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DEDICATION
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Dedicated to law enforcement officers everywhere, who put their lives on the line everyday to preserve and protect.
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Chapter One
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He looked up at the uniformed guard as they stood waiting for the steel gate to roll back from its latching plate. He felt tiny next to the large black man with the bald head and dark-rimmed glasses. They weren’t friends, but he felt a particular affection for the guard after all these years. Friendships were not encouraged, but this particular guard had been friendlier than some others, which made him feel a little more human. 

The gate stopped, and the guard looked down at the frail man standing beside him. The clothes he wore were baggy, and he looked like he was wearing his father’s old suit, a faded dark blue jacket with mismatched blue pants. The faded and yellowed white shirt was two sizes too big, and he had decided not to wear the tie they had given him because it hung funny around his neck. His brown shoes, one size too large, were scuffed, and the soles had seen a lot of walking over the years. He wondered who they had originally belonged to and why they were still in the storage unit.

He carried a small rectangular suitcase that was scuffed and had one latch that locked. It contained all his worldly possessions: a couple of books he had read over the years, three pairs of new underpants and undershirts he had bought at the commissary and two pairs of socks that had seen better days. The underwear had cost him a big chunk of his savings account, but someone had told him once that clean underwear could make a man feel wealthy no matter what he wore on the outside. 

The guard tapped him on the shoulder. “It’s time,” he said, showing no emotion on his face. “Good luck.”

He nodded at the guard, pulled his watch cap tighter onto his balding head, lifted the collar of the old wool coat and stepped out into the snow that was lightly falling. He checked the coat pocket once more and felt the bus ticket the assistant warden had given him. In his pants pocket were the hundred dollars he’d received as gate money, twenty-seven dollars and twelve cents that he had left from his savings account, and the bottle of oxycodone the prison doctor had given him. 

The steel gate behind him rolled closed, and he took a deep breath of the cold morning air. He heard the gate clang shut, a sound that no longer bothered him after all these years, and he walked towards the steel gate in front of him. He stood and waited. 

Time had become less important over the years, but he sensed that more than a few minutes had passed, yet the gate remained closed. He wondered if they were having second thoughts and had decided to keep him inside to finish his sentence. He started to feel panicky, but he dared not look behind himself for fear he would see the guards coming to take him back to his cell, so he stood motionless as the snow settled on his hat and shoulders. He looked down at the old King James Bible he held in his other hand and said a silent prayer that this was all for real and that the freedom he had started to experience a few minutes before wasn’t going to be taken away as part of some sick joke. 

He wasn’t sure what to do next when the loud blaring horn sounded, and the red light over the gate started flashing. The steel gate started rolling open, and he breathed a sigh of relief. The gate stopped rolling, and a voice came over the loudspeaker. 

“Move forward.”

He straightened up his shoulders, pulled himself up as tall as his five-foot-nine-inch frame would allow and stepped through the gate into freedom. Freedom for the first time in forty-four years, six months, and twenty-two days. The gate clanged shut behind him, and he accepted, for the first time, that this was all real. He stepped over to the green metal trash can that stood next to the gate, looked at the King James Bible one more time and threw it in the trash can. He smiled and headed across the parking lot to the covered bus stop and the waiting bus that would take him to Denver and then on to his final destination. 
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Chapter Two
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Connor O’Connor woke up from a restless night’s sleep with terrible abdominal and back pains. The pain was so intense that he lay in a fetal position waiting for the oxycodone to take effect. The doctor at the prison had told him that the pain would increase, as would the nausea, and that there was nothing left to do but manage the pain. He had agreed with the doctor to stop taking the various chemo pills he had been offered, since they were no longer effective. He was also aware that he had only a couple of weeks to live. 

The diagnosis of pancreatic cancer had come too late. By the time the doctors at the prison hospital, conferring with experts, had diagnosed it, the disease had metastasized into his lungs and his bones. Connor had always prepared for the fact that he would die in prison. He had been sentenced to two consecutive life sentences without parole, and he knew he was never getting out. He figured he would either die of old age or die of some kind of prison attack. He had many enemies in the real world, and any one of them could have reached into the prison population and found someone to kill him. His frail body bore the scars of several of those attempts, but he always came out on top.

Connor O’Connor was a survivor. He was also a predator of the highest order. After word got out to the prison population about Connor’s victories in dealing with too many attacks to count, it became obvious that Connor O’Connor was not to be messed with. He’d spent the last ten years living in relative solitude. He was untouchable, and everyone knew it. They also knew that with two life sentences hanging over his head, he had nothing to lose. 

Connor’s life had been as peaceful as it could be, until a few months back, when he started having severe back pains and losing weight. When the doctors eventually diagnosed the cancer, he was relieved that his stay at the state penitentiary in Florence, Colorado, would end sooner than he had expected. Then came the surprise he never expected.

A national prisoner rights group called the Dignity Project had quietly petitioned the governor of Colorado to commute Connor’s sentence to time served and allow him a compassionate release, so he could die peacefully on the outside instead of on the inside. After several weeks of lobbying and multiple lawsuits, finally, with the consent of the state prison board, the governor had reluctantly granted the release. Connor O’Connor was a free man—except as he thought about it, when he received the news of his impending release, he realized he was trading a life sentence for a death sentence, but at least he would die a free man.

The bus ride to Denver had taken over two hours, and Connor was in pain when he stepped off the bus with his meager belongings. He removed the slip of paper from his pocket that contained the name of a downtown hotel, where the Dignity Project had reserved a room for him. He found the hotel without issue and checked into the small but clean room. It was the first time he’d had a room, and a bathroom, all to himself in over forty years.

Connor had never realized how difficult it would be to fall asleep in a soft bed. He was exhausted from the trip, but in all that wonderful silence, sleep would not come. He tossed and turned all night until the pain in his abdomen hit and doubled him over. 

The sun was peeking through the thin drapes when the pain finally subsided enough for him to take a long, hot shower and dress in his shabby prison hand-me-downs. He had several things to do while in Denver, one of which was getting some money and buying some newer clothes. The desk clerk had told him about a thrift store a block over that carried decent men’s clothing, and that would be his first stop after eating a couple of slices of toast in the hotel breakfast bar.

It was a cold morning as Connor left the hotel and walked to the thrift store. The snow had let up during the night, leaving an inch on the sidewalk, but walking in the cold snow with his prison shoes on chilled him to the bone. The man who ran the thrift store was a huge help to Connor, and by the time he came out of the changing room, he looked like a new man.

The jeans were a little loose, but the length was perfect, and they dropped just the way he liked it, over his new insulated hiking boots. He found a flannel shirt that fit his frail frame and an insulated jacket that was so thin, he never thought it would keep him warm, but he was surprised when he stepped out of the store. The only thing he kept was his prison watch cap, which was now pulled down over his ears. The insulated leather gloves helped keep his hands warm. When he looked in the mirror, he felt like a new person, and the whole thing only cost him twenty-five dollars, which made everything even better. 

Connor stepped up to the bus stop and checked the schedule. He found the stop closest to his next destination, even though he had no idea if it was still there. He boarded the bus and settled in. Denver had changed a lot since the last time he had been there. But then, everything had changed since that day, forty-four years ago, when they put him in the back of the prison van and drove him to the place that would become his home for the rest of his natural life. 

He fondly remembered fighting the two prison guards as they tried to put him inside the van and also remembered, not so fondly, getting smacked in the head with a wooden baton. He hoped that his so-called friends and people from the neighborhood had been watching. He wanted everyone to know he was still fighting. He wanted them to know that if he were ever released or managed to escape, that there would be hell to pay.
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Chapter Three
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1977

The trial had begun like every other trial Connor O’Connor had been forced to sit through. He was thirty-four years old and had been arrested more times than he could remember, but up till now, he had never seen the inside of a prison. Witness intimidation, juror intimidation and any other intimidation you could think of was his stock and trade, and he was always acquitted. 

He had learned his trade from the best in the business, having spent several years learning how to build bombs for the Irish Republican Army. He always thought back to the first bomb he ever planted. That one had killed a local constable who had started working for the British Army, and two soldiers patrolling with him. Connor had watched from behind a fence as the bomb tore the men to shreds. He felt no pity for the poor men. As a matter of fact, he didn’t feel a thing, and that surprised him. Over the years, the more he killed, the less it bothered him. 

He had returned to Denver by way of New York City, where he had taken care of several loose ends for some friends in the Irish mob. His reputation was spreading, and no one wanted to mess with Connor O’Connor. 

His life in Denver wasn’t as exciting, but he managed to make good money working for his Irish friends and even did a couple of jobs for the Italians. He hated their guts, but they paid well, so he didn’t mind. 

What he did mind were people who reported on his Irish friends. One such person was a reporter for the old Rocky Mountain News. He had somehow gotten close to someone in the organization and was preparing to name names, as they called it. This would have been bad for a lot of people, including some influential politicians, so it was decided that the reporter needed to be taught a lesson. A lesson that would make other local reporters think twice before entering the dark world of the Irish mob. 

Connor had sat outside the reporter’s apartment on Pearl Street for several days to establish his routine. The reporter was so dumb, he thought. He followed the same routine every day, and Connor was quick to develop a plan. The reporter usually took the bus to the Rocky Mountain News building, but each Friday, he would slide into his car and head south to a nursing home in Lakewood. Connor found out that he was visiting his mom, and that would be perfect.

Connor had no qualms about killing up close. He had killed using a gun, a knife and had even beaten one poor fuck to death using a lead pipe, but he still enjoyed the power of killing someone with a bomb. Not only was the power something to be enjoyed, but the pictures that would follow on the late-night news were a thing of beauty.

Connor had gathered all the materials he needed from several local hardware stores and a construction site that belonged to one of his friends. He had decided on a different kind of bomb for this job. One that wasn’t connected to the car’s starter, which was the usual way a car bomb worked. This bomb would use a timer that was set to go off at a specific time. He had used it in Ireland on several occasions, and it had worked well. It also messed with the FBI’s heads because they weren’t able to pin him down to one signature method, something he also learned working in Ireland. 

That Thursday night was still warm as he waited in his car down the block from the reporter’s apartment. Once he felt confident that there was no activity on the street, he grabbed his small duffel bag off the seat next to him and casually strolled up the street. He stopped across the street from the reporter’s car and looked both ways.

Connor moved in the darkness like a cat. He crouched next to the car and pulled the bomb out of his backpack. He slid under the car and set the timer. A couple of wraps of black electrical tape secured the bomb to the car’s frame, and he was back in his car less than a minute later. He was right on schedule. Now he just had to wait. 

His internal clock woke him up just before eight, and he sat up in the seat and watched as the reporter came down the stairs from his apartment, but something was wrong. The reporter wasn’t alone. He was standing next to the car talking to a woman, and next to them stood a young girl, maybe four or five years old. This wasn’t the reporter’s regular routine. So who were these other people, and what were they doing in his plan?

The reporter handed the woman something, kissed her full on the mouth and then kissed the little girl on the top of her head. He turned and walked down the street towards the bus stop he took every other day. The woman put the little girl in the back seat of the reporter’s car, leaned in and belted her in. She stepped around the car and slid into the driver’s seat.

Connor looked at his watch. “What the fuck?” he said out loud. He didn’t know what to do. He had one rule: No women or children. He had to do something, but he felt like he was glued to the seat. He started to sweat as his eyes darted from the watch on his wrist to the car. 

The woman had rolled down her window to adjust the mirror and had just pushed down the gearshift when the explosion went off, right on time. 

Connor had used enough black powder to take out the car but not enough to cause a lot of collateral damage. However, the explosion still blew out the front-facing windows of several apartment buildings, and shrapnel tore through the cars parked to the front and rear of the reporter’s car. He looked up in time to see the reporter running towards the burning car and watched as several neighbors held him back from the wreckage. He fell to the ground, and Connor could hear the bloodcurdling scream a block away. 

Connor’s hands were shaking as he pulled away from the curb and did a U-turn in the street. He drove two blocks, pulled into a gas station, parked and cried harder than he ever remembered crying in his life. He could hear the sirens in the distance as the fire engines raced to the scene, but they would be too late.

Calm enough to drive without killing himself or someone else, Connor pulled out of the gas station and headed up Lincoln Street towards Five Points. He drove the speed limit and stopped at every light. He looked around as he drove and imagined that all the people walking on the sidewalks were looking at him. For the first time in his life, he felt like a killer.

Connor pulled his car into the small lot next to Logan’s Bar and Grill and walked inside. The minute he stepped through the door into the dark bar, he knew the word was out. Jacky Logan Sr. sat in his usual place in the back of the bar, counting the night's take from his various business ventures. The news was on the television at the end of the bar, and reporters were reporting live from the location of a horrific early morning bombing. Every eye in the bar was glued to the screen except for Jacky’s. He waved Connor to the back and pointed towards the seat. 

Connor was about to speak when Jacky held up his hand. Not a word was said as Jacky slid a piece of paper across the table. Connor looked at the address that was written on the paper and knew what it was. He looked down at the stacks of money sitting in front of Jacky. The job was supposed to pay five grand, but Connor knew that that was now out of the question. Jacky pulled a small pile of twenty-dollar bills off a stack, counted off twenty-five of them and slid them over to Connor. 

Connor picked up the bills and the slip of paper and left the bar. He had fucked up badly, and the silence was Jacky’s way of telling him that he was not happy. The silence also protected Jacky from any police surveillance that might be going on, the same way everyone sitting at the bar protected him since they never saw or heard a thing. Connor headed for the address on the paper. 
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Chapter Four
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The cops hit the safe house at six a.m. the next morning using a battering ram that woke Connor from a restless sleep. All he could picture all night long was the face of that little girl. He had finally fallen asleep just before dawn when the door burst open, and a dozen cops ran into the apartment.

A bloody and battered Connor O’Connor, wearing his boxers, was dragged barefoot down the stairs and thrown into the back of a police van. What he heard, just before the van pulled away, were vile screams and curses from the crowd that had gathered outside the safe house. He was shocked and bewildered by everything that had happened, and he wondered how the cops had found him so quickly. He hadn’t told anyone, not even his girlfriend, Carly, where he was heading.

Connor spent the better part of four months in the Denver County Jail as he awaited trial. He was finally placed in a protected cell after the fourth attempt on his life ended with a stab wound to his gut and another inmate lying beaten and bloody on the ground. He was never sure if the guards were protecting him from the general population or protecting the general population from him. 

The trial lasted five days, and he was feeling good about what the jury was hearing. The case was entirely circumstantial, and he felt confident that Jacky Logan Sr. was making sure that the jury was playing ball. That was, until the last day of the prosecution’s case. 

The prosecutor called his next-to-last witness, and Connor almost shit himself when he heard the name.

“The court calls Jackson Logan to the stand,” said the prosecutor.

Connor couldn’t believe his ears, and he turned as the courtroom door opened and Jacky Logan walked down the aisle, but it wasn’t Jacky Logan Sr. It was Jacky Logan Jr.

Connor and Jacky Jr. had grown up together, and Connor considered Jacky Jr. to be his best friend, so why was his best friend taking the stand for the prosecution? Connor was stunned silent. He also noticed that Jacky Jr. never looked at him as he was being sworn in. 

The story Jacky Jr. told during the next two hours was unbelievable. And in reality, it shouldn’t have been believed. Jacky Jr. had all the details needed to wrap up the case against Connor O’Connor, but Jacky Jr. had never been told the details. The only person Connor had told some of the details of the hit to was Jacky Sr. He never talked about a hit to anyone beforehand, so he couldn’t figure out how Jacky Jr. knew those details. 

The defense spent an hour trying to change Jacky Jr.’s story, but Connor could see the frustration in his eyes when his lawyer sat down. He also saw something else. He was going to lose the case.

As if the surprise of Jacky Jr. testifying against him wasn’t enough, the last witness called was shocking. 

“The court calls Carly Ryan to the stand.”

Connor couldn’t believe his eyes as his girlfriend walked down the aisle and stood in the witness box. Several times during her testimony, the judge had to reprimand his attorney to take control of his client, at one point threatening to duct-tape Connor to his chair.

Over the next hour, Carly corroborated everything that Jacky Jr. had told the jury, and under cross-examination, she never folded. She had put the final nails in Connor’s casket even though she had never been told any of the details by Connor.

His lawyer presented little in the way of a defense, and by the end of the day, the jury was given the case. The jury deliberated for an hour and fifteen minutes before finding Connor O’Connor guilty of two counts of premeditated murder and two counts of murder for hire. Three weeks later, Connor was sentenced to two consecutive life sentences without the possibility of parole. Connor O’Connor would spend the rest of his life in prison.
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Chapter Five
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The bus screeched to a halt, and Connor stepped off and looked across the street. The old neighborhood had changed a lot during the last forty-four years, and the only thing Connor recognized was the bar. Logan’s Bar and Grill had the same old entrance, but it was now huge. 

The bar had taken over the next two spaces in the building and, according to the sign above the front door, now had live music five nights a week. Even Connor recognized the names on the marquee. He walked across the street and opened the door. The change on the inside was dramatic, and it was no longer the dark hole-in-the-wall he remembered growing up with. It was now bright and airy and reeked of sophistication. 

Connor grabbed a seat at the bar and ordered a draft beer. At ten o’clock in the morning, the place was almost empty, and he looked towards the back to see if the booth was still there, where Jacky Sr. held court. The booth had been replaced with a freestanding table and two chairs.

He looked around to see if anyone recognized him or if he recognized anyone else. The bartender set the glass of beer in front of him and started to walk away.

“Excuse me, buddy,” he said. “Does Jacky Logan still own this bar?”

The bartender looked him up and down. “Yes, sir. He does. Do you know Mr. Logan?”

“We were friends years ago, but I’ve been traveling and lost touch. What about his kid, Jacky Jr.?”

The bartender looked confused; then, recognition filled his eyes. “I’m sorry, sir. You must have been asking about Mr. Logan’s father. He was the original owner of the bar. I’m sorry to tell you, he passed away a couple of years back. Mr. Logan is his son.”

Connor smiled. “That’s okay. I was friends with both of them. Went to school with your Mr. Logan.”

He thought for a minute and decided to see if he was right. “Is he still married to Carly?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” said the bartender. “It’s too bad you weren’t here last Friday. Had a big retirement party for them both. Gonna be living the good life up in the mountains.”

The bartender stepped away, and Connor finished his beer and left a dollar tip on the bar. He put on his coat and hat and stepped out into the sunlight. The beer didn’t sit well, and he felt the nausea coming on. He stepped around the corner of the building and puked up the beer and the toast from breakfast. He felt better.

“So, Jacky Jr. and Carly got married. How nice for them,” he said to himself.

He rested for a few more minutes and then headed for Lawrence Street, coming to a stop in front of an old, dilapidated house. He stopped for a minute and rested against the rusted wrought iron fence that surrounded the property. He looked around. It was the last private house left on the street, which was now filled with small apartment buildings. It didn’t look anything like it did when he grew up here. 

The large sign on the fence noted that the property was being developed into lifestyle housing, whatever that was. It was slated to be torn down at the end of the month. He pushed open the gate and walked around to the back of the house. Looking around to make sure no one was watching, he broke out a windowpane in the back door and unlocked the door. He stepped inside.

The place was a mess inside—nothing like when his mom ran the house. The paint and wallpaper were peeling, and there were puddles on the floor where the roof had leaked. He thought about his mom and dad, and a tear fell from his eye. So much had changed since he was sent to prison. He wasn’t allowed to attend either of their funerals or the funeral for his younger sister, who’d passed away a couple of years back. He was all that was left, and his time was drawing to a close. Prison had cost him so much. Jacky Logan Jr. had cost him so much.

He shook off the melancholy and opened the basement door. The lights didn’t work, so he felt his way along the stairs until he could start to see shapes. The tiny basement windows helped once he reached the bottom of the stairs. 

He looked around and was glad to see that nothing had changed since the last time he had been there. He stepped over to the old chimney from the original boiler and felt along the bricks until one of them shifted ever so slightly. Using his nails, he pried the brick out of the chimney and did the same with the six bricks surrounding it. He reached inside and felt the old oilcloth package, which he gripped and pulled out.

He took the package, headed up the stairs to the old kitchen and laid it on the counter. He undid the string and opened the package. Everything was just as he remembered it. 

The package contained an old Colt 1911 pistol and a box of .45-caliber shells. There was also fifty thousand dollars, wrapped in plastic. Money he had been paid over the years and that he had been saving to marry Carly. He now had other plans for the money. 

Connor loaded the pistol, put the remaining shells in his pocket, along with the money, and walked out the door. He never looked back.

***
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CONNOR STEPPED OFF the Trailways bus and looked around the town of Montrose, Colorado. In his backpack was his gun, what was left of the fifty thousand cash and an envelope with a new driver’s license and credit cards in the name of Sean O’Leary.

He’d known nothing about the town when he did an internet search in the prison library to find a room for rent. All he cared about was that it was a small town where he could live out his last days in peace and quiet; but first, he had some things to take care of. 

He found the apartment above a small bookstore overlooking the main street in town, stepped into his new world and locked the door. He sat down on the old but still decent couch. The apartment came furnished, which was good because he couldn’t see spending any money on furniture he would only use for a couple of weeks.

The eight-hour bus trip had taken a lot out of him, and he took another oxycodone and closed his eyes. When he woke up, it was dark, and he could see fat snowflakes coming down. He looked out the front window and could see all the Christmas decorations along Main Street. The falling snow made it look festive, something he hadn’t seen in a long time. He closed the drapes and turned on the old television that sat on the small table in the corner of the room. He flipped channels until he found one of the Denver news channels and sat back down. 

The top story was the explosion and fire that had destroyed Logan’s Bar and Grill, one of Denver’s oldest and most treasured eateries and nighttime entertainment venues. The fire chief told the reporter that they suspected the fire had broken out in the basement and that once it got going, it quickly rolled through the old wooden building. There were no injuries or fatalities, but the building was a total loss. 

Another reporter had contacted the owner at his home in Vail, but the owner had refused to comment, other than to say they would build an even bigger and better venue to replace the old place.

Connor O’Connor sat back and smiled. He felt good for the first time in a long time, and he was ready to move on with the next phase of his plan. Tomorrow he would start gathering the items he needed. If he lived long enough to complete it, everyone would know his name.
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Chapter Six
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The manifesto was finished. Of course, finished is a vague term. He had been writing the manifesto for ten years and had finished it numerous times, only to return to it and add more when something in his life pissed him off. This latest edition had seen the addition of rhetoric on diversity and inclusion and a questionable election. He had gone on for pages about the most recent presidential election and how the election had been stolen from the American people. 

Diversity and inclusion were other issues for him. He’d had black friends and colleagues when he was a professor at the University of Colorado. He treated them with respect as long as they respected him, and he didn’t see the need to have it thrown up in his face constantly. He liked who he wanted, and he didn’t like people that made him mad, and lately, a lot of people had made him mad.

He scrolled through the internet and found a story about government spending to give illegal immigrants health care, and he opened the manifesto and started typing. Another fourteen pages later and he closed the finished manifesto. He sat back and looked at his laptop. It was time.

He closed the laptop, put on his cap and coat and headed for the workshop. The snow from the last storm had added another foot to the side yard, and he made a note to dig out the snow shovel and clear a path to the road. Jessie would be bringing by his groceries later today, or maybe it was tomorrow. Sometimes he forgot things. A terrible situation for a man who graduated first or second in every school he had ever graduated from, grade school through his second PhD. His IQ had always been off the charts, and sometimes he had trouble adapting to a new school or making friends, but no matter what, he always remembered. 

He ran his gloved hand through his long gray beard and thought about the grocery delivery. That momentary lapse made him question whether he had left the grocery list in the mailbox for Jessie or if maybe he hadn’t ordered the stuff after all. Oh, well. If she didn’t show up today or tomorrow, he would leave her another note. 

A hawk flew overhead and let out a screech, and he raised his hand above his eyes and scanned the sky. The hair on the back of his neck raised in alarm, and he scanned the area around the shed and the cabin, stopping every few feet to listen. He wondered if the hawk had spotted the FBI coming through the woods. He finished the scan and noted that none of his IEDs had gone off, so he assumed he was still safe.

He cleared his mind once again, walked past the snow shovel hanging on the side of the cabin and trudged through the foot-deep snow to his shed. The snow was piled up in front of the door, and as he started pushing it away with his hands, he wished he had a snow shovel. He found a flat piece of wood next to the door and used it to clear the way, finally able to pull open the wooden door.

The shed was dark and cold, maybe even colder than outside, if that was possible. He grabbed some tinder from the firebox, carried it over to the old iron wood-burning stove and loaded it. Then, using a match from the box on the workbench, he lit a fire and watched it burn, mesmerized by the flames. He added more wood to the pile of tinder and closed the door. He could feel the shed warming up, and he took off his gloves and coat.

He pulled back the old plastic tarp covering the one large window to let in some light over the workbench and looked at his assortment of supplies. 

The small refrigerator would be the perfect container, so he removed the door and set it aside. He ran the wires through the hole where he had removed the drain and screwed the timer to the side of the container in the holes he had drilled the previous day. The timer was self-contained, and all he needed to do was add the three new triple-A batteries to it, and it would be ready. 

He placed two blasting caps in the bottom of the refrigerator and screwed the straps to the bottom. Next, he set the first plastic milk jug of yellow liquid into the refrigerator and inserted a blasting cap through a hole in the cap. The second milk jug he placed next to the first and inserted the other blasting cap into it. He continued this process until there was no room left in the refrigerator. He checked the connections and liked what he saw. 

He filled the rest of the refrigerator with old nails and screws he had accumulated since the last time he had built a similar device, a year or two back. It might have been more than a year or two, but who was counting. 

The refrigerator was filled to the brim with the assortment, and he replaced the door and snapped the lock into place, sealing it. Everything was ready. The last couple of times, he had sent letter bombs to various government officials and corporate executives. But this time would be different. His target was bigger and more meaningful. The mosque had been in the news lately, and he had watched the stories with great interest. He had searched the internet and found several stories about how the mosque was harboring terrorists and that they were kidnapping babies and shipping them overseas to ISIS to be used as sex slaves once they grew up.

Of course, the stories he found on the internet had nothing to do with reality, but that didn’t matter. The night he first heard about the mosque, the story was about them opening their doors to a synagogue that had burned down, leaving its congregation nowhere to hold services. The local Imam had gotten together with the rabbi and offered him the use of the mosque’s basement meeting room so the synagogue members would have a warm, safe place to worship.

It was a feel-good story for the reporter, but the internet made something else out of it. The stories on the internet twisted it into something unrecognizable, kind of like when little kids play telephone. He believed all the bizarre stories, and that mosque would be his target. 

He put on his coat and gloves and carried the small refrigerator out of the shed. He walked to the lean-to structure next door and pulled the cover off his old pickup truck. He placed the refrigerator in the bed of the truck and covered it with an old blanket.

Locking up the shed and the house, he grabbed a jug of water and a couple of apples for the long drive. He climbed into the old truck and hit the starter. The engine balked, and he thought it might not start, but it had never let him down yet. He turned the key again, and the engine coughed and caught. A cloud of black smoke filled the shed as he revved the engine to keep it from dying. 

He put the truck in gear, pulled out of the lean-to, circled past the house and turned onto a barely discernible trail that disappeared between two huge spruce trees. He was taking the back way off of his property. It would take longer, but he knew it was safer. He didn’t think the FBI knew about the road, because he only used it when he needed to head someplace without being seen. 

It would be dark when he got to Avon, and he wanted to be back safe in his cabin by first light. He would have to step on it once he reached the highway. He figured the traffic would be light, being that it was Christmas Eve, and he hoped to make good time in the old truck. He had planned his trip so he could place the bomb after everyone left the building. 

He wanted to make a statement so people would read his manifesto. The fact that people were going to die, well, too bad. But he didn’t care much if people died. The information he got off the internet said that the mosque was being used for a unity celebration service on Christmas morning. The Jews and the Muslims would be celebrating together, so he expected a lot of collateral damage. 

Over the years, his bombs had claimed the lives of six people and injured many more. Besides, terrorists were hiding in the mosque. The government should give him a medal for what he was about to do.
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Chapter Seven
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Jacky Logan was pissed. “How the fuck did this happen?” he asked as he looked at the faces of the men gathered around the dining room table, his face becoming the same color as his fiery red hair. “That fire is going to cost me a couple of million bucks to replace the building and to cover the lost contracts for the entertainers. Plus, what it will do to my name.”

He looked at Jimmy Sullivan, his oldest and most trusted friend. “What are you hearing from the fire investigators?”

Jimmy, who had his hands in all things government-related, flipped open the green folder in front of him. “The arson investigators couldn’t find any signs of any kind of accelerant. Their findings indicated a short in one of the electrical panels. They’re saying that the spark ignited all that dry old wood in the basement and then raced through the building.”

Jimmy sat back. He knew this was not what Jacky wanted to hear, and he waited for the coming explosion.

Jacky stood up from his chair and looked out the window at the mountain behind his house. Usually, the view from the window or the back patio was enough to calm him down. Today, that wasn’t working.

Without turning around, he said, “So the fire guys are blaming me. Is that it? They think I run an unsafe building? What are they fucking kidding? We brought the electrical in the building up to code when we expanded into the rest of the building. Cost me a fucking fortune.”

He turned and looked at Mike Raines. “Mikey, you get your dad down into that basement and have him look around. I want to know what he thinks.”

Mike Raines and his dad were the electrical contractors who had done the rewiring of the entire building seven years ago. Tommy Raines, Mike’s father, had been a colleague and friend of Jacky’s dad for all their lives. He gave the eulogy when Jacky’s father passed away.

Jacky next turned to Tommy O’Hara. “Who do we know who could do this without getting caught?”

Tommy O’Hara had been Jacky’s enforcer for years. Part of his job was to keep track of anyone they’d pissed off or offended in some way. He ran a hand through his slicked-back hair.

“We haven’t received any threats from anyone recently. Things have even been quiet with the Italians. No one wants to go back to the way things were. Back in the day, everyone lost money; now we’re all making money and as far as I know, everyone is happy.”

Jacky slammed his fist down on the table, and glasses of wine and beer danced. “I want to know who burned down my place, and I want the son of a bitch dead! Now, put your heads together and let’s figure this out!”

Jacky thought about who might want to hurt him until his
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