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CHAPTER ONE



Living the dream.


Jeff Pokowski, forty-six and built like a fire hydrant, cursed to himself as he furiously dabbed at the coffee stain spreading across the middle of his flannel shirt while simultaneously navigating his oversized pickup truck down a mostly desolate stretch of the Schuylkill Expressway. The coffee wasn’t his fault; the damn night-shift kid at the twenty-four-hour gas station near his house in Glenside—the sort of working-class suburb that lately felt more working than class—was either perpetually stoned or stupid, more likely a combination of both. He’d overfilled Pokowski’s order again, taxing the structural integrity of the disposable cup and its plastic cover, which had obviously been designed by someone equally stoned or equally stupid. Then again, Pokowski had a growing suspicion that most people he met, worked with, or was related to were incompetent.


In most lines of work, that didn’t matter much: A keyboard warrior at some accounting company screws up, someone’s paycheck is late; a kid at a gas station overfills a coffee cup, maybe he ruins someone’s morning. But in Pokowski’s profession—construction—lack of attention had a tendency to domino. Measure a beam wrong or put a few screws out of place, ten moves later, you got a building collapsing on the nightly news.


Which was why it wasn’t completely unusual for him to be spiriting his truck down the Schuylkill at four thirty a.m. on a Tuesday. He was the head site manager—what they used to call a foreman—on Apex Development’s newest project, a twenty-six-story mixed-use office tower and retail monolith squatting near City Hall. As such, he’d enjoyed plenty of face-to-face time with the pimply teenager working the midnight-to-five at the Citgo station by the ramp to the expressway.


Still, today’s call had been more annoying than most. As Pokowski continued attacking the coffee stain, which was now roughly the shape of Texas and still spreading, he tossed a glance at his phone on the passenger seat.


Six automated calls, actually, beginning around two a.m., from the worksite’s security panel. Not quite a misplaced beam or an errant screw but, according to the calls, at least one of the proximity alarms at the site had been going off for nearly three hours now. Neither of the two overnight security guards had called in from location or reset the password. Worse, neither of the bozos—Ted Passatore, a sliver of a kid who’d busted out of cop school six months ago, and Lucas Balloux, a Canadian working his way through some sort of grad school at the city college—had answered their cells when Pokowski had tried them. He’d finally given up and crawled out of bed, nearly overturning Annie, his wife, in the process. She had a habit of sleeping with one of her legs draped over the lower half of Pokowski’s body, which had seemed sexy for the first seven years of their marriage, but now felt more albatross than swan.


Thirteen years in, she’d barely stirred as he’d gotten dressed in the dark. Pokowski hadn’t been overly concerned; no doubt, the two security guards had wandered off their posts for an unregistered break. For Teddy, it would be par for the course; the kid had been kicked out of cop school for a laundry list of minor indiscretions, and he was a frequent visitor to many of Philadelphia’s after-hours bars. If the job market hadn’t gotten so tight in the previous couple of years, Pokowski never would have hired him. But Teddy had come with a license to carry and a promise that he would do his best to reform. Pokowski had always been a sucker for screwups begging for a second chance.


Lucas was more of a surprise; the guy spoke four languages and brought philosophy textbooks with him to his shift. But Pokowski knew how boring it could get on a worksite during those hours after midnight, when the streets went dead save for the late-night bar hoppers, the odd and ambling flocks of homeless, and the ever-present scurry of oversize sidewalk rats.


Whatever the reason for the lack of response, Pokowski had had no choice but to drag his ass down to Center City. Ten minutes more and his Ford was now slithering through narrow streets, a densely packed span of modern and old, lined on either side by gentrified rental apartments and ritzy retail stores with glass façades and imposing front steps. These were not the eighteenth-century row houses he’d have passed in Old City, or the colorful awnings, diverse eateries, and dive bars he’d find in South Philly. Here, the cars parked on the curbs were mostly black, fancy, and foreign. He made his final turn onto Seventh Street and immediately saw a familiar gap in the urban sprawl—a high chain-link fence, running the length of a football field, that outlined his worksite.


His heart beat a little harder as he parked his truck alongside the fence. There was something thrilling about a site at this stage in the development phase. Even though an office building wasn’t exactly the Taj Mahal, the idea that soon something huge and permanent would rise out of the scar of dirt on the other side of the fence, changing the landscape of the city for perhaps centuries to come, was a heady thing to contemplate.


But the feeling was short-lived. As he stepped out of his truck and onto the sidewalk it was hard not to notice that behind the fence there was a palpable lack of dinosaurs—no diggers or excavators or dump trucks, just a long stretch of churned-up dirt lit by various lanterns hanging from orange extension cords.


The dinosaurs had been pulled off the job four days ago—barely a week into the initial foundation dig—and Pokowski couldn’t even hazard a guess as to when they would be back.


He grimaced as he moved along the sidewalk toward the entrance gate a dozen yards down the fence. Of course, he’d had worksites shuttered many times before; no matter how much preparation went in before groundbreaking, issues could always pop up. Sewer problems, electrical complications, even the rare sinkhole that somehow eluded the geological surveys and sonar flyovers, which could translate to weeks of overtime as the teams of engineers figured out a workaround—but there was almost always a workaround. Once, on a project just south of Center City, Pokowski had been on a site that had ground to a stop when a shovel team had uncovered a dead body; that had been a headache and a half, once Philly PD had gotten involved and turned the whole damn place into a crime scene. Pokowski could imagine that plenty of champagne flowed around Apex Development’s head offices when the ME determined the man had OD’d on fentanyl, negating the need for a homicide investigation or a lengthy trial, and the police tape had come down almost as quickly as it had gone up.


But Pokowski knew this situation wasn’t going to be anywhere near as simple to solve. This particular stoppage had nothing to do with sinkholes or dead junkies. Hell, this headache was the sort of thing that could only happen in a handful of places, a rarified list of geographical locations. Center City, Philadelphia, just happened to be one of them.


He reached the gate and drew a key from his belt, but then he realized the lock was already open. Damn—not only had the two idiots left their posts, they hadn’t secured the site on their way out. Anyone could have wandered in. With Pokowski’s luck, a herd of homeless might have already set up a camp by the port-a-potties, and he’d need a court order before he’d get any help from the local PD to get them rousted. He shook his head in anger as he pushed through the gate, and into the wide-open dirt field of his worksite.


A glance toward the village of blue portable lavatories, in the nearest corner of the wide, rectangular field, set his mind a little at ease. But it wasn’t really the port-a-potties that captured his attention as he let the gate shut behind him; his thoughts instinctively followed the makeshift path that ran down the center of the vast site, lit by a string of lanterns hanging from fence posts that had been driven into the thick, upturned dirt.


Thirty feet in, the dimly lit path ended in what looked to be a dark indentation in the dirt; he’d been there the morning that the shovel crew had dug through the four feet of topsoil—and had seen the looks on their faces when the lower ridge of their excavator’s scoop had clanged against something that damn well wasn’t supposed to be there.


He made short work of the dimly lit path, his workboots thudding against the packed dirt as he went. He slowed as he reached the lip of the decline, then lowered himself to the top rung of the short ladder his crew had set up when they’d first realized what they’d found.


The sound his boots made when they hit the flattened-out ground beneath the ladder was decidedly different; even though there was still a thin layer of topsoil, it was obvious that beneath the dirt was something hard, a layer of stone. At first, his crew had assumed it was natural, a bit of limestone that the geological survey had missed or an underground boulder that was angled just right to have confused the sonar. But then Pokowski had given his guys the go-ahead to start scraping away the dirt—and he’d seen, along with the rest of them, that there was nothing natural about what they had found.


The surface beneath this area of their dig site was indeed stone, but not a single, sheer layer, like he would have expected. It was made up of what appeared to be small, polished individual stones, that had been cobbled together with some sort of mortar he was not familiar with. Breaking protocol, Pokowski had been curious enough to turn one of his drill teams loose on a section of the mortared stones; when they’d suddenly broken through to some sort of underground cavern, Pokowski had realized they’d found something well beyond his pay grade.


Then again, a cobbled-up cavern that wasn’t supposed to be there, on its own, probably wouldn’t have been enough to shut down a worksite that was conservatively costing Apex three hundred thousand dollars a day. But then Pokowski’s geological engineers had climbed down through the hole his drill team had cut into the stones, then come back up with wide eyes and gaping jaws—and Pokowski knew his life was about to get complicated.


Eight hours later, an entire battalion of PhDs from the city’s Historical Heritage Foundation had been trampling through his worksite, sporting notebooks and digital cameras, looking like kids on Christmas morning.


Now, standing at the edge of the cobblestones, Pokowski peered through the darkened opening, which his crew had carved into a shape resembling a manhole and outfitted with a steel-runged ladder. He shook his head again. Twenty years on the job, he’d never had a stoppage caused by an archeological find. Although he himself hadn’t been down into the hole—the Heritage wonks had made it exceedingly clear that nobody was to set foot in what was now the property of the City of Philadelphia—he’d been told that it was going to make national news when the HHF finally released their findings, and photos, to the media.


As he stood there, in the dim light of the lanterns, and looked at that inviting, gaping manhole—Pokowski had to admit he was a little curious. He wondered if Teddy and Lucas had maybe gotten a little curious themselves. Had a few drinks at one of the after-hours places then stumbled back, setting off the proximity alarms, and climbed down to take a look.


Pokowski leaned his head down toward the opening and listened. He didn’t hear anyone mucking about down there, but that didn’t really mean anything. From the amount of time the HHF folks had spent down the bottom of that ladder, he was pretty sure whatever was there was more extensive than a single cobblestone cavern.


He rubbed his jaw, then decided he might as well check it out. He was, after all, head site manager. A mouthful like that had to come with some level of discretion, didn’t it?


He heaved himself over the edge and started down the ladder.
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It wasn’t until Pokowski stepped off the last rung that he realized the floor of the cavern was made of the same cobblestone as the ceiling, now a good eight feet above his head. It took him a moment to find the switch for the string of electric torches his engineers had strung in random twists along the walls. As the dim orange light flickered through the space, Pokowski saw immediately that whoever had constructed the cavern had been skilled, careful, and precise. The walls had been mortared together with very few gaps, and the handful of wooden beams and cross boarded rafters that held the ceiling up had been lacquered in some sort of preservative. Even after being sealed up for an incredible length of time, they had barely warped, certainly not enough to have given the structural engineers who had first climbed down here any real concerns about the place caving in.


It was a strange feeling, stepping forward into a place that had been sealed up for what the HHF wonks figured were more than two and a half centuries. When someone had last strolled across these stones, names like Washington and Jefferson weren’t simply embedded on street signs or splashed through the pages of history books. This place was history. Even in Philadelphia, finding a perfectly preserved structure from the Revolutionary War era was nearly unheard of. The last thing the HHF could compare the discovery to was when a demolition of a bank building on Fifty-Third Street had revealed a vault dating back to the turn of the twentieth century, still containing three saddle bags filled with banknotes.


One step forward into the cavern, and Pokowski could tell that the HHF had stumbled onto something much more exciting than a money-filled vault.


The walls on either side of him were lined with wooden shelves, the wood held together by the same shiny preservative that coated the main beams. The lowest shelves were mainly taken up by books—thick volumes, many with gilded covers that might have been lined with silver and gold. He couldn’t quite make out the titles in the dim lighting, but he wasn’t interested enough in the reading material of the time to take a closer look. More interesting were the items on the higher shelves. Glass jars, beakers, and test tubes, interspersed with devices that looked like old-fashioned scales, oil lamps, and mechanical objects he couldn’t begin to identify. He recognized gears and hand cranks, but could not imagine what the various machines were used for, or what they were doing in this underground cavern—


His thoughts paused as he heard a noise from directly ahead—some sort of shuffling sound, perhaps workboots against the cobbled floor. He peered forward and saw that the cavern he was in curved to the right, into what appeared to be a narrow hallway.


“Lucas? Teddy? You morons down here?”


Maybe he was being a little harsh, but he knew how much trouble he himself would get into if the HHF figured out that he had been poking around in their sandbox. Lucas and Teddy were looking at a quick firing, possibly even a citation for trespassing.


To Pokowski’s surprise, there was no answer from up ahead. He took a breath, tasting musty air, and started forward. Four steps, and he’d crossed the cavern and entered the hallway, which ran several more yards, then turned a sharp corner into what looked like an open space, maybe twice as big as the one he had just come from. As he reached the threshold, he noticed that the room was significantly darker than the one he had just moved through. Though the electric torches continued along the walls on either side, it appeared that a number of the bulbs toward the far end of the room had either blown out or been unscrewed.


As he crossed into the large space, it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. There were more shelves on either side, piled high with more devices, and he got the immediate feeling that this was some sort of laboratory. He hadn’t been a great student in middle school and he didn’t know much about Revolutionary times. Muskets and cannons and crap like that; did they even have scientists yet? Wasn’t it an era still dominated by things like witchcraft and astrology?


He took another step forward, searching ahead for the two security guards. Beyond the shelves, he began to see more objects he couldn’t identify: more mechanical-looking machines, some quite large, with gears and levers and sporting hand cranks and foot pedals. But his attention quickly shifted from the devices to three much more recognizable objects at the very far end of the room. Three heavy wooden chairs, facing him. One more step deeper into the darkened space—then he realized the chairs on the ends were occupied.


He immediately recognized Lucas, on the chair to the far left. The young grad student turned security guard was sitting straight up against the wood, his wide shoulders back and his arms resting on the chair’s thick armrests. He was in his uniform, which looked starched and clean, and the badge on his shirt glinted in the sparse light. But above his collar, his face looked—wrong. His blue eyes were open, wide, as was his mouth. But even from a distance, Pokowski could see that his skin was abnormally pale. Almost white, like porcelain.


Pokowski’s gaze shifted to the other occupied chair. Even with the uniform, it took Pokowski an extra second to recognize Teddy. The kid was also upright against the wood, arms against the armrests. But where Lucas’s face was abnormally white, Teddy’s face was—


“Christ,” Pokowski gasped, stumbling backward. Before he could turn and run, something moved toward him incredibly fast. He felt an arm twist around his neck and then he lost his footing. The arm tightened around his throat, cutting off his blood supply, and for a moment the room darkened. He felt himself being dragged forward, his 180-pound frame nothing more than a bag of feathers.


A moment later, he was shoved backward into the empty seat between the two security guards. His arms were yanked behind his back, twisted at an odd and excruciating angle, then bound together at the wrists by something that felt like wire. He struggled, but he was pinned to the chair by his arms, and even the most minor motion caused the wires to dig into his skin.


The figure came around in front of him. It was a man, indeterminate age, thin, angular, with high, bony cheekbones. The man’s skin was almost translucent, and his blond hair was thinning and perfectly cut; it appeared the effort of dragging Pokowski across the underground chamber hadn’t displaced a single strand.


The man straightened the sleeves of his impeccably cut, sky-blue suit, then cocked his head to one side. “Mr. Pokowski?”


Pokowski looked at the man, bewildered. His arms were killing him, and his chest was heaving against the coffee stain painting the plaid of his shirt.


“Your colleagues were kind enough to inform me that you’d be stopping by, when they were unable to check in.”


Pokowski swallowed, feeling the bruises rising around his throat from the man’s obviously practiced chokehold. “Who are you?”


“Not really relevant. It’s much more important who you are. You see, your colleagues were unable to provide me with the information that I need. Not for lack of trying—they were quite agreeable chaps—after a fashion.”


Pokowski glanced toward Lucas, to his right. The Canadian wasn’t moving, and his skin seemed even more glassy and pale up close. Pokowski shifted to his left, toward Teddy—but stopped himself before his gaze settled on the poor kid’s face.


“Stay with me,” the thin man in the suit continued. “As I said, I need information. It’s really quite simple. Two days ago, an engraving made its way to a pawnshop not three blocks from your worksite. This engraving was very intriguing to my employers.”


The man reached into his suit jacket and removed a photograph. Pokowski squinted to get a better look. It was black-and-white, a picture of a picture—the engraving, he assumed. It showed two men in some sort of workshop. On a table between the men were two objects; even in a photograph of an engraving, the objects were easily recognizable.


A kite. And a key.


At least one of the men in the photo was also familiar, maybe both. But Pokowski was finding it hard to concentrate on something he might have learned about in seventh grade, while tied to a chair between two dead bodies.


“I don’t know anything about that,” he finally murmured.


“No, I wouldn’t expect you would.”


The man put the photograph back into his jacket.


“I spent some quality time with the owner of the pawnshop, but unfortunately the man wasn’t helpful at all. Not entirely his fault; an octogenarian, half-blind. He couldn’t give me much to go on as to the identity of the individual who had sold him the engraving. But he had confirmed that the seller had in his possession a number of remarkable items that might be of similar appeal to my benefactors.”


The man turned, casting a gaze over the shelves loaded with artifacts behind him.


“A minor bit of detective work brought me here, to this… place. A mid-eighteenth-century laboratory accidentally unearthed by your excavators, just a few miles from the old man and his pawnshop. Seemed like a likely place to start, don’t you think?”


The man’s eyes settled on an odd, rather large piece of equipment standing next to the shelf; it was some sort of machine, made mostly of wood, about four feet high. The base was an oversized pedestal, on top of which sat a round glass ball, the size and shape of a fishbowl. The ball sat on a cushion of what appeared to be rough felt; above it, a complex system of gears connected to a pair of pulleys, which ran all the way down to the ground, where Pokowski noticed an oversized foot pedal. Next to the pedal, a pair of what appeared to be long metal needles ran from the machine to a series of glass panels, which were hanging by strings from a strange copper rack. On the other side of the panels was another long needle, attached to a length of thin copper wire.


“It’s quite an exquisite piece, don’t you think? According to my employers, who were intrigued by the photos I forwarded them before you arrived, it’s an electrostatic generator, attached to a series of modified Leyden jars. Circa 1750. It was a marvel of the time period.”


The man stepped toward the machine and returned holding the long needle. The copper wire snaked out behind him as he approached Pokowski’s chair. Pokowski noticed that the base of the needle where the man gripped it tightly was covered in some sort of dark rubber.


“Though it seems rudimentary today, this device represented a groundbreaking advancement in man’s mastery of his environment. Static electricity was generated, and then captured, through conduction into glass batteries. You wouldn’t think so from looking at it, but this device is capable of generating ten times the voltage of your average commercial electrical socket.”


He held the needle in front of him, turning it in his hand.


“At the time, it was used mostly for parlor tricks. ‘Electrical fire,’ they called it, scientific advancement in the form of a magician’s act. In the court of Louis XIV, a hundred and eighty soldiers standing in a line, holding hands, were made to jump into the air from a single, small charge. Game birds were regularly killed and cooked, for audiences in the dozens. Giant sparks lit up darkened theaters, to grandiose applause.”


The man seemed to smirk, as he turned the tip of the needle toward Pokowski.


“Trivial applications of such a powerful invention, in my opinion. But it’s not the brush that creates great art; it’s the hand that holds it.”


Pokowski stared at that needle, hanging just a few feet in front of where he was pinned to the chair. He felt his throat constricting.


“What do you want from me?” he pleaded. “I don’t know anything about any pawnshop.”


“But you do know who might have had access to this place. You could give me a list of names, likely threads to follow. Access to employee files, current addresses.”


“I’ll tell you anything you want,” Pokowski blurted, still staring at that needle.


The man paused. But the smirk remained, as he lifted a foot and placed it on the pedal at the base of the electrostatic device. He gave it a single pump, and Pokowski’s gaze shot to the glass ball, which had begun to spin.


There was a sizzling sound, and Pokowski felt the hair on his arms rise. Suddenly the man was moving forward, the needle shifting toward Pokowski’s face.


“Wait,” Pokowski said. “I said I’ll tell you everything!”


“I’m sure you will,” the man said, but the needle kept moving closer.


Pokowski squirmed against the chair. His arms fought against the wire, which dug into his wrists. He arched back, but the needle was now only inches from his face. He turned his head to the side. Despite himself, he was looking right at Teddy, and now he couldn’t avoid seeing the poor kid’s face. Unlike Lucas’s, the kid’s skin was bright red, a color that reminded Pokowski of a boiled lobster, or maybe the way the sun might look, in an hour or two, when the first flecks of dawn woke the city above this damn cavern, or laboratory, or tomb. Bright red, even more so than the kid’s rigid, open mouth. But Teddy’s skin wasn’t the worst part. The worst part—his eyes.


Teddy’s eyes were no longer in their sockets. They were hanging, lifeless, down against his cheeks, from the burned, tangled cords of his optic nerves.


Pokowski started to scream, but the needle was already arcing toward his chin. A second later, his entire world went white.















CHAPTER TWO



Two hours later and three hundred miles north, Special Agent Zack Lindwell leaned against the cool stone of one of a half dozen Corinthian columns framing a side courtyard of the Massachusetts State House—one of the most imposing buildings in the Commonwealth, situated near the peak of Beacon Hill, across from the bucolic calm of the iron-gated Boston Commons. Zack breathed in the crisp early-morning air; his chest still felt tight, a sensation that he tried his best to ignore.


It didn’t do him any good to dwell on what he had experienced not twenty hours earlier. When he blinked, he was still lying on the deck of a 225-year-old sailing ship, his entire body paralyzed as he slowly suffocated from a paralytic poison that had been injected into his arm by a killer with long sable hair and high heels. He shook his head and tried to focus on the present, but he couldn’t go a minute without those thoughts creeping back in. Still, it wasn’t going to do him any good to dwell on what might have happened, what almost happened—what didn’t happen.


Because he had, indeed, survived, and the moment on the sailing ship hadn’t been the end of an investigation: It was the beginning. Which was why he was standing in this courtyard, beneath the shadow of the State House’s famous gilded dome, an address he had visited numerous times in his capacity as the head of the Art Crimes Division of the FBI’s Boston Field Office.


Although the two-story red brick façade of what was likely Charles Bulfinch’s crowning accomplishment was an impressive example of the Federal style, it wasn’t the architecture that had drawn Zack to this address again and again over the years. He had come for the art—paintings, sculptures, rare artifacts—inside the marbled halls crisscrossing the nineteenth-century seat of local government. The State House had one of the oldest public collections in the country, with over three hundred works dating back to the Revolutionary Era, and it had many times been a target for thieves both opportunistic and sophisticated.


In the 1970s, a band of criminals had attempted to make away with the Abraham Lincoln portrait in the Doric Hall, the former main entrance to the building that was now mostly a museum; they had nearly made it to the grand ceremonial front doors, reserved for visiting presidents and foreign heads of state, when a passing state trooper had noticed their getaway van parked down Beacon Street.


A decade and a half later, a page from the 1629 Massachusetts Bay Company Charter was successfully taken from the basement of the main building in a brazen, daytime heist; luckily, the artifact was recovered seven months later, by accident, in a raid on a local drug dealer’s home—the priceless piece of history found just sitting in a cardboard box, next to used needles and other drug paraphernalia.


Nearly every decade since, attempts had been made on the various portraits and sculptures dating back to the late eighteenth century. Zack himself had investigated two such incidents: He’d recovered a bust of George Washington that had been pilfered from a third-floor conference room by someone in the State House cleaning service, as well as a drawer full of Revere silverware that had disappeared after a governor’s dinner not six years before. Zack could still remember the chills he’d felt seeing the sweeping initials—P.R.—carved into the spoons and knives when he’d intercepted and cracked open a packing crate on the cargo belt at Logan International, just minutes before it was about to be loaded onto a flight leaving for Europe. The silverware had not been anywhere near as valuable as the missing page from the Massachusetts Bay Charter, but the near disappearance of something as lowly as a fork, crafted by one of the most famous figures in American history, had reminded Zack of why he’d chosen to dedicate his adult life to chasing art thieves. That piece of silverware was more than its simple, artfully molded curves; it was a—however small—piece in the chain of human creativity, and its value went beyond whatever it might bring at auction or in whatever black market bazaar it might have eventually ended up in.


It wasn’t merely the thought of a valuable artifact being stolen that disturbed Zack to his core; he knew, better than most, that the vast majority of stolen art was never recovered. Only 5 percent of works taken from museums, private collections, or public spaces such as the State House was ever seen again, which meant that a theft of a famous painting or sculpture, or even a fork signed by Paul Revere, wasn’t just an ordinary crime, like a bank robbery or a mugging; it was an offense against history itself.


Zack pushed off the stone column and stepped forward into the courtyard, wearing a grim look that had nothing to do with his weakened physical state. The place was deserted, not only because of the early hour but because it was ostensibly still a crime scene, one that had nothing to do with stolen silverware. There were six police cruisers parked a dozen yards behind him along Beacon, and at least ten officers were still milling about inside the building and beneath the scaffolding that rose up along Bowdoin Street, on the other side of the golden dome.


A crime scene, though it wasn’t even entirely clear that any crime had actually occurred, at least anywhere near the courtyard where Zack was standing. He’d listened to the chatter on the police band in his car as he drove over from the hospital, where he’d been kept for observation since he’d been taken from the sailing ship, now docked in the Charlestown Navy Yard. It was obvious that the officers on the scene were running blind. The initial incident that had brought the lights and sirens—a gunshot reported by neighbors a few blocks away, at the corner of Mt. Vernon Street and Acorn—had begun the confusion; instead of shell casings and bullet holes, the officers had found the remains of a shattered gas lamp and evidence of the strangest caliber of ammunition any of them had ever seen. Not a bullet, but a lead musket ball that had apparently been fired by a Revolutionary Era pistol, shattered pieces of which were still strewn about the cobbled street corner.


In quick succession, the reports of the musket shot had been coupled with an even more alarming call: An elderly woman in a third-floor apartment directly across Bowdoin Street from the back of the State House had been washing her hair at around four a.m., when she was certain she’d seen someone fall off the side of the building—from right below the edge of the golden dome.


The officers had indeed found blood, but no body, on the stones of a courtyard similar to the one where Zack stood; forensic teams had been going over the area for many hours now, with little results.


An antique musket fired at a streetlamp in a quiet corner of Beacon Hill and a jumper from the dome atop the State House might not have brought a dozen cops and a full forensic team to the State House steps. It certainly wouldn’t have warranted a visit from an FBI agent. But after what Zack had seen over the past two days, he didn’t fault the Boston Police Department for reacting zealously to the incoming reports. A dead body tied to a chair at the Encore casino in Everett, then two more corpses found lying prone in a warehouse in South Boston, followed by incidents at three major historical landmarks spread across the city: the Bunker Hill Monument, the Boston Tea Party Museum, and finally, the USS Constitution, the famous former warship and floating museum. Zack himself had been assaulted there while trying to protect the two prime suspects linking all the crime scenes together. It was as complex a case as he’d ever encountered. And all of it was somehow linked to the biggest unsolved art heist in history.


Zack shook his head as he took another step into the courtyard, then focused his gaze on the object that dominated the center of the stone space ahead of him. Not a painting, certainly not one of the eleven paintings that had been lifted from the Gardner Museum over thirty years before and never recovered—Zack had spent the previous two days shadowing the BPD as they stumbled from crime scene to crime scene, chasing hints that the missing artwork might finally surface. The object in front of him wasn’t stolen art at all; it was a bell. Not just any bell, but a perfectly crafted replica of the Liberty Bell, one of fifty that had been sent to each and every state as part of a fundraising project back in the 1950s. Crafted to the exact specifications of the actual Liberty Bell, which was still housed near the tower in the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia, the 280-pound bronze instrument had originally sat prominently near the front entrance to the Massachusetts State House. But after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the replica bell had been relegated to this side courtyard, where it had gone mostly unnoticed in the ensuing decades.


Certainly, nobody had tried to steal the hefty object, and under normal circumstances Zack would have had little reason to care about a replica bell with little appeal to the sort of thieves he’d made his career apprehending. But these weren’t normal circumstances, and Zack might have found himself in this same spot, in the shadow of the golden dome, even if the BPD hadn’t gotten calls of fired muskets and falling bodies.


He took another step—then paused, noticing immediately that something was wrong. The bell, he knew, was supposed to be a perfect replica of the original bell, down to the consistency of the bronze used in the mold and the mathematical curve of its sides; but he also knew that one aspect of the original was not supposed to have been copied. And yet here—


“It’s cracked,” he heard himself say, out loud, because it made no sense.


The crack ran right up the middle of the bell from its bottom edge, exactly as he’d remembered seeing in photos. He had no way of knowing how long the crack had been there, or if it was somehow related to the events of the night before. Could something like that have happened naturally, the result of age, or faulty design, or the difficult Boston weather? Surely, someone would have noticed such a thing, and reported it to the State House staff—something Zack would be able to check when he returned to his office.


He continued forward again, until he was right in front of the Bell, which seemed even larger up close. Then he slowly lowered himself to his knees. The motion hurt—his body still felt stiff from his brush with the paralytic, but his curiosity consumed him, making it hard to think about anything else. He lowered his head until he could look under the bottom lip of the bell—


And there it was, hanging as if it had been designed specifically for the job, the bronze clapper. He knew he should have gone back to his car for evidence gloves, but he couldn’t control himself. He carefully reached up into the bell and found where the clapper was fastened to a hook at its center, then gently removed the object and brought it out from under the curved sides of the instrument.


It was heavy and thick, at least a foot long. The surface was smooth but looked very old, much older than the replica in front of him. He placed it delicately on the stone floor of the courtyard and then turned it to the side. There, clearly written across the bronze:


“Proclaim Liberty.”


Zack breathed hard, his cheeks warming. So he had seen it right; lying there on the deck of the USS Constitution, in the mayhem around him—he’d seen that same clapper, lying in a box that appeared to have been made of gold, sporting that same broken phrase: Proclaim Liberty.


“You gotta be kidding me,” a guttural voice suddenly broke from behind Zack in the courtyard.


Zack didn’t need to turn around to know it was Marsh, the burly, pug-nosed detective who had been leading the case for the BPD since the first body had been found. Marsh’s voice had a tinge of violence to it, which seemed even more grating at such an early hour. Zack figured he should cut the man some slack; they had both been going straight for a long time, with little to show for their efforts. What had begun for Zack as an investigation into those long-lost paintings had morphed into a tour of the city’s historic landmarks, always on the heels of the pair of fugitives who seemed to be leaving so much mayhem in their wake.


Marsh thought the fugitives—a young woman with a troubled past, and an ex-con who favored denim and had just matriculated from a five-year stint at MCI-Shirley for a series of bank jobs—had left a trail of dead bodies across his city and was angry enough by now that any trace of the perpetually suffering police grunt’s objectivity had long since evaporated. But Zack had already begun seeing the case through a much more nuanced lens, even before the young woman had saved his life on the deck of the Constitution.


“What, they took time off from their killing spree to try and steal a bell?” Marsh grunted.


Zack shook his head. He didn’t believe Hailey Gordon and Nick Patterson had killed anyone; they had been intimately involved with the stolen artwork from the Gardner, but the trail of bodies had been the work of the people chasing them. Hailey and Nick might have been thieves, or thief-adjacent, but they weren’t killers. He also knew Marsh wasn’t the sort of cop who got nuance.


“They didn’t come here to steal the bell,” Zack said, his back still to the detective. “Just to ring it.”


Zack could feel Marsh staring at him, but he didn’t say more. He didn’t know what he could have said, certainly nothing that would have made sense to the detective. He hadn’t made sense of it to himself yet. He took the bronze clapper in his hands and slowly rose to his feet.


Marsh looked at the thing in his hands, and the rolls of his thick, jowly face hunched together. “That some sort of evidence?”


Zack didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure. The bell, the clapper—they were somehow connected to whatever Hailey and Nick were after. Pieces in a puzzle, brushstrokes of a painting still unrevealed.


Without a word, Zack moved across the courtyard, passing the confused detective. Marsh was a blunt instrument; he wasn’t the type to care about the bigger picture. His goal was to bludgeon his way to an arrest. For Zack, an arrest was almost always besides the point. He hadn’t dedicated his life to solving art crimes to catch criminals.


For Zack, it was always about the bigger picture. Recovering art before it was lost forever, restoring the links in the chain of human creativity before it was irrevocably broken.


He had gotten involved in this case because of the missing Gardner paintings, but he was certain the puzzle in front of him, the painting waiting for his brush strokes, was something even more valuable, and more important, than solving the biggest art heist in history.















CHAPTER THREE



The needle was at least three inches long, glistening steel that flashed even in the dim light of the windowless storage room. Small bore, tapered to a frighteningly sharp point, trailing a dangling twist of antiseptic thread that spun behind like the string and ribbons of a kite caught in a turbulent wind. The needle hovered for a moment above the bare skin of Nick Patterson’s shoulder, held not unmenacingly between the rubber-gloved fingers of a trash-can-shaped man with a thicket of dark, curly hair and five days of scruff. Then it descended in a sudden, vicious arc.


“Ouch,” Nick spat.


The man grinned, as he began suturing the four-inch wound that ran from Nick’s upper delt almost to the bottom ridge of his trapezius.


“I told you this would hurt you way more than it would hurt me. Next time try and have them shoot you in the leg. Lots more skin to work with.”


Hailey Gordon winced as much from the man’s thick Boston accent as from watching his work with the needle. She was only a few feet away, perched on a metal stool she’d found in a corner of the cramped space. The man with the needle sat on a similar stool; only Nick was enjoying the first-class accommodations of a half-reclined dental chair, its dark green vinyl bristling with chrome knobs and levers. There was even a spit sink next to him, which was now filled with bloody gauze and used medical tape.


“Your bedside manner leaves a lot to be desired,” Nick grunted, as the needle went back and forth through his skin, slowly sealing up the wound.


“That’s why I became a dentist and not a doctor. Everyone assumes we’re sadists. Hell, it would be a disappointment if I didn’t act like an asshole.”


“Not much risk of that,” Nick said.


“Hey, nobody’s tried to put a bullet in me. You’ve been outside, what, two weeks? And already someone’s been using you for target practice.”


After a quick glance at Nick’s six-foot-two frame sprawled out on the dental chair, Hailey winced again. Nick had been bruised and battered over the past two days to a point that would have broken most men; the bullet that had grazed his shoulder was only the most visible of his injuries, the one that had needed immediate attention. His head was wrapped with a strip of bandage, and one of his ribs was at least bruised, possibly cracked. Under better circumstances, she’d be checking him in to a hospital right now, not listening to the dropped consonants and overblown vowels of a “stitchman,” as Nick had referred to him, in a basement storage room beneath a dental office tucked into a nondescript alley in Dorchester. One of the few stretches of the south side of the city that had somehow avoided gentrification, which made it a relatively safe place. Or safe enough, Nick had told her, when he’d finally agreed to deal with his shoulder before continuing down the rabbit hole.


Hailey was pretty sure that even for Nick, their hunt for answers was no longer just about money. At first, sure, they had both been after a quick and easy score. He had been trying to fence the stolen Gardner art, eleven paintings worth half a billion dollars that his associates had tucked away in a warehouse in Southie, not more than a few blocks from where they were now. She had stumbled into the scheme while running from casino security after card-counting her way through the Encore’s blackjack pit. And she had gone along for the ride because it had seemed like the right thing to do. Well, maybe not “right” in the mainstream, philosophical sense of the word, but as someone who’d been on her own since the age of twelve, living under a fake name in a carefully constructed false reality, she didn’t exactly function within the traditional conceptions of morality.


But compared to Nick, she was a choir girl; she pulled off cons, but he was actually a con, an ex-con, recently released from prison and right back to the same playground that had landed him behind bars in the first place. The only surprising thing about Nick had been what had happened after their easy score had fallen apart, after their attempts to sell the stolen artwork had led them into a mystery spiraling backward 250 years, a trail of dead bodies piling up behind them as they chased that secret down Boston’s Freedom Trail with trained killers on their heels.


As Hailey had grown more determined to find answers to what was really going on—what was valuable enough that it had inspired the Gardner theft, a series of murders across the city, and, in some ways, the historical events that had led to the Revolutionary War itself—Nick had been the one suddenly along for the ride. He could have left her on her own multiple times, which might have been the smart thing to do, but he seemed equally determined to see this through. Maybe he still had his eyes on the value of what they were seeking—incalculable wealth, world-changing power—but Hailey believed that Nick was as much in this for her as he was for whatever score they could get.


Which meant she now felt a sense of responsibility beyond whatever other feelings were building inside her. As they’d made their way out of Beacon Hill the night before, weaving between the gas lamps and the early-morning joggers that skirted along the edges of the Commons, Nick had started to flag behind—and Hailey had immediately suggested a stop at the nearest emergency room. But Nick had been against the idea; they were probably the two most sought-after fugitives in the city, and there would certainly be police officers wandering the halls of Mass General or Boston City Hospital. It was then that Nick had volunteered the address of his old acquaintance, Micky Carpenter, DDS. A burly man in scrubs working out of a basement in Dorchester, who had greeted them at the door upstairs, bleary-eyed and not at all thrilled to be awoken at such an early hour.


“Thought you were still inside,” was all he’d said, before he let Nick and Hailey into the first floor of his office. It was little more than a reception desk and a single dental chair as scuffed and weathered as the one in the basement that Nick now occupied.


“Been out a couple of weeks,” Nick had responded.


Micky had hit them with a mild smile. “You work fast.” And then: “You got cash?”


Once downstairs, it had taken the stitchman less than ten minutes to assess Nick’s injuries, shoot him up with an antibiotic and a mild painkiller, and hook up a bag of saline to his uninjured arm. Nick wasn’t going to be as good as new, Micky had told them, but as good as he could get in the storage room of a dental office in Dorchester.


As she watched the man work the last few stitches into the skin of Nick’s shoulder, and listened to their banter, it was obvious to Hailey that this wasn’t the first time Nick had made use of Micky and his underground “facility”; she’d seen enough movies to know that this sort of place existed—but still it unnerved her: the harshness of the setting, the thick scent of antiseptics, sweat, and blood, the clutter around her, shelves lined with medical supplies, a garbage can full of used bandages, thread, and gauze. Forty-eight hours ago she was an MIT grad student in applied math, with an apartment in Central Square, a roommate, and a full course load. She might have supported herself through card-counting, and she’d only called herself Hailey Gordon as long as she cared to remember—but her life had been comfortable, if not simple.


All that was over, and now she and Nick were being sought after by the police, the FBI—and worse. Getting arrested in a hospital emergency room might have been the safest outcome they could hope for, at the moment. And in truth, multiple times over the past two days Hailey had considered them turning themselves in. But she also knew that being arrested didn’t just mean potential jail time—at the very least for being involved with trying to sell stolen art; it would also mean the end to their quest.


Even in that basement storage room, she could still hear the sound of that replica Liberty Bell ringing in the back of her thoughts, the rising waves of that strange tone reverberating through her very bones. She could see the lead musket balls that Nick had held in his hand—for a brief moment, shifting in color, in chemical structure, to something else. Shiny, smooth, glinting even in the low light.


Gold.


And almost before she could truly believe that it had actually happened, that a bell had been the alchemical device known in historical literature as the philosopher’s stone—the moment had disappeared, the power of that sound had waned and dissipated, the musket balls had suddenly shifted back to nothing but cold, dark lead. Revere’s last bell—the Liberty Bell, despite what the history books had told generations of readers—had not been the culmination of his scientific journey, his own quest to build the most powerful device in human history. His last bell had been an experiment, a proof of concept, and, in the end, a failure.


But Hailey was certain that failure was not the end of the story; she only had to open her handbag, which was sitting next to her stool on the cement floor of the storage room, to see the golden box she’d found hidden on the USS Constitution, to know that Revere’s experimentation had not ended with that odd- if not awful-sounding bell. From she who made the box. The secret was still out there, somewhere; the philosopher’s stone existed, hidden away for centuries, and though Hailey and Nick had reached what appeared to be a dead end in that courtyard of the Massachusetts State House, the trail was not entirely cold.


As Micky finished tying off the stitches and stepped back from the dental chair, Hailey could see in Nick’s eyes that he was just as determined as she was to keep chasing. He started to swing his legs over the side of the chair, when Micky put a gloved hand on his chest.


“Hold on, Nick. You lost a fair amount of blood and my stitches are good, but you tear them out before you heal and you aren’t getting a refund.”


Nick didn’t put up much of a struggle, and Hailey could see how pale his cheeks were.


“He’s right,” she said. “You need to rest. At least for a few hours.”


She looked around the room. It was small, sketchy, and a bit worn down, but it didn’t look like it got much traffic.


“What about here?”


Micky grinned. “Accommodations like this don’t come cheap.”


Hailey leaned down and opened her handbag. She could feel Micky’s eyes widen as she dug into the pile of yellow casino chips. No doubt, he knew what they were. His expression had changed to something hungry. But then Hailey glanced toward Nick, whose own expression had changed. A warning, which Micky seemed to understand, because he raised his hands, palms out, and backed up a step. Then he did some calculating.


“A thousand for the medical care, another five hundred for the room. But you’re both gone by sundown tonight. And no wrestling matches. I have to keep the place relatively sterile.”


Hailey rolled her eyes, as she counted out the chips. “Does he look like he’s in any condition to wrestle? Anyway, it’s just going to be Nick. I have somewhere I need to be.”


Nick started up again from the chair. “It’s my area of expertise,” he grunted. Then he paused, the exertion obviously affecting him.


Hailey shook her head, as she handed the chips to Micky. “We don’t have any choice. And it’s not a bank, it’s a museum. I think I’m capable of getting inside a museum.”


Micky was watching the exchange, and then he got that hungry look again. “Maybe I can help. I mean, that is, if you’re so inclined.”


He looked toward Hailey’s handbag. When Hailey finally nodded, Micky’s grin doubled in size.


“Really is good to see you again, Nick. You’re fast becoming my favorite customer. Keep this up, and I’ll throw in a couple of crowns—on the house.”















CHAPTER FOUR



The trip over to Charlestown had been much quicker and easier than Hailey had anticipated; in exchange for a couple of green casino chips added to the yellows and blacks he’d already acquired, Micky had been happy to shuttle her in his beat-up Buick, which had been parked in the alley behind the dental office. Along the short, twenty-minute drive, the muscular dentist had filled Hailey in a bit more about his relationship with Nick, whom he’d known for more than a decade and had fixed up a half dozen times over the years. Up until today, minor cuts and bruises: broken glass from climbing through windows, a twisted ankle from falling off a warehouse roof a couple years before he got locked up, and once, the removal of a half an inch of barbed wire that had gotten lodged under Nick’s palm during a getaway that hadn’t gone as smoothly as he had planned. Micky claimed to have a soft spot for Nick—compared to some of the animals from the neighborhood that he’d worked on, Nick was nearly a saint. A saint with sticky fingers, sure, but—according to Micky—he didn’t have a violent bone in his body. “A lover, not a fighter,” Micky had expounded, fishing with a wink. When Hailey didn’t respond, he kept on talking—and didn’t quiet down until they were only a few blocks from the Navy Yard, and he saw all the flashing red and blue lights.


Hailey had expected a police presence, so near the scene of the previous night’s action, but she hadn’t counted on such a huge operation. As their Buick drifted closer, she counted a dozen police cars and at least three Coast Guard vehicles, acting as support for a pair of boats still making circles beyond the docks jutting out from the edge of the Yard. She couldn’t tell if there were divers in the water, but she could guess that they’d spent the better part of the night searching the murky harbor for the dark-haired woman’s body—or what was left of it—and for the artifact she’d held in her hands when she’d gone over the side of the Constitution. Assuredly, the FBI agent had told the police officers and the Coast Guard about the bronze eagle, which meant they’d spend as many resources as necessary to retrieve whatever bits of it might have survived getting hit, head-on, by cannon fire.


“A beauty, ain’t it?” Micky said, as they turned onto a side street just a block away from the police operation. It took Hailey a moment to realize he wasn’t talking about all the flashing lights, but the tall triple masts rising up above the buildings to their right, casting moonlit shadows toward the roiling harbor. “Went aboard with my nephew last summer. You know they still take the thing out into the ocean a few times a year? Have a crew, and everything. Even the damn cannons still work.”


Hailey’s cheeks flushed, but she simply pointed toward the curb. “This is close enough.”


She wasn’t focused on the ship but on a low, rectangular three-story building that squatted a few dozen yards away, one of the original shipyard buildings that had been restored in the 1970s. She’d done a little research on Micky’s laptop computer in his dental office before they’d left Nick, sleeping off his painkillers, in the basement; she knew the building had once housed a pump system before it had been refitted for the constant flux of tourists that had been flocking to Pier 2 since the Constitution had been opened to the public many decades before.


Once Micky had put the Buick in park, Hailey steeled herself and reached for the door handle.


“Ten minutes, tops. Keep the engine running.”


Her own voice sounded strange in her head; it was like her cadence had changed to fit the circumstances. This really was more Nick’s wheelhouse; as a card counter and a sometime conwoman, she used math to beat the system, her brain to take money from faceless organizations like casinos, and her cunning and craftsmanship to trick institutions like MIT. She didn’t break into places and steal things. Even though at this moment, all she was trying to steal was information, but she knew she was crossing a line.


It didn’t help that she was dressed for the part. The uniform that Micky had provided, after a fair amount of negotiation, was a little loose on the legs and felt rough against her shoulders and back. And the shirt and dark jacket were surprisingly heavy, which probably had more to do with the shiny buttons and badge affixed to the front.


“If we’d had more time,” Micky had said, looking her over, “we could have driven up to my storage unit in Wilmington and made you a statie. The fit is a lot more comfortable and nobody ever questions a statie. But this should work.”


Hailey hoped he was right. To her inexperienced eyes, the BPD desk sergeant’s uniform Micky had provided seemed authentic. Another cop might wonder why a desk sergeant was out in the field, but no civilian would question a woman wearing blue and a badge. And Hailey had certainly worn her fair share of costumes before. She’d hit casinos in tight skirts and wigs, doctor’s coats and scrubs, business suits, and a multitude of athletic gear. She’d even once dressed as a Vegas magician’s assistant, all sequins and sparkles.


She’d never tried law enforcement before, because just putting on the uniform was technically a crime. But, she knew, by now she was well past “technical” crimes.


“Ten minutes,” she stressed again.


And then she headed for the museum entrance.
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The irony was not lost on Hailey as the bored security guard with the peach fuzz mustache buzzed her in through the side door of the USS Constitution Museum, which took up much of the first quarter of Pier 2. Micky had been right; the guard hadn’t questioned the appearance of a cop during the predawn hour. Even if they hadn’t been a stone’s throw from an active crime scene, nobody looked twice when someone showed a badge and used a stern voice. And no doubt officers had been in and out of the museum all night, checking to see if what had gone down on the deck of the Constitution had somehow bled over to the nearby museum.


Still, Hailey was trembling as she made short work of the narrow hallway that led from the heavy loading door, which she made sure closed tightly behind her, to the set of stairs leading up to the entrance desk, where the guard was waiting. From the looks of the young guard—twenty-two at most, with sprouts of hair on his chin that matched the mustache and a mop of reddish hair reaching almost to the collar of his gray uniform—the kid would have let a mailman inside, if he’d hit the buzzer hard enough. As Hailey had reminded Nick, this wasn’t a bank, it was a museum, and not one known for containing anything of particular value. Hailey wasn’t even sure if that would have made much of a difference: case in point, the famous Gardner Heist that had started all of this had gone down almost in the same fashion. Two guys, dressed as cops, buzzed in through a side door. Most of the world thought they’d come for paintings; Hailey knew better, but that didn’t matter now.


The guard barely raised his heavy-lidded eyes as he led her through the entrance and into the warmly lit first floor of the museum; ahead of them stretched a warren of colorful exhibits dedicated to the history and construction of the tall ship parked on the other side of the pier. Even areas of the walls and ceilings were paneled in wood, obviously meant to instill the feeling that she was standing on the deck of the great ship itself.


“You here for something in particular?” the guard asked. “I mean, you guys have gone through the place enough times already, I’m not sure there’s anything left to fingerprint.”


Hailey stepped past him, scanning the exhibits on either side. She could see the first floor had been designed to showcase the ship in roughly chronological order, from its construction and launch in 1797 to its battles against the Barbary pirates in the First Barbary War, and culminating in the battles it was most known for, which had taken place during the War of 1812 against the British, during which the Constitution had sunk five British warships in short order. Most of the exhibits seemed circumstantial: artifacts and paintings behind glass cases, video monitors spinning stories in carpeted vestibules that were tucked behind replicas of various sections of the ship. But there were also more elaborate dioramas, including a full cutout of the hull of the Constitution, showing the many levels of the warship, and an entire upper floor where visitors could imagine themselves being served aboard the ship during its heyday; it sported re-creations of its decks, sleeping quarters, captain’s cabin, mess hall, and even one of the cannons that bristled along the ship’s firing deck.


But Hailey wasn’t interested in playing tourist, and she hoped to never see another Revolutionary Era cannon up close again. She continued scanning the first floor until she found what she was looking for. A door, beyond the exhibits highlighting the various battles of the War of 1812, labeled Archives.


She hurried her pace, and the guard rushed to keep up. When he saw where she was heading, he cleared his throat, and his voice went up an octave.


“Ma’am? I mean, sir? Officer? The other officers already walked through the archive room with my supervisor, and it’s been locked up tight since—”


“Yes, I know,” Hailey said, as she reached past the cuffs on her belt to retrieve her cell phone—a burner that Mickey had helpfully provided for a couple more chips, “but my captain wants me to get a few more photos of the room before we call it a night. I assume you’ve got a key?”


The guard had caught up to her, breathing hard. They were passing an exhibit of the most well-known of the Constitution’s victories, against the HMS Guerriere. Hailey glimpsed details of the famous incident—images in the form of paintings and video, some artifacts that might have been real or re-created, and plenty of descriptive text: The two ships had stumbled across each other on August 19, 1812, four hundred miles south of Halifax. The British ship had fired first, raking the side of the larger Constitution with cannon shot—one of which had famously bounced off the copper-sided hull of the Constitution and gave the American ship its nickname, Old Ironsides. Hailey knew, without reading, that it had been Paul Revere who had covered the ship with that copper, a technical feat that might have been accomplished only by the greatest metalworker and technologist of the time. She also knew that it was during the opening shots of this battle that the original bell, hung in the mast of the Constitution, had been shot off by the Guerriere. It was one of the many injuries the great ship had endured before it eventually outmaneuvered and sank the faster British ship. These damages sent the Constitution directly back to the Navy Yard in Boston for repairs after it burned the listing hulk of the Guerriere and sent it to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.


Hailey stepped past the Guerriere exhibit, then reached the door to the archive room and squared herself toward the guard, who seemed undecided as to what he was supposed to do.


“You could certainly call your supervisor again,” Hailey said, her voice tight. “I’m sure he’d appreciate being dragged back over here so I can take a few photos.”


The guard bit at his lower lip, then shrugged and reached for his keys.


“I’m sure it’s fine,” he said, going to work on the lock. “We’re just trying to be helpful. Don’t usually get this much excitement around here. I mean, a homicide on the USS Constitution—”


“You want to be helpful?” Hailey said. She brushed past him the second the door clicked open. “I could sure use a cup of coffee. These overnights are rough.”


The kid watched her move into the room and seemed about to say something else, then shrugged again and headed back toward the front of the museum.


Hailey figured she had a few minutes at most, so she moved quickly. She found a light switch on the wall to her right, and it took a few seconds for the fluorescent tubes lining the high ceiling to flicker to life. Ahead of her, the archive room was rectangular and institutional, lined on both sides with large filing cabinets labeled mostly by year. It looked almost exactly as it had in the photos she’d found online in Micky’s office, when she’d done a quick but deep dive into the museum’s collection. She’d always been good at combing the internet for hard-to-find information, which in the past she’d used to help keep her false identity moving smoothly along. Sometimes she’d needed to forge documents, or construct backgrounds, or case casino security operations, and that meant she’d had to become extremely computer literate.


She’d known that a museum dedicated to the tall ship, which itself was an historical monument, would be filled with records detailing every moment of the Constitution’s journey from its birth, in the Boston Shipyard 230 years ago, to modern times; there was a wealth of information here, but her focus could be narrowed down to a matter of days that to most historians might have seemed inconsequential and thus overlooked. People wrote books and made movies about epic, famous battles such as the one between the USS Constitution and the Guerriere, but nobody shopped scripts about the days after the battle, which the battered ship spent in drydock, being repaired.
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