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Revenge is a kind of wild justice...

Francis Bacon, Essays. Of Revenge
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Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid. He is the hero; he is everything. He must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honor—by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it. He must be the best man in his world and a good enough man for any world.

He will take no man’s money dishonestly and no man’s insolence without a due and dispassionate revenge. He is a lonely man and his pride is that you will treat him as a proud man or be very sorry you ever saw him.

The story is this man’s adventure in search of a hidden truth, and it would be no adventure if it did not happen to a man fit for adventure. If there were enough like him, the world would be a very safe place to live in, without becoming too dull to be worth living in

― Raymond Chandler

​
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A Glossary of Terms Used in Quid Pro Quo​
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Avtorityets: see Brigadier.

Bandersha: a female pimp or bordello madam.

Bobbit, John Wayne and Lorena: John Wayne Bobbitt (born 1967) and Lorena Gallo (formerly Lorena Bobbitt; born May 15, 1969) were an American couple, married on June 18, 1989, whose relationship received international press coverage in 1993 when Lorena severed John’s penis with a kitchen knife while he was asleep in bed; the penis was successfully surgically reattached. An Ecuadorian immigrant, Lorene alleged that her husband, a bar bouncer, had raped and abused her for years.

The Bolshevik Revolution, also called the October Revolution, was a coup in Russia led by Vladimir Lenin and the Bolshevik Party in November 1917 (October in the old Russian calendar). The Bolsheviks took control from the Provisional Government, which was set up after the February Revolution that overthrew the Tsarist regime. This event marked the start of the world’s first Marxist state, leading to the Russian Revolution and the Russian Civil War.

Borscht: a hearty and flavorful soup with origins in Eastern Europe, particularly Ukraine, though variations are enjoyed throughout the region and beyond. While the most common and recognizable version is Ukrainian red borscht, which derives its distinctive color from beets, the term borscht can encompass a wide range of soups, including beetless varieties such as sorrel-based green borscht or rye-based white borscht.

​

Boss Bossov: Russian title for the equivalent of the Italian Mafia Godfather or Boss of Bosses (capo dei capi). Another title for Pakhan.

Boyevik: a warrior who works for a Brigadier. He has a specific criminal activity to run. He is the primary strike force for the Krysha, similar to a soldier in the Italian Mafia. He recruits new soldiers and associates and pays tribute to his brigadier. They make up the principal strike force of a brigade.

Bratok: also known as Patsan or Brodyaga, runs a criminal operation similar to the Italian-American and Sicilian Mafia clans under the supervision of a Brigadier. 

Bratva (Brotherhood): a group of organized criminals from the former Soviet Union.

Brigadier: also known as Avtoritet (Authority), handles a small group of men and assigns tasks to Warriors, similar to a Caporegime in the Mafia. He pays tribute to the pakhan (Boss). He runs a crew called the brigade. A brigade consisting of five or six Patsanov or Brodyag (Soldiers).

Da: Yes.

​

Derzhatel Obshchaka (The bookkeeper): collects money from Brigadiers and bribes the government with Obshchak (money intended for the group’s interests). 

​

Dolboyob: a vulgar slang term in Russian that can be translated to dumbass or idiot in English. It’s often used as an insult to describe someone perceived as foolish or incompetent. The rough English equivalent is dumbfuck..

Donoschik: This word carries a strong negative connotation, similar to the English words snitch, squealer, or delator. It specifically refers to someone who secretly reports on others to the authorities.

Eto: Informal telephone greeting in Russian. Also see Vas bespokoit.

Gospozha: Mrs. (formal)

Hide: The location where a sniper will await the quarry and take their shot.

Kot: A pimp.

​

Krysha: an umbrella of protection, or bandit roof. This protection can come from a criminal overlord protecting his organization's members. It also serves as a criminal group declaring that a specific business is paying it extortion money and is under protection. 

Nyet (Net): no.

OMON: a Special Purpose Mobile Unit, and is part of the Russian police. In 1988, the Soviet Militsiya formed special forces that played crucial roles in armed conflicts both during and after the Soviet Union's dissolution.

Pakhan (also called the Boss, Krestniy Otets): equivalent to Capo di tutti capi (Godfather) in the Sicilian mob. He is also called Papa, or Avtoritet (Authority). The Pakhan is at the top of the group’s organizational structure. The Pakhan controls four criminal cells within the working unit through an intermediary known as a Brigadier.

Predateli: Traitors.

​

Prostitutka: prostitute.

Razvedyvatel’nyy poisk: reconnaissance or search.

​

Shestyorka: a group associate, also known as the six. It is like the associates in Italian-American and Sicilian Mafia crime families. They are errand boys for the organization and rank lowest in the Russian mafia. They are assigned as Sixes to Avtorityets (see Brigadier and Pakhan) for support. Sixes also provide intelligence for a delo (meeting) or on a specific target. They usually avoid taking significant actions, although there may be exceptions. Shestyorkas perform security functions during a delo (meeting), keeping a lookout. It is a temporary position, and an individual enters the Vor-world or gets cast aside. If they earn respect and trust within the Bratva, they may assume different roles as needed by their leader. The etymology of the word shestyorka originates from the lowest rank in a 36-card playing deck–sixes.

​

Solntsevskaya Bratva: founded in the Russian SFSR (Soviet Federative Socialist Republic) in the late 1980s by Sergei Mikhailov, a former waiter who had served a prison term for fraud. Based in the Solntsevo District of Moscow, the gang recruited local unemployed, aggressive young men as foot soldiers, using a thief in law (see Vor v zakone), Dzhemal Khachidze, to enhance their reputation amongst established criminals.

​​

Shpion: Spies, a security group that monitors the Brigadiers, ensuring their loyalty, and prevents any single Brigadier from gaining too much power. They are the Sovietnik (Support Group) and Obshchak (Security Group).

Shukkher: literally danger.

Spetsnaz (Voiska Spetsialnogo Naznachenija): (Special purpose troops) or Spetsnaz in short, required some special weapons to operate in stealth mode, and silenced pistols were at the top of their shopping list.

Spokoynoy nochi: Formal way to say Good Night.

Strizh—9x19mm: The Arsenal Firearms Strike One is a polymer-framed, short-recoil-operated, striker-fired semi-automatic pistol introduced by the company Arsenal Firearms in 2012.

Telka: whore or prostitute.

Tsar (also Czar): a historical title for a supreme ruler, most notably in Slavic countries like Russia and Bulgaria. It’s derived from the Latin word Caesar and means “emperor.”

Vas bespokoit: Formal business phone greeting in Russia. See Eto. 

Vor (plural - Vory) or Thief: An honorary title analogous to a made man in the Italian-American and Sicilian mafia. The recruit will only become a vor if they show significant leadership skills, personal ability, intellect, and charisma.

​

Vor v zakone (thief-in-law): The ultimate authority and decision-maker within the Russian criminal hierarchy.

​

Zhizn’ ebet meya: a common Russian expression which means ‘life is fucking with me!’
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SNIPER ARMS: Sniper Rifles & Pistols used in Quid Pro Quo
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The Barrett M82 (standardized by the U.S. military as the M107) is a recoil-operated, semi-automatic anti-materiel rifle developed by Barrett Firearms Manufacturing and produced in the United States. It is chambered for the powerful 12.7×99mm NATO (.50 caliber) ammunition.  
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ASG Accuracy International MK13 Compact Sniper Rifle, version of the Mk13 Mod 7 Rifle: In April 2018, the U.S. Marine Corps announced it would replace the M40 with the Mk13 Mod 7. The Mk13, chambered in .300 Winchester Magnum, increases range from 1,000 meters with the M40A1 to 1,300 meters. 
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M40A1 (Remington 700): a bolt-action rifle used by U.S. Marine Corps snipers, replaced by the Mk13 Mod 7 in 2018. 
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VSS Vintorez (VAL): a Russian suppressed sniper rifle for special operations, with its low-noise capability. 
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KSVK 12.7 (Large-Caliber Kovrov Sniper Rifle) or Degtyarev sniper rifle: a bolt action, magazine-fed, 12.7mm (.50 caliber) anti-materiel rifle developed in Russia for counter sniping and penetrating thick walls, as well as light armored vehicles. Similar to the Barrett M82. 
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Makarov PM 9mm: a historically significant and highly reliable firearm, known for its simple, tough, and accurate design, though its small size, limited capacity (8 rounds), heavy double-action trigger pull, and outdated sights make it a poor choice for modern self-defense. 
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Strizh—9x19mm: The current version of Arsenal Firearms Strike One is very similar to the Strizh pistols, with some minor differences

July 20, 20—

Mattapan, Massachusetts

Eight Years Ago

​

My center is giving way; my right is pushed back, the situation is excellent. I am attacking.

Ferdinand Foch (1851–1929)
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Prologue
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Beginnit

11:00 a.m., Mattapan, Massachusetts

CRACK!

The bullet broke the sound barrier as it zipped past Mike Houston’s head. He crouched behind his unmarked police car, gripping his service pistol tightly in his right hand. Sweat dripped from his forehead and stung his eyes as it seeped in. He blinked to lessen the sting and clear his vision. 

CRACK!

Once again, the round flew safely overhead. Houston thought: As long as I hear the bullets, I’m good. It’s the one you don’t hear that gets you.

Houston pushed the thought aside and focused on the scene before him. The blaring wail of sirens grew louder as backup units arrived. He looked at the uniformed officers, who also crouched behind their cruiser. He asked them, “How many of them are in there?”

One officer wore sergeant’s stripes. He raised his hand to shoulder height, held up three fingers, and said, “That we know of.”

Bob Chase, Houston’s partner, saw the signal and asked, “You have any ideas?”

“Hell,” Houston replied, “we don’t even know what kinds of weapons they have.”

The perpetrators fired another shot. Houston looked at the abandoned triple-decker, then turned to Chase. “I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of sitting here like a metal duck in a shooting gallery.”

“What other options do we have?” Chase replied.

“We bring the fight to them,” Houston replied.

The sirens sounded like they were just minutes away. 

Houston added, “As soon as our backup arrives, I’m going in there.”

“How long have you had these suicidal tendencies, Mike?”

“The first time I noticed them was in Somalia...in ninety-three.”

“You’d think you’d be over them by now.”

“In Mogadishu, I learned that the most effective way to attack was to use cover fire to engage the enemy while we entered the building and cleared it room by room.”

The first backup units arrived and halted about ten yards from Houston and Chase’s position. Thomas Milano, a uniformed officer Houston knew, jumped out of the car and hurried across the open space to Houston’s position. He was halfway there when a bullet ricocheted off the pavement between his feet. Reaching safety, he smiled at the two plainclothes detectives. “Mike, Bob, what’s up?”

Houston shook his head and said, “Are you crazy, Tom? What in hell was that about? You could have gotten your ass blown off.”

Milano’s face lit up with a wide grin. “I’ve yet to see one of these street punks who can shoot worth a damn.”

“What if,” Chase said, “they weren’t shooting at you but at us? Then they might have hit you... Or, if they have military-grade weapons, they could have fired full automatic.”

Milano chuckled. “I never thought of that. Anyway, what’s going on?”

“We have two, maybe three suspects in that abandoned triple-decker. They appear to be in their late teens or early twenties.”

More cruisers showed up, interrupting them.

“You guys are in charge,” Milano said. “What do you want us to do?”

“Where’s the Special Ops van?” Houston asked.

Milano shrugged. “I guess they think there’s no rush for them to set up and wait for a shot.”

“Someone needs to watch the back of the building.”

“We can do that. What’s the next step?” Milano replied.

Houston said, “I’m going in there.”

“And you thought I was crazy?” Milano asked.

“Maybe, but it’s nearly 100 degrees in the sun, and I won’t sit here all afternoon frying my brain. You guys lay down some cover fire, and I’ll get inside.”

“It’s your funeral,” Milano said. “Give me a few minutes to set it up.”

Once again, Milano crossed the open area, this time without incident. He slipped into his car, briefly spoke on the radio, and then got out. Instead of risking another rush between them, he called out: “Mike, for what it’s worth, Lieutenant Dysart said we should stay put and wait for the special ops unit to arrive.”

“I’m sure he did,” Houston answered. “Now that you’ve done your duty, will you guys cover the back of the building?”

Milano smiled and gave a thumbs-up.

Houston turned to the officers who had arrived first at the scene. “You guys okay with the program?”

Once more, Houston saw two thumbs raised.

Ten minutes later, the radio in the unmarked car squawked, and Milano’s voice burst from the speaker. “We’re in place.”

Houston turned to the officers gathered there. “When I get close to the porch, stop shooting. I’d hate for one of you to kill me and then have to fill out all those reports.” They greeted him with smiles all around. “On three,” he said.

“Do the count,” Houston told Chase.

Chase raised his arm just high enough for everyone to see his hand. He held up a finger, paused for a second, held up two, paused again, and finally, held up three.

Houston ran behind his car while police officers shot at the walls and windows of the building. A few seconds later, Houston vaulted up the porch steps, and the covering fire stopped. He took a deep breath and entered the building.

For several seconds, the sudden shift from bright sunlight to the dark interior left him blind. Houston stood with his back against the wall, his Glock ready. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, the features of the small foyer came into view. Across the narrow hall was a staircase leading to the upper floors. Further down, he saw four doors — two on the wall behind him and two on the opposite wall.

He heard a rattling noise and turned toward it. A movement caught his eye. The knob on the first door on the opposite wall turned, and he sank into a crouch, adopting a shooting stance. The door slowly opened halfway. An assault rifle appeared, followed by a squat man. His shaggy, juvenile beard and black hair spilling below his ball cap, worn with the visor turned backward, gave him a clown-like appearance. The gunman’s eyes widened when he saw Houston, and he raised the rifle to his shoulder, aiming it at the threat.

Houston raised his nine-millimeter Glock, aimed, and fired twice. Two holes appeared in the gunman’s sweat-stained yellow T-shirt. He staggered backward, then fell into the room.

Houston crossed the hallway and stood next to the open doorway. He listened for a few moments. When he heard nothing, he peeked around the doorframe. The perpetrator was lying on his back, with the assault rifle beside him. A deep reddish-orange stain spread across his chest, and his open eyes gazed upward. He was staring at something only he could see.

There were two more perpetrators in the building that he knew of, and experience had taught Houston that snipers, like snakes, always traveled in pairs. He dropped onto his stomach and slowly pushed the door open. Someone fired two shots from one of the apartment’s interior rooms; the bullets whizzed over his head and slammed into the wall behind him.

A figure suddenly vaulted out of the room to Houston’s left. The perp fired an AR-15 as he appeared. The shooter assumed his target was standing upright. However, he was mistaken, and his bullets flew three or four feet above Houston’s prone body.

Houston fired three shots. Muzzle flashes lit up the room, reminding him of camera flashbulbs from twenty years ago. The second gunman sat against the cupboard beneath the kitchen sink. The hole in his forehead was all the evidence Houston needed to know the kid was no longer a threat. Still, he rose to his feet, crossed the room, and squatted beside him. He checked for signs of life, but there were none. Returning to the man in the blood-soaked T-shirt, Houston placed two fingers on the side of his neck and felt a faint pulse in his carotid artery. The gunman gasped for breath. Houston heard a death rattle from the perp’s chest and knew his demise was imminent. The hood’s breathing was raspy. Blood trickled from one corner of his mouth, and his eyelids fluttered. Houston shook his head; neither of the two looked older than twenty.

The remaining gunman fired another shot from one of the upper floors.

Houston took precautions even though he believed neither scumbag posed an immediate threat. The last thing he wanted was to find out that one or both perpetrators were less injured than he thought and still dangerous. Instead of risking that they might be behind him, he gathered the assault rifles, removed the magazines, ejected the rounds from the chambers, and placed them along the hallway wall.

As he exited the apartment, he paused at the bottom of the stairs leading into the darkness above. With his pistol aimed at the second-floor landing, he carefully ascended, keeping as close to the wall as possible. The stairs were old and warped, creaking with every step. Midway up, Houston realized being stealthy was pointless. The building’s poor condition and the noise from the firefight on the first floor made catching the last gunman unanticipated. He quickened his pace.

Yet another shot rang out as Houston reached the landing on the second floor. It came from the topmost level. Houston softly cursed and thought, Shit. Another flight of stairs to climb. He sharply turned left and reached the threshold of the final staircase. He saw a shadowy figure at the top and called out, “Police! Throw down your weapon, walk to the top of the stairs, and keep your hands where I can see them!”

A volley of bullets tore holes in the plaster wall and window at the bottom of the stairs, followed by an empty magazine hitting the floor. Houston stepped out, aiming to reach the shooter before he could reload. He saw a young kid—he guessed his age was fifteen or sixteen at most—fumbling as he slammed another magazine into the weapon. The shooter struck the bottom of the magazine with his right palm, seated it into the receiver, pulled the charging handle back, then pushed it forward to load a round. He pressed the forward assist assembly to secure the bolt into the chamber. He raised the rifle and looked at Houston.

“Drop the goddamn weapon!” Houston shouted.

The kid disobeyed the order and lifted the weapon to his shoulder.

Houston fired four rounds in succession.

Two red splotches appeared on the front of the kid’s white T-shirt, and blood splattered the wall behind him. The third and fourth bullets missed and disappeared into the gloomy interior. The perpetrator’s eyes widened as he stared at the red stain that was spreading down his torso. He staggered, lifted his head, looked at Houston with disbelief, and dropped the assault weapon. Then tumbled forward and rolled down the stairs, stopping when his body met the detective’s feet.

Houston squatted beside him and looked into the kid’s face. He had pale blue eyes that blinked rapidly. His lips moved in and out like a fish out of water. The kid was muttering something, and Houston quickly checked him for other weapons. Finding none, he lowered his head until his left ear was close to the kid’s lips. The kid muttered softly into Houston’s ear, exhaled, and then relaxed.

Houston leaned back, checked for a pulse, found none, and yelled, “Hold your fire!”

He holstered his pistol, moved to the left of the broken window, and waved a white handkerchief through the open gap. He shouted, “The scene is secure...come on in!”

​

July 3, 20—

Why did they put you in prison? What did you do to the people?

The Enormous Room, Jean Le Négre​​
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​Chapter 1
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Parole

8:00 a.m., Maine State Prison, Warren, Maine

Harold Steiner leaned back in his chair. “Sit down.”

The prisoner looked at the warden, showing no effort to hide his disdain for the head of the Maine State Prison. “I’ll stand.”

“Your defiant attitude is the reason I opposed the parole board’s decision to release you.”

“Are you saying you attempted to change their minds?”

“No, I am not. Still, I don’t entirely agree with the board’s decision. You need to work on your anger issues. If you don’t, it won’t be long before you’re back here or in some other prison.”

“Warden, I guarantee there’s no way I’ll ever be locked up again.”

“That remains to be seen. You’ll be released this afternoon, but not until your parole officer meets with you at one o’clock to explain the conditions of your parole. After that, you’ll be allowed to walk out of here.”

“Are we finished?”

Steiner shook his head in resignation. “Yes, we’re finished. Go on, get out of here.”

––––––––
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1:00 p.m., Maine State Prison, Warren, Maine

Sharon Corey was an experienced probation officer, but she had never encountered anyone like Denis Baader before. His gray eyes were like laser beams, seeming to pierce through her. His demeanor revealed little, if anything, to suggest how dangerous she had been told he was. She opened a bound notebook and wrote his name and the date at the top of a blank page.

“While on probation, you are required to check in with me. For the first six months, I need weekly meetings, either in person or by phone. If all goes well, we will conduct monthly check-ins afterward. Have you been looking into employment opportunities?” she asked.

“Do you think anyone will read a resume from someone whose address is Maine State Prison, 807 Cushing Rd, Warren, Maine 04864-4600?”

“I’m sorry. That was a silly question. What about finding a place to live? Have you found one?”

“I have a place.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize that. What’s the address?”

“P.O. Box 121, Carrabassett, Maine 04947-0121.”

Corey wrote the address in her notebook. “I need a physical address.”

“Caribou Pond Road...no street number.”

“None?”

“Nope. The nearest address is the Naval Cold Weather SERE Training Facility, which is only accessible to military personnel. It’s a classified, remote area. You can contact them through their headquarters. Its address is the Center for Security Forces Detachment Kittery at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard in Kittery, Maine. It won’t do you any good, though. I’m no longer a member of the Navy. That’s all they’ll tell you.”  

“SERE Training...what exactly is that?”

Baader replied, “The Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape training is where the military trains personnel who operate in areas where they might be at risk of capture by enemy forces or terrorist groups. They release you into the woods, and for two weeks, you have to survive off the land while avoiding capture. The training mainly targets aircrews and special operations personnel.”

Corey reviewed the documents she had on Baader’s background. “I see you were a Navy SEAL. I’ve often wondered, what does the acronym stand for? Are they the Navy’s version of the Green Berets?”

“SEAL stands for Sea, Air, and Land, with ‘SE’ coming from the first two letters of ‘sea’ and ‘AL’ from the first letters of ‘air’ and ‘land.’ Another term for us is Navy Special Warfare Operator. We did not wear a special uniform, other than the Trident badge.”

“The military really loves its acronyms, doesn’t it? Were you trained there at the SERE facility?”

“I was. That’s why I bought the land and built my cabin there. It’s where I feel most at home.”

“Maine law prohibits convicted felons from owning or possessing firearms. Will that cause any issues for you?”

“Nope.”

“Why do I have trouble believing that?”

“Lady, first of all, if I wanted to kill someone, I know plenty of ways to do it. If I need food, running a trap line is no problem. The state of Maine says I can apply for a permit to carry a weapon for putting trapped animals out of their misery.”

“You should check on that. I don’t want you to make an assumption that could bring you back here.”

“Not a problem.” Baader glanced at his watch. “Are we going to be much longer? I’m supposed to be released this afternoon.”

“No, I’m almost finished. My main concern is that you find a job and establish a stable living situation, given your plan to live off the grid. Have you informed the prison administration about that? They might have had an issue with your intentions.”

“The question never came up. The board was more concerned about my prison record. I learned long ago to let sleeping dogs lie. Since the question never arose, I didn’t bring it up. Believe me, that won’t be a problem.”

Corey looked him in the eye but said nothing about her doubts regarding his last statement.

​

August 7, 20—

As a Navy SEAL Sniper Instructor, I’ve used and taught every kind of long-range weapon out there. There are some that can shoot farther, but this is the most versatile of the bunch and can reach out and touch someone out past one thousand yards with a flat trajectory.

Chris Sajnog, Navy SEAL and Sniper Instructor, regarding the M91A2 (Mk13 mod7) rifle firing the .300 Winchester Magnum cartridge.

​
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Chapter 2
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An Illegal Purchase

1:00 a.m., Auburn Mall, Auburn, Maine

Denis Baader entered the mall’s empty parking lot. A single vehicle, a Ford F-150, was parked in the shadows with little ambient light from the streetlights. Baader parked beside the pickup truck, facing the opposite direction, so he had an unobstructed view of the Ford’s interior. 

The side window of Baader’s truck was partly down, and he lowered it all the way down. “You Robinson?”

“I am...who the fuck are you?”

“Denis Baader. A guy I know told me you might be able to get a special item for me.”

Robinson maintained eye contact with Baader when he asked, “You a cop?”

“Nope. Quite the opposite. Actually, I served time in Warren State Prison until last month.”

“Is that how you heard about me?” Robinson’s suspicion was clear. “By any chance, did you know an inmate named Horace Friedman there?”

“Nope, I can’t say I did.”

“Wanna give me the name of who told you about me?

“Kent Williams.”

“I know him. I ain’t surprised you didn’t meet Friedman. He don’t exist. Kent told me about you. What do you want?”

“I need an M91A2 chambered in .300 Winchester.”

“Ain’t that a sniper rifle? What are you gonna do? Kill somebody?”

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business. Can you get me the Goddamn rifle or not?”

“I have a source. Give me a couple of minutes.”

Robinson rolled up his window and made a phone call. He spoke for several minutes before ending the call. He opened the window and said, “My source says he doesn’t have an M91A2. He does have an Mk13 mod 7, will that do?”

“Yes. That’s the Marine Corps version of the same rifle. It’ll be fine.”

“It ain’t gonna be cheap. Buying one at a gun shop will cost you at least a grand. Since you just got out of Warren and probably shouldn’t have a gun...especially a fuckin’ sniper rifle...it’ll likely cost you twice, maybe triple that.”

“Price isn’t a concern.”

“These days, makin’ license plates for the state must pay good.”

I didn’t come here for a damn comedy show. I came to you to get one for me. Are you going to do it or not?”

“I already told you I can get one. It’ll take me a few days, though. Do you have a number where I can reach you?”

“Yeah, if I don’t answer, leave a message, and I’ll get back to you.”

“Are you using a cell phone or a landline?”

“Cell, but I live off-grid. It’s a two-mile hike to where I get any bars. I check it every morning.”

“When we talk, there are no specifics. There are ways to intercept cell traffic. Who knows whose monitoring cell phones these days?” Robinson nodded. “One more thing, I’ll need some...call it earnest money.”

Baader took several bills from his wallet and handed them to Robinson.

Robinson counted the money. “A grand...that’s pretty earnest.”

“Robinson,” Baader said, “don’t think you can mess me over. If you try to rip me off, I’ll find you. When I do, you can sell your soul to God because your ass will belong to me.”

Robinson smiled. “From what Kent told me, I don’t doubt that. You’ll hear from me as soon as I get the weapon. I’ll include a few magazines and some ammo for it. It may cost a bit more, though.”

“Like I mentioned, the price isn’t an issue.”

Robinson waved goodbye as he left the parking lot.

August 9, 20—

Criminals get their hands on tens of thousands of guns every year through illegal trafficking.

Everytown For Gun Safety

(https://www.everytown.org/issues/gun-trafficking/)
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Chapter 3
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The Delivery

4:00 a.m., Uninhabited section of Route 124 near Hebron Station, Maine

When Baader arrived, Robinson was waiting on the shoulder of the road. He got out of his vehicle and met the gun dealer near Robinson’s pickup.

“You have the rest of the money?”

“Yeah.” Baader looked into Robinson’s Ford and saw no one else inside. “You alone?” he asked.

“There are people nearby to support me.”

Baader performed a visual search of the nearby area. It was open farmland. If Robinson had backup, it was at least two hundred yards away. 

“You got the piece?” Baader asked.

“Yeah, the entire deal totaled $5,000.”

Robinson turned his back on Baader and reached into the cab. He then spun around and gasped as Baader grabbed the rifle and drove a K-Bar knife into his midsection. Baader yanked the blade upward, pushing Robinson back until he was lying on his back with his legs hanging out the door. Hearing Robinson gasping for breath, Baader sliced the dying man’s throat, delivering a final, unnecessary blow.

When he pushed the entire body into the cab, Baader circled the truck. He opened the passenger door and looked inside the glove compartment. There, he found two magazines for the rifle and a box of ammunition. Returning to the driver’s side, Baader searched Robinson’s body. In the truck driver’s wallet, which was attached to his belt with a chain, he found a thick wad of cash. He cut the belt, took out the wallet, and removed everything except the money. He tossed the contents into the truck and closed the door.

Baader stood in the pre-dawn darkness, searching for Robinson’s backup. As he suspected, there was none. He looked at the corpse and said, “Williams told me you weren’t the sharpest tack in the bulletin board and had a bad habit of talking too much. I won’t have to worry about that now.”

He got into his GMC Denali and drove away.​

Monday, August 19, 20—

A dead man cannot bite.

From Plutarch, Lives, Pompey, 77​
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Chapter 4
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The Hit

2:00 a.m., Watertown, Massachusetts

Gordon Winter ascended the steps to his townhouse door. He heard a vehicle stop behind him and turned around. The car window rolled down completely, triggering his internal alarms too late. Three shots were fired; two struck him, one in the chest and the other in his side.

Winter staggered back and fell onto the porch, his back against the door. He struggled to draw his nine-millimeter from its holster on his hip as he slid down, but his arms resisted. When he had his pistol free, he rolled over to confront the assassin. Through watery eyes, Winter saw a figure exit the car and start walking toward him. He raised his weapon and fired. He heard the dull thud of a bullet hitting flesh and saw the hitman fall. Winter fought to get upright in case the shooter tried for a second shot. Before he could bring his handgun to bear, lights came on in several neighboring condos, ruining his night vision. He heard a voice shout, “Those were gunshots, Claire...call nine-one-one!”

The would-be killer struggled to his feet, and instead of moving forward, he turned and staggered toward the getaway car. Winter heard the door slam and tires squeal as it sped away from the parking lot. He fumbled for his cell phone and dialed a speed dial number. “Jacky? Gord...my place...now.” Then everything went black.

––––––––
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9:30 a.m., Brookline, Massachusetts 

The midmorning sun beat down on Baader’s back. He examined the front of the building he was interested in through his rangefinder and checked the distance. At 600 meters, he saw the door centered in the crosshairs. He had a clear path, free of obstructions, between his position and the target. As the Marine Gunnery Sergeant who taught marksmanship in Scout/Sniper School said, the shot would be ‘a piece of cake’.

Satisfied with his ‘hide’, he looked at the copy of the 2017 Boston University yearbook, The Bostonian, which he had stolen from the university library on Commonwealth Avenue. Baader had been on the roof of the apartment building since the night before, waiting for his target to show up. The hours dragged by slowly. But it wasn’t a burden for him. In Afghanistan, he once waited three days to take a single shot at a Taliban leader. After finishing his mission, he crawled back to where he started. 

Three young women exited the target location, and he looked at the picture of a specific graduate in the yearbook. He rechecked the range finder and smiled. His target finally had a face.

Baader stayed on the rooftop until after sunset, then drove north out of Boston and back to Maine. A glance at the clock on the truck’s dashboard showed he’d be home around midnight, which was perfect. He had an important phone call to make in the morning.

August 20, 20—

The Doctrine of War is to follow the enemy situation to decide the battle.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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Chapter 5
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The Old Boss Is Notified

12:15 a.m., Florida Gulf Coast 

Jimmy O stepped out into the cool morning breeze. He held a glass of Irish whiskey in his left hand and a cigarette in his right. He enjoyed southern nights as a well-earned reward for surviving another day under Florida’s sun. None of his neighbors knew who James O’Connor really was. In Boston, he was Jimmy O’Leary, better known as Jimmy O, leader of one of the city’s most prominent criminal organizations. He had left many things behind when he moved south with his new bride, Tasha, and their ward, Inca. Still, Jimmy O couldn’t, or wouldn’t, break his habit of stalking in the dark. He was a creature of the night. Night and the hazards of his line of work made nighttime the best time to operate. True to his routine, he sat on the porch until three or four in the morning, then went to bed, sleeping until mid-morning, though he usually woke once or twice for a smoke. 

Jimmy O used a tall ashtray to grind out the stub of his cigarette, then stood up and straightened the sign that read O’Connor. O’Leary recalled that Jesse James was doing the same thing when the Ford brothers shot him. He smiled, stepped back, and scrutinized the plaque for several moments to ensure it was not crooked. Satisfied that it was as good as he could get it, O’Leary took a fresh cigarette from the box. He sat in one of the Adirondack chairs on the porch that stretched across the front of the house and lit up. As he smoked, he studied the deserted street.

A car turned the corner and slowly approached his house. Something about the vehicle caught his attention. For many years, he also cruised the streets, sometimes to hunt and at other times to ensure he wasn’t the one being hunted. He took a deep drag from his cigarette and laughed at himself for being paranoid. No matter how hard he tried to ignore the vehicle, it was bothersome when it cut the distance between them in half. The driver crept along the street as if searching for a specific address. Always trusting his primal survival instinct, Jimmy O. ground out the cigarette in the ashtray, stood up, and went inside.

He walked across his living room, stopped in front of a writing desk, and opened the center drawer. He took out a nine-millimeter Glock and checked to ensure its magazine was fully loaded. He opened the top right drawer and grabbed a noise suppressor, which he screwed onto the muzzle of the semi-automatic.

Jimmy O spent most of his life in the shadows, and some habits are impossible to break. He never liked brightly lit rooms, and he avoided lamps. However, the ambient light from the full moon illuminated the room just enough for him to move around. He peered through the window, stepping back to stay out of sight from anyone looking in from the street. He saw the car’s brake lights flare up and the headlights go out as the sedan stopped in front of his house. A man got out, stood on the sidewalk, and stared across the lawn for several seconds.

Jimmy O reached over, engaged the deadbolt on the front door, crept through the house, and exited through the back door of the kitchen. He circled the building and paused beside a large rhododendron at the corner of the porch.

The dark figure seemed to be in no hurry. Rather than approach, the man stood at the edge of the grass. The sinister character appeared to be deliberating his next move. Still, he was too far away for O’Leary to make out his features. The man took a step forward.

The intruder approached the steps, and O’Leary stepped from the rhododendron. When he loaded a round into the Glock, the receiver clicked metallically, and Jimmy O said, “You looking for someone?”

The man heard the pistol load and immediately froze. He raised his arms slowly from his sides, turned toward O’Leary, and asked, “Is that you, boss?”

O’Leary stepped onto the porch. “Jacky?”

“Yup, is it okay if I put my hands down?”

“They’re your hands.”

“I know, but that’s your gun pointed at me.”

O’Leary lowered the pistol, crossed the porch, and stopped a few yards from the man. “It is you. What the fuck are you doing here at this hour?”

Jacky Fitzpatrick, a member of O’Leary’s South Boston gang, grinned. “How you doin’, boss?”

O’Leary lowered the gun. “Who’s that in the car?”

“You don’t know him. He’s a new guy.”

“Not that I ain’t glad to see you—but I still wanna know what you’re doin’ here.”

“Gord’s been shot.”

“Shot... is he dead?”

“No, he’s at Mass General, but it’s serious.”

“When did it happen?”

Fitzpatrick looked at the glowing hands of his watch. “Yesterday morning, around this time.”

“You know who did it?” O’Leary asked.

“We don’t have proof yet, but it looks like it was the damn Russians.”

O’Leary took out his cigarettes and lit one. He offered the pack to Fitzpatrick. “Smoke?”

“Thanks, but no, I quit six months ago. Got, so I had no goddamned wind left. Almost hacked up a lung chasin’ a punk in Dorchester, knew right then I had to quit.”

O’Leary shrugged and gestured to the Adirondack chairs. “Sit... Once they settled in, he asked, Why do you think the Russians are behind it?”

“For the same reason, we’ve learned that they put a hit out on you.”

“So? I been on hit lists before. That’s not a reason for you to come all the way down here.”

“Yeah, I know. However, we figured you would like to know that your woman and the kid are on the same list. It’s the fuckin’ Ruskies, alright. They still got a hard-on about you havin’ their Pac-Man whacked.”

“Konovalov, and it’s pakhan, not Pac-Man.”

“Yeah, well, either way, they ain’t got over you payin’ Burt Chaney to take him out, and they’ve been searchin’ every hole in and around Boston tryin’ to find you.”

“What about Burt?”

“Gord felt they don’t know who the shooter was. But they certainly believe it was you who paid to have it done. Last we heard, Burt was still alive and kickin’. Like you, he’s out of it these days. Livin’ somewhere in New Jersey.”

O’Leary’s sensors spiked. “You’re sure they didn’t follow you here?”

“We did everything we could to make sure they didn’t. Shit, we’re so late gettin’ here because we were afraid that the fuckin’ Ruskies got our phones tapped, so we flew into Atlanta, rented that heap, and drove from there. Still, they’re spreadin’ around a lot of cash lookin’ for you.”

“Since Gord is in the hospital, who’s in charge?”

“For now, I suppose I am. There wasn’t anyone else willing to do it—all things considered, I’m filling in.” Fitzpatrick stood up and glanced at his watch. “Shit, it’s almost three o’clock, and we need to drive back to Atlanta. We’re on an afternoon flight to Logan.”

They stood up, shook hands, and Fitzpatrick said, “Anything you want, any help you need, just ask me—that goes for the rest of the guys, too.”

“Thanks, Jacky.” O’Leary stood up.

When Fitzpatrick stepped off the porch, the car’s motor started.

“You guys drive carefully,” O’Leary called.

“Yeah, we’re switching drivers every few hours. Do you know how to reach us?”

“I think so, is the number at the Claddagh still the same?”

“You betcha.” Fitzpatrick saluted him with two fingers, crossed the lawn, and got in the car.

As the vehicle drove away and rounded the corner, Jimmy O heard the loud click of the deadbolt unlocking. The front door swung open, and Tasha, his wife, stepped outside. She sank into a chair, and he turned, crossed the porch, and sat beside her. Tasha took his cigarette from his hand, took a drag, and handed it back. “I heard it all,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m headed back to Boston and takin’ the fight to ‘em. They shot Gordon over a decision I made. It’s me they’re after. They hit him to draw me out in the open. An old friend always said that the best defense is a good offense.”

“Jimmy, you can’t win a war with them. They’re too big and too strong.”

“Yeah, but they don’t stand a chance against us.”

She sighed. “They’ll kill you.”

“Maybe, but I’ll make sure that we kill more of them than they kill of us.”

Once again, she took the cigarette from him, put it in her mouth, and inhaled. “How do you plan to do that?”

“I’ve got a weapon they don’t know about.”

She looked at him with a questioning expression.

“I got a sniper.”

“They have them, too.”

“Yeah, but I got the best goddamned sniper in the country.”

“Michael?”

“Michael.”

O’Leary stood and turned to the door and paused. He said, “If things go to hell in a hand basket, you know how to get to the money we saved?”

“I do.”

“Should it happen, get hold of Gord, he’ll help you and Inca disappear.”

Tasha’s brow wrinkled, and she chewed at her bottom lip. 

O’Leary picked up on her worrying. “I’ll be all right.” He thought, I hope. Then he entered the house.
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Chapter 6
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An Ominous Phone Call

6:30 a.m., Chamberlain Township, Maine

The phone woke Houston from a deep sleep. He glanced at the small screen and noticed that the caller ID was blank. “Hello,” he said.

“Is this the same Michael Houston who was a Boston cop?”

“Yes. Who is this?”

“That’s what you need to find out.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Then let me help you understand. The anonymous voice turned harsh. Unless you find me first and stop me, I’m gonna kill your daughter...”

Houston sat in bed, spun around, and placed his feet on the floor. “Who the hell are you?”

“That’s what you need to find out. Let me share some information that demonstrates my ability and dedication to keeping my word. Your daughter, Susan—or, if you prefer, Susie—is twenty-two and goes to law school at Boston University, located at 765 Comm Avenue in Boston. She leaves her apartment in Brookline every morning at 7:30. Do I need to say more?”

“If you’re trying to be funny, this isn’t working.”

“Houston, I’m as serious as you were the day you killed my kid... and didn’t give me a chance to save him. So, you might say this is... what’s that Greek phrase? Quid pro quo, that’s it.

“Latin.”

“What?”

Houston said, “Quid pro quo is not Greek. It’s Latin.”

“I don’t give a shit what language it is... You know what it means, and that’s enough
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