in with a Styrofoam cup of coffee in one hand, a binder under her arm. Behind her was a big crew-cut man in a suit, talking on a cellphone. Detectives, Devlin thought.


The woman dropped the binder on the table with a thump. The man finished his call, put the phone in a jacket pocket.


They sat across from him. The woman gave him a frozen smile. The man looked at his watch, crossed his arms.


“I’m Lieutenant Landreth,” she said. “Riviera Beach Police. This is Detective Byrne, Palm Beach County Sheriff’s. He’s assisting. Sorry to keep you waiting.”


Devlin folded his hands on the table. They’d let him wash some of the blood off in the station men’s room, but his nails were still outlined with it. His arms felt heavy, and it hurt to raise them.


“Crime Scene Unit’s still at the boat,” she said. “You’ll need to find someplace else to stay tonight.”


She opened the binder. “I have your statement about what happened between you and Aaron Bell. Anything you want to add to that?”


He shook his head.


“Let’s go over it one more time, then, for the detective’s benefit.”


Byrne took a notebook and silver pen from an inside pocket.


Devlin told it again, the same story he’d given the responding officers. Most of it was true. Byrne took notes, Landreth only listened.


“Am I being charged?” Devlin said.


“With what?” she said.


“With anything.”


She flipped through binder pages, didn’t respond.


To Byrne, he said, “Have you heard anything from the hospital?”


“Bell’s still in surgery. He took a round in the LLQ, just like you said.”


“LLQ?”


“Lower left quadrant.” Byrne touched his own stomach. “Here. Those were hollow-point rounds in that magazine. Even the smaller calibers do a lot of damage.”


Bell hedging his bets, Devlin thought. Hoping to end it quick.


Landreth said, “So you have no idea why this Bell fellow shows up at your door, decides to take a couple shots at you?”


“No.”


“He trying to rob you? You have anything valuable on board?”


“Not remotely.”


“Maybe he thought you did,” Byrne said. “Money. Or drugs.”


Devlin looked at him. “Neither. And I’m sure you searched the boat, so you know there’s nothing there.”


“Could be something got tossed overboard,” Byrne said. “There was time before the officers got there.”


“You’ll have a diver check that too, I’m sure.”


“If we did, would they find anything?” Byrne said.


“No.”


Byrne smiled. “Then why bother?”


“This is what doesn’t click for me,” she said. “You said you were in the Army with this man.”


“I was.”


“Then you don’t see him for what, twenty years, and he shows up at your boat and tries to kill you? Doesn’t give you a reason?”


“Did you question him?” Devlin said. “What did he say?”


“Not much of anything before he went into surgery,” Byrne said. “He was awake and alert, but disinclined to talk to us.”


Devlin felt a sudden wave of pain in his ribs, winced.


“You should go to St. Mary’s, get checked out,” Landreth said. “We’ll have someone drive you over.”


Devlin shook his head.


“Up to you,” she said. “Anyway, ballistics report is preliminary, but it looks like it went the way you said. So that part checks out. We’ll see what we find out about the gun.”


“It wasn’t mine.”


“I didn’t say it was. At the moment, it plays the way you told it. A struggle over the weapon, self-defense.”


“More like an accident.”


“Wouldn’t matter either way,” Byrne said. “Even if you pulled that trigger intentionally, you’re immune under Florida law. Castle Doctrine. You were being assaulted in your own domicile. Self-defense or not, there’s no grounds to charge you.”


She cut a glance at Byrne. He met her eyes, shrugged.


“I’m free to go?” Devlin said.


“What bothers me”—she looked back at him, closed the binder—“is it feels like there’s something missing from your story. So although Detective Byrne is right in that you won’t be charged—tonight, at least—this investigation isn’t over.”


“There’s nothing missing.”


She met his eyes.


Byrne’s phone buzzed. He took it out, answered “Yeah,” then “Hold on.” He left the room.


“There’s a rental car in the marina lot,” she said. “Probably belongs to Bell. But we didn’t find any keys on him or in your boat, just his wallet and cellphone. Any idea where they might have gone?”


“No.”


“We have a call out to the rental company. They’ll come and open it up for us. We’ll take a look, see if we find anything tells us why he came down here.”


“Sorry I can’t help you more.”


“So am I.”


Byrne came back in, phone to his ear, said, “Thanks,” and ended the call. He took his seat again.


“That was the hospital,” he said. “Your friend didn’t make it.”


A uniformed officer drove him back to the marina. There were three police cruisers in the parking lot. Some of the other boats were lit up now, owners standing out on their decks, wondering what was going on.


The police had plugged in the boat’s dockside power, turned on all the cabin lights. Two uniformed Riviera Beach officers stood on the deck with a crime scene tech, a camera around his neck. Pale blue latex gloves, inside out and stained with blood, lay where the EMTs had dropped them.


The uniform who’d driven him said, “He’s here to get some personal stuff. Landreth says it’s okay.”


“He the owner?” the tech said.


“Yeah,” the driver said. “They cut him loose.”


“Go on,” the tech said to Devlin. “Try not to touch anything you don’t have to.”


Devlin stepped aboard, went down into the cabin. The shell casings were still on the floor, each with a numbered yellow plastic triangle beside it. There were rust-colored spots on the deck. More blood.


The tech and one of the uniforms stood in the doorway and watched him. Behind them, the other uniforms were talking. One of them laughed.


Devlin opened the storage locker, pushed aside a pair of sun-faded orange life vests, took out an empty gym bag. He carried it into the bow, knelt, and opened the top drawer below the bunk there. He took out a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, put them in the bag.


Wind whistled through the broken window. The boat rocked gently.


“You almost done?” the tech said.


“Yeah,” Devlin said. “Just a sec.”


He closed the top drawer, pulled open the bottom one until it overextended and slipped off its rollers. He put three pairs of bundled socks in the bag, then shifted so his back was to the cabin door. Reaching into the space behind the drawer, he felt around until his fingers touched Bell’s car keys. With his body as cover, he dropped them in the bag, then fit the drawer back into place, slid it home. He zipped up the bag and stood. “Ready.”


The keys to his Ranchero hung on a peg by the sink. He got them down, went up the steps and onto the deck. The uniforms moved out of his way. The tech looked down at the bag, but no one stopped him.


He checked into a Days Inn on Blue Heron, just off I-95. In the room, he lay atop the covers, running it all through his head again. He saw the gun coming through the door, remembered the moment’s pause before Bell squeezed the trigger. Long enough for Devlin to recognize the threat, react. The Bell he’d known back then wouldn’t have hesitated. Was it reluctance? Or a last mercy? Bell giving him a second’s advantage before the kill shot.


A tractor-trailer rolled by on the interstate, rattled his window. He’d try to reach Karen in the morning. He didn’t know her new phone number. The only contact they’d had in the last year had been through her lawyer, the one she’d used for the divorce.


He closed his eyes, let sleep take him. When he woke, the luminous dial of his watch read 3 a.m.


He got both sets of keys and left the room.


He parked the Ranchero outside a shuttered swimsuit store, walked the last three blocks to the marina. The boat was dark now, but he could see police tape strung across the closed cabin door.


He moved out of the glow of the vapor lights, into the shadows alongside the empty marina office. The only sounds were the creak of lines and the scrape of bumpers, the hum of the soda machine nearby. He looked up at the security camera mounted under the eaves. The lens was cracked, and there was a bird’s nest behind the mechanism. The camera probably hadn’t worked in years. Bell would have seen that too, known there was no risk there.


He took out Bell’s keys, thumbed the Unlock button. In one of the visitor’s spots, a silver Buick flashed its parking lights.


He waited to see if the lights attracted anyone, then went to the car, used a handkerchief to open the driver’s-side door. He knelt on the seat, opened the glove box. Inside was a rental contract in Bell’s name with his Atlanta address. Nothing else.


He closed the glove box, went around and opened the trunk. Inside were a canvas overnight bag and a brown leather briefcase. He unzipped the bag, saw neatly folded clothes. Beneath them were a Browning 9-millimeter automatic and a carton of shells. A lot more gun than the .25, but too loud to use on the boat.


The briefcase was locked. No time to fool with it here. He took it out, used the handkerchief to shut the trunk.


He wiped down everything he’d touched, locked the car again. Walking back to the street, he slung the keys out into the water, heard them splash.


At the motel, he put the night latch on the door, set the briefcase on the table. Combination locks, but the latches were thin metal. He pried them open with a pocketknife.


Inside were a small spiral notebook, a leather billfold, a U.S. passport, and another cellphone, still in its packaging. The passport had Bell’s photo, but the name Eldon Daniels, this time with a Wilmington, Delaware, address. It had been issued only six months before. There were no stamps on the pages.


Fixed inside the billfold was a gold badge lettered SPECIAL INVESTIGATOR. Under a flap were a half-dozen embossed business cards with the Daniels name and CORE-TECH SECURITY below it, with a logo of crossed arrows and a lightning bolt. No phone number or address.


The front pages of the notebook had been ripped out, shreds of paper still clinging to the spiral. The first intact page was filled with small, neat handwriting. A series of phone numbers and addresses, all his at one point, all struck through. Bell on his trail. At the bottom of the page, the marina address and the name of his boat.


On the second page, two street addresses, with no town listed. A single phone number, with a 215 area code. The rest of the book was blank.


He opened the passport again, looked at the photo, the face of a friend. He came to kill you, Devlin thought. Don’t forget that. If it had gone a different way, you’d be on a slab—or in the ocean—and Bell would be headed back to Atlanta or Wilmington or wherever, in his rental car, job done.


He’d keep the contents, toss the briefcase into the Dumpster behind the motel. He wondered if he should have taken the Browning and the shells, against whatever else might be coming.


He thought of the boat, strung with crime scene tape. It had been his world. It wouldn’t be the same now. Bell had taken that from him. He would never feel safe there again.




FOUR





THERE WAS A Philly PD car blocking the street when Tracy arrived, parked at an angle across the cobblestones. She’d heard the call go out over her mobile scanner—a 5292 on Bainbridge. She’d punched the address into her GPS, turned the Toyota around in the middle of the street.


Beyond the cruiser was a crime scene van and a detective’s car she knew belonged to Dwight Malloy. This part of the block was brick rowhouses, most already gutted, some with plywood over the windows. Halfway up the street, the door to one of the rowhouses was open. Above it, a banner read ON THIS SITE: CONDOS STARTING AT $200,000, with a phone number below it.


A uniformed cop she didn’t recognize was standing out on the stoop, smoking a cigarette. Crime scene tape had been stretched between two light poles and a drainpipe, blocking off the entrance.


She parked on the other side of the street, put on the lanyard with her Observer ID, then took a reporter’s notebook and pen from the glove box. She got out, crossed the cobblestones, tucked the notebook into her back pocket.


The uniform was in short sleeves despite the morning chill and had thick, tatted-up arms. When she got closer, she turned the ID around so her picture faced outward.


“Is Detective Malloy here?” she said.


He gave her the once-over, said, “He’s busy right now.”


“You’re new in the district, aren’t you? I’m Tracy Quinn? From the Observer? I cover Philly PD.”


He flicked the cigarette butt away, shrugged. “Can’t help you.”


She saw a camera flash in an uncovered second-floor window. Techs documenting the scene.


“Just tell Dwight I’m here, will you?”


“Dwight?”


Another uniform came out onto the stoop, a patrolman named Sallas. He saw her. “Hey, Trace.”


“Sally, how’s it going? What’ve you got?”


The tattooed cop said, “She’s a reporter.”


“No kidding.”


“Is Dwight in there?” she said. “I thought I recognized his car.”


“Someone call you?” Sallas said.


“Heard it on the scanner. Wasn’t far away, figured I’d fall by, see what was up.”


“Should have figured,” he said. “Hold on, let me see what he wants.”


He went back inside. The other cop stayed in front of her, the tape between them, as if worried she’d try to get by him.


Dwight came out onto the stoop. He looked tired. She lifted her chin at him.


To the tattooed cop, he said, “It’s okay, Swede. I know her.”


“She’s a reporter.”


“I know. Let her through.”


Swede shrugged. “You say so.” He lifted the tape. She ducked beneath.


“That was quick,” Dwight said to her. “What do you do, just drive around the city all day, looking for a story?”


“That’s me. Total dedication to the job.”


“Might as well come in, then. It’s not pretty, though.”


She followed him inside. On one side of the narrow foyer, sagging stairs led up. The smell hit her almost immediately, a mix of rotten fruit and ashes. She’d smelled it before.


“Watch your step,” he said.


They went up, the stairs creaking beneath them. The second floor was an open space with exposed brick walls. There were chunks missing from the plaster ceiling, white dust on the floor.


The smell was overpowering here. On the far side of the room, beneath a grimy window, lay what looked like a bundle of clothes. Two uniformed crime scene techs stood around it, one holding a heavy camera. It was Al Donovan. He’d been a photographer at the Observer, had taken a buyout two years before and gone to work for the city.


“Hey, Tracy,” he said. “Ear to the ground, as always.”


“Hi, Al. How have you been?”


He shrugged. “Why kick? No one cares.”


To Dwight, she said, “How long’s it been there?”


“Hard to say. It’s pretty far gone. Rats have been at it.”


“Hazard a guess?”


“I’ll let the ME’s office do that. We’re off the record now, right? Only reason I’m letting you up here.”


She moved closer to the body. Donovan said, “Watch where you stand.”


It was a man, as far as she could tell. But the body had tightened into a fetal position, and all the skin she saw was black. The face was swollen, deformed. The jeans he wore were dark and stained, but she could see the North Face logo on the quilted jacket. Where the tail rose up in back, she saw the butt of a pistol.


“Not a gang thing,” she said. “Or they would have taken the gun. Probably the jacket too.”


“Good guess,” Donovan said. “I always said you thought like a cop.”


She moved around the body for another angle. “What is he?”


“Hispanic male is my best guess at the moment.”


“Wounds?”


“None obvious, but we haven’t turned him yet. You can see what we’re dealing with. Lots of organic matter on the floor. It was dripping down into the room below.”


“Who found him?”


“Construction crew,” Dwight said. “There’s a courtyard in back. Plywood was torn off the rear door. Likely how he got in.”


“Was he shooting up? Any works with him?”


“None we could find.”


“Lousy place to die,” she said.


“It is.”


“ID?”


“Looks like there’s a wallet in his back pocket. We’ll have a look when we turn him. ME will print him, and we’ll try to get a rough Identikit sketch. You can run it online. Maybe somebody recognizes him.”


“Worth a try,” she said.


“Seen enough? Let’s get some fresh air.”


He led her back downstairs and out onto the stoop. Swede had another cigarette going. Sallas was in the cruiser, typing on the console-mounted laptop.


Dwight held the tape up, and they went under. He looked at her car. “That thing’s still running?”


“So far.”


He peeled off his latex gloves, and she saw he was wearing his wedding ring again. He’d gone back to her after all.


They walked toward the car, Swede watching them from the stoop. It seemed colder now.


“How are things at the paper?” Dwight said.


“Same old. Everyone’s nervous, waiting for the next shoe to drop.”


“I heard.”


“Too much work, too few people. I’m staying busy.”


“You never had a problem doing that,” he said. “How’s everything otherwise? Seeing anyone?”


She looked at him. “I need to call this in, Dwight. Let me know if you get an ID. If the techs do a sketch, e-mail it to me, and I’ll see about getting it in the paper and on the site.”


“I will, thanks. I was thinking, maybe we can grab a drink one of these nights, talk about some things. I still don’t like the way we left it.”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She took her cellphone from her belt. “I need to make that call now.”


“You haven’t changed much, have you?”


“Neither have you,” she said.




FIVE





BACK AT THE office there was a Post-it note on her desk blotter that read “See me,” with an H under it. Across the aisle, Alysha Bennett turned away from her computer and said, “He was looking for you.”


“I see. Any idea why?”


“Didn’t say. Not that he’d tell me anyway.”


“What are the chances it’s something good?”


“Slim to none,” Alysha said. “News desk told me you called in a decomp. Get anything more?”


“No. Still waiting on ID and cause. Male Hispanic is all they’ve got so far.”


“Another O.D.?”


“Who knows?”


“Any idea how long he’d been there?”


“From the smell, a while. I’ll check with Rick, see if he wants me to write a short for Metro.”


She tossed her notebook on her desk, walked back to Harris’s office along the corridor that once housed the art department. There were empty spaces where cubicles had been dismantled, desks removed. Loose cables coming out of the floor, connected to nothing, were the only reminders of the people who’d worked there.


Harris was typing on his computer, his back to the door, when she went in. A set of golf clubs was propped in a corner.


“You wanted to see me, R.J.?”


“Yes, Tracy. A minute. Let me send this.”


She took one of the chairs across from his desk. Through the window, she could see the spires of City Hall in the distance. Above them, a ghost moon hung in the afternoon sky. She thought of the views from other newsrooms she’d worked in. Newark, Raleigh. Raleigh had trees, at least, restaurants nearby. Newark had been a fortress, armed guards and a razor-wire fence around the parking lot. A downtown choked with traffic until 5 p.m., then deserted until the next morning’s rush hour.


He hit a final key, turned to her. His smile showed perfect teeth. Like many women in the office, she’d found him vaguely attractive when he’d first arrived at the paper, taken over as AME of Enterprise. But that had worn off long ago.


“I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” He got up, shut the door.


She felt the first bloom of dread. Was this it? Her seven years here ended with a Post-it note as her only warning?


She shifted in her chair. “Sorry I missed you earlier. Just got back from a crime scene. Body in a rowhouse they’re renovating down on Bainbridge. I was going to tell Metro.”


He sat back down, steepled his fingers. “That can wait.”


Her uneasiness grew.


“These are tough times, as you know,” he said. “And we have to think about the best way to utilize our resources. You agree?”


“Of course.”


“And the only way we really have of gauging customer response is the amount of unique hits we get online. Ultimately, that comes down to each individual writer and his or her story count.”


“Readers,” she said.


“What?”


“You call them ‘customers,’ but they’re still just readers, right? They still come to us to know what’s going on.”


“True, but we can’t ignore the realities of the situation. As you know, performance evaluations are coming up next month. These days a big part of those are story count and reader engagement. That’s how we tell if we’re serving our community.”


Here it comes, she thought.


“Irv has asked all the AMEs to audit their staff’s productivity, so we can identify any problems. We want everyone to be on the same page, going forward. And we want everyone to know what’s expected of them.”


“I do,” she said.


He leaned back in his chair. “I’ll be honest, Tracy. Your story count over the last quarter isn’t where it should be, where it needs to be. And the hits … they’re not exactly setting the web on fire either.”


“You’re talking strictly online, where all we’re doing is chasing clicks. You’re not counting the people who buy a physical paper every day.”


“I’ve seen those numbers too,” he said. “And they’re getting smaller as we speak, subscription and single copy both. That demographic’s dying off.”


“I usually produce at least three stories and one enterprise a week, unless I’m working on a project that—”


He held up a hand to stop her. “I’m not here to micromanage.”


“Isn’t that what you’re doing?”


His smile faded.


“My job—our job—is to consider how to best serve our readership,” he said. “Whether it’s online or in the paper. You’re a good police reporter, Tracy. But I wonder if that’s the best use of your time. I think we need to question whether we should be bothering with every North Philly shooting or drug arrest that comes down the pike.”


“We let those stories go, the Inquirer will pick up every reader we lose.”


“We don’t work for the Inquirer,” he said. “We work for the Observer. And the Observer’s goals are what I care about.”


“Sometimes I wonder what those goals are.”


“Right now? To stay in business. We sell ads based on hits and market share. Without those, it’s not a question of what we should be covering, because we won’t be covering anything at all.”


“The paper’s still profitable. I’ve seen the quarterlies.” Shut up, she thought. You’re only making it worse.


“This isn’t a debate, Tracy. Think of it as a reminder, an encouragement.”


“Consider me encouraged.”


He frowned. “There’s only so many ways to say this. You need to pick up the pace. I can’t afford to have you sitting in court or chasing down stories all week that nobody cares about, with nothing else getting done. I’d also like to see you in the office more, so I have a better sense of what you’re working on.”


“We miss a lot when we don’t staff the courthouse.”
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