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Blood on the Library Floor

The iron gate was the first thing a person noticed about the Tetley estate. Not the mansion behind it — not yet — but the gate itself, twelve feet of black wrought iron that had been forged with the specific intention of reminding anyone who approached it that they were approaching on someone else's sufferance. The spear-point finials at the top had been decorative once, in the way that all the cruelties of old money present themselves as decoration, and they caught the gray morning light and held it there, cold and mean, as if the sky had no more business getting in than anyone else.

The sky that morning was the color of a bruise in the third day of healing. Low clouds sat on the city's skyline to the east, purple-gray at the bottom and the particular sick yellow-white of undelivered rain at the top, and they had been moving in from the coast since before dawn in the way that coastal weather does — with the unhurried certainty of something that does not need to announce itself because it is inevitable. It was not yet raining. It would rain. The air already knew it, damp and close, carrying with it the smell of the bay and beneath that, if you had a fine enough nose for it, the faint iron smell of a city waking badly.

The Tetley estate sat at the end of a long gravel drive that curved up from the gate through two rows of old-growth oaks, their canopy meeting overhead in a cathedral arch that in spring would have been green and plausible and in this late October morning was a skeletal tangle of bare branch and withered leaf. The gravel was pale and raked and had probably been raked that morning, which meant a groundskeeper had been here since six, which meant the appearance of the estate was maintained by persons who were not yet certain they had any reason to leave. That would change.

The mansion itself was stone — pale Cotswold limestone that had been shipped at extraordinary expense a century ago by a Tetley who had wanted the world to understand exactly what kind of man he was. The stone had weathered from its original cream into something closer to pewter, and the ivy that had been allowed to colonize the east and south faces had pulled away in patches where the mortar had softened, leaving ghost-shapes on the facade like the silhouettes of things that had once been pressed against it and then been taken away. The windows were tall and mullioned and reflected nothing. From the outside, the house watched the approach of the October morning with the sealed indifference of a building that has outlasted several families already and expects to outlast several more.

The front door was oak, iron-banded, with a knocker in the shape of a lion's head that had been polished so often the lion's expression had been worn down to a kind of weary resignation. No one had knocked on it yet this morning. No one needed to. The person inside the house who would have answered a knock was currently horizontal on an imported rug in the library, and the person who had made him that way had not knocked at all.

* * *
[image: ]


THE LIBRARY OCCUPIED the south corner of the mansion's ground floor, a room that had been designed with the conviction that wealth, properly displayed, was a form of argument. The shelves ran floor to ceiling on three of the four walls, twelve feet of dark mahogany fitted with a wheeled brass rail and a rolling ladder that John Tetley had never touched, because John Tetley was not a reader. He was a man who understood that a library was something you had, the way you had a wine cellar or a correct wife — for what it communicated about you to people who walked into your home and needed immediately to understand their relative position.

The books themselves were real. That much could be said for them. First editions behind glass on the upper shelves, leather-bound sets of the kind that came from estates being dissolved and were purchased by the yard by people who would never open them. The smell of them had seeped into the room over decades — old paper, binding glue, the slow molecular exhalation of a thousand words never read — and mixed with the smell of the wood polish on the shelves and the beeswax on the floor and, underneath it all, the dull mineral smell of the stone walls breathing in the morning cold. It was a room that smelled of other people's labor arranged for one person's comfort. It was a room that smelled, if you were paying attention, of everything that was wrong with the Tetley family.

On the south wall, between the two tall windows that looked out over the rear garden, a painting of John Tetley's grandfather hung in a heavy gilt frame. The painting had been done in a style calculated to suggest the Dutch masters, all amber light and high collar and the composed authority of a man who believed the world owed him a serious expression. His grandson had the same eyes — pale gray, set just slightly too close together — and considerably less composure. At seven forty-nine this morning, those eyes were scanning a bank of documents in the open wall safe that had been built, with some ingenuity, into the paneling behind the portrait. The grandfather's canvas had swung out on concealed hinges. The portrait watched the room with its painted severity while its subject's grandson worked.

John Tetley was sixty-one years old and had the body of a man who had once been powerful and had let the power go to seed. Broad through the shoulders still, but thick around the middle now, and the thickness had the unearned, slightly indignant quality of a man who had never stopped eating as if he were still thirty. He was dressed already — dark trousers, white shirt with the collar open, a jacket hung over the back of the leather chair at the reading table, which was the only piece of furniture in the room that actually got used. His gray hair was combed with the mechanical correctness of long habit, and there were reading glasses pushed up on his forehead in the manner of a man who had needed them for longer than he was willing to admit.

He was looking at the documents in the safe the way a man looks at something he is fairly certain is going to be a problem. Slowly. With the particular still quality of a person whose mind is working faster than his face is showing. His fingers moved over the files without taking anything out. He had already taken the one thing he'd come to the safe for — the velvet ring box, which sat open on the shelf above the safe's main cavity, the Tetley diamond catching the morning light from the windows and breaking it into small geometries on the paneling and the ceiling. The diamond was the size of a large grape and had the colorless fire of very old carbon under very good light, and it was the most valuable thing in the room, including the man.

He had come to look at it. That happened more often than he would admit to anyone. He told himself he was checking the setting, checking the stone, checking the security of the clasp — but the truth, which he kept at sufficient distance from his conscious mind that it had never quite forced itself into language, was that the diamond was the one thing in his possession that had never disappointed him. Roberta had disappointed him within three months. The cousin had always been a disappointment. The servants, the associates, the lawyers — the entire expensive, dependent machinery of his life had the uniform quality of things that needed constant managing and delivered constant inadequacy. The diamond asked nothing. The diamond was simply what it was.

He closed the safe's document section and left the ring box where it was for the moment, one hand resting on the open door, his eyes not quite focused on the stone. He was thinking about the phone call he would have to make in the next hour. He was thinking about what he knew and what he could prove and whether those two things were going to align in a way that gave him any leverage at all. His jaw was tight. His breathing was the controlled, deliberate breathing of a man who is angry and has decided that being angry is currently a liability.

Behind him, the library door was closed. The hallway beyond it was silent. The house was silent. The servants were gone — he had discovered that at six this morning and had spent twenty minutes being furious about it before deciding that it was, in the immediate term, manageable. He would replace them. He had replaced things before. The silence of the house was uncomfortable the way that most things he could not control were uncomfortable, but he was not alarmed by it. He was in his own library. He had been in this room ten thousand times. He knew every creak and breath of it.

He did not hear the footstep.

* * *
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THE SHADOW CAME FIRST. It crossed the floor from the direction of the closed library door in the way that shadows move when a light source in the hallway has been carefully managed — slowly, with deliberate weight, not the sudden dark of a door thrown open but the gradual eclipse of something moving with full intention across a threshold. The shadow reached the edge of the imported rug and stopped.

John Tetley did not see it. He was still looking at the diamond.

The smell of the room changed in the way that rooms change when a second person enters them — something shifted in the close air, the faint metabolic warmth of another body, the almost imperceptible displacement of a space that had been occupied by one and was now occupied by two. If he had been paying attention to his body instead of to the stone, he might have felt it. The hair at the back of his neck, the particular animal alertness that the civilized parts of his brain had spent sixty-one years learning to suppress. The part of him that was still, at the bottom of all his money and his contempt and his certainty, a mammal in a room with another mammal.

He was not paying attention.

He had just decided what he was going to say on the phone call when the sound filled the room.

The gunshot was enormous in the enclosed space. It was not the sound that the movies suggest — the movies compress it, clean it up, make it a single sharp report with a clean beginning and end. In a stone-and-mahogany room at forty feet, a gunshot is a physical event as much as a sonic one. It hit the books on the shelves and came back. It hit the stone behind the plaster and came back. It hit the low ceiling and came back, layered on itself, until the room had been briefly restructured by sound into something that had no edges and no safe corners and no way out. The beeswax candles on the mantelpiece trembled in their holders. The portrait of the grandfather swayed on its hinges.

John Tetley was already falling.

He had no time for surprise and no time for understanding. What happened between the sound and the floor was not a process his mind had any access to — it was simply physics, the body's sudden renegotiation with gravity once the thing that had been keeping them in agreement was no longer functioning. His right hand caught the edge of the safe door on the way down and pulled it partly closed, not enough to latch, just enough to leave it ajar in the way of things that are interrupted mid-task. He fell forward and to the left and landed face-down on the imported rug with the specific heaviness of something that is no longer capable of trying to land any other way.

His fingers moved once, a slow curl against the rug's pile, the way fingers do in the last negotiation between intention and the body's new reality.

They stopped.

The diamond was still in its box on the safe's upper shelf. The light from the south windows crossed the room in the same long rectangles it had crossed it in a moment before. The grandfather's portrait had settled back to its neutral angle. Somewhere in the garden, a crow that had been startled by the sound made two short calls and went quiet. The city beyond the iron gate continued its morning at the exact pace it had been maintaining before.

The smoke from the shot hung in the air near the open safe, pale and blue-gray, catching the window light the way the diamond had caught it a moment before, and it smelled of sulfur and heat and the chemical residue of catastrophic pressure, and it drifted toward the ceiling with the unhurried purposelessness of something that had done its work and had no further obligations.

* * *
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THE SHADOW MOVED.

It crossed the room with care — not hurry, not panic, but the measured deliberateness of a person working through a sequence that had been rehearsed and was now being executed with the specific focus that execution requires. Past the leather reading chair with its jacket hung over the back. Past the reading table with its single legal pad and its uncapped pen, the pen still wet, a word half-written in John Tetley's precise, angry hand. Past the body on the rug, which was given wide berth, not from sentiment but from practicality — nothing useful near the body, and the carpet there would be a problem if you stepped wrong.

At the safe, the shadow's hand reached up. A gloved hand, dark leather, the kind of glove that costs a certain amount and communicates a certain kind of forethought. The ring box was lifted from the shelf. The diamond's light shifted as the angle changed, the small geometries it had been casting on the paneling dissolving and re-forming and dissolving again as the box was turned in the gloved hand with something that might, in another context, have been appreciation. The velvet of the box was midnight blue, worn at the corners with the softness of a thing that has been opened and closed many thousands of times, and the diamond sat in its molded cradle with the absolute stillness of something that does not know it is being stolen.

The box was closed. The sound it made was the small, precise click of a well-made thing doing what it was designed to do.

The safe door was pushed to. Not latched — left ajar the way it had been left ajar when the hand on the door had stopped belonging to someone who could close it — and the portrait swung back into place against the paneling, the grandfather's painted eyes resuming their watch over the room.

There was a pause of perhaps three seconds. The kind of pause a person makes when they are looking at something for the last time and are not certain they are fully ready to leave it, even if leaving it is the only remaining option. The smoke from the shot had thinned to almost nothing. The crow in the garden had not made another sound. The body on the rug was motionless and would remain motionless.

Then the shadow crossed back toward the library door, and the door opened on its oiled hinges without a sound, and the shadow went through it, and the door eased back into its frame with the soft, cooperative precision of a door that has been handled correctly, and the library was empty.

The latch caught.

* * *
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THE ROOM SETTLED.

It settled the way rooms settle after a thing like this — not immediately, not with any clean punctuation, but in stages, each one quieter than the last, the sonic trauma of the shot working its way out of the materials of the room the same way heat works its way out of iron, slowly and incompletely. The books in their shelves. The plaster in the walls. The stone beneath the plaster. The beeswax in the candleholders on the mantelpiece, which had gone soft and irregular where the concussion had reached them. The room remembered what had happened to it in the way that rooms do — in its surfaces, in its air, in the faint smell of spent powder that would take hours to fully disperse and that anyone who walked in before then would know immediately for what it was.

The safe door stood ajar. Three inches of darkness in the gap. Inside, the document files sat undisturbed — the bonds, the certificates, the cash in its banded stacks, the long legal correspondence of a complicated life. None of it had been touched. None of it had been the point. The velvet cradle on the upper shelf sat empty, its molded impression showing the precise shape of what it had been designed to hold — a slight oval depression, worn smooth by decades of the stone returning to it and being lifted from it, the velvet darkened at the center where the setting had rested. The shape of an absence. The record of a thing that was no longer there.

The Tetley diamond was gone.

On the rug, John Tetley lay with one arm extended and one arm beneath him and his face turned to the side, so that his pale gray eyes — set just slightly too close together, like his grandfather's — were visible from the doorway. They were open. They were focused on a middle distance that no longer existed for him, on something approximately eight inches above the surface of the rug, which was to say on nothing at all. The reading glasses had come off in the fall and lay a foot from his head, one lens catching the window light, the other at an angle that caught nothing.

The legal pad on the reading table had his handwriting on it. Seven lines of it, dense and precise, the pen strokes of a man accustomed to writing things that mattered and writing them clearly. The seventh line was unfinished, the last letter trailing off where the pen had been set down mid-word. The uncapped pen lay beside the pad at the angle it had rolled to when he'd put it down, and the ink on the nib had not yet dried, and the word he'd been writing when the shadow crossed the floor would remain half-finished, because the person who had known what it was going to say was lying on the rug and no longer able to complete it.

In the garden, the crow called once more and did not repeat itself.

Beyond the iron gate, the city went on. The clouds moved in from the coast with their unhurried certainty. The gravel drive lay raked and pale and undisturbed. The spear-point finials held their cold morning light.

A case had just begun. The man who would take it — the man who worked the gray zone between law and justice, who had been in places worse than this and understood what they cost — was on the other side of the city, arguing about something else entirely, with no idea that any of this existed yet.

He would find out soon enough.
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Chapter Two
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Ark Van Gent, Unlicensed

Ark Van Gent was six feet three inches tall, which was not itself unusual, but he wore those six feet three inches in a way that was — the slightly forward lean of a man who has spent his life in rooms built for people shorter than himself and has made a permanent, unconscious accommodation. It gave him the look of a man in the act of listening even when he was talking, and it was one of the things that made people in interview rooms tell him things they had not planned to say. The other thing was his eyes, which were dark and still and had the quality of a room with all the lights on and all the curtains drawn: radiating warmth in a direction you couldn't quite locate. He was forty-one years old and looked it, which in his line of work was an asset. Men who looked younger than forty-one were underestimated in the wrong direction.

He was wearing a sport coat the color of charcoal over a dark blue shirt with no tie, and his shoes were the kind that had been expensive once and been broken in past the point where expense was still legible. He walked with his hands in his coat pockets, which Victoria had told him on multiple occasions made him look like he was either about to start something or had just finished something, and he had on multiple occasions told her that those were not necessarily the worst two impressions to leave.

Victoria Summerrain walked beside him at a pace that required her to work slightly harder than his, which she managed without any visible effort and with considerable visible irritation. She was five feet seven, lean and precise, with close-cropped natural hair and a face structured around strong cheekbones and a mouth that defaulted to a kind of intelligent skepticism even in repose. She was thirty-six and dressed for a morning that might turn into anything — dark blazer, good boots with sensible heels, the kind of clothes that read as professional from thirty feet and practical from three. She carried a slim leather folio under one arm that contained, Ark knew, a yellow legal pad, two pens, a USB drive, a backup pen clipped inside the cover, and the small laminated card that proved she was a licensed private investigator in the state of California, which Ark was not.

The city moved around them with its ten a.m. energy — the morning rush thinned but not gone, delivery trucks double-parked on the cross streets, the smell of the coffee cart on the corner competing with the diesel from the bus that had just pulled away from the stop on Meridian. Someone three floors up had a window open and something was frying — onions and something savory, a smell that had no business being that persuasive at ten in the morning. The sidewalk was wide enough for four abreast and they walked it two, and the people around them recalibrated without looking, the city's unconscious management of its own foot traffic, every body negotiating with every other body without anyone consulting anyone.

They were, as they often were on mornings without a case, arguing.

* * *
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"I DON'T KNOW WHY YOU put up with it," Victoria said. She had the delivery of a woman who had been making this exact point for some time and was prepared to keep making it indefinitely, because the alternative was accepting that it was not going to be resolved, which she was not prepared to do. "He keeps it up and you go back to prison."

Ark's jaw moved slightly, which was the equivalent, for him, of a visible flinch. "He's not like that."

"He's not." Victoria said it flatly, in the tone of someone repeating a statement back to the speaker so they can both examine how it sounds. "So when he lifted that car —"

"Borrowed it. We needed it for the Hennessy case."

"Without asking."

"He was going to return it."

"After he drove it into a construction barrier on Fifth."

"The barrier was not where it was supposed to be. There were signage issues. I looked into it."

Victoria made a sound that was not quite a laugh and not quite a groan but occupied the exact space between them. "You looked into the signage," she said. "The barrier's signage. To defend the man who drove a car he didn't own into it."

"Into the vicinity of it," Ark said. "There was no actual contact. The car spun out." He paused. "Into a produce stand."

"Ark."

"Nobody was hurt."

"The produce was hurt."

"I bought the produce man lunch."

She looked at him sideways, and there was in the look the particular quality of someone who is trying to remain exasperated and is being prevented from doing so by the suspicion that the person they are exasperated at is not entirely wrong. She had known Ark Van Gent for four years and three months, and in that time she had developed a fairly complete catalog of the ways in which he was impossible, and alongside it, involuntarily, a fairly complete catalog of the ways in which he was not. The two catalogs were roughly equal in length, which was either the definition of a working relationship or the definition of something she hadn't decided how to categorize yet.

"He needs me," Ark said. He said it without drama, the way he said things he had thought about enough to have finished thinking about them. "And I need him."

"I need you," Victoria said, and she said it in a tone that was not asking for anything, just stating a fact, the way you state facts you've accepted the cost of. "Not behind bars."

Ark glanced at her. He did not say anything for a moment, which was its own kind of answer — not agreement, not dismissal, but the thing he did when someone said something that landed and he was deciding how to carry it.

"Keegan wouldn't let it come to that," he said finally.

"Keegan," Victoria said, with the weight she always put on the word when she was using it to mean several other words simultaneously.

"He needs the close rate. Department's not going to question too hard where the close rate comes from as long as it keeps arriving."

"So your protection from going back to prison is a police captain who's using you off the books to solve cases his own detectives can't crack, and whose motivation for continuing to protect you is that you keep solving them."

"That's a fairly accurate summary, yes."

"And Eddie is part of that equation."

"Eddie is part of that equation."

Victoria was quiet for a half block. A taxi cut close to the curb and threw a fine spray of gutter water across the edge of the sidewalk, not quite reaching them. She stepped left without breaking stride. Ark didn't step at all.

"Three cases," she said. "In the last eighteen months. Three cases where I thought we were done, that it was over, that the morning was going to come where I'd be sitting across from a public defender trying to explain the concept of an unlicensed investigator to someone who didn't think the concept was legally viable. And each time —" She stopped. "Each time he did something."

"He did."

"The Calloway case. He lost the evidence bag." She held up a finger. "The entire evidence bag, Ark. A bag containing the only physical proof we had that Calloway was on the fourth floor when he said he was on the second. And Eddie lost it."

"He misplaced it."

"He left it on a bus."

"And then he found it."

"He found it because he rode the same bus route for six hours until the bag turned up in the lost and found at the depot." She held up a second finger. "The Mancuso surveillance. He fell asleep."

"For forty minutes."

"During the forty minutes that mattered."

"But he woke up in time to see the delivery. We got the whole thing."

"Because he fell off the crate he was sleeping on and the noise startled Mancuso into moving earlier than planned, which meant the exchange happened right in front of the camera we'd positioned on the south loading door instead of around the corner at the north door where it would have been invisible." She put up a third finger. "And the Reyes job."

"I'd rather not —"

"He called the suspect's home phone. To check if the suspect was home. Using his own cell phone. While we were running surveillance."

"He said he was checking whether the line was live."

"I know what he said."

"And the suspect panicked and tried to run out the back door and straight into Keegan's unit, which was arriving at exactly that moment because Keegan had moved the timeline up and I hadn't had a chance to tell Eddie —"

"So Eddie's incompetence collided with Keegan's miscommunication and produced a result that, I will grant you, we would not have achieved any other way," Victoria said. "That is not a defense of Eddie. That is a description of the world being badly run and occasionally rewarding it."

"I've always found those to be roughly the same thing," Ark said.

She stopped walking. He noticed a step later and stopped too, turning, and she was looking at him with that look she had — the one that wasn't angry and wasn't fond and wasn't either of the things in between but was something more complicated and more specific, a look he'd earned in four years and three months and couldn't have described if asked.

"Don't go back," she said. "That's all I'm saying. I know what it cost you the first time. I know what it cost you to build this back. Just — don't go back."

He held her gaze for a moment. Something in his face made a small adjustment, the contained version of something larger.

"I'm not planning on it," he said.

"Eddie," she said, "does not appear to be operating from a plan."

The faint edge of a smile. "No," Ark agreed. "But he's not disloyal. Everything else is fixable. Disloyal isn't."

Victoria picked up her pace again. He fell into step beside her. The coffee cart smell had given way to the salt-and-exhaust smell of the broader street, and the clouds that had been bruised and slow-moving over the bay that morning had pushed further inland and were now sitting directly overhead, low enough that the taller buildings on the western end of the block seemed to vanish into them at around the fourteenth floor. The light had the flat, directionless quality of overcast that has committed, shadowless and slightly oppressive, the kind of light that makes everything look like it's already been photographed and developed wrong.

* * *
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THE PHONE WAS IN HIS inside coat pocket, and when it rang he had it out and open in the same motion with the reflex of a man who had been waiting for calls that mattered for long enough that answering them quickly had become biological. He glanced at the screen and something shifted in his posture — almost nothing, the kind of shift that required knowing him to read, but Victoria read it immediately.

"Keegan or Eddie?" she said.

"Keegan."

"Which one?"

He answered. "Van Gent."

The voice on the other end was the voice of a man who had been having difficult conversations for thirty years and had achieved a kind of professional equanimity about it that sometimes looked, from a distance, like indifference. Captain Raymond Keegan of the city's seventh precinct was sixty-three years old and had the face of a man who had been told difficult things for so long that the difficult things had reorganized his face around themselves — the deep horizontal lines across his forehead, the downward pull at the corners of his mouth, the eyes that registered information without appearing to react to it, because they had learned that reacting to it was a luxury that the next piece of information would immediately revoke. He was also the reason Ark Van Gent had an arrangement with the seventh precinct that no official document acknowledged and that most people in the department had chosen, wisely, not to look at too directly.

"You available?" Keegan said.

"Depends."

"John Tetley."

Ark was quiet for a beat. John Tetley's name had a particular specific gravity in the city — the kind of name that rearranged the weight of a sentence the moment it appeared in one. Sixty years of money, forty of them spent in the purposeful accumulation of the kind of power that never appeared on an official ledger. Three charitable foundations bearing his name and the two city council members whose re-election campaigns bore his money, though not his name, because that was how it worked at that level. The man was not liked. He was not meant to be. He was the kind of man whose presence in a city's life is described with the word *formidable* as if it were a compliment, and who understands that the word is meant as a warning and takes it as one regardless.

"What about him?"

"He's dead."

The two words landed the way certain facts land — not with shock, because shock is a response to the unexpected, and Ark had long ago trained himself out of expecting any particular shape for the world, but with the particular weight of information that reorganizes other information around it. A man like Tetley dead was a stone dropped in still water. The ripples would reach edges you couldn't see from the point of impact.

"When?"

"Best estimate, around eleven this morning. Library of the estate."

"How?"

"Single shot, back. Someone knew what they came for." Keegan's voice had the flat delivery of a man reading from a fact sheet, which was the register he used when the facts were the kind that required containment to be communicated. "Safe was open. We're looking at what's missing."

"His people call it in?"

"His wife. She found him." A pause that meant something. "She was out of the house when it happened. Her account."

"I'll head over now," Ark said. "I'll call you from there."

He ended the call and stood for a moment on the sidewalk, people splitting around him on both sides with the incurious efficiency of city pedestrians encountering a man who has just stopped moving in their path. Victoria had stopped two paces ahead and turned back.

"John Tetley," he said. "The Tetley estate, East Sixty-Third. He's dead. Shot in his library this morning."

Victoria absorbed this with a single blink. "Keegan wants us."

"Keegan needs a close rate before the department starts asking who solved his last six." He was already dialing. "Go to the precinct. I need you with Keegan when the first reports come in — forensics is going to move fast on a name like Tetley and I want eyes on what they're filing before they file it."

"And you're going to the estate."

"I'm going to the estate."

"Alone."

"In a moment." He put the phone to his ear. It rang three times. Then:

* * *
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"ARK! HEY. I WAS JUST —" The voice had the quality of a man who had been in the middle of something and was not certain whether the something was defensible, and had elected to begin speaking before determining whether a defense was required. "I was just on my way. I was basically already there. Where are we going?"

Edward Silas, known to everyone as Eddie, was thirty-four years old and had the nervous energy of someone who had never once in his life been fully at rest, not even, Victoria suspected, while sleeping. He was medium height, medium build, with a face that was open in the way of people who have not spent much time trying to make their faces do anything other than accurately reflect whatever was happening inside them, which meant that his face was extremely busy most of the time. He had dark hair that needed cutting in a way that it perpetually needed cutting — not growing out, not particularly long, just consistently at the exact length that implied a haircut had been planned and then something had intervened. He wore his shirts untucked as a philosophical position rather than an oversight, and he owned three pairs of the same sneakers because the first two times he'd found a shoe that worked he'd bought a backup pair, a precaution that Ark had told him was either brilliant or neurotic and that Eddie had told him was both.

He had been, before Ark, a skip tracer for a bail bonds operation in the Valley, and before that a courier, and before that briefly a paralegal, and before that a series of employments that shared the quality of requiring someone who was good at finding things out and bad at filling out paperwork about what he'd found. He was, in Ark's considered assessment, the best instinctive researcher he had ever encountered, a man who could locate a thread in a conversation that no one else had noticed was a thread and pull it with a patience and a gentleness that was entirely inconsistent with every other quality he possessed. He was also a man who had on three separate occasions in the past eighteen months nearly destroyed active cases through actions that were explicable only through a theory of the universe in which chaos was not the enemy of investigation but its reluctant collaborator.

Ark had known him for two years. He had hired him after the first conversation, which had lasted four hours and covered, at Eddie's insistence, the complete history of the Zodiac case, the structural integrity of the original Knott's Berry Farm, and the best route to take from the freeway to the bail bonds office in the event of a Thursday afternoon sig-alert. Ark had offered him the job at the end of the conversation because anyone who could sustain that kind of lateral thinking for four consecutive hours without losing either the thread or the audience was exactly the kind of person who would be useful and exactly the kind of person who would be dangerous and sometimes the only real question about a person was which one you needed more.

"John Tetley," Ark said. "East Sixty-Third. Tetley estate. He's been shot."

A pause. The background sounds on Eddie's end were ambiguous — something like a market, or a street corner, or possibly the ground floor of a parking structure. "Tetley. The Tetley."

"The Tetley."

"The guy who — with the foundation, and the —"

"Shot in his library this morning. His wife found him. Safe was open. I need you there."

"I'm there. I'm already there. Well — I'm not there yet, I'm at —" A shuffling sound, as if he were adjusting his position relative to his surroundings. "I'm twenty minutes away if I cut through Hanover."

"Don't cut through Hanover."

"The lights on Hanover have been —"

"Don't cut through Hanover."

"Okay." A beat. "Thirty minutes."

"Don't be thirty minutes."

"Twenty-five. The thing is, Ark, Hanover —"

"Get there," Ark said, and ended the call.

He turned back to Victoria. She was watching him with the expression she wore when she was deciding whether to say the thing she was thinking or whether the thing she was thinking had already been said enough times to be on record.

"He'll be forty-five minutes," she said.

"Probably."

"And he'll take Hanover."

"Almost certainly."

"And something will happen on Hanover."

"Victoria."

"I'm just noting the pattern."

"Note it on the way to the precinct." He was already moving, turning left at the corner toward where he'd left his car on Garfield, the charcoal coat open against the gray morning, hands back in the pockets. "And call me when you're with Keegan. I want to know what the first forensics report says before the second one gets written."

She fell into step briefly beside him before their paths diverged. "Ark." He looked at her. "Be careful at that house. A man like Tetley doesn't get shot in his own library by someone who didn't plan it. That means someone planned it. That means someone was in that house this morning who knew what they were doing and has been gone for at least an hour already."

He held her look for a moment.

"I know," he said.

"And don't touch anything without gloves."

"I have gloves."

"You've said that before."

"I have gloves today. Specifically." He patted his coat pocket. "I checked this morning. It was a productive morning before this."

"It stopped being that kind of morning at eleven o'clock," Victoria said, which was both a fact and a tone, and she turned and walked in the direction of the precinct with the efficiency of someone who has said what needed saying and considers further discussion a waste of the city's resources.

Ark watched her go for one beat, two. Then he turned toward the Tetley estate.

* * *
[image: ]


HE HAD A CAR — A 2009 Buick the color of old pewter that he had bought from a retired court reporter in Glendale for a price that was honest in both directions and that had, in the four years since, served him with the mechanical reliability of something that was not trying to impress anyone and had nothing left to prove. It was not a car that anyone looked at twice, which was frequently the most useful thing a car could be. He kept it clean and serviced and had, on one occasion, slept in it for three nights during a surveillance that had required continuous presence and had produced, in the end, the information that had closed the case and a crick in his lower back that had taken two weeks to resolve.

The drive to East Sixty-Third took fourteen minutes in the mid-morning traffic, which was faster than he expected. He drove the way he did most things — with attention but without visible effort, reading the traffic the way he read rooms, noting what was present and what was absent and where the gaps were and what the gaps meant. He had learned to drive in the flat, grid-structured streets of the Central Valley and had spent twenty years learning the city's version, which was the same skill applied to a system that had been designed by someone with a different philosophy about what streets were for.

He thought about John Tetley as he drove. Not about the murder — he'd get to the murder when he was in the room with it — but about the man. The Tetley family had been in this city for three generations, and the thing about families that stayed in a city for three generations was that the city retained the record of them whether they wanted it to or not. It was in the society pages and the court filings and the quarterly foundation reports and the conversations that happened at the edges of fundraising dinners that never made it into any document but that lived in the institutional memory of people who had been at those dinners and remembered. John Tetley had inherited two things from his father: money and a specific quality of contempt for anyone who hadn't. He had managed both with the aggressive competence of a man who understood that contempt, properly deployed, was a tool like any other.

There had been a time, before the case that had become the event that Victoria referenced with the single word *prison* and that Ark referenced with the single word *before*, when Ark Van Gent had moved through the upper registers of this city's money in a professional capacity. Not as a guest. Never as a guest. But as the kind of man who was hired by people with money to solve problems that money couldn't solve directly, and who in that capacity had developed a working knowledge of the way that money organized itself in this city and who the load-bearing walls were. Tetley had been one of the walls. Which meant that Tetley's death was not just a case. It was a structural event.

He did not let himself go further than that. The habit of his mind was to stay close to what he knew and maintain a strict accounting of what he didn't, because the distance between the two was exactly where mistakes lived. He knew Tetley was dead. He knew the library, the safe, the shot to the back. He knew there was a wife, and that the wife had been absent, and that the safe had been open, and that Keegan had said *we're looking at what's missing* with that specific inflection that meant Keegan already suspected but wasn't yet saying. Everything else he would learn in the room.

He parked on the gravel verge outside the estate's iron gate, behind one of the three black-and-whites already there, and sat for a moment with the engine off. The gate stood open, propped by one of Keegan's officers, who was doing the thing that officers do at a scene when they are assigned to the gate — which is to stand at it with an expression that communicates both authority and boredom in equal measure and check the identification of people arriving without quite making eye contact. The gravel drive curved up between the bare oaks toward the house, which was visible from the gate, pale and gray and closed, the tall windows giving back the flat overcast sky.

He put on his gloves. Specifically, as promised. He got out of the car and walked toward the gate, showing the officer the card that identified him as a consultant to the seventh precinct, which was what the card said because it was the closest thing the arrangement had to an official description. The officer looked at it and looked at him and moved aside, because the name was on the list.

Ark Van Gent, unlicensed. Walking up the gravel drive toward whatever John Tetley had died in possession of.

Somewhere on Hanover Street, he was reasonably certain, Eddie Silas was about to hit a construction closure.
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