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1

The trap was simplicity itself.

And as usual with simple, it worked perfectly.

In the long-abandoned fourth-floor workshop of Welbourne & Sons Fabricators, Colter Shaw moved silently through dusty wooden racks stacked with rusty tanks and drums. Twenty feet ahead, the shelves ended and beyond was a large open area, filled with ancient mahogany worktables, scuffed and stained and gone largely to rot and mold.

Here stood three men, wearing somber business suits, engaged in conversation, offering the animated gestures and the untroubled voices of those who have no idea they’re being watched.

Shaw paused and, out of sight behind a row of shelves, withdrew a video camera. It was similar to any you’d pick up on Amazon or at Best Buy, except for one difference: there was no lens in front. Instead the glass eye was a tiny thing mounted on an eighteen-inch flexible stalk. This he bent at a ninety-degree angle and aimed around the side of the storage shelves before hitting RECORD.

After a few minutes, when the men’s backs were to him, he stepped out of his hiding place and moved closer, slipping behind the last row of shelves.

Which was when the trap sprung.

His shoe caught the trip wire, which in turn pulled a pin from the supporting leg of the shelf nearest to him, releasing an avalanche of tanks and cans and drums. He rolled forward onto the floor, avoiding the bigger ones, but several slammed onto his shoulders.

The three men spun about. Two were of Middle Eastern appearance—Saudi, Shaw knew. The other was Anglo, as pale as the others were dark. The taller of the Saudis—who went by Rass—held a gun, which he’d drawn quickly when Shaw made his ungainly appearance. They joined the intruder, who was rising from the grainy floor, and studied their catch: an athletic blond man in his thirties, wearing blue jeans, a black T and a leather jacket. Shaw’s right hand was gripping his left shoulder. He winced as his fingers kneaded the joint. 

Rass picked up the spy camera, looked it over and shut it off. He pocketed the device and Shaw said goodbye to twelve hundred dollars. This was not a priority at the moment. 

Ahmad, the other Saudi, sighed. “Well.”

The third man, whose name was Paul LeClaire, looked momentarily horrified and then settled into miserable.

Shaw’s blue eyes glanced at the collapsed shelf with disgust and he stepped away from the drums, some of which were leaking sour-smelling chemicals.

Simplicity itself …

“Wait!” LeClaire frowned. “I know him! He’s working for Mr. Harmon. He’s in human resources. I mean, that’s what he said. But he was undercover! Shit!” His voice cracked.

Shaw wondered if he was going to cry. 

“Police?” Ahmad asked LeClaire.

“I don’t know. How would I know?”

“I’m not law,” said Shaw. “Private.” He turned a stern face to LeClaire. “Hired to find Harmon’s Judas.”

Ahmad walked to a window and looked out, scanned the alley. “Anyone else?” Directed at Shaw.

“No.”

The man then stepped to the front of the workshop, his body language suggesting taut muscles beneath the fine gray suit. He slowly opened the door, looked out, then closed it. He returned to the others. “You,” he said to LeClaire. “Check him. Weapons. And whatever’s in his pockets.”

“Me?”

Ahmad: “We weren’t followed. You were careless.”

“No, I wasn’t. Really. I’m sure.”

Ahmad lifted a palm: We’re not paying you to whine.

LeClaire, more dismal by the moment, walked forward. He patted down Shaw cautiously. He was doing a sloppy job and if Shaw had been carrying, which he was not, he would have missed the semiauto Shaw often wore on his hip.

But his uneasy fingers managed to locate and retrieve the contents of Shaw’s pockets. He stepped away, clutching the cell phone, cash, a folding knife, a wallet. Deposited them on a dust-covered table.

Shaw continued to knead his shoulder, and Rass tilted his head toward him, silently warning him to be cautious in his movements. Rass’s finger was outside the trigger guard of the pistol. In this, he knew what he was doing. On the other hand, the gun, with its mirrored sheen of chrome plating, was showy. Not the sort a true pro would carry.

Never draw attention to your weapon …

LeClaire was looking toward an open attaché case. Inside was a gray metal box measuring fourteen inches by ten by two. From it sprouted a half-dozen wires, each a different color. To Shaw he said, “He knows? About me? Mr. Harmon knows?”

Colter Shaw rarely responded to questions whose answers were as obvious as the sky.

And sometimes you didn’t answer just to keep the inquirer on edge. The businessman rubbed thumb and index finger together. Both hands. Curiously simultaneous. The misery factor expanded considerably.

Ahmad looked at the phone. “Passcode.” 

Rass lifted the gun.

One wouldn’t be much of a survivalist to get killed over a PIN. Shaw recited the digits.

Ahmad scrolled. “Just says he’s coming to the factory to check out a lead. It’s sent to a local area code. Others to the same number. He has our names.” A look to LeClaire. “All of ours.”

“Oh, Christ …”

“He’s been onto you for a while, Paul.” Ahmad scrolled some more, then tossed the phone to a desk. “No immediate risk. The plans still hold. But let’s get this over with.” He removed a thick envelope from his pocket and handed it to LeClaire, who, not bothering to count his pieces of silver, stuffed it away.

“And him?” LeClaire’s strident voice asked.

Ahmad thought for a moment, then gestured Shaw back, against a wall.

Shaw walked to where the man indicated and continued to massage his shoulder. Pain radiated downward, as if pulled by gravity.

Ahmad picked up the wallet and riffled through the contents, then put the billfold in his pocket. “All right. I know who you are, how to find you. But I don’t think that troubles you so much.” He scanned Shaw, face to feet. “You can take care of yourself. But I also have the names of everyone on your in-case-of-emergency list. What you’re going to do is tell Harmon you tracked the thief here but by the time you managed to get into the factory we were gone.”

LeClaire said, “But he knows it’s me!”

Ahmad and Rass seemed as tired of the whimpering as Shaw was. 

“Are we clear on everything?”

“Couldn’t be clearer.” Shaw turned to Paul LeClaire. “But I have to ask: Aren’t you feeling the least bit guilty? There are about two million people around the world whose lives you just ruined.”

“Shut up.”

He really couldn’t think up any better retort?

Silence filled the room … No, near silence, moderated by white noise, unsettling, like the hum of coursing blood in your skull.

Shaw looked over the configuration of where each man stood and he realized that examining the wallet and the in-case-of-emergency threat were tricks—to get him to move to a certain spot in the room, away from the drums that had tumbled to the floor when the trap sprung. Ahmad had no intention of letting him go. He simply didn’t want to take the risk of his partner shooting toward canisters that might contain flammable chemicals.

Why not kill him and buy time? The Saudis would be out of the country long before Shaw’s body was discovered. And as for LeClaire, he’d done his part, and they couldn’t care less what happened to him. He might even be a good fall guy for the murder.

Ahmad’s dark eyes turned toward Rass and his shiny pistol. 

“Wait,” Shaw said harshly. “There’s something I—”
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You’re a lucky SOB, Merritt.”

The pale and gaunt prisoner, unshaven, brows knit, looked at the uniformed screw.

The guard glanced at Merritt’s balding head, as if just realizing now that the man had more hair when he’d begun serving his sentence than now. What a difference a near year makes.

The men, both tough, both fatigued, faced each other through a half-inch of bulletproof glass, a milky sheet as smeared as the walls were scuffed. The business end of eighty-year-old Trevor County Detention had no desire, or reason, to pretty itself up.

Slim, tall Jon Merritt was dressed in a dark suit—the deepest shade of navy blue, good for job interviews and funerals. It was a size too big. A complementing white shirt too, frayed where frays happen. The last time he had worn this outfit was more than ten months ago. In the interim his garb, not of his choosing, had been bright orange.

“You’re looking like an ace,” the guard said. Larkin was a large Black man whose uniform was much the same shade as Merritt’s suit.

“Oh, I just shine, don’t I?”

The guard paused, maybe wondering how stinging the sarcasm was meant to be. “Here you go.”

Merritt took the envelope that contained his wallet, watch and wedding ring. The ring went into his pocket, the watch onto his wrist. The battery had behaved and the instrument showed the correct time: 9:02 a.m.

Looking through the wallet. The bills—$140—were still there, but the envelope no longer contained the coins he’d had. A credit card and an ATM card were present too. He was surprised.

“I had a phone, a book, paperback. Socks. A pen.”

The pen he’d used to jot notes to his attorney at the hearing. It was a nice one, the sort you put a refill in, not threw out.

Larkin looked through more envelopes and a cardboard box. “That’s all that’s here.” He lifted a huge hand. “Stuff disappears. You know.”

More important: “And some work I did in the shop. William said I could keep it.”

The screw consulted a sheet. “There’s a box outside the door. On the rack. You didn’t come in with it so you don’t gotta sign.” He prowled through more paperwork. Found two envelopes, business size, and pushed them through.

“What’s that?”

“Discharge documents. Sign the receipt.”

Merritt did and put the envelopes in his pocket fast, feeling that if he read them now, he’d see a mistake. The screw could catch it too and say, sorry, back inside.

“And these.” He slid Merritt a small business card. “Your parole officer. Be in touch in twenty-four hours. No excuses.” Another card made the short trip. It was a doctor’s appointment reminder. It was for eleven today.

“Take care, Merritt. And don’t come back.”

With not a single word he turned. The lock buzzed and snapped and the thick metal door opened. Merritt walked through it. Beside the door, on the rack Larkin had mentioned, was a cardboard box, about one by two feet, J. MERRITT on the side. He picked it up and walked to the exit gate in the chain-link. The barricade clattered as it crawled sideways.

Then Jon Merritt was outside, on the go-where-you-will sidewalk.

He felt odd, disoriented. Dizzy. This did not last long. It was like the time he and some cop friends went party boat fishing and it took him a little time to find his sea legs.

Then, steadying, he turned south. Inhaling deeply, wondering if the air outside tasted different from the air inside. Couldn’t tell.

His feet hurt already. Merritt had enough cash to buy shoes—he wasn’t sure if his cards still worked—but it was easier and cheaper to go to the U-Store facility, where his possessions resided.

Supposedly.

The light changed and Merritt started across the asphalt, shoulders slumped, in his tight shoes and baggy, somber suit. On his way to a job interview.

Or a funeral.
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Wait. There’s something I—”

Colter Shaw’s words were interrupted by a loud bang from one of the drums that had tumbled to the floor. A huge, dense cloud of yellow gas poured from it and filled the room. In seconds it was impossible to see a foot ahead.

The men began choking. 

“Poison!”

“What is it?”

“Some shit from the factory!” 

The words dissolved into coughs.

“That man … He can’t leave here. Stop him. Now!” This was from Ahmad.

Rass couldn’t fire, though, not with the lack of visibility.

Shaw crouched, staying under cover of the cloud. He moved in a wide circle.

“I can’t see him!”

“There! He’s there! Going for the window.”

“We’re four stories up. Let him jump.” Ahmad again.

“No, he’s going the other way.” Panicky LeClaire’s voice was high.

“It’s going to kill us! Out. Now!”

Their voices fell into choked shouts and obscenities and then went silent as they pushed toward the door.

Shaw felt his way back through the shelves and to the window by which he’d entered the factory. Choking, he descended the fire escape to a decrepit dock that jutted into the river. He jogged over the uneven wood, dark with creosote and slick with ancient oil, and climbed down into an alley that ran beside the factory from the river to Manufacturers Row.

He walked to the dumpster that sat halfway down the alley and worked on clearing his lungs, hawking, spitting, inhaling deeply. The coughing stopped, but what he was breathing here wasn’t much better than the fumes. The air was laced with the acrid off-gases from the wide Kenoah River, its hue jaundice brown. He’d come to know the scent quite well; the distinctive sour perfume hung over much of central Ferrington.

At the dumpster, whose top was open, he scanned around and saw no one nearby. First he lifted out the gray Blackhawk inside-the-belt holster containing his Glock, the model 42, and clipped it in place. Then a thirty-two-ounce bottle of water. He filled his mouth and spit several times. Then he drank down half of what remained and collected his personal effects.

Hand on the grip of his weapon, he looked about once more.

No sign of Rass and his small silver gun, or the other men. Were they searching for him?

Walking to the front of the alley, Shaw noted that the answer was no. The three hurried away from the factory, Ahmad clutching the briefcase. The Saudis climbed into their Mercedes, and LeClaire his Toyota. The vehicles sped off in different directions.

Shaw returned to the dumpster.

Reaching inside, he extracted a backpack and into it he slipped the gray metal box that had been in the attaché case upstairs. He slung the bag over his shoulder and exited the alley onto gloomy Manufacturers Row. He turned right, pulling a phone from the pack and sending several texts.

He then continued his walk toward downtown Ferrington. 

Thinking of the trap.

Indeed it was simple and efficient. But it was also one of Shaw’s making, not one set by the three men in the room.

Hired by a corporate CEO recently to stop the theft of a revolutionary industrial component, which had been designed by the company’s most brilliant engineer, Shaw had narrowed the list of suspects to LeClaire. The scrawny, nervous IT man—a compulsive and bad gambler—had arranged to sell the device to the Saudi buyers. Shaw had learned that the transfer was going down in the factory this morning.

While the CEO just wanted the device—known by the acronym S.I.T.—recovered and the identity of the thief revealed, Shaw thought it was a better idea to swap the real one for a fake that contained a GPS tracker, which would reveal its ultimate destination and, ideally, the identity of the buyer.

Shaw’s private eye, based in the nation’s capital, had found a PI in Ferrington, Lenny Caster. He’d assembled tools, surveillance gear and some other supplies. Then, last night, the two men had rigged the trip wire in the Welbourne & Sons building. Shaw had placed a military-style smoke bomb in one of the oil drums that would fall when the “trap” sprung.

In a van not far away, Caster had been monitoring the entire incident via a bug planted in the workshop. When he heard their code—“Wait. There’s something I”—he triggered the bomb, releasing the dense smoke, whose recipe Shaw and his siblings had been taught by their father, obscuring clouds like this one being just another aspect of the art and science of survivalism. Shaw had made the batch himself with potassium chlorate oxidizer, lactose as a fuel and solvent yellow 33, along with a dash of sodium bicarbonate to decrease the temperature of the burn. Trespassing was one thing; arson another.

Once the smoke had filled the room, Shaw had pulled the mock-up of the device from the worktable drawer where he’d hidden it last night and did the swap. He’d then made his way to the window and dropped the real S.I.T. into the dumpster, forty feet below.

Now he was walking through the shadowy, soot-stained brick valley of abandoned factories and warehouses.


BRISCOW TOOL AND DIE

MARTIN AND SONS IRON WORKS, LTD.

JOHNSON CONTAINERS, INC.

CARBURETOR CORPORATION OF AMERICA



In a quarter mile he broke from that industrial graveyard into an expanse of huge, weedy lots—twenty or thirty acres of them—where facilities had once stood and were now bulldozed flat and filled with nothing but discarded cinder blocks, piles of brick, pipes and the trash that people had tossed over the chain-link. Flyers and sheets of newspapers and shattered Styrofoam cups chased one another in the soft spirally autumn wind.

Shaw had heard redevelopment awaited. His time in Ferrington told him that any glorious makeover would be a long time coming. If ever.

The sidewalk he was on veered right and joined the riverwalk beside the Kenoah.

The trio he’d just scammed would eventually learn that Shaw had made the swap. Would they want revenge against his in-case-of-emergency contacts? That would be time poorly spent. His private eye, Mack McKenzie, had ginned up an identity for him. The slim leather billfold LeClaire had relieved him of contained everything from driver’s license to credit cards to grocery store loyalty cards (new to Shaw; he’d never used one). Mack had even photoshopped him into a family portrait. He was married to a striking Latina; they had two well-scrubbed and photogenic children.

Shaw assessed a less than one percent chance of Rass or Ahmad traveling to Anchorage, Alaska, his fictional home, and even if they did they would not find the fictional Carter Stone and his fictional family.

He looked ahead, at his destination, a ten-story structure, red brick like most other buildings in downtown. On top was a large sign. The bottom was painted dark red and the color gradient changed, moving upward until, at the top, the shade was a bright yellow, the color of the sun on a cloudless day. The words over this backdrop were:


HARMON ENERGY PRODUCTS

LEADING THE WAY TO A BRIGHTER AND

CLEANER TOMORROW



As he walked, he looked about. Not much reason for anyone to be in this neighborhood, and it was largely deserted. Some emaciated teen boys, in hoodies and loose jeans, leaned against or sat beneath graffitied walls, maybe hoping to sell some crack or meth or smack, or buy some. A man of gray pallor and indeterminate age lounged back, bundled in blankets despite the unseasonal warmth of the day. He sat in front of his homeless home of cardboard, with a strategic trapezoid of Sheetrock for the front door. He hadn’t bothered with a begging cup. A sex worker, female in appearance, shared the lethargy of the others, smoking and texting.

No one tried to solicit Colter Shaw, who wore the patina of cop. 

Fifty yards up the walk, a tall man with shaggy blond hair was texting as he leaned against the concrete wall, four feet high, that separated the sidewalk from the river. He was facing the water, which was far below street level. There was no bank; the river borders were man-made: walls of cement or the foundations of the buildings.

As he approached the man, Shaw realized two things. He might or might not have actually been texting but he was definitely using the phone for another purpose—a mirror to watch the sidewalk, focusing specifically on Shaw himself.

The other observation was that the man was armed.

Never watch the hip looking for a gun; watch the hands …

Shifting the backpack to his left shoulder, unzipping his jacket, Shaw approached. When he was near, the man slipped his phone away, turned and smiled broadly.

“Ah, ah, here is Mr. Colter Shaw!” A mild accent. Russian, Ukrainian, Belarusian. “No need for worries. I have been watching behind you on your fine stroll. No one is following. Even though are three people who might very much like to pay you visit.”
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Never let surprise dull your awareness …

Shaw noted that the street remained unoccupied other than the weary folks he’d just passed.

The Slav was not going for a weapon.

No cars headed purposefully in his direction, ahead or behind. 

Only when he assessed minimal threat—less than ten percent—did he turn fully to the man. He had an exceedingly angular face, high cheekbones and a pointed jaw. Curiously, despite the fair hair, his eyes were jet black. Shaw knew that genes could often be fickle. 

The man too looked around. “How you like being here in this shithole? But who am I to talk? Where I am coming from, we have many poisoned cities. Thank you, Noble Leader! I been walking around. Is there single place here that doesn’t stink? I can’t find it! Okay, okay, I get to point before I get boring.”

The Slav clicked his tongue and his expression was one of admiration. “Smart, smart, what you did, Mr. Colter Shaw. Caught that thief, like mouse in a spring. Just beat me, a hair ahead. I was close on poor, sad Mr. Paul LeClaire. But you were more quick. Your bug was better than my bug.” A shrug. “Sometimes happens.

“So, what you do, Mr. Colter Shaw? You swap it for a fake and they not have any idea.” He leaned close and Shaw tensed, but the man merely inhaled. “Battlefield smoke … Very smart of you, very smart. Arab boys go back home, hook up the S.I.T. and get Chernobyled! Ha! I am loving this.”

Shaw asked, “Who’s your buyer?”

“Oh, Mr. So and So. Or maybe Ms. So and So. What you think, Mr. Colter Shaw?” He grew serious. “You think women screw you over in business world more than men? I think so. Now we talk … There is American expression.” He gazed over the river. “Talking … what? What it is? A bird.”

“Nothing to talk about. You know I’m not selling.”

“Ah. I remember: talking turkey! How much you make for this job?”

It was twenty thousand dollars.

Marty Harmon was wealthy by Ferrington standards, but his company was a start-up and had yet to make a profit. Since the products he was making were intended mostly to improve Third World living conditions, Shaw had signed on. Also, he liked the challenge of the job.

He said nothing.

“Tell you what I give you. Fifty thousand. You want gold, you want Bitcoin, you want Doge? Mix and match, you want. Even green money. But what bastards want that today?” He frowned. “Rubles? Oh, I make you millionaire with rubles. How about Gazprom stock? Always good.” A bright smile, then back to the serious visage. “One. Hundred. Thousand.” His index finger rose and fell with each number.

So, his employer was in Moscow, probably, rather than Minsk or Kiev. Given the rubles.

“What’s your name?” Shaw asked.

“Name? Name?” A roaring laugh. “My name is John F. Kennedy. No, I am lying. It’s Abraham Lincoln. There. That’s my name! One fifty. Cannot be more.”

“Well, listen, Abe,” Shaw said. “It’s not for sale.”

“I was thinking that would be answer. I was sure. Well, don’t worry, no, no.” He held his hands up. “No shoot-out at high noon. I know you have gun. I saw, I peeked. A little one—malen’kiy pistolet.”

Yes, Russian.

The man said, “Okay. Two hundred.” 

So it could be more.

“No.”

“Fuckish.”

Not a word that Shaw was familiar with and in his reward business he’d collected a sizable vocabulary of street terms.

The Slav could see the discussions were winding down. His eyes narrowed. “Too bad. Too bad for you. Lose all that money.” He tapped his head. “I’ll have to think of something more cleverer.”

Delivered not with the tone of threat, though threat it was.

Shaw reciprocated, less subtly. “For your own sake, Abe, don’t follow me. We’re not alone.”

The man’s eyes narrowed further, then he looked around. Finally grinned. “Me? Why would I do that? I’m just tourist here! Hey, you see famous Water Clock?”

“No.”

“Oh, not to be missed, Mr. Colter Shaw. Not. To. Be. Missed.” 

Shaw walked past him, continuing up the street, assessing the odds that the Slav would, despite what he’d said, draw his gun and play High Noon after all.

He put it around five percent. Abe Lincoln wasn’t stupid. 

But he was desperate.

Fuckish …

Okay, maybe ten.
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At last. His custom-made work shoes …

Jon Merritt closed his eyes at the relief of slipping his feet into what he’d worn on the job—when he had a job. Black leather, insets, lace-up. Steel-tipped toes. Occasionally necessary.

He was inside the tiny unit of U-Store, looking over his things, in plastic bins that had been filled haphazardly. Everything just dumped.

Into a backpack bearing the faded logo of a faded pro football team he placed clothing, some toiletries, the cardboard box containing the project from the metal shop—his chosen rehab activity in County.

He continued rag picking. Anything meaningful? Anything sentimental?

No.

Here was a trash bag of items from his former job. And trash bag it literally was, containing in addition a crushed soda can, an empty nail-polish bottle, a year-old slice of hard bread, long past mold. He dug through it and extracted a few things that might come in helpful.

After he pulled down the corrugated metal door, he relocked it and left the facility. Then he bused it across town, head against the glass, feeling the vibrations of the engine and the protest of the suspension on the weather-abused streets. The potholes and cracks were the same as when he went in. Ferrington’s infrastructure budget wasn’t going to miraculously improve in that short period of time. And even if it had, how much cash would have been siphoned off to flow into officials’ pockets?

Quite a bit, Jon Merritt knew very well.

Disembarking and walking three blocks, he entered the small oil-sweet-scented office of the rambling garage.

“Ebb.”

The owner blinked and froze. He was a troll of a man, with rolls of flesh below and pelts of hair above. Surprise filled his face. He stepped away from the engine of a large red Peterbilt. The wrench in his hand lowered. “Well. Jon. You’re …”

Merritt nodded outside. “Didn’t do much in the detailing department.” The white F-150 pickup was grimy and dusty and the windshield opaque yellow from last spring’s pollen. Branches and leaves crowned the hood and roof and lay thick in the bed, where the wind would not have swept them away.

Merritt believed they’d talked about storing the truck inside the garage, though he wasn’t positive. He’d been drunk when the conversation occurred. It was the day of his sentencing.

Maybe Ebb believed, or hoped, Merritt would die inside and somehow he could keep the truck. Only 154,000 miles on the odometer. Nothing.

The man took in Merritt’s unsmiling face. He was somewhat afraid now, knowing why Merritt had gone to prison. “Really, Jon. I’d known, she woulda been spic-and-span …” A new tack: “You’re paid up for two more years. I’ll get you a refund check. Pronto. Gimme an address.”

“Don’t have one. Where’s the hose?”

“I’d help you out, but Tom Ehrlich needs his rig.”

“Hose?” Merritt had learned long ago that a soft voice is scarier than loud.

“Sure, Jon. There, outside. You want soap and polish? You give me a day, I’ll have her like new.”

“Keys.”

Merritt took the offered chain.

When the Ford was clean enough so as not to draw attention, he fired up the engine. It knocked but was no knockier than it had been a year ago.

He sped into the street and cruised for fifteen minutes, pulling to the curb near an electronics store. Inside he bought a burner phone. Getting one set up wasn’t as easy as it seemed in the movies. He knew this from his prior life. Yes, you could buy one without a credit card or a real address. But an email was necessary. The clerk, a beefy kid with impressive, meaningless tats, helped him out, and they got the thing activated.

Sitting in the driver’s seat, he stared at the phone for a long time. He placed a call. He heard three ascending tones, then the announcement that the number was no longer in service.

Not surprising, considering that the woman whose number it once had been was his ex-wife, the complaining witness—that is, victim—in the case that led to his arrest for attempted murder and assault with a deadly, resulting in, as the indictment reported with a drama you didn’t expect in legal pleadings, “grievous bodily harm.”
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As he approached Harmon Energy Products’ campus, Colter Shaw looked back at the riverwalk.

No sign of Abe Lincoln.

A dark gray Mercedes Metris was approaching. The van pulled to the curb and out climbed a slim man in a black jacket, collar turned up, and black slacks. The outfit had many pockets, as tactical attire often did. The man was of a skin shade only slightly lighter than the clothing and his head was shaved. His wing-tip shoes were polished to dark mirrors.

Shaw stopped and nodded to Lenny Caster, the private eye who’d helped with the trap.

“Lenny.”

“Colter. Went okay?”

“Aside from my visitor.”

Caster had been tailing Shaw from the factory in case the three men had learned of the switch and returned for him.

We’re not alone …

Shaw continued, “Could you make him?”

Caster nodded. “Got some good pictures. Sent them to Mack.”

The woman had some excellent facial recognition experts she could call on.

The man pulled out his phone. He read from the text: “‘Sergei Lemerov. Former GRU.’”

Russian military intelligence.

“In the country on a B-1 temporary. Kicked out of Germany for dirty tricks ops. Believed to have been involved in the assassination of an oligarch in London and an activist in Belarus.”

He looked up. “Couldn’t find his travel particulars. Maybe private, maybe government.”

Shaw said, “His best was two hundred K.”

“Peanuts,” said Caster.

Government shenanigans came with shoestring budgets. With any commercial competitor wishing to buy the stolen S.I.T., $200K would have been a starting point.

“Mack said she’ll try to keep track of him. Anything she finds she’ll send directly to you and Marty.”

“I’ll brief him. Our trio?” A nod back to the factory.

He called up an app on his phone. “The Saudis’re going north on Fifty-five. Probably to Granton Exec airport. They’ll have a G7 or something overseas fueled up. LeClaire started for home, then turned south. He’s on the beltway now.” Caster had put GPS trackers in the wheel wells of the men’s cars.

The men shook hands. “Good working with you, Lenny. You ever get out of town? Could use some help from time to time.”

Caster said, “I stay close to home. Born and bred here. Coach my son’s basketball and daughter’s soccer. But, for a day or two? I could swing it. And I have a feeling whatever you’d have going on, it’d be … interesting. Keep me in mind.”

“I’ll do that.”

“Oh, and by the by? Mack said the oligarch and the activist that Lemerov killed? They were poisoned with polonium. That’s not a fun way to go. Until you’re well out of town, Colter, I wouldn’t drink anything that doesn’t come in a bottle that you don’t open yourself.”
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Jon Merritt was leaving the Trevor County Medical Services building, following his appointment.

A nondescript place in a nondescript part of Ferrington.

The building needed a peel and scrub. It could have been a slightly better-off cousin of the prison, only ringed by chain-link, not razor wire.

The building was home to maybe forty physicians of many different specialties. You could get treated for every ailment under the sun, from cloudy eyes to painful guts to broken bones to wrinkles, if you considered wrinkles an ailment.

He glanced at the list of offices and he noted one of the larger signs.


FERRINGTON PSYCHIATRIC CLINIC



He was thinking of a particular physician he’d been seeing recently. Recalling their first session.

The frumpy doctor, about forty, is in a brown suit. No tie. That must be in a manual somewhere. Strangulation risk. His shoes are laceless slip-ons. His hair is similar to his patient’s—that is, blondish and not abundant, to put it kindly.

There is a smell about him. Merritt can’t quite place it. In his chair, across from Merritt’s, Dr. Evans sits forward. He has explained that he will always remain outside Merritt’s “sphere of personness.”

This is a psychological thing, it seems, intended to demonstrate that the physician is attentive to the patient but doesn’t make him uncomfortable.

Sphere of personness …

Merritt would simply say “his space.” But then, he doesn’t have the medical degree.

The distance between the two is also a security measure, considering what many of Dr. Evans’s patients are here for.

Murder.

Attempted murder.

Grievous bodily harm …

The room bears little resemblance to a traditional therapist’s digs. No couch, no armchair, no box of Kleenex, no diplomas, no framed pictures or posters carefully picked to cause the patients no offense.

The doctor is jotting notes on a tablet, not with a pen or pencil. Apparently there was an incident a few years ago—though, luckily, the ER doc up the hall managed to save one of the psychiatrist’s eyes.

A wireless panic button sits on the table next to Dr. Evans’s chair. It’s not red. Merritt has wondered how many demons descend if the doc pushes it.

Has he ever?

“Let’s just chat, shall we, Jon?” The man is only half here. Distracted.

And what is that smell?

Merritt is all smiles and cooperation. “Sure, I guess. About what?”

“Anything that comes to mind. How you’re feeling about being here.”

Did he really ask that?

But again the smile.

“Your childhood.”

“Oh, sure.”

Just wanting the minutes to go by quickly, he begins to ramble about growing up in Ferrington. Telling stories good and stories bad and stories traumatic and stories affirming. Some are even true.

He’s careful about what he says, though. Dr. Evans, of the curious scent, may be sharper than he seems and is looking for tells, like a carny mind reader, that will lead him to a secret about Jon Merritt that Jon Merritt does not want him to know.

Merritt thinks of the secret simply as the “Truth” about him. With a capital T.

As he talks, staying far, far from the Truth, he notices that the doctor’s gaze strays around the room, often ending up on the window. The thick glass opens onto the yard. But it’s a prison; there is no view.

Merritt wonders if the doctor’s inattention is due to the fact that he is wrestling obsessively with diagnoses and treatment plans in order to cure his prisoner-patients.

Or if the man doesn’t give a shit about them and is daydreaming of hearing out housewives from the Garden District, who might be depressed or tightly wound, but never sociopathic and homicidal.

Jon Merritt now left the medical center behind and moved through the parking lot in a taut lope. He was six foot two inches but tended to walk stooped over, which made him appear to be a predatory animal. He climbed into his big Ford and in twenty minutes he was slicing through a commercial row south of downtown. 

This was a neighborhood familiar to him. He’d spent plenty of hours on these streets. Here you could get the nails tipping your fingers and toes polished to gems, your car repaired, your hair extended, your baldness covered. You could buy electronics, toys, sundries, pay-as-you-go phones, used furniture, appliances big and appliances small, all off-brand and cheap and with short life spans.

You could also rent a girl or boy or combination of both for an hour or two, transactions that Merritt was also familiar with.

He cruised up the street toward the Kenoah until he came to the River View Motel. Ferrington spawned lodgings like this—one-story structures of pastel shades, well overdue for new paint, some bulbs of the neon signage dark, the parking lots weedy. The vending machines were bulletproof.

The motel did have what the name promised—a few rooms at least and the lobby looked onto a patchy city park that descended to the water. The appeal, though, was another matter and depended largely on whether or not you had a sense of smell.

Merritt checked in, left his belongings in the dim box of a room, closed the curtains and turned on the TV, suggesting occupancy. He stepped outside, hung the do not disturb sign on the knob and walked to a convenience store he’d passed on the drive here. He picked up some toiletries, two Italian subs, some soda, some barbecue chips.

Then on to the most important destination: the ABC store.

He walked into the place, which, like all liquor stores he’d ever been in—and that was many, many—was filled with a sweet aroma. Was that from the occasional broken bottle? Or maybe something about the paste used to affix the labels to the bottles? The cartons possibly.

Merritt’s gut did a happy twist when he smelled that smell and saw the rows and rows of bottles.

His friends.

It was Bulleit bourbon he selected, a fifth. The clerk, a skinny man of indeterminate race, seemed briefly surprised. In this neighborhood, most purchases would be what the bulk of the inventory consisted of: pints, half-pints and miniatures. Also, it would’ve been months since anyone had shelled out for a premium like this.

The last time he’d drunk any Bulleit was the day of his sentencing. His lawyer had not been pleased he’d shown up in court drunk. Nor had the judge.

On the way back to the motel, he was distracted by motion to his left. He paused to watch a long barge, faded green, rusty, being pushed west by a mule of a tug. It was loaded with shipping containers, baby-blue Maersks being the most common. Ferrington was now only a blip, a mile marker on the trip to and from points east and points west. Once, the town had received dozens of vessels a day, workers emptying them of certain types of cargo and loading them with others. Mostly it was iron ingots arriving and finished metal products leaving. The name of the town itself, every schoolchild here had learned, came from the atomic symbol for iron, Fe.

The barge plowed out of sight and Merritt returned to his room. He chained the door and wedged a chair under the knob. This was a notoriously popular break-in locale. He got the AC running. He set his deli purchases and the bourbon on the bedside table. He rolled onto the bed and ate his late lunch hungrily, alternating bites and gulps.

Leaning back, eyes closed, he felt his gut churn. 

Maybe not a good idea, packing in the food and drink. 

The sensation, which had been building, struck.

Merritt rose fast and walked into the john, where, dropping to his knees, he puked aggressively.

Rinsing his mouth, he walked back to bed, lying flat this time. After some moments he sat up and pulled the backpack close and extracted the envelopes the guard had given him.

One was the discharge order itself. Nothing of interest. Lots of “don’ts” and legalese. He opened the second envelope and withdrew four sheets of paper, stapled together. He read them carefully and slipped them back into the envelope, which he returned to the backpack.

Jon Merritt drained his glass, did the suggesting-occupancy trick again and stepped outside, making sure the door locked properly. He pulled his phone from his pocket and placed a call, surprised that he still remembered the number.
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Four days earlier …

I have a problem. A serious one. I need help.”

The man was short and broad, his hair brown and curly. He wore a tie-less blue dress shirt, sleeves rolled, and tan slacks. A checkered sport coat, black and white, was hung, without hanger, on a hook behind the door of the office that he and Colter Shaw sat in. His shoes were bright orange sneakers.

In the few minutes Shaw had known him, fortyish Marty Harmon had proved to be cherubic, edgy and focused as a laser gunsight, shifting seamlessly from one mode to another.

They faced each other across a battered, file-covered desk. 

“You’re like a private eye?”

Shaw told him about his reward business.

Harmon offered an interested grunt. “Never heard of that.”

Colter Shaw in fact was here not in the role as a practitioner of that trade, but to consider taking on a for-hire job. A friend—Tom Pepper, a former FBI agent—had called him, explaining that the assistant special agent in charge of a Midwestern field office hadn’t been able to take on a case. Pepper had asked, was he interested?

With no good reward jobs beckoning, Shaw had thought, why not?

Harmon now rose and walked to a whiteboard. Began drawing. “First, background.”

The lecture began and Shaw listened with interest. He was learning about something he had not previously known: that there was such a thing as miniature nuclear power plants.

They were officially known as SMRs, or “small modular reactors.”

The adjective was a bit misleading, as the average SMR weighed in at about sixty tons, it seemed. Still, they were prefabricated and could be shipped intact to their destinations, making them essentially portable.

Harmon Energy Products’ version was known by the clever trade name the Pocket Sun.

In bold strokes he continued his artwork. Shaw gathered it was a cross section of one of these.

He was in an armchair that had seen better days. The springs were shot and the leather was cracked and worn where elbows and butts would wear. There was a couch too, half covered with papers and objects—metal parts, wires, solid-state boards. This was not the glitzy office of a Silicon Valley start-up, but the functional operating suite of a hardworking businessman heading up a no-nonsense Midwestern manufacturing company.

The only decorations here were a picture of the man and his dark-haired wife in her mid-forties and a large posted periodic table of the elements. On the bottom row one of these substances had been enclosed by a bright red drawing of a heart. It was the letter U.

Uranium.

The poster had been signed by scores of people, presumably employees. It would mark some significant event in the company’s history.

There were no diplomas or certificates or industry awards on the walls, which might offer a glimpse into the CEO’s bio. Shaw had, though, had his PI run a basic backgrounder. Harmon had an engineering degree from a lower state university and had founded, run and sold several other companies—of the low-tech sort. Energy, mostly. Some infrastructure. He steered clear of the press, once telling a reporter he didn’t have time for that “stuff,” appending a harsh modifier to the word. Still, Mack found a few articles, which depicted him as a workaholic and an uncompromising innovator and businessman. He himself owned a dozen patents for engineering devices, whose purposes Shaw could not figure out from Mack’s report.

As he drew on the board, Harmon continued his TED Talk. “So, Mr. Shaw, imagine! With our SMRs, developing countries can have dependable refrigeration, lighting, phones … And computers! The internet. Healthcare. There’re some sub-Saharan people’re living in the nineteenth century, and Pocket Suns can bring them into the modern era. Prejudice and idiotic ideas—about race, AIDS, Covid, STDs—only exist in the vacuum of ignorance. Give people energy, and they’ll have not only lighting, but enlightenment.”

A line from a sales pitch, but not a bad one.

“Now,” Harmon said, turning away from the board. “To the problem. There’s a little-talked-about concern in the nuclear energy world: that someone’ll steal nuclear fuel and weaponize it. It’s known as ‘proliferation.’ Pretty sanitized term, no?”

Because SMRs like Pocket Suns were often installed in countries with fewer safeguards and security staff, there was a risk someone would strip out the fuel or even steal the unit as a whole.

The nuclear material in the Pocket Suns was the same as in most reactors—U-235, enriched to around five percent, the level that met government approval. Harmon said, “To make a bomb with that kind of enrichment, you’d need the amount of fuel roughly the size of a full-grown elephant. But if you enrich to forty-five percent, then all you’d need is thirty-six kilos to make a bomb. That’s the size of a German shepherd.

“See this.” After scratching his upturned nose, he indicated his diagram, which looked like a bell jar, inside of which were clusters of thin vertical pipes. At the bottom of each was a small box. It was to one of these that he now pointed. “This’s the S.I.T., or ‘security intervention trigger.’ My most brilliant engineer came up with the idea. If someone moves a Pocket Sun without authorization or tries to break into the fuel compartment, the S.I.T. blows the uranium pellets into dust and floods them with a substance I’ve invented, a mesoporous nano material. It binds with the uranium and makes it useless in weapons. No other SMR manufacturer has anything like it.”

The cherub suddenly vanished; his other side—the angry side—emerged.

He leaned slightly forward and pointed a blunt finger for emphasis. “We do spot inventories. A few days ago the auditors found components’d gone missing, along with some mesoporous material. Somebody here is making an S.I.T. He’s—or she’s—going to sell it to a competitor. They have to be stopped. Agent Pepper said this’s the sort of thing you could do. Twenty thousand if you catch him and recover the trigger, Mr. Shaw. I’ll pay expenses too.”

Shaw considered what he was hearing. “You think it’s going overseas. If it were a U.S. competitor you could just sue for theft of trade secrets and patent infringement. Get a good lawyer and you could probably close them down.”

For a time, after college, Shaw had worked in a law office in California. He liked the challenge of the law, though he decided that however mentally stimulating the profession was, office jobs were a poor fit for someone known as the Restless Man.

Harmon said, “Exactly right. I know my competitors in the States. It’s not them. Look, we’re a small company, running on fumes. The S.I.T. is one of the few things that differentiates us. It’s a huge selling point. Somebody else gets it, undercuts our price, we’re gone. And I’m the only manufacturer who’s planning installs in the Third World. And, okay, let’s be grown-ups. I want to make some change myself. Too many people apologizing for capitalism. Bullshit. I make profits, I sink them into the next big thing, employing workers, making products that people …” He stopped himself and waved his hand, as if swatting away a hovering lecture.

“Tom Pepper told me the local FBI can’t handle it.”

A grimace. “Backlogged. And the Ferrington PD? They’ve cut staff by fifty percent. I even said I’d contribute a shitload to the benevolent fund. But they can’t keep up with drugs, homicides and domestics. A missing gadget’s not even on their radar.”

Shaw said, “I’ll take the job.”

The man strode forward and, though diminutive, delivered a powerful handshake.

Harmon returned to his desk and made two brief calls, summoning people.

No more than five seconds passed before his door opened and a tall woman walked inside. Her long black hair was tied back with a blue scarf, which matched the shade of her studious eyeglasses. High cheekbones, generous lips. She wore a tailored suit. Shaw wondered if she’d been a fashion model.

Harmon introduced Shaw to his assistant, Marianne Keller. “Mr. Shaw’s going to be helping us with the trigger.”

“Ah, good, Marty.” Her face bloomed with relief. Shaw supposed that a company like this fostered a sense of family. A betrayal stung them all.

“Anything he needs for expenses, carte blanche.” Then he frowned. “Okay with no private jets?”

“Off the table,” Shaw assured him.

“Yessir,” Keller said. Shaw handed her a card containing only his name and current burner phone number. And he took down her direct line on the back of another.

As she left, someone else entered. As tall as Keller, this woman was blond, hair braided carefully and affixed behind her head. She too had an alluring face. Her build was athletic, and he wouldn’t be surprised if she ran marathons.

Sonja Nilsson, it seemed, was head of Harmon Energy security. 

“Mr. Shaw,” she said, also shaking his hand firmly. “Good to meet you.”

He expected an accent and he got one, though it placed her not in Stockholm but within a hundred miles of Birmingham, Alabama.

“Colter,” he said.

Nilsson offered, “Marty told me he was talking to you. I looked you up. Rewards for a living?”

“Like a private eye who doesn’t bill unless he delivers.”

She sat perfectly upright and moved her hands and arms economically. She held a tablet but didn’t fiddle with it. She wore a complex analog watch and no jewelry other than a ring on the index finger of her right hand. It seemed to be a serpent. He couldn’t tell for certain. Shaw made another deduction: she was a veteran. And that she’d seen combat. The eyes—a rare green shade—were completely calm.

Nilsson said, “I’ve gone as far as I can, looking for the thief. Nothing. We need a fresh take.”

Shaw now opened a notebook, 5 by 7 inches. From his jacket he removed his fountain pen, a Delta Titanio Galassia, black with three orange rings toward the nib. He knew some might think in this day and age using an instrument like this was pretentious. But Shaw took lengthy notes during the course of his rewards jobs, and a fine pen like this—it was not inexpensive—was kinder to his hand than ballpoints. It was also simply a pleasure to write with.

As she described what had happened in detail, he jotted notes in his perfect handwriting, the lines horizontal on the unruled paper. This was a skill that had not been taught to him but simply passed down from his father. Both were calligraphers and artists.

When he felt he had enough to get started, he said, “I want to see employees’ RFID log-ins and log-outs. And security tapes.”

Nilsson said, “I’ve already pulled that together.”

They rose and shook hands once again, Shaw nodding away the effusive thanks and hoping a businessman’s hug would not be forthcoming.
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Sonja Nilsson’s office, curiously, was bigger and contained better furniture than her CEO’s. Good art on the walls too. Landscape photos mostly. He wondered if she’d shot them herself.

They sat on a couch before a long glass coffee table, on which were neat stacks of manila file folders.

Together, they reviewed employee records and the data from digital key entry and exit points, Shaw taking occasional notes. She lifted a seventeen-inch laptop onto the files, booted it up and logged on with both fingerprint and password. On this she called up surveillance tapes of the corridors where the S.I.T. components had been stored. Even though they fast-forwarded the tapes, this took a solid hour.

When they’d finished, Shaw said, “Again.”

It was halfway through the second viewing that Shaw spotted the fly.

He scrubbed back and examined the scene again. 

“Look.”

He pointed to a video of the corridor leading to the facility where the S.I.T. components were stored. No one was seen entering or leaving the place between the closing time of 5:30 and the start of business at 8:00 the next morning.

He froze a frame and pointed to the insect on the wall. 

“Okay. Got the little critter,” she drawled.

“Now look at the next day.”

He ran that tape to the time he recalled. 

The same fly landed in the same place.

“Well, damn.” The latter word was two syllables.

Somebody had gotten to the security videos and replaced them with one downloaded earlier. For two evenings, the thief would have had unobserved access to the storage facility.

Whoever did that had tech skills and Shaw was sure the thief had erased entry logs into the burgled offices. They also would have altered RFID information about entering and leaving the building itself.

“That’s hard hacking,” Shaw said. “Let’s focus on your IT people.”

Shaw came up with an idea for an undercover op. Marianne Keller arranged interviews between those in IT and an outside consultant hired by Harmon to consider opening an IT facility on the West Coast. For the gig, Shaw—in the role of Carter Stone—had donned the one business suit hanging in his Winnebago and a pair of glasses with non-magnifying lenses.

“I look corporate enough?” he asked Nilsson. 

She replied, “Middle manager all the way.”

He sat in a bare office, yellow pad before him, and the employees filed in one by one. Shaw didn’t begin the discussion with the corporate move but let his purpose hang vaguely over them for five or so minutes as he asked about their career history at the company, where they’d worked before, if they had any complaints. Only when he sensed suspicion rising did he mention the move. He jotted their response, thanked them and then called in the next employee.

All the while he’d been gauging each man’s or woman’s reaction.

One was notably uncomfortable, his body language easy to read: guilt and worry. Shaw put him at ease right away, shifting to the relocation story. Paul LeClaire soon relaxed. Shaw stayed true to the role and, with a good businessman smile and a good businessman handshake, sent him off.

He called Nilsson. “We’ve got him. Now we need to find the trigger.”

She said, “Surveillance.”

“Right.”

Over the next couple of days they tailed LeClaire and listened to his public conversations and read his emails, as his employment contract allowed. The phone was issued by the company, but while they could geotrack it, they could not eavesdrop.

Shaw and Nilsson followed him to meetings with two men at a motel outside of town. Using a Big Ear microphone they picked up the men’s names: Ahmad and Rass, Saudi businessmen, brokers in the energy field. They learned too about the handover time and location: an abandoned factory on the Kenoah River.

Sonja Nilsson and he had taken their findings to Harmon, who was as dismayed as he was angry. “Paul? Really? We’ve been nothing but generous to him … Damn. Well, we’ve got a name, and you’ve got evidence. Now the FBI and police have to get involved.”

“Are you sure you want that?” Shaw had asked. 

“What do you mean?”

Nilsson said, “Colter and I were talking.”

Shaw took over and offered the plan. “I think we should swap out the real S.I.T. for a fake one with a GPS chip in
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