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  Before You Begin


If you're reading this, thank you. 
You could have chosen any mystery thriller. Instead, you chose one of mine, and I don't take that for granted.
If you enjoy intelligent mysteries with unforgettable characters, intricate puzzles, and twists you never see coming, I'd love to invite you to become part of my reader community.
As a thank-you for joining my newsletter, I'll send you an exclusive, full-length mystery novella that isn't available on Amazon—or anywhere else.
The Last Supper at Hargrove Hall
A celebrated food critic hosts one final dinner at a crumbling Yorkshire estate. By morning, he's dead. The menu he left behind contains eight hidden messages, each revealing a piece of a decades-old secret that someone has been willing to kill to keep buried.
It's a complete Carter Bryson mystery written exclusively for newsletter subscribers and unavailable anywhere for purchase.
You'll also receive occasional updates about new releases, cover reveals, advance reader opportunities, and subscriber-only content. No spam. No daily emails. Just the stories and news I think you'll genuinely enjoy.
Join today and claim your free exclusive novella at:
www.GlassCreekPress.com
Now turn the page.
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  Dedication


For those who understand that justice is more than a verdict. 
For every juror who has carried the weight of another person's future long after leaving the courtroom.
And for those who believe that the truth may be buried, delayed, or forgotten—but never truly erased.
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  Chapter 1: The Sealed House


The deputy marshal cut the seal at 6:14 in the morning, and Elliot Burns watched the blade go through the tape and thought, without wanting to, that it was already too late. 
The tape was the government's. It was the pale yellow strip that goes across a federal officer's door when the man is dead and the estate is not yet settled, and it said in black letters that entry was prohibited except by order. The deputy ran a folding knife up the seam of the doorframe and the two halves of the strip curled back like something peeled. He did it the way a man does a thing he has done a hundred times. He was not thinking about the door. He was thinking about coffee, or his shift, or nothing at all.
Burns was thinking about the fact that the tape had already been cut once.
He didn't say so. He stood on the flagstone path in the gray light with his hands in his coat pockets and he looked at the place where the seal had been, and he saw that the adhesive had lifted along one edge and been pressed down again, and that the pressing had not been perfect. There was a hairline where the tape did not quite meet itself. A person could look at that seam for an hour and call it weather. Burns had looked at it for four seconds and known better, and he had learned long ago that the difference between those two men was the only thing that ever mattered.
"After you," the deputy said.
"Thank you," Burns said, and went in.
The house was stone, low and long, set back from the road behind a stand of oaks that had been old when the house was young. It sat on eleven acres outside a town west of Philadelphia that had a hardware store and two churches and a diner where the judge had eaten breakfast every Saturday for thirty years. Emmett Halloran had bought the place the year he took the bench and he had died in it four days ago, in a leather chair in the front room, of a heart that had simply stopped. The coroner had come and gone. The body had gone with him. The county was ready to sign the death clean, and there was no reason on the face of the earth that it shouldn't, and Burns, who had known the man for twenty-two years, stood in the front hall and smelled bleach.
Not much of it. A trace, under the older smell of the house, which was paper and cold ash and the particular mustiness of a place where one careful old man had lived alone. But it was there. In a house where a widower judge had lived out his last decade with a housekeeper who came Tuesdays, someone had used bleach, and recently, and Burns filed that where he filed such things, quietly, without comment, in the part of himself that Halloran had built.
"You want the study first," the deputy said. It wasn't a question. He had the records order on a clipboard and the study was what the order was about. "Down the hall. Chambers files, retained. That's your thing."
"That's my thing," Burns agreed.
He was fifty-one years old and he looked like a man who had spent his life indoors being careful. He was not large. He wore a gray coat over a gray suit and he moved through other people's spaces without disturbing them, and people who met him took a while to understand that the quiet was not softness. Burns was a senior investigator for the Office of Judicial Integrity, which most people had never heard of and which existed to do the one thing the federal courts could not be trusted to do to themselves, which was to look. He investigated judges. He had done it for nineteen years. He was good at it in the specific way that a man is good at a thing he believes is holy.
And Emmett Halloran had taught him. That was the part he was not going to say to the deputy, or to the coroner, or to the clerk who had flagged the file. Halloran had pulled him out of a job clerking for a circuit that ate its young, and had sat him down and told him that the law was not the words on the page but the thousand small honesties of the people who carried it, and that most of those people were good, and that the whole edifice stood or fell on catching the ones who were not before the good ones learned to look away. Halloran had been sixty then and certain of everything. Burns had been twenty-nine and certain of nothing, and he had walked out of that office with a spine.
He was thinking about that as he walked down the hall to the study, and he made himself stop, because grief is a kind of noise and he needed to be quiet.
The study was too clean.
He knew it the moment he crossed the threshold, before he could have told anyone why. It was a large room, book-lined on three walls, with a partner's desk and a reading chair and a window that gave onto the oaks, and the morning came through the window gray and even and lay across everything without a shadow out of place. It should have been a comfort. A scholar's room, kept the way scholars keep them. And it was wrong, and Burns stood inside the door and let the wrongness come to him the way he had been taught, not chasing it, letting it arrive.
The fourth wall told him.
Three walls were shelves floor to ceiling, packed and overpacked, the way a reading man's shelves are, with books shoved in double and papers laid flat on top of the rows. The fourth wall, the one to the left of the desk, held a single freestanding unit of shelving, and its shelves were three quarters empty, and the wood of the empty shelves was clean. Not dusted. Clean. In a room where every other flat surface wore the fine even gray of four unattended days, the empty shelves had no dust on them at all, and neither did the front edges of the uprights, where a hand would rest.
Someone had wiped them.
Burns did not go to them. He went to the desk instead, and stood behind it where Halloran would have stood, and looked at the room from the seat of it, and let his eye travel the floor.
The floor was old oak, wide boards, waxed and worn to a low shine down the traffic lanes and dull at the edges. And in front of the emptied shelving, running out into the room and then curving toward the door, were two parallel scuffs. They were not old. The wax was scored through to bare wood in two lines about the width of a big man's stance apart, and where they curved the scoring smeared, the way a wax floor smears when something heavy is dragged and turned. Something with a low flat base. Something that had stood against that wall for a long time, long enough that the boards beneath it might be a shade lighter than the rest, and that had been dragged out and away within the last several days.
He crouched. He put two fingers near the scuff, not on it, and sighted along the floor into the light. At the far edge of where the thing had stood he could see the ghost of it, a rectangle in the wax, cleaner and paler, the shape of a cabinet or a chest that had kept the sun off that patch of floor for years.
There had been something here. It was large and it was heavy and it was gone, and whoever took it had wiped the shelves above it and had not thought about the floor, because people who wipe for fingerprints think about hands and not about weight.
Burns stayed down a moment longer than he needed to. Then he stood, and his knees told him he was fifty-one, and he turned and looked at the deputy, who had followed him as far as the doorway and was leaning on the frame with the clipboard against his chest.
"How long was the house open?" Burns asked.
"Sealed the day they took him. Four days back." The deputy shrugged. "Nobody in but the coroner's people and us."
"Who's us?"
"Marshals. Me, mostly. I did the seal." He said it the way a man says a thing he is proud of doing right. "It was intact when I got here this morning. You saw me cut it."
"I saw you cut it," Burns said.
He did not say that the seal had been cut before, and pressed back, and that a man who had been proud of doing it right would not want to hear that, and that even if the deputy believed him there was nothing the deputy could do with it except make noise, and noise was the one thing Burns could not afford in a room that had just told him the truth. He did not say any of that. He had made a small compromise, the first of the day, and he felt it settle in him the way the bleach had settled, quiet and permanent.
"You need me in here?" the deputy asked.
"No," Burns said. "This is paper. It's slow. You'll be bored."
The deputy took the out. "I'll be on the porch. Holler if the estate's got anything I need to log."
"I'll log it," Burns said. "That's my thing."
The deputy almost smiled and went, and his boots went down the hall and the screen door talked and then the house was quiet, and Burns was alone in the room where his teacher had kept whatever was worth taking.
He worked.
He was methodical because he could not be anything else. He went to the three full walls first, the honest walls, and he read the spines the way you read a man's mind, and Halloran's mind was on those shelves, ordered and voracious. Trial records bound in buckram. Reporters going back to the sixties. A run of the man's own opinions, which Burns had read as a younger man the way other men read scripture. Biographies of judges and one long shelf of history, the fall of things, republics and courts and empires, all the ways a system of law had died before. Halloran had liked to say that a court did not fall in a day. It fell one small permission at a time, and every one of them was reasonable, and the last reasonable man to object was always already too late.
He had seen the man eleven weeks ago. That was the arithmetic he had been avoiding since the call came, and he let himself do it now because a room this quiet forgave a little grief. Eleven weeks. They had eaten at the Saturday diner, the two of them, eggs and burned coffee, and Halloran had been thinner than Burns liked and sharper than his years, and he had talked the whole hour about a case from 1970 as if it had happened that morning. At the end he had put his hand flat on the table, an old man's hand with the veins standing up in it, and he had said a thing Burns had taken for sentiment and now turned over like a stone. He had said that a record outlives the man who keeps it, and that this was the only reason to keep one. Burns had thought he was talking about his opinions. He had driven home and not thought about it again until this morning, in this room, with the shelves wiped clean of whatever the record had been.
Burns took the retained chambers files from the drawer they were flagged in and laid them on the desk and went through them page by page, and they were clean, and their cleanness was itself a kind of information. The clerk who had flagged the irregularity had flagged a numbering gap: the retained files were logged in a sequence, and three numbers in the sequence were missing, and the physical folders that should have carried those numbers were not in the drawer. It was the sort of thing a clerk notices and a busy office ignores, and it was the reason Burns had been sent, an afternoon of dust and grief to close out a mentor's estate and reassure a records office that nothing was wrong.
Three files. Missing from a locked drawer in a sealed house that someone had entered and wiped.
He wrote nothing in the estate log about that. He wrote the books, and the furniture, and the condition of the retained files as received, in his small even hand, the truth and only the truth and not all of it. Then he sat in Halloran's chair with the missing numbers in his head and he made himself think the uncomfortable thought, which was that the man who taught him to look had spent his last years keeping something in this room that was worth killing a seal for, and had never told him, and was now four days dead of a heart that stopped for no reason at all.
The key was on the desk.
He had seen it when he first came around to the seat, and he had let it wait, because he had learned that the thing you notice first is rarely the thing that matters and the thing that matters will still be there when you are ready for it. It lay by the blotter, alone, on the bare wood. A single key, brass, old, the kind cut for a lock with weight behind it. Not a house key. Not a file key, those were flat and stamped and this was not. It was long in the shank and complicated in the bit, the key to a safe or a strongbox or a door that had cost money in a year when money bought iron.
Burns tried it anyway, because seeing is not the same as knowing and he had been taught the difference. He fit the key to the lock on the top right drawer and it would not enter, the bit too deep and too old for the little stamped mechanism. He tried the center drawer, which was not even locked, and slid it open on pencils and a magnifier and a checkbook, and closed it. He tried the left stack and the shallow face lock beneath the writing surface, and the brass went nowhere, met nothing, turned in his fingers with the particular uselessness of a key in the wrong house. Two drawer stacks and a shallow center drawer, and none of them took a key like this. He looked at the room. There was no safe behind the honest walls, no strongbox under the desk, no iron anywhere in it that he could see. The emptied shelving had held something heavy that was gone, and here on the blotter was a key that fit nothing left in the room, laid out alone in the center of the desk like a thing set down deliberately by a man who wanted it found.
Or laid down carelessly by a man in a hurry who did not know it mattered.
Burns considered both. He was good at considering both. He had built a life on refusing to choose between them until the evidence chose for him, and the evidence here was one brass key and two scuffs in the wax and a seam of tape that did not meet itself, and none of it would survive a courtroom and all of it was true.
He should log the key. It was on the desk of a sealed estate and the correct thing, the thing the whole of him was built to do, was to enter it in the log and leave it where it lay for the estate to inventory and the process to grind. That was procedure. Procedure was not a cage. Halloran had taught him that too. Procedure was the accumulated wisdom of every person who had ever been wrong in exactly the way you were about to be wrong, and a man who stepped outside it had better be very sure he was not simply the next fool in a long line.
Burns picked up the key.
He told himself, even as he did it, the honest thing, which was that he did not have a reason yet that a rule would recognize. He had a wiped wall and a dragged floor and a numbering gap and a smell of bleach, and a seal that had been opened before it was opened, and a heart that had stopped, and a teacher who had kept secrets from the one man he had trained to find them. He had all of that, and none of it was a crime, and the coroner was going to sign the death clean by noon, and once the estate closed the room would be emptied and painted and sold and there would be nothing left to look at, and Burns understood with a cold and total clarity that if he logged the key and did the correct thing, then in six weeks there would be no case, and no question, and no one who had ever asked one.
So he put the key in his coat pocket, against every rule he believed in, and he felt the exact size of what he had just done. Not much. A single small permission, reasonable, the kind a court dies of.
He stood and he finished the estate log honestly in every particular but that one, and he squared the retained files and set them where the process wanted them, and he took a last slow turn of the room and fixed it in his memory the way it was, the empty shelves and the pale rectangle in the wax and the gray even light with nothing out of place, so that later, when someone told him he had imagined all of it, he would know that he had not.
Then he went out into the hall, and the deputy came up off the porch rail when the screen door talked, and Burns said the estate was in order and the retained files were as flagged and he'd have his report to the office by end of week, and the deputy nodded and started re-sealing the door with a fresh strip of yellow tape, pressing it down at the edges, and this time it met itself, because the deputy did that part right.
Down the road, past the stand of oaks and the leaning mailbox, a car sat on the gravel shoulder where the shoulder gave out into weeds. It was too far to read and near enough to see, and it faced the house, and it had no reason to be there. A road with a hardware store and two churches did not leave a car on its shoulder at seven in the morning with a man behind the wheel who did not get out. Burns saw it and did not slow and did not look at it twice, and filed it where he had filed the bleach and the seam and the wiped shelves, in the quiet part of himself, without comment. When he had gone a little way and glanced back the way a man glances back at a house he is leaving, the shoulder was empty, and the road held nothing but the oaks and the cold.
Burns walked down the flagstones to his car in the thin morning cold. He was thinking, already, about the numbering gap and where three federal chambers files might go, and about the shape in the wax and what stands four feet wide and heavy against a wall in an old judge's study, and about the fact that he had just made himself, in the eyes of the law he loved, a man who had removed an item from a sealed estate. He was thinking about all of it in the ordered, patient, dutiful way he thought about everything, and his hand was in his coat pocket around the key.
And the key was warm.
He stopped on the path. He stood very still with his hand closed around it, in the cold, in the gray light, twenty feet from a marshal taping a dead man's door, and he understood the temperature of the brass in his hand the way he had understood the seam in the tape, all at once and without wanting to. Brass is cold in a cold room. It had lain on a bare desk in a sealed house that had not been heated in four days, and it should have been cold, cold as the wax and the shelves and the dead judge's chair, and it was not.
It was warm, because an hour ago, someone else had been holding it.






  
  Chapter 2: No Forced Entry


The alarm log was forty pages long and Burns read all of it. 
He read it in the security company's small office off a strip of highway two towns over, at a counter meant for standing, while a technician printed him copies he had no legal standing to ask for and gave them to him anyway because Burns had a federal identification card and a way of making a request sound like a courtesy he was extending to the other man. The pages came off the printer warm. Burns squared them and started at the top and went down the columns line by line, the way he did everything, and behind him a deputy marshal named Pell leaned against the door and told him it was a waste of a morning.
"House was sealed," Pell said. "Alarm was armed. No forced entry. I walked the whole perimeter myself. Every window locked, every door. You can look at that paper till you go blind. Nobody got in."
"I believe you," Burns said, and kept reading.
He did believe him. That was the problem. There was no forced entry because there had been no force. The log told it plainly to anyone willing to read a machine's flat honesty, and machines were the only witnesses Burns fully trusted, because they had no loyalty and no grief and they did not know which answer you wanted. Each line carried a timestamp, an event, and a code identifier. Arm. Disarm. Zone fault. Arm. The rhythm of a careful old man's days, up before six, armed at night, the housekeeper's Tuesday disarm at nine and re-arm at one. Weeks of it. The life of the house written in a column.
And then the night Halloran died.
The coroner had put the time of death between eight and ten in the evening, four days back, on a Sunday. The log showed the system armed at 9:52 that night, which meant Halloran had armed it himself, or someone had, after he was already cooling in the leather chair. Burns marked the line and moved down. Nothing for six hours. Then, at 3:41 in the morning, a single event.
Disarm. Code identifier 01.
Burns looked at that line for a while.
"What's code zero one," he said.
Pell came off the door and looked over his shoulder without much interest. "Master. Owner code. That's the judge's own."
"You're sure."
"That's how they set 'em up. Owner's always zero one." Pell shrugged. "So he got up at four and shut it off. Old guys don't sleep. My father was the same."
"He was dead at four," Burns said. He said it without weight, the way you'd note the weather, and he watched the sentence land on the deputy and find nowhere to go.
"Coroner said between eight and ten."
"Coroner said between eight and ten," Burns agreed. He did not push it. He had learned that a fact set down gently in front of a man stays where you put it, and a fact shoved at him gets shoved back. He let the line sit there, disarm, code zero one, six hours after a man's heart had stopped, and he moved down the log to see what the machine said next.
At 3:41 the system disarmed. At 3:44 an interior motion zone in the study faulted and cleared. Between 3:44 and 4:20 there were nine more zone faults in the same area, the small stutter of a person moving back and forth across a room, and then at 4:26 a disarm-state entry-exit cycle on the rear service door, the door the housekeeper used, the door a person would use who was carrying something out and did not want to be seen on the front flagstones. At 4:31 the system re-armed. Code zero one again. Whoever it was had locked up behind themselves with the dead man's own code and set the house to sleep, and the seal on the front door had stayed intact because they had never touched the front door, and Pell had walked the perimeter three days later and found every window locked, because the person had not come through a window. They had come through the keypad, and the keypad had let them in like family.
He went back up the log then, weeks of it, months, and checked the one thing that would tell him whether the 3:41 disarm was a man's habit or a stranger's key. He looked for every place code zero one appeared, and he found it exactly where a careful man's master code should be, at the nightly arming, always in the evening, always between nine and ten, and never once, in all the pages, at any hour past midnight. Halloran had used his owner code to arm the house at night and the housekeeper's code to move through it by day, and in the whole recorded life of the system the master code had been used to disarm in the small hours a single time, four days ago, six hours after the man who owned it had died. A habit leaves a pattern. This was not a habit. This was the one time the code was ever used by a hand that did not know how the dead man used it.
Burns folded the log into his coat.
"You can't take that," Pell said.
"I know," Burns said, and took it.
The drive back to the stone house took twenty minutes and Burns spent them not thinking, which was a discipline. For a few miles a dark sedan held the distance behind him, neither closing nor falling away, keeping the same hundred yards through every turn the way a careful man keeps his footing on ice, and then at the county line it was gone, turned off or fallen back, and the road behind him was his own again. Burns did not decide what it meant. He noted the color and the shape of it and set it beside the car that had waited on the shoulder the morning he first came to the house, and made nothing of it yet, because a man who decides early is a man who stops looking. When he arrived the county coroner's office had already filed, he could tell because the notice was taped inside the storm door now, natural causes, no autopsy ordered, the estate free to proceed. By noon, as he had known it would be. A retired judge with a bad heart, dead in his chair, mourned and filed and finished. There was no crime on any paper anywhere in the county, and Burns stood on the flagstones with a stolen alarm log in his coat and a stolen brass key in his pocket and understood that he was now the only person in the world who thought a crime had occurred, and that he could not name the victim in a way the system would accept, because the victim was a room.
He let himself back in past the fresh yellow tape.
He went to the study and he stood in front of the emptied shelving unit, the fourth wall, the wiped one, and this time he did not read the room. He put his hands on it. It was a freestanding oak case, seven feet tall, and it did not sit flush to the wall the way the built-in shelves did. There was a gap along the right edge, a quarter inch of shadow, and when Burns pressed his palm flat against the left side and pushed, the whole case gave, just slightly, on a hinge he could not see. He found the release low on the third shelf, a simple iron lever painted the color of the wood, the kind of thing a man installs himself over a weekend and tells no one about. He worked it and the case swung out into the room on a smooth arc, heavy and balanced, and behind it was a door, and the door was steel.
It stood open. The key that would have locked it was in Burns's pocket, warm no longer, and it fit this lock, he knew it would before he tried it, and he tried it and it turned and that was the first thing all day that had made sense.
Beyond the door was a room the county did not know existed.
It was small, eight feet by ten, windowless, and cold. A compressor hummed somewhere in the wall and the air had the dry engineered chill of a place kept at a fixed temperature and humidity for years, the air of an archive or a wine cellar or a morgue. LED strips ran along the ceiling and washed the whole space in a flat white light, and under that light the room was empty, and its emptiness was the loudest thing Burns had heard in four days.
Shelving lined three walls, steel this time, industrial, the deep adjustable kind. And on every shelf, at regular intervals, were small printed tags in aluminum holders, and each tag bore a number. Burns stepped in and the cold took him and he walked the walls and read the numbers, and they ran in sequence, one and two and three, along the bottom shelf and up, left wall and back wall and right, an unbroken index climbing past a hundred and past two hundred and going on, and where the numbers ended, high on the right wall, the last tag Burns could find read three hundred and eleven.
Three hundred and eleven numbered places. Every one of them empty.
By the door, at eye height, a steel bracket was bolted to the wall, the kind made to hold a heavy ring binder upright and close to hand. It held nothing now. Below it a small brass plate had been screwed into the steel, and someone had engraved two words on it in a plain serif hand, THE ARCHIVE, and nothing else, no name, no date, no explanation, as if the man who kept the room had wanted one honest label in the whole secret and had allowed himself only that. Burns looked at the empty bracket a long moment. Whatever had hung there had been the first thing worth taking, because a man who numbers three hundred things keeps the map to them close, and the map was gone with the rest.
Whatever Emmett Halloran had kept in this room, he had kept a great deal of it, and he had numbered every single piece, indexed it, given it a place and a place only, the way a man does with things he means to be found in order after he is gone. A record outlives the man who keeps it. That is the only reason to keep one. Burns stood in the cold in the white light and felt the diner table under his hand again, the veins standing up on the back of the judge's fist, and he understood that he had been told, plainly, eleven weeks ago, and had not heard it.
He did not know what had been on the shelves. He made himself be honest about that. He knew the shape of the shelves and the size of the room and that the things had been small enough to number singly and numerous enough to run past three hundred, and that they had been worth a climate system and a steel door and a hinged wall and a life of secrecy, and that they were gone, carried out the service door before dawn by someone who knew the code. He knew nothing else, and he wrote nothing else on the clean page of his mind, because the fastest way to be wrong was to decide early what the truth would turn out to be.
He heard a car on the gravel.
It was not the marshals. It was a small sedan, ten years old, kept clean, and the woman who got out of it was somewhere past sixty and moved like her knees hurt, and she had a key to the service door in her hand before she saw Burns come around the side of the house, and she stopped, and her face did a complicated thing between fright and grief and a hard practical suspicion.
"You're not police," she said.
"No," Burns said. "My name is Elliot Burns. I worked with Judge Halloran, a long time ago. I'm reviewing his papers for the court." He showed her the card and let her look at it as long as she wanted. "You're Mrs. Reyes."
"Alma." She said it like a small surrender. "I come Tuesdays. I came today because nobody told me not to, and because somebody has to water the ferns, dead man or no dead man." Her chin went up. "You touch anything in there you shouldn't?"
"I've touched a great many things I shouldn't," Burns said, "but not his. May I ask you something, Alma. About how he spent his time."
She looked at him a while longer and then she put her keys away, which was its own kind of answer.
She talked to him on the back step because she would not go into the house with a stranger, and Burns did not blame her. She had cleaned for the judge nine years. She talked the way a practical woman talks, in short true pieces, no ornament, and Burns liked her more than he had liked anyone in four days.
"He was writing his history," she said. "That's what he called it. His history. Every day, that room. I never went in. He said it was climate for the papers, mold and such, and I believed him because why not. He'd be in there hours. Came out gray in the face sometimes. Said history was heavier than people thought." She pressed her lips. "I thought he meant his memoirs. Judges write those. I thought it was that."
"Did anyone visit him? These last months."
Alma was quiet. Burns waited. He was good at waiting.
"A woman came," she said finally. "Twice. Last month. Older, like me, maybe a little younger, careful clothes, the kind that don't wrinkle. Not family, he had no family. Not a lawyer, I know the lawyer. He never said her name to me and I never asked, but the two times she came he sent me home early, and he'd never done that in nine years." She looked at her hands. "She and him would go in the study and shut the door. Once when I was leaving I heard him laugh in there. I hadn't heard him laugh in a long while. That's all I've got. I don't know her name and I don't know her business and I've told you more than I meant to."
"Did she drive herself?" Burns asked. "The woman."
Alma thought about it. "First time, a car dropped her. Black one, a service, the driver waited by the road the whole hour. Second time she drove her own, an old wagon, clean but old, and she parked it around back like she knew where the help parked, which struck me, because guests use the front." She frowned at the memory. "She moved like a person who'd spent her life in quiet rooms. Careful with her feet. Wiped them twice. Carried a flat case both times, not a purse, the hard kind, held it in front of her with both hands going in and both hands coming out, so whatever was in it, it weighed the same leaving as arriving, or she wanted me to think so."
Burns kept his face still. "You notice a great deal, Alma."
"I clean," she said. "You'd be amazed."
"You've been kind," Burns said. "One more. When you came in on Tuesdays, was the alarm ever off already when you got here?"
"Never. He armed it like a religion. Why."
"No reason yet," Burns said, which was almost true.
The estate lawyer was named Pruitt and he did not come to the house. Burns reached him by phone from the front room, standing where the chair had been, and Pruitt was polished and unhurried and gave Burns nothing at all, expertly, the way a man gives nothing when giving nothing is the whole of his job.
"The estate is sealed and orderly, Mr. Burns, and the death is filed natural. I'm not sure what office you say you're with."
"Judicial Integrity."
"I'm not sure the judge's private papers fall within your office's mandate now that he's deceased. In fact I'm fairly sure they don't." A pause, pleasant. "Was there an irregularity in the retained files? The court can address that through the clerk."
"There's a room in the house that isn't in the estate inventory," Burns said. "Climate controlled. Behind the study wall. It's empty now. I'd like to know what was in it and who had a key."
The silence on the line was brief and professional. "I'm not aware of any such room," Pruitt said, "and I'd caution you against representing the contents of a sealed estate before an inventory is complete. If you have a formal concern, put it in a formal letter. Otherwise I think we're done." And he was gone, and he had not once raised his voice, and Burns set the phone down and understood that Pruitt had learned about the room the moment Burns described it and had not been surprised by it, and that a man who is not surprised has been told.
Burns went back into the cold room a last time.
He stood in the white light and made himself say the true thing out loud, quietly, to no one, because sometimes a fact was not real until you heard it in the air. This had not been a burglary. A burglar breaks a window. A burglar takes the silver by the door and the watch off the dresser and runs, and leaves the rest, and never knows a room is there behind a wall. This was a retrieval. Someone had known the house, known the code, known the hinge and the steel door and the key, known that three hundred and eleven numbered things sat in a cold room no living soul was supposed to know about, and had come in the dark six hours after the man's heart stopped and carried all of it out the servant's door and locked up after, and by noon the county had filed the death clean, and the only person on earth who had noticed was standing in the empty room they had left behind.
Someone close. Or someone briefed by someone close. Burns turned it both ways and did not choose.
He was going to leave. He had the log and the key and the shape of the thing, and he could not stand in a dead man's secret room forever. He took one last slow walk of the walls, reading the numbers, fixing them, and it was on that last pass, low on the back wall where the light did not quite reach, that he saw the one that was wrong.
The tags were printed and slid into little aluminum holders and every one of them sat square in its holder, level, aligned, the work of a man who aligned things. Every one but one. Shelf tag 47 hung crooked in its holder, and one corner of it was torn, and the tear was not a clean cut but a diagonal rip, as if a hand had caught the edge of the box that sat in front of it and dragged, and the box had come away fast and taken the corner of the tag with it.
Forty-seven. The only one torn, the only one crooked, as if that box had been pulled first, and in a hurry.






  
  Chapter 3: The Notebook


The man standing over the body didn't look up when Burns ducked the tape, which told Burns two things. That the man had heard him come up the walk and hadn't reached for his weapon, and that he'd already guessed who'd been called. 
"Office of Judicial Integrity," the man said, to the body, not to Burns. "Somebody upstairs owes somebody a favor, or hates you. I can't tell which yet." He turned around then. He was heavy through the shoulders and going gray at the temples and he had the flat unimpressed eyes of a person who had looked at a great many dead people and stopped expecting any of them to surprise him. "Terrence Boyd. Bureau. You're Burns."
"I'm Burns."
"Yeah. They said quiet gray guy, looks like a tax attorney, doesn't blink much." Boyd shrugged. "Nailed it."
Burns had known the street before he reached the house. It announced itself the way these things do, a cluster of city cruisers parked at angles, a Bureau sedan, a coroner's van backed to the curb, and the neighbors out on their porches in the June morning pretending not to watch and watching every second of it. A young woman sat on the steps of the house next door with a blanket around her shoulders that a patrol officer must have found for her, though it was not cold, and she held a paper cup of coffee she wasn't drinking and stared at nothing. The niece, Burns guessed. The one who had found her. He did not go to her. There was a particular arithmetic to a scene like this and a stranger's questions were a debt you did not put on a person in the first hour of the worst day of her life.
It was a row house on a narrow street in a part of the city that had been working people for a hundred years and still was, brick fronts, swept steps, plastic chairs on the little porches. Loretta Duffy's front room was small and clean and smelled of lemon polish and, under it, of the other thing, the copper smell that no amount of anything ever fully covered. She was in an armchair by the window with a paperback closed on the side table and her reading glasses folded on top of it, and she looked, from the door, like a woman who had fallen asleep, except for the single dark hole above her left eyebrow and the thing the wall behind her had become.
Burns stood where a man stands who doesn't want to disturb a scene, hands at his sides, and he read the room.
"One shot," Boyd said, watching him read it. "Small caliber, subsonic most likely, nobody on the block heard a thing. Contact or near it. She's sitting in her chair with her book and her glasses on and somebody she let in, or somebody who let himself in, put one in her from about four feet." He said it flat, a grocery list. "No struggle. No defensive wounds. TV was on, still on when the niece found her Sunday. She never got up. You know what that means."
"She wasn't afraid of him," Burns said.
"She wasn't afraid of him." Boyd nodded like Burns had passed a small test. "Seventy-one years old, lives alone, deadbolt and a chain on that door, and she's sitting there comfortable with her shoes off while a man walks up and kills her. Either she knew him or he had a badge or he had a uniform. People open the door for a uniform." He looked at Burns. "That's my whole case in one sentence, and I just gave it to a guy from an office I've never heard of, which should tell you how my week's going."
Burns walked the room. Not touching. He had learned to walk a room without leaving anything of himself in it. Everything was in its place, and the placement itself was information: a woman who lived with order, who dusted, who kept her small life squared away. A cabinet of figurines, none disturbed. A purse on the kitchen counter through the doorway, open, a wallet visible in it.
"Nothing taken," Burns said.
"Wallet's got forty bucks and her cards. Her dead husband's watch is upstairs on the dresser, gold, worth something. Figurines. TV. All here." Boyd spread his hands. "It's not a robbery. Nobody drives across the city, lets himself past a deadbolt, executes a retired court reporter's neighbor, and forgets the forty bucks. He wasn't here for money."
"How did he get in," Burns said.
"That's the part I keep chewing." Boyd walked him back toward the front hall and pointed at the door, at the frame, at the deadbolt and the little brass chain hanging loose against the jamb. "No forced entry. No pry marks, no busted glass, no jimmied window. Deadbolt wasn't broken, it was turned. Chain wasn't cut, it was off. She opened her own door and let him walk in, or he had a key, and the niece swears her aunt was careful as a nun about that door. Chained it to sign for a package." He spread his hands. "So either Loretta Duffy trusted the man who killed her, or he came dressed as somebody she was supposed to trust. And I keep coming back to the same short list of people a careful old woman opens her chained door for at night without her shoes on."
Burns thought of a keypad in a dark house accepting a dead man's code like family, and said nothing about it.
"What was he here for?"
Boyd looked at him for a second, deciding something. Then he pointed with his chin at a small writing desk against the far wall. It had a hutch of little drawers, the kind people keep stamps and rubber bands in, and every drawer was closed and neat except one. The second from the left stood open two inches. Inside







