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            Prologue

         

         And behold, there arose a great tempest in the sea…

         The sensation was sudden and unexpected, so wild and intense and ferocious that Robert “Bobby” Donati actually gasped out loud. He could feel—really feel—the wooden deck rising up beneath his feet as the massive waves crashed against the stern of the reeling boat. He could see the dark, violent storm clouds billowing over the shattered mast, as the bow careened toward the jagged rocks that would surely kill them all. He could hear the screams of the huddled passengers behind him—most caught up in mindless panic, some still holding oars or reaching up to desperately try to fix the mainsail—frantically trying to do something, anything, save for one man, in the center of the deck, who peered out at the storm with a calm patience that could only be described as Christ-like, because, well—and then Bobby’s own voice tore him out of the moment, his thick Boston accent sounding vaguely tinny in his ears.

         “Get over here and help me get this off the wall.”

         Bobby stepped back, almost surprised to feel marble beneath his leather police boots, rather than the damp wooden slabs of a seventeenth-century sailing vessel. The boat and the waves and the storm weren’t any less impressive because they were behind thick glass, embraced by a five-foot-high gilded frame that looked like it must have weighed fifty, sixty pounds. Bobby wasn’t sure what had made him stop in front of that particular painting as he’d made his way across the darkened gallery—the lavishly decorated Dutch Room was lined with masterpieces, gratuitously ornate frame after frame speckled along the embroidered walls, beneath candelabras and chandeliers dripping tears of crystal as old and sad as the silken drapes hanging by the arched windows that overlooked the courtyard two floors below. But for whatever reason, the boat had called out to him, and Bobby’s inner voice had joined right in for the chorus; despite every rational bone in his body telling him that it was the wrong thing at the wrong time—that the smart, cautious, and safe way forward was to stick to the plan—Bobby had never been able to ignore that damn little voice.

         He glanced over toward his partner, standing halfway across the gallery. Four inches taller than Bobby and twenty pounds heavier, Richie Gustiano looked ridiculous in his uniform, which was two sizes too small and bulging so much in the middle, Bobby was worried the shiny brass buttons running up the center might fly off at any moment. Worse, Richie’s mustache was hanging half off his upper lip and his hat was on backward; the only thing about him that looked real was his badge, which thankfully had been more than enough to get them from their red hatchback parked in an alley a block away and into the museum through the side door.

         “You hear me?” Bobby asked, and then repeated himself, louder. “Get over here and help me with this.”

         “Are you serious?” Richie finally responded, that mustache dancing in tune to an accent even heavier than Bobby’s own. “We ain’t even supposed to be in here.”

         That was true; Richie might have been big, but he wasn’t stupid. Well, he was big and stupid, but the plan had been simple enough that even Richie could follow it without so much as a dress rehearsal. Contract gigs were often like that; every step spelled out in intricate detail, paint by numbers—all you had to do was keep your brush within the lines.

         Bobby turned back to the storm, and the waves, and the boat.

         “Yeah, I’m serious.”

         “This ain’t the job,” Richie tried again.

         “Yeah,” Bobby responded.

         But he was already reaching for the frame.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Once that damn little voice started speaking, Bobby had never been very good at keeping the brush between the lines. Lack of impulse control—that’s what the teachers and the priests and the social workers who were eventually brought in had called it, when Bobby was growing up in East Boston; sometimes he just did things. Probably the reason, by the age of fifty-one, his arrest record was as long and varied as his debt ledger.

         Bobby grinned, as he drew his box cutter down the length of the canvas that was now splayed out on the floor in front of him. The feel of the blade against the painting was strange and unique. The chips and dust from the paint sprayed up against his gloved fingers, filling him with a sense of gravitas. He knew that paint was old—even older than the building around him, which itself looked like some sort of Venetian palace that had been airlifted out of nineteenth-century Italy and dropped into a leafy suburb of Boston. But it wasn’t just the age of the canvas, already halfway out of the gilded frame and beginning to curl up at the edges, like a bit of a newspaper held too close to a flame—Bobby knew that the decision he had made wasn’t just spontaneous, it was, quite possibly, historic.

         He kept his knee steady against the bottom of the frame as he worked, ignoring the beads of sweat dripping down the back of his neck and staining the stiff collar of his borrowed police uniform. He could hear Richie’s grunts as the bigger man worked on his own painting a few feet away on the floor—a much smaller frame, maybe two feet wide and tall, the canvas depicting some sort of seventeenth-century parlor scene involving a guy with a stringed instrument, two women, and a piano. It hadn’t taken much to convince his partner to join in on the fun, once they’d gotten the big one off the wall. Richie had always been more of a follower than most of the hoods Bobby had grown up with on the streets of Revere, which was why Bobby had tapped him for the job in the first place. No matter how simple a gig looked on paper, there was always the possibility of unexpected complications—and the last thing you needed when things went off script was a partner who liked to think for himself.

         As Bobby slid the box cutter down toward the final corner of his own canvas, he finally surveyed the room around them. “Off script” was an understatement. It wasn’t just the painting of the boat, and the one Richie was digging into; there were now a half dozen empty frames splayed out across the gallery, each beside a little pile of shattered glass. Some of the canvases were already rolled up and piled in a corner by the door, while others were still spread out near where they were working. Bobby didn’t have tubes to put them in, but he had plenty of tape and zip ties in his duffel bag, which was just outside the Dutch Room, in the second-floor hallway leading to the rest of the museum. Tubes would have been better—Christ only knew how much these things were actually worth—but the tape and the ties would have to do.

         This wasn’t Bobby’s first art heist, though it was certainly his strangest, mainly because it wasn’t really supposed to have been an art heist at all. But he’d stolen paintings before, and he knew that art this old often went for millions. Then again, with paintings like this, it wasn’t so much about how much they were worth, it was more a question of finding someone willing to pay for them. Even the most eccentric billionaire couldn’t exactly hang a Rembrandt on his living room wall.

         But a little after 1:00 a.m., dressed as a cop working a box cutter through the last few inches of the border of a four-hundred-year-old painting, Bobby didn’t concern himself with potential next steps. One of the benefits of acting on impulse was you really got to feast on the moment, and looking across the violated gallery, it was clear that Bobby and his partner had served themselves quite a buffet. Bobby actually felt bad for the feds who would undoubtedly try to piece together what was now a chaotic crime scene. To be fair, even before Bobby had deviated from the plan, none of it had really made much sense.

         Case in point, the two security guards who had first let them in the side door after seeing their badges, who were now taped up and handcuffed in a boiler room three floors below. If it had been up to Bobby, he would have taken the box cutter to them first, because he was a pro, and pros didn’t leave witnesses. Then there was the amount of time they’d already spent in the museum; a quick glance at his watch told him they’d already been there an hour—an insane amount of time, though in this Bobby only had himself and his impulsive nature to blame. If he’d followed the plan, they’d have been in and out in minutes.

         But despite how confusing it would look to the feds, Bobby wasn’t concerned about the time, any more than he was worried about the security cameras they had passed on their way from the basement, where they’d taped up the security guards, to the second floor of the gargantuan building. The security system was nearly as dated as the gallery around him; on the way out, they’d have no trouble grabbing the tapes from the VCR in the first-floor security booth. Likewise, even if they’d spent the entire night taking frames off the walls of every room in the place, it was unlikely any real policemen were going to show up to interrupt them. There was a reason the people who had hired Bobby for the job had chosen that particular night—March 18—which also happened to be the tail end of St. Patty’s Day. Every self-respecting cop in Boston was either off duty and drunk, or on duty and dealing with drunks.

         Bobby finished with the massive painting and rose to his feet, sliding the box cutter back into his pocket. Richie joined him in the center of the room a few minutes later, sizing up the scene with a resolved look in his thickset eyes.

         “I guess we should get what we came for,” Richie finally said, and Bobby nodded, as he began scooping up the rolled canvases. As he started for the door, he noticed his partner had paused in front of a low shelf containing a handful of sculptures; the bigger man seemed particularly intrigued by an old-looking vase, something foreign, maybe Chinese or Arabic. The object didn’t seem that impressive to Bobby, but for whatever reason, Richie shrugged and grabbed it from the shelf.

         Bobby smirked, as he led his partner out of the gallery and back into the second-floor hallway. They had a pile of paintings worth millions, and Richie had stopped for a vase that would look right at home in the back corner of their neighborhood pawnshop. At least the big mug was getting into the spirit. Hell, maybe the vase would pay for the parking tickets they were surely collecting in the alley down below.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Five minutes later Bobby was two steps ahead of his partner as they entered a much smaller exhibit—more of a hallway than a gallery, cluttered with period furniture and lined with drawers filled with portraits and drawings. This time, the walls sported only a handful of ornate, gilded frames. Still, Bobby counted more than a few that might make nice additions to the canvases he’d already accrued.

         But his partner was focused on their target, affixed to the wall above a mid-eighteenth-century cabinet halfway across the room. Not a painting—nothing as intense as the boat in the storm that had first caught Bobby’s eye, or even as pretty, if staid, as the parlor scene Richie had grabbed from the Dutch Room. An object, something old, but nowhere near as ancient as the Chinese or Arabic vase. And it wasn’t in a frame, but even so, it was going to be difficult to remove. No box cutter, this time—Richie already had a screwdriver out of his jacket pocket and was judging the cabinet below the object with his eyes, trying to decide if it would really support his weight.

         Then he paused, looking back at Bobby.

         “They want the flag, too?”

         Bobby shook his head. They didn’t want the flag.

         They didn’t want the paintings.

         They had hired Bobby—paid him a ridiculous amount of money—to get one thing from this museum, and one thing only. A ridiculous amount of money, to follow a plan that didn’t make much sense, to steal an object hardly worth anything at all.

         Bobby glanced around the room, at the drawers filled with portraits and drawings—and then he grinned.

         Impulse control.

         As Richie took his screwdriver to the object attached to the wall, Bobby headed toward the drawers. He wasn’t Irish, but tonight he was going to celebrate like he’d been born in Southie, not Revere.

         Paint by numbers was always the smart play; kept you safe, smooth, and under the radar.

         But it was the Impressionist masterpiece that got you into the history books.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         It was a little after 2:00 a.m. on a Wednesday, and Hailey Gordon was on the run of her life.

         She gripped the cushioned edge of the blackjack table with both hands as she tossed a purposefully nonchalant glance at the cards spread out across the green felt. Christ, it was hard to keep her emotions in check, push down the excitement coursing through her veins. She wanted to leap from her chair, bear-hug the nice old man sitting two seats down from her, lift him up in the air, and swing him right out of his orthopedic clogs. Instead, Hailey painted her face with a bored look, then waved a manicured hand over the table, letting the dealer know she didn’t want any more cards.

         Next it was the old man’s turn, down at third base, the last chair at the table. It had just been Hailey and the man for the past hour, because it was so goddamn late and the middle of the week, and because the limits in this particular corner of this particular casino were way too high for its zip code. Hailey had no idea how the man could afford a hundred-dollar minimum; from his clogs to his resort-wear linen suit, the man’s look screamed pension. Then again, Hailey knew better than most—looks could be pretty deceiving. She’d been using her looks to deceive for a really long time. And at the moment, she was about to deceive her way into a tidy little fortune.

         The dealer wasn’t paying attention, and the pit boss—gnarled, mildly overweight, belly pushing precariously against the buttons of his uniform as he chatted up a cocktail waitress on the other side of the blackjack pit—was otherwise engaged, so Hailey let her glance linger a little longer across the table. The brightly colored metropolis of chips spread out across the felt nearest to her was a thing of pure beauty, and judging from the dealer’s revealed card—a six, a wonderful, incredible, palpably sexy six—things were about to get even better. Hailey had eight thousand dollars behind her four hands, another six thousand in yellow chips, bananas, already safe next to her drink, a light brown mixture in a scotch glass that smelled like apple juice if you got close enough. Because, in truth, it was apple juice.

         Looks, again, deceiving.

         But moving her eyes from the table to the surrounding casino, Hailey knew she had nothing to feel guilty about. The entire place—this entire industry—was built on sleight of hand. The table gaming room was vast and very beige, other than the felts; beige, from the tables themselves to the thick carpeting to the curtained walls. In stark contrast, there were velvety red chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling—matching the crimson tide that blanketed every inch of the nearby slots parlor, and soft, soothing music pumping in from speakers hidden somewhere in the corners. The air was cool and, if rumors held true, slightly over-oxygenated. And everything smelled slightly floral. To be sure, the place was rife with flowers. A seizure-inducing botanical excess, from the fifty-five thousand different blooms spanning the walkways out front of the lavish casino’s entrance, to the four thousand potted plants spread through the gaming areas and hotel rooms, to the multitude more intertwined in the working carousel that dominated the foyer. But the scent in the air didn’t come primarily from the colorful plants, it was manufactured by teams of aroma therapists and pumped in along with the oxygen. Everything, from the decor to the lighting to the air, was designed, by people much less interested in art than commerce.

         There is a reason there are no clocks in casinos, and that it is always hard to find your way back to the front entrance. There is a reason Vegas doesn’t have minibars in the hotel rooms, and there is a noticeable lack of windows anywhere near the gaming areas. Heck, there is a reason that the carpets in casinos are usually ugly and discordant; the idea is to keep your eyes up, on the flashing lights of the slots and the deft flight patterns of the dealing cards. The visual cues, the design of the building, the smell in the air—it’s all there to get you gambling and keep you gambling. Because the more you gamble, the more, on average, you lose. And it doesn’t matter if the casino is smack-dab in the middle of the Vegas strip, or here, three thousand miles away on the edge of Boston Harbor; a casino is one big act of deception, a reverse ATM masquerading as an entertainment facility, where everything and anything is aimed at separating you from your money.

         Encore Boston Harbor was as pretty and twinkling as anything they’d ever cooked up in Nevada. From the $30 million Koons sculpture of Popeye—Popeye!—in the front hallway to that flowered merry-go-round in the lobby—complete with a unicorn, a Pegasus, and a hippocamp, because why not?—the place felt a lot like Vegas. And during the early evening hours, the clientele was well-heeled, professionals in sports coats mingling with club-attired millennials from the city. But the later it got, the more the patronage turned local, Chelsea and Everett and Malden, and that suited Hailey, because deep down, beneath her streaked blond hair, and the preppy-collared tennis shirt and matching skirt she was wearing, and her polished fingernails, and the fake jewelry on her fingers and throat, she was Chelsea and Everett and Malden. The clothes and the jewelry and even the hair were an act, something she’d carefully put together in the little bathroom she shared with two roommates in Central Square, Cambridge. Even the way she was sitting, bottle-tan legs crossed at the knee, tennis shoes bumping up and down, fingers absentmindedly curling twists of her golden hair—all of it was part of the act. Pretty blond trophy girlfriend, blowing through her boyfriend’s stacks of chips, not a care in the goddamn world.

         None of it was real. The money on the table was basically everything she had to her name. There was no boyfriend, she’d never held a tennis racket in her life, and her hair was naturally brown. A magic act within a magic act. Anybody looking her way—from the pit boss to the men in the security booths attached to the “eyes in the sky” monitor above the blackjack felt to the little old lady at the end of the table—would see what she wanted them to see: pretty blonde trophy girlfriend. Not an applied math PhD student at MIT who was paying her way through life with the one attribute that was real about her: her facility with numbers. And right now, the numbers were telling her that she was about to walk away from a long night of cards with enough money to pay her rent, a semester of tuition, and most of her outstanding bills.

         The old man finally asked for another card on top of the hard fourteen he had in front of him, which the dealer wearily obliged, revealing a four. Hailey added one to the running count, adjusting the true count in her head: Plus fourteen, two-thirds into the deck, a really deep deal, probably because the dealer, mid-fifties, balding, with glasses fogged by hours in the over-air-conditioned room, looked bored out of his mind and at the end of a long shift. A count that high so deep into the deck meant the cards left to deal were heavy with faces and aces; the dealer’s showing six would likely lead to a busted hand, which meant the four hands in front of Hailey would pay out.

         Even if it sounded complicated to the uninitiated, beating the game of blackjack was actually simple math. You kept track of the low cards and the high cards as they came out of the deck; the more low cards that came out, the higher your count, and the better the deck became. The deeper into the deck you went, the more significant that number was—the difference between the running count and the true count. And the higher that number went, the more money you wanted to have on the table.

         Hailey’s original bet had been two thousand dollars, and she’d been dealt two face cards. The dealer had turned over a six. She’d split the faces, which was an unusual play. At the level she was playing, you’d expect a move like that to get attention from the pit boss, but the cocktail waitress was way more interesting than a dumb, drunk blonde throwing her boyfriend’s money away after a day on the tennis court. Then both of Hailey’s split hands had hit faces—a jack and a queen—and she’d split again.

         Even the dealer had raised his eyebrows above his foggy glasses at the eight thousand dollars she now had laid out in front of her, but she’d only laughed and made some comment about how mad her boyfriend was going to be if she lost.

         Now, as the dealer reached out to turn over his hole card, she did her best to keep the tension out of her cheeks and eyes, keeping that smile light and unconcerned—and there it was, a ten, bright red and perfect, for a dealer sixteen. Which meant he needed another card. His fingers sped to the shoe in pure mechanical fashion, gears in a machine, and then the next card whizzed onto the felt, faceup. Another ten.

         A dealer bust at twenty-six.

         Hailey fought the fireworks in her chest as the dealer began pushing equal stacks of yellow chips next to her bets, another eight thousand dollars to add to her fourteen. Twenty-two thousand dollars. The old man at the end was clapping his hands together, his hundred-dollar bet doubled, and Hailey was about to congratulate him when something caught her eye. Past the old lady, all the way across the beige room, a door had opened and two men were coming through. Big men, big and burly, one with a crew cut and the other with a dye job that wasn’t fooling anybody. Both were wearing dark suits, and the one with the crew cut had an earpiece and was talking into something attached to his lapel.

         “Nice win,” the dealer said, scooping up the cards, but Hailey was barely listening. The two men had made it a few yards before pausing, the crew cut still speaking into his lapel. And then he looked up—right at Hailey. Before she had a chance to react, they had locked eyes, and she knew.

         She had been made.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Thanks,” Hailey said to the dealer, uncrossing her legs and rising quickly from her chair. “I better get back to my room and hide this from my boyfriend, or he’ll give it all back on the roulette wheel.”

         She grabbed the chips with both hands and swept them into her purse, which was open on her lap. Her roommate Jill’s purse, actually, tiger print, with bronze clasps worn down from many nights spent clubbing in Kenmore, makeup applied and reapplied in bathrooms jammed with BU girls. The lipstick and compact had been replaced with a fake ID and a half-empty juice box. All part of the routine—heading to the bathroom early in the evening, dumping out the scotch she’d ordered when she’d first sat down and refilling the glass with apple juice. Nobody betting two thousand dollars a hand at blackjack was playing sober, and no matter how late it was, no matter how inattentive the pit boss seemed, in a casino you had to assume someone was always watching.

         Obviously, that assumption bore true again, because the two suits were now heading in a straight line for Hailey’s table. She jammed the last few chips into the purse and clicked the wonky clasp shut.

         “You don’t want me to color you up?” the dealer asked.

         “I like the sound they make rattling around in my purse,” Hailey responded.

         And then she was away from the table and moving fast toward the hallway leading out of the gaming area, toward the interior of the resort. She would rather have gone straight for the front entrance, but the two suits were closing quickly and she wasn’t sure she could make it in time.

         Card counting wasn’t illegal, and the fake ID was a minor crime, not the sort of thing you’d find yourself in handcuffs over. But like every practiced card counter who played the sort of stakes she was playing, she’d had run-ins with casino security before, and she knew they’d try to “back room” her if they caught her. Which meant a trip to somewhere deep in the bowels of the hotel, where they’d threaten to call the police, threaten to take her chips, and then make her sign some sort of “trespass” act—basically saying if she returned to the Encore, she’d be trespassing. And then, most likely, they’d fingerprint her before they’d let her leave with the chips.

         And that was what she had to avoid. Because the fingerprints wouldn’t match the fake ID; nor would they match the real ID she had sewn into a pocket in her skirt, where she kept her apartment keys and her credit cards. And it certainly wouldn’t match the name on those credit cards, or the rental agreement she’d cosigned with her roommates, or the identification materials at the registrar’s office at MIT. Being good at math wasn’t going to earn her a PhD if she was facing multiple charges of fraud, no matter how innocent her motive.

         Bottom line was, she had a lot more at risk than twenty-two grand in chips.

         She skirted between two more blackjack tables, dodged a waitress carrying a tray loaded with vodka Red Bulls, then nearly upended a planter bristling with something that looked like a botanical experiment gone horribly wrong involving bamboo, a rosebush, and a miniature weeping willow. Then she was out of the gaming room and pushing her way through a more crowded hallway. Weaving past a group of bachelorette partiers with matching T-shirts and blinking bunny ears, cutting between two Instagram-worthy women in the midst of a selfie by a spitting fountain shaped like a clamshell, then nearly slamming headfirst into a pair of young men in shirts that were a little too tight and much too shiny. She finally dared cast a look back down the hall, hoping against hope—and her heart froze, because the two suits were still coming fast, the one with the crew cut pointing right at her as his thick thighs propelled him forward.

         Damn. She sliced hard to the right, moving faster down another hallway until she reached a wide-open juncture with a marble floor adorned with brightly colored gigantic butterflies, beneath a high, recessed ceiling—dripping more of the gargantuan insects, poised midflight in a way that was probably supposed to elicit whimsy, though to Hailey seemed a bit more predatory. In the center of the juncture, beneath and between the huge bugs—that glistening, stainless steel statue—the cartoon sailor Popeye—proportions in tune with the swarm. Hailey had seen photos of the Koons sculpture in magazines months before the casino had opened—she knew Steve Wynn had paid $28 million for the garish, if amusing, monstrosity, and had bought it specifically for the Boston Harbor outpost of his casino empire because to him, at least, it evoked something playful and nostalgic. But in person, the six-foot-five, two-thousand-pound sculpture—polished to such a reflective sheen it made Hailey’s eyes water to look at it—seemed more intimidating than inviting. To her, it didn’t shout nostalgia; it screamed testosterone, which, in a casino—no matter how floral—was pointedly redundant.

         But the sort of people milling about the Encore at 2:00 a.m. on a Wednesday didn’t seem to care. Hailey quickly slid into the glut of tourists gathered around the sculpture, ducking and weaving between extended cell phones and the odd, actual camera. For a moment she thought she might have lost the suits as she reached the opposite side of the juncture—but then a flash of reflected motion in one of Popeye’s bulbous, shiny shoes caught her eye. The two men were moving along the outskirts of the crowd, searching—any minute they were going to see her, and then they’d be right on top of her.

         Keeping the statue between herself and the suits, she worked her way back through the crowd and into another hallway, then sprinted the last few yards to a bank of elevators leading up into the hotel. There was a keypad next to the buttons, but she was prepared. She yanked a room key from her purse—the key she’d lifted from the back pocket of a middle-aged salesman so engaged in video poker in the slots parlor she could have taken his belt and shoes, too—and hit the button.

         Thankfully, the elevator doors opened right away, a young, drunken couple sharing a bottle of champagne stumbling out. Hailey leapt past them, hit a random floor, and slammed the door close button with the heel of her hand. There was a painful pause—and Hailey cursed to herself, as the two suits saw her from the end of the hall and rushed forward. She hit the button again and the doors started to slide shut, but slow, too damn slow. The suits were at a full run, the closest crew cut with his hand outstretched to stop the door—when someone drunkenly stumbled into him from the side, causing his hand to miss. Hailey caught a brief, blurred glimpse of the drunk—dressed mostly in denim, apologizing in a slur of words—but then the elevator doors slid shut and she was moving upward, breathing hard.

         A minute later she was out on the sixth floor of the hotel, quietly pacing the long hallway, her tennis shoes sinking into the thick carpeting. Beige, more beige. She knew she didn’t have much time—the security goons would figure out what floor she was on, and they would be there within minutes. She scanned the doors on either side of her as she went, looking for a fire exit. There might be cameras in the stairwells and halls, but if she was fast enough, maybe she could get outside before anyone got to her. Her face on a camera wasn’t going to be a problem; a fingerprint went back a lot further in time than facial recognition software, because by the time she’d grown into this face, she’d become the person on her ID. It was unfortunate that her fingerprints hadn’t changed at twelve, like the rest of her body. Puberty had its limitations.

         She was halfway down the hall, still scanning doors, when she heard the metallic ding of the elevator behind her. Someone was coming to her floor. Could the security goons have found her that fast? She began to panic, rushing forward, looking at door after door after door. And then she saw it: one of the hotel room doors about three feet ahead of her was slightly open. As Hailey leapt forward, grabbing at the knob, she saw why. The keypad above the knob was hanging off the door by a spaghetti twist of wires. Someone broke into this room, and recently.

         Hailey paused for the briefest of seconds, wondering now if this was such a good place to hide. But then she heard the elevator doors whiffing open at the end of the hall, and she made the only decision she could. She dashed inside the room, shutting the door as well as she could behind her. Then she turned, her back against the knob, and tried to catch her breath.

         The room was large, with a big picture window overlooking the dark and undulating murk of the Mystic River. The decor of the room was more beige upon beige, from the oversized bed to the thick curtains by the window to the walls. There was a framed print above the bed, a colorful, comic-strip drawing of a blond woman looking into a hand mirror—assuredly something expensive, rare, and mostly ignored by the type of people who would stay overnight in a casino overlooking the Mystic—and a flat-screen TV on a dresser directly across. But Hailey’s attention was immediately drawn to a chair in the corner by the window, because it was facing the door and because it was also occupied.

         The man in the chair looked to be about fifty and disheveled, wearing a suit jacket too small for his rounded shoulders and gray pants that didn’t match. His belt wasn’t around his pants, which was odd. Stranger still, the belt wasn’t gone; it was, in fact, tied tightly around the man’s left wrist, pinning the man’s hand against the arm of the chair.

         “Sorry, the door was open,” Hailey started to say, then paused, as her mind digested what she was seeing. The man was staring right at her, eyes open, but the look on his face wasn’t right.

         “Are you…OK?” she said.

         The man didn’t answer. It was then that Hailey noticed: he didn’t answer because there was a two-inch bullet hole in the middle of his forehead.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         As the elevator doors whiffed open and Nick Patterson stepped out into the carpeted hallway bisecting the sixth floor of the Encore Boston Harbor hotel, he felt something sweeping through his chest that he hadn’t felt in so long, it took him another step before he realized what it was.

         Hope.

         A smile broke across his angled, somewhat sallow face, because the feeling was so foreign and absurd and impossible. Like a flower-covered unicorn on a goddamn carousel. For nearly nine years, he’d had nothing to look forward to. Even in the last few months, as the end of his time at MCI-Shirley had neared, there had been no sense of optimism, and no sense in optimism. A guy like him, with no family to speak of, no skills beyond what had gotten him inside in the first place, no money or prospects—what the hell did he have to be optimistic about? What did he have to look forward to on the outside that wasn’t going to get him right back inside?

         The elevator doors shut behind him and his heavy work boots sunk into the carpet, each step pushing him forward. He patted the inside pocket of his jean jacket for the hundredth time. Of course, it was still there, stiff and square beneath the denim, wrapped in a plastic sandwich bag for extra security. Nuts, how something so small and mundane could be so valuable. More valuable, in fact, than everything Nick had ever stolen, more valuable than anything he could have stolen in a dozen lifetimes. So valuable, in fact, that it might very well make the nine years he’d spent locked up worthwhile.

         Because if he hadn’t been locked up, he’d never have met that damn skinny kid with the mop of red hair and the freckles.

         He began searching the doors on either side of the hallway as he went, looking for the right number. It still seemed crazy to him, setting the meet in a place like this. Sure, he liked casinos as much as the next guy, but even at 3:00 a.m. it seemed too high traffic, and there were cameras everywhere. Having a record didn’t get you banned from a casino; half the degenerate gamblers in the country had records, and without the degenerates these places could never afford all those chandeliers. But it seemed sloppy to start this sort of transaction in such a public place. Of course, there was nothing illegal about meeting a guy in a hotel room, showing him something in a little plastic bag, in exchange for a nice fat down payment. But if nine years at MCI-Shirley had taught Nick anything, it was that the less attention you drew to yourself, the better. He’d have been much happier to set the meeting in some bar in Southie.

         Unfortunately, it wasn’t up to him. Hell, none of this was really his plan. It was all—inherited. No doubt, the kid with the mop of hair that matched the velvet in the slots parlor had picked the casino precisely because it was loud, brash, and flashy. Everything about that damn kid had been loud. The minute the kid had walked off the bus from the clearing center in Walpole, cursing at the screws as they went through the admission routine at Shirley, jawing with any inmate near enough to catch his attention, the cons had begun taking bets on how quick the kid was going to end up in the infirmary, or worse. Nick himself had been on the over at four days. And maybe that was the real reason Nick had approached the kid in the TV room on his second day inside; not some internal need to help out, some unaccustomed sense of empathy, but to protect his wager.

         Still counting doors as he moved down the hotel hallway—621, 623, 625—Nick could picture the look on the kid’s face as he’d laughed away the hoots and catcalls from the other inmates in the day room, the shouted threats and promises. In that, he was right; it wasn’t the noisy, pumped-up idiots and short-timers he had to worry about. Sure, they might throw a punch to earn some cred from their buddies, but they weren’t out to do any real damage. It was the quiet ones, the ones who wouldn’t even look at you as they stuck you with a shiv. Not for cred, not to make a name, but to keep order, keep things quiet and smooth. The redhead and the short-timers were just visiting. For the cons, Shirley was home.

         But the kid had just laughed, bragging that his lawyer was going to get him out in three weeks, tops, and everything was going to change after that. Because he had something big planned after he was out, something monumental. And that’s when the kid had taken something out of his shirt pocket and showed it to Nick.

         Nick touched the plastic bag through his jacket again. Truth was, when the kid had first placed it gingerly on the dayroom table like it was some sort of irreplaceable Fabergé egg, Nick had thought it was a joke. It wasn’t until the next morning, when he’d taken the time to do a little research on the computer terminal in the cellblock library that he’d fully realized what he’d seen. And by then, of course, it had been too late—for the kid. All his heavy plans, his one shot at something monumental—gone because someone didn’t like the way he had mouthed off in the shower or neglected to wipe down a weight in the yard or forgotten to courtesy flush during his time on the john. Whatever the reason, big or small, the kid had gotten a shiv in the kidney while lining up in the chow hall at breakfast, and Nick was suddenly left with a decision.

         Let it go, forget what the kid had shown him, go back to his routine, his hopeless life. He himself was only looking at another couple more months at Shirley before he was up for parole. He could have gone back to the mindless rote, day in, day out. Or he could try something new.

         Take a chance. Stick his neck out for the first time in nine years and see where it led him.

         627. 629. 631.

         He stopped in front of the door, mentally checking the number against what had been written in the redheaded kid’s little notebook. Nick had found the notebook rolled up and jammed into the hollow aluminum leg of the kid’s bunk, along with what Nick now carried in the bag in his jacket pocket. Once Nick had made the decision to take that chance, it hadn’t been hard to follow through; bribing a screw to get into the kid’s cell during lunch hadn’t been difficult, and although they’d already bagged the kid’s belongings to send to his next of kin, nobody had done a thorough search yet, the kind of search that only a con could properly conduct. See, to a con, every item of furniture, ever fixture, every bit of molding was a place to hide something. Nine years in, you could put a cell phone in a bar of soap or inside a biscuit from the canteen. Nick hadn’t known exactly where to look, but he’d known how to look.

         And now here he was. He reached out to knock on door 633, his knuckles hitting wood more solidly than he’d meant—before he realized with a start that the keypad above the knob was hanging out of its mount by wires.

         What the hell? But the door was already swinging inward.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The first thing Nick saw was the girl. Blond and slim and preppy, tan legs sprouting from a tight white skirt. The same girl he’d seen running into the elevator in the casino lobby, being chased by security. At the time he’d figured it was nothing more than a dine and ditch; maybe she’d stolen a coin cup from an aging drone draped over a slot machine and was making a run for it. Bumping into the security guards had been more instinct than anything else: someone running, someone chasing. He’d certainly never expected to see her again, and definitely not here.

         She was standing with her back to him on the other side of the hotel room, facing a chair. As she heard him enter, she swung around, and he saw her face, which he hadn’t gotten a look at in the elevator. Pretty, but much paler than the legs, porcelain even, and the look in her eyes was pure terror. Then his attention moved to the chair, and the body sprawled across it, still mostly in a sitting position, one arm belted to the wood.

         “Christ,” Nick murmured.

         The girl took a step toward him. Her whole body was trembling, and something slipped from under her arm—a purse. It hit the floor with a clatter, its clasp breaking open, casino chips spurting out across the carpet.

         The girl dropped to a knee and started scooping at the chips.

         “This isn’t what it looks like,” she said, as she jammed handfuls back into the purse. “I mean, I found him like this.”

         “He’s dead,” Nick said.

         He’d stopped in the doorway, the door still open behind him.

         “Yeah, I figured that much out myself.”

         Then she paused, looking up from the floor.

         “You’re not hotel security.”

         “He’s been shot,” Nick said, ignoring her. “Somebody shot him.”

         The girl paused. She was reading his face in a way that made him instantly uncomfortable.

         “You know him,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

         Yes, Nick knew the man in the chair. Not personally, but he knew him. He’d spoken to him on the phone twice from prison, and once since he’d gotten out. The first time to explain that he’d “inherited” the deal from the red-haired kid, and that he needed to push back the meeting a couple months. And then right after he’d gotten his parole.

         “Jimmy O’Leary. Jimmy the Lip, they call him. I mean, because of, well, you know.”

         The girl then noticed for the first time, the dark discoloration on the man’s lower lip. A birthmark that went from one corner halfway to the other.

         “And you’re here to see him,” she said, rising back to her feet. “Well, I think you got here a little late.”

         And suddenly she was heading for the door. She was a good four inches shorter than Nick’s six feet, but she didn’t seem intimidated by him at all. Nor, in retrospect, did she seem as thrown by the man with the bullet hole in his head. The girl’s face was pale, she was trembling, but she hadn’t fallen apart, as most “civilians” might. No question, this wasn’t her first dead body. Nick’s either. Even though he was mostly a B&E guy, and had never carried a piece, he’d seen a body before. His second night at Walpole, before getting the transfer to Shirley. Piece of crap dealer hung himself in the cell next to Nick’s, and he’d had to spend six hours next to the body, listening to it bloat and leak. Something he’d never forget.

         He thought about stopping the girl as she passed him, but instead stepped aside. His mind was churning. This isn’t good, not good at all. This meeting, originally set up by the red-haired kid, was supposed to change everything. And now Jimmy the Lip was dead, and Nick was standing there, just a few feet away. He couldn’t begin to count the parole violations.
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