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      Everything could be used as a weapon.

      The covers and spine of a hardback novel.  A rolled-up newspaper. The points of a folded sheet of paper. Any everyday object could be used to either attack or block.

      Cutter Grogan’s eyes took in the surroundings as he walked down Lafayette Street, noting what could be used for offense or defense. That umbrella someone had discarded in a trashcan. The empty cartons on the sidewalk outside a store. That vandalized phone booth on the corner with Grand Street—it could be used as cover.

      It was automatic, a habit so deeply ingrained from years of training and experience in far-off dusty and dangerous lands that he wasn’t even conscious of it.

      New York in the summer. The insistent and never-fading sounds of traffic and the smell of fumes. He jaywalked the street to get to the sunlit side of Lafayette and closed his eyes momentarily to bask in the warmth.

      ‘It’s not a park!’ a passerby yelled at him and brushed past in a huff.

      He grinned. He had been to the world’s top cities. Paris, London, Berlin, Rio, Jakarta, Tokyo—wherever he went, he felt at home. But New York? It was where he began and where he ended. He donned his shades and carried on. Waited at the intersection with Grand for the lights to turn and, when they did, proceeded to his destination, a bodega.

      There were many within walking distance, some even closer, but this particular one was his favorite. It was neatly maintained, tidy, and had the light smell of incense in the air.  He knew its owners. But the deal-clincher was the dessert counter. Fluffy pastries and cakes, chocolates that melted in one’s mouth, all of them freshly baked by the owner’s wife. They would set off calorie-counter alarms, if fitness gear had those.

      He glanced at his watch and hurried. An oven-fresh batch would be coming, and he wanted to be first in line. Not many knew of the store’s delicacies. However, word of mouth was a thing, and the desserts often ran out as soon as they were displayed.

      He removed his shades, folded them and placed them in an inner pocket as he squinted at the scaffolding outside the bodega. Construction on the building’s upper floors cut visibility.

      A bell jangled when he entered.

      ‘Chang,’ he greeted the Chinese man behind the counter.

      ‘Cutter,’ the owner responded, his face creasing in a smile. He was in his fifties, his hair still thick and black, experience and hardship lining his face with tiny wrinkles. ‘Long time. You been going to some other store?’

      ‘Only if Lin Shun has run away with someone else. I come only for her pastries. You know that.’

      ‘I dunno what she sees in him,’ said an elderly man from the next aisle, where he was mopping the floor. ‘I’ve proposed to her several times.’

      ‘Have you considered that perhaps you’re old?’

      ‘Me? Old?’

      Cutter stood silently, enjoying their humor. Moshe, the arrival, was joint-owner with Li Shun and Chang. An unlikely partnership on the face of it. The elderly man outranked the Chinese-American couple by close to three decades, though he was so fit only his wrinkled face and arms gave his age away.

      That night brought us together.

      Cutter had been on a late run several years ago, the streets deserted, when the sounds of a scuffle had caught his attention. A narrow alley behind the bodega, where buildings stored their trash bins. It opened into Center Street. Several shadows moving in the dark.

      At the sound of his arrival, the figures had burst out and fled, but not before he had taken one man down and crippled him with a blow to the temple.

      A mugging gone wrong. Chang and Lin Shun’s young son left bleeding on the ground. Moshe, then, a passerby who had tried to help, injured as well.

      Cutter called 911 and stayed with them until the cops and first-responders arrived. He was with them when the paramedics shook their heads almost imperceptibly. Daniel Shun, the son, had died.

      He had waited in the hospital’s hallway while Moshe was undergoing surgery that helped him survive the near-fatal knife wound to his kidneys.

      Cutter joined the bodega owners in their mourning, and as time healed, got close to them.  Moshe became part of them when he stayed in touch and became a business partner as well when he bought in to the store.

      Cutter clapped the elder man on his shoulder and looked at him critically. ‘He’s still got all his teeth,’ he told Chang. ‘That ought to count for something, shouldn’t it?’

      ‘Teeth! That’s all he’s got.’

      Moshe was in incredibly good shape for his age. He ran half-marathons and was an active participant in neighborhood walks. Any other person would be content with being a silent partner in the business. Not the elder man. He helped out wherever he could. Stacking shelves, cleaning up, even behind the checkout counter if needed, though he didn’t prefer it.

      He feels claustrophobic there. He doesn’t like it.

      Cutter stepped around the older partner when he resumed wiping the floor. Moshe’s sleeves slid up his forearms, and there it was: faded numerals tattooed on the inside of his left arm. Many thought it was old ink, badly done. Cutter knew what it was and the horrors behind it.

      Moshe was an Auschwitz survivor.

      He had been six when he was deported to the camp along with his parents and elder sister, ten when the camp was liberated. The only member of his family to survive.

      Cutter went to the dessert counter and inhaled the aromas. A woman came from inside the store and wiped her hands on her white apron. She hugged him hard and checked him out. He could see his reflection in the glass covering the delicacies.

      Six feet one.  Styled, dark hair. Green eyes. Clean-shaven. Tee tucked into his jeans. Lightweight sports jacket. Rubber-soled sneakers.

      Because of his deep tan, he could easily pass for someone from the Mediterranean region. Or the Middle East, South America, North Africa—a vast range of geographies. Only a handful knew what his genealogy was. Lin Shun, Chang and Moshe were among them.

      ‘Haven’t seen you for a while.’ Lin Shun went behind the display cabinet and waited expectantly.

      ‘Been away.’

      ‘Vacation?’

      ‘Something like that.’ Rescuing a hostage from a Colombian cartel. That was some holiday!

      Her eyes sharpened at his tone. They lingered on him. ‘No injuries?’

      ‘Nothing gets past you, Lin Shun,’ he admitted ruefully. ‘None, this time.’

      She looked at him searchingly and then got down to business. ‘Pineapple and banana pastries. New recipe. They have come out well. You should try them out.’

      ‘I’ll take two of them, and my usual.’

      Coconut-sprinkled fruit cupcakes were his go-to dessert. He licked his lips unconsciously as Lin Shun packed them in a brown paper bag.

      He was taking it from her when it happened.
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      ‘YOU! HANDS IN THE AIR!’ a voice yelled.

      Lin Shun gasped. Her eyes widened, her hands trembled as she raised them.

      Cutter turned slowly, bag in his left hand, as the blinds on the store window came down, darkening the interior.

      The dessert display was the short leg of an L-shaped counter that ran down the side of the store and ended where Chang stood behind the register.

      One man faced him, a black bandana over his nose and mouth, baseball hat covering his head, shades over his eyes. A gun in his hand, waving in the air.

      Just him? Who rolled down the blinds?

      As if in reply, another man came into view. Similarly dressed, with a grey scarf around his face, gun on Moshe, who shuffled from behind the central display stand, mop still in hand.

      Two.

      ‘HANDS. RAISE THEM!’ the first man shouted.

      Cutter lifted his slowly. Three, he corrected himself, when a balaclava-wearing hood came around the center stand and covered him and Lin Shun with a weapon.

      ‘MONEY!’ Bandana screamed. ‘EVERYTHING YOU HAVE. QUICK.’

      ‘Who else here?’ Balaclava jerked his gun. ‘WHO?’

      ‘Just us.’ Lin Shun trembled. ‘Inside rooms are empty.’

      ‘YOU’LL DIE FIRST IF THERE’S SOMEONE ELSE.’

      Three gunmen. One to Cutter’s right, six feet away, weapon angled away, in the baker’s direction. Two others about twenty feet away, standing close to each other. Bandana facing Chang, Grey Mask watching the entrance, gun on Moshe, who stood calm, silent, his hands high above his head.

      ‘YOU! JACKET MAN,’ Balaclava raged. ‘YOU THINK THIS IS A JOKE? OUR GUNS ARE EMPTY? LIFT YOUR HANDS. STAND STILL.’

      Time slowed. The world blurred and reduced to the counter, the central display, and three gunmen.

      ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Cutter asked softly. Taking everything in. The mole on Balaclava’s wrist. The bead of sweat coming from beneath the mask, going down his neck, over what looked like a tattoo just visible above the edge of his shirt. Moshe, looking at him, still calm, as if it was a routine event. Chang hustling over the counter, sweeping its contents into a plastic bag with shaking fingers. Lin Shun breathing hard.

      Fight or stand down? Three against one. What were the odds there?

      ‘WHAT DID YOU SAY? SHUT YOUR MOUTH.’ Balaclava lunged forward, his face twisting beneath his mask in anger, the gun rising to barrel-whip Cutter.

      Fight it was.

      It came over Cutter instantly, a detachment of his mind from his body as it observed dispassionately, got neurons to fire impulses to axons that released chemicals that triggered muscles, all without conscious thought, in nanoseconds.

      One long step to his right. Letting go of the brown bag, whose fall caught Balaclava’s attention. Right-hand fingers folding to extend knuckles, which throat-punched the attacker as his left hand came down, clamped the gun wrist in a vise-like grip and twisted it away from Lin Shun, and as the gunman fell, choking, gasping, the weapon came free and into Cutter’s hand, which extended in a straight line, tilted slightly to give better control, eye to sight, sight to body mass of Grey Mask, who was half-turned, mouth opening in shock, as Moshe dropped to the floor.

      The first round sent the gunman staggering back; the second slammed into Bandana’s chest. One more, to make sure he stayed down. A brutal kick to Balaclava’s head to prevent him from rising, crouch-walking over to the payment counter to check that Bandana wouldn’t be a threat. Grey Mask wasn’t a problem. Moshe had jammed the handle of his mop against the man’s throat and a leg over his chest as the man moaned in agony.

      Cutter’s worldview widened to take in Chang, who had sagged against the wall, sweat streaming down his face. Time caught up as Lin Shun rushed to her husband and held him tight.

      Moshe shook his head reproachfully. ‘You should have warned us.’
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      NYPD rolled up with sirens and flashing lights, the full treatment. Paramedic wagons turned up as well and pronounced that Bandana, Grey Mask and Balaclava would live.

      The cops questioned Cutter and the bodega owners. Went through CCTV footage. Took his prints, measured distances and bagged the gun and shell casings. Threw several speculative looks at Cutter.

      The detectives arrived half an hour later in an unmarked car. They conferred with the first-responders, inspected the interior of the store, watched the camera recordings and made several calls.

      Checking if we are in the system, Cutter thought as he stood outside the store with the bodega owners. One of the new arrivals, a Hispanic-looking woman, threw him a sharp glance as she spoke into her phone. Her partner drew close to her and they talked in low tones before heading towards them.

      ‘They’ve found out about you, Cutter,’ Chang murmured. Moshe grunted in agreement.

      ‘Difiore,’ the woman introduced herself and gave out her card. ‘That’s Griffen,’ she said, introducing her partner, who seemed to be younger. No first names. The older cop had that look. Like she’s seen it all. Nothing surprises her anymore. Her companion nodded at them briefly as he chewed gum and rocked on his heels.

      ‘You don’t know the perps?’ He removed his shades and tucked them into his pocket.

      ‘Nope.’ Lin Shun nodded her head at the cops in the background. ‘They took our statements.’

      ‘You knew they would be coming?’

      ‘How would I know that?’ Cutter growled, knowing the question was directed at him.

      ‘That was good shooting.’ Griffen ignored his reply. ‘Someone else’s weapon. Three shots, all of them on the upper body, none of them fatal. All made under pressure. That’s some skill.’

      Cutter didn’t comment. He had recognized the gun in Balaclava’s hand, a Glock 19. The same model he owned, which had been with him on all his military tours. As for the shooting, that had come instinctively.

      ‘You were in the military, Mr. Grogan?’ No expression in Difiore’s voice.

      ‘Yeah.’

      First SFOD-D, Special Forces Operational Detachment–Delta. Known as Delta Force, or just Delta. One of the US military’s Tier One Special Mission units.

      ‘You could have gotten yourself killed. Your friends, too.’

      No. I knew what I was doing. He didn’t say that, however.

      ‘Everyone else would have held their hands up and let themselves be robbed.’ Griffen, thumbs hooked in his belt, mouth working as he chewed. ‘Safest option. No one plays the hero, everyone stays alive.’

      ‘Is that a question?’ Moshe asked softly. ‘Do we need our lawyers?’

      ‘What do you do, Mr. Grogan?’ Difiore threw her partner a sharp glance.

      ‘I’m sure you know,’ Cutter replied, tired of the games. ‘You will have checked who we are. You would have seen the NYPD knows me.’

      ‘A fixer.’ Griffen, who seemed to have gotten over his partner’s nonverbal rebuke. ‘That’s what you said last time. When you were questioned. That’s still what you do?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You saw these thugs come in and went into fixing mode? Is that how it works?’

      ‘We’re done here,’ Chang cut in. ‘You got any more questions, ask them with our lawyer present.’

      ‘You seem okay. Any civilian who got held up at gunpoint and witnessed a shooting would be shaken. But you, your wife and Mr. Sternberg seem perfectly fine.’

      ‘You want us to feel sorry for the thugs?’ Lin Shun retorted scornfully.

      ‘No, ma’am, but,’—Griffen’s eyes glinted—‘other people would have shivered. They would have gone into shock. You folks … it’s as if you’ve had a day in the park.’

      ‘You’ve looked us up,’ Chang sneered. ‘You know this isn’t our first time. We’ve been held up before. We’ve also been mugged.’

      ‘Mr. Grogan came to your rescue. Yeah, that’s in our files.’

      Cutter felt rage wash over him. That wasn’t much of a save. They lost their son. He was about to speak when Moshe sensed his fury and put a hand on his forearm. He controlled himself and breathed in deeply, once. ‘Time was when cops didn’t harass the innocents.’

      Difiore stiffened at that. Her face flushed. She threw a hard look at her partner. ‘We’re done here. We’ll take statements from the gunmen and might want you to come down if we have any more inquiries.’

      ‘We aren’t going anywhere,’ Chang replied brusquely, hard eyes on her partner.

      Cutter watched them leave, the older cop’s back straight and stiff as she spoke softly to her partner, seeming to rebuke him. Griffen’s lips curled when their eyes met, and then he was inside the car. Their tires squealed and they were away.

      ‘Cops!’ Moshe shook his head.

      ‘Many of them are good.’

      ‘That one has issues.’

      Can’t argue with that. ‘You all …’ He turned toward his friends. ‘You’re okay?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Lin Shun, who had gone inside the store and returned to answer his question. ‘We kicked some ass. And you dropped my pastries. Here.’ She handed him another brown bag. ‘Don’t lose this one.’

      ‘I won’t, ma’am.’ He mock-saluted her, and that was when the TV crews and reporters arrived.
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      Cutter escaped the journalists’ scrum after an hour of being interviewed by local media organizations.

      Fixer. The reporters loved that word and questioned him in detail on what he did for a living.

      ‘That will be the headline,’ Chang had said, winking at him as he was leaving. ‘Fixer saves bodega.’

      He didn’t mind the brief publicity. Name recognition was good in his business. It was how clients heard of him. They came to him because law enforcement couldn’t help them. Or wouldn’t.

      Someone was kidnapped. Their folks or partners came to Cutter for help. A wife was leaving her husband and needed a bodyguard temporarily to protect her from his threats. Corporate espionage. Security advice. Recovering stolen items. Driving out a neighborhood gang. Cutter took on all those jobs.

      He got referrals from the NYPD, FBI and several other authorities, too. Cold cases where they couldn’t afford to throw in any more manpower. Political complications where they were ordered to stand down. Cases where the law sided with the criminals and the victims wanted justice. He had good friends in law enforcement who mentioned his name to those who wanted closure.

      The military came to him from time to time. Generals in the Pentagon, or his former commanding officers, who knew him well and needed his specialist skills.

      None of that was on his mind. He was savoring Lin Shun’s pastry, unable to resist the temptation, when he reached his loft office on Lafayette Street.

      An opaque glass door. His name etched discreetly on the brass plaque to the side. It opened smoothly to reveal a reception office. Warm lighting. Couch, coffee table, magazines, and behind the desk, Arnedra Jones. Her instant smile dimmed when he entered. Her dark eyes narrowed at the brown bag he was carrying and at the sight of his hand hastily wiping his mouth.

      ‘There had better be some left for me.’

      ‘Saved the best for you.’ He handed her the bag.

      She scoffed and opened the bag, and when her smile burst, it was as if the sun had risen.

      He went past her through another opaque glass door to the inside office. Hardwood floor, high, exposed beams, exposed brick, colored throws and rugs, comfortable seating. He went to his desk, brought the screen to life, grunted on finding there was nothing requiring urgent attention, and leaned back in his swivel chair.

      He shook his head when he saw Arnedra’s silhouette outlined. She sat out there by choice, despite his insistence that she occupy the larger office, alongside him.

      He had come across her as she was being violently robbed in Central Park, late one night. The muggers had been beating her up when he arrived. He had broken the arm of one of them in the brief scuffle that followed, and kicked the groin of the other. They had escaped when he turned his attention to the fallen woman. She was bruised and bleeding from a split lip and gashed eyebrow, but grabbed him when he made to call the cops.

      ‘Don’t,’ she told him.

      When he looked at her in astonishment, she glared fiercely.

      ‘They’ll question me. What a black woman is doing alone this time of night in Central Park.  Some of them will imply I brought the mugging on myself. I don’t need the hassle.’

      Cutter had tried to protest, but she had remained adamant. He helped her stand and got her painkillers and bandages from the nearest pharmacy and escorted her to the Columbus Circle subway.

      They met the next day, over coffee. Arnedra had lost her husband a year earlier to cancer. He had been a licensed private investigator; she had managed the business side of it. She was in the process of winding down the business, which required several visits to the Lafayette office. There had been nothing sinister about her walk through Central Park. She had wanted to clear her mind. Nothing more.

      ‘I’ve met bad cops,’ she grimaced. ‘Too many of them, when Curtis was alive. A few used to harass us when his cases conflicted with their investigations.’ Those experiences had hardened her.

      Cutter got to know her and, after several months, proposed a partnership. He would buy into the business, as an equal partner with her.

      ‘Private investigations?’ She had raised her eyebrows. ‘We’ll restart Curtis’s business?’

      ‘No.’

      He hadn’t wanted to go through his backstory, but Arnedra had a way about her.

      ‘I’ve been to prison,’ he explained, bringing up his past. Everything. No holding back. Only a handful knew of it.

      Her eyes were moist when he finished. She held out her hand and, when he shook it, ordered another round of drinks.

      ‘But, what shall we do?’ she asked when their coffees arrived.

      ‘I want to help people,’ he had said.

      

      ‘You’re a celebrity,’ Arnedra said as she walked over to him. She picked up a remote from his desk and turned on the wall-mounted TV. Tuned to a local news channel, a journalist reporting from outside the bodega, who described Cutter’s actions and interviewed Chang, Moshe and Lin Shun, all of whom called him a hero.

      ‘That should get the phones ringing.’ She switched off the screen and sat next to him.

      ‘How was Colombia?’ She side-eyed him, noting the faint lines around his eyes.

      ‘I’m here. The daughter is safe, back with her family. We got a bonus check.’

      ‘You had to shoot it out?’

      ‘A few cartel thugs. No one I’ll lose sleep over.’

      She caught his chin, turned him to face her and examined him. Was satisfied when she saw nothing but exhaustion. Nothing that a good sleep couldn’t cure.

      ‘You need to find someone,’ she said softly.

      She followed his eyes when they dropped involuntarily to the drawer. She opened it and took out the photo. A woman laughing into the sun. Black curly hair falling onto her chocolate shoulders. Eyes dancing in mischief. Riley Grogan, Cutter’s wife. Arnedra shivered involuntarily when she recalled how she had lost her life. She caressed the photograph, put it back in the drawer and shut it.

      She laid her hand on his forearm and sat with him as the sun set in the city and darkness enveloped it.

      Cutter had helped her during her darkest days. She would never leave his side.
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      Carmel Ward caught the clip on the news channel when she was having dinner.

      Alone in her two-bedroom apartment in Brownsville. All by herself, because Darrell, her fifteen-year-old son, hadn’t returned home yet. Ten pm, and he was still out. He had messaged her that he would be with friends, catching up on schoolwork. That she should not wait for him.

      She thought of calling him. Nope. That wasn’t a good idea. Lately they had been arguing all the time. No conversations. No family time. Just one fight after the other. Nothing else.

      She sniffed and wiped the stray tear rolling down her cheek.

      

      Three years ago, he had been different. That was when her no-good husband was still around. Her boy had been a bright student, getting top grades in school, had a good set of friends.

      It had fallen apart with her finding out her husband was cheating on her. She had ended their sixteen-year marriage and asked him to leave. Weeks of screaming fights ended in sudden, abrupt silence when he left.

      She and Darrell made new arrangements, lifestyle changes to deal with the aftermath. Carmel had to find a second job to supplement her law clerk income. That meant she came home late from Manhattan, where both jobs were, to Saratoga Avenue, where they lived.

      Her son, mature beyond his years, had to manage on his own. Go to school in the morning, which thankfully was a few blocks away, walking distance. Return, make his own dinner, study. If she was lucky, she arrived just before he went to sleep.

      Shawna, their next-door neighbor, another single parent, kept an eye on him. Invited him for dinner occasionally while her children, younger than Darrell, kept him company.

      It had worked for a while. Then he became argumentative. Questioned everything she did. Sulked and withdrew into himself. His grades started falling, and when she urged him to work harder, he talked back insolently.

      It got worse when he graduated to high school. He became moody. Hung out with people she didn’t know. Shawna had her own problems and got busy dealing with them.

      Their relationship broke down when she discovered the weed in his room. Stuffed beneath his bed, underneath dirty laundry.

      She had confronted him. He had turned defensive. Swore he never smoked it. Didn’t do drugs. Didn’t even drink. He was holding it for his friends.

      ‘YOU’RE HANGING OUT WITH DEALERS?’ she yelled, and a shouting match ensued. She begged and pleaded with him to give up the bad company, to get back to the smart student he had been. Got a defiant, ‘I’m grown. I’ll make my own decisions,’ in reply.

      They became sullen strangers, mother and son. She was tempted to take a day off, follow him, check out who his friends were and challenge them. She wasn’t afraid of street gangs and neighborhood dealers. She held herself back, however. That was the surest way to lose him.

      

      Carmel pushed the despairing thoughts to the back of her mind. She went to the kitchen sink, rinsed her dishes and placed them in the washer.

      A plan formed in her mind.

      That reporter lady said that Fixer dude was on Lafayette Street. That was just a block away from her law firm’s offices. She could meet him during her lunch break. She didn’t know how he could help or whether he would, but at this stage, she would willingly clutch at straws.

      She checked her watch. Romaine, her brother, would still be awake. He worked downtown too, in a hotel, as a security guard. She would take him along. He was big and could look mean. It wouldn’t hurt to have him for the meeting.

      She prepared meals for the next day and packed them in boxes. One for Darrell and one for her.

      Showered and hit the bed. Tossed and turned until she heard the front door open and Darrell’s stealthy footsteps. Midnight.

      What was he up to? Where had he been?

      She refused to cry. She had shed enough tears.

      She punched her pillow into shape angrily and forced herself to sleep.
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      Cutter was cleaning his Glock the next day when he heard voices in the outer room. He slid his weapon into a drawer when Arnedra knocked on the door and opened it.

      ‘You’ve got visitors,’ she announced and stepped aside to let the arrivals in. ‘Carmel Ward, and her brother, Romaine.’

      He came around from his desk, shook their hands and escorted them to a couch. ‘Coffees?’ he asked.

      ‘I’ll get them,’ Arnedra said and made to move to the kitchen.

      He frowned at her. Telegraphed an order with his eyes. STAY HERE! She wasn’t his EA, his executive assistant. Even if she was, he didn’t believe in women having to take on the hospitality duties.

      ‘My turn.’ He flashed a smile and hustled faster than her. Inhaled the aroma of Jamaican Blue Mountain. They never ran out of it. Good friends of his, on Columbus Avenue, bought enough of the coffee and regularly sent over sufficient stock so that they never ran out. Those cookies in the glass jar came from that office, too. Homemade, baked with love and care by a grandmother his friends had helped.

      He brewed the coffee, poured it into cups, arranged the cookies on a plate and took the serving tray out. He handed over their cups and settled himself next to Arnedra.

      ‘I saw you on TV yesterday,’ Carmel Ward said as she played with a loose thread on her cuff. ‘You said you’re a Fixer. What does that mean?’

      ‘Cutter helps people, Ms. Ward,’ Arnedra cut in smoothly. ‘In whatever way he can. Companies come to him for security advice. Someone gets kidnapped, the cops aren’t able to do much, they come here. Those kinds of problems. Not domestic disputes. No family matters. No spying on husbands, wives, partners. Cheating, affairs, that isn’t what he does.’

      ‘Like a private investigator? Is that who you are?’ Romaine checked out the office carefully.

      ‘You could say that, but I’m not licensed.’ Cutter observed them, automatically taking them in. The brother was in a dark uniform, a hotel’s name embroidered on his chest. That’s a couple of blocks away. Neat place. He could read people quickly. It’s not the brother. That’s not why they’re  here. It’s her who’s got the problem.

      Strands of silver in her hair. Lines of age and experience around her eyes and mouth. Smartly dressed in a dark suit. Polished suit. Neatly cut nails. She felt his eyes and fidgeted.

      ‘Carmel. Please call me that. I work in a law firm on Grand. Jamieson Partners. I’m a legal clerk there.’

      He waited.

      ‘I have a son. Darrell. I think he’s hanging out with a street gang. I discovered weed in his room.’ The words came out in a rush, as fast as she could speak, as if a dam had broken inside her and they could no longer be contained.

      ‘That’s not the kind of work I do,’ Cutter said gently when she had finished.

      ‘I told you!’ Romaine glared at him and then at his sister. ‘Why would he help us?’

      ‘Why don’t you go to the cops?’

      ‘Cops!’ the brother sneered. ‘They would arrest Darrell. What good would that do?’

      ‘They’re more likely to question him. Get details of who he hangs out with and let him off with a stern warning. They’re taking a softer approach these days.’

      ‘You live in a different world,’ Romaine snapped. ‘You watch the news, dude? You got any idea how cops treat people like us?’

      Cutter made a hand gesture when Arnedra made to speak. He knew what she would say. She’ll defend me.

      He was pushing their visitors’ buttons deliberately. To see how they’d react. Some of his clients had ulterior motives in coming to him. Don’t need those kinds. On top of that, clients sometimes found they had bitten off more than they could chew, after engaging him. An early assessment helped in identifying how far clients were willing to go. It looked like Carmel was a mom in distress. Nothing more.

      ‘You could talk to the school. They have a duty to investigate drug dealing on their premises.’

      Romaine shook his head incredulously and got to his feet. ‘Come on, sis. We’ve wasted enough time.’

      Carmel Ward didn’t move. She looked at Cutter searchingly and then her shoulders slumped. Defeat etched on her face, swiftly replaced by a hard expression. She made to rise too, her mouth set tightly.

      ‘Please sit.’ He stopped them. ‘I think you should talk to your son—’ he raised his hand to stop Romaine’s retort. ‘However, let me check the school out. See if I can find out who his friends are. We can then decide how to proceed. Going to the school or the cops might be the best move, but we can make that call later.’

      He winced inwardly at the look on Carmel Ward’s face. Don’t want to give her false hope.

      ‘Ma’am,’ he said, choosing his words carefully, ‘I may not be able to help much. I’ll have to find out.’

      ‘I have money.’ Her lips trembled. ‘We can discuss fees—’

      ‘Later. Once I know what we’re dealing with.’

      ‘Thank you. You don’t know how much this means to me. I haven’t been able to sleep—’ She stopped herself. Regained control. When she stood up, her voice was businesslike, professional. ‘You’ll let us know.’

      ‘I will, ma’am.’

      

      Arnedra side-eyed Carmel Ward as she led them out. She had no kids, but she could relate to the mother. She’s alone, too. Just like me. I know that feeling of helplessness.

      Romaine stopped in the reception area. Sneered at her. ‘Is this like a white knight thing for him?’ He jerked his head toward the inside office.

      She stared at him.

      Cutter’s father had been an alcoholic, a bystander who was killed in a gang shootout in Brooklyn. His mother had fallen into depression and had turned to drugs. ACS, Administration for Children’s Services, had taken him away when he was four years old. She overdosed and killed herself.

      His childhood memories were of being bounced from one foster family to another. Years later, when he was in the military, he traced his roots as far as they would go.

      Sierra Leone, Native American, Irish, Italian, French Canadian … his genes were from all over. ‘I represent the United Nations,’ he had told Arnedra, chuckling, in one of their early meetings. He had changed his surname to his mother’s: Grogan. No one recollected who had given him his first name, but it fit.

      ‘White knight?’ Arnedra repeated. She ignored Romaine and turned to Carmel. ‘If you believe that, call it off.’

      ‘No.’ The mother shook her head decisively. ‘We’re good. We’ll wait for Mr. Grogan’s finding.’

      ‘Cutter,’ Arnedra corrected her. ‘We don’t do formality here.’

      Perhaps one day they would learn who he was. It wouldn’t be from her, however. It’s not my story to tell.

      

      ‘What was that about?’ Cutter asked when she returned.

      ‘Nothing. Small talk. She’s distressed.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘We can help her?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged. ‘If it’s school kids messing around, sure. If it’s an organized crime gang …’

      ‘You’ve taken those on, too.’

      ‘Let me do a surveillance run.’

      ‘We need to look her up as well.’

      Standard practice, checking into who their clients were. Not just to see whether they could pay, but also to make sure there was no shady past.

      I have enough of that in my background. He grinned to himself. Don’t need any more.

      He went to his screen and began typing. Stopped. He had access to several databases and had sources within the NYPD. Heck, he knew Bruce Rolando, the Commissioner. They had good history.

      But there was an easier way to do a background check.

      ‘I need some information,’ he said when his call connected.

      ‘What do you think we are?’ Beth Petersen snapped from the Columbus Avenue office. ‘Your personal assistants?’
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      Carmel Ward’s employer occupied the sixth floor of a red-brick building. Lamar Jamieson, founder, headed the firm and worked with five other partners. Class action, property disputes, complaints against the city, housing. No criminal or divorce cases. The firm usually represented the less privileged, and while it wasn’t the biggest in the city, had a good reputation.

      ‘Clean,’ Beth had told him.

      Cutter grinned as he sipped a drink and checked out the front of the building.

      She and her twin, Meghan, worked in the Agency, a covert US intelligence outfit that carried out counter-terrorism operations around the world. Its lead operative, Zeb Carter, was a good friend, as were the rest of the agents.

      The sisters were the glue in the firm and provided Arnedra and him with an endless supply of coffee and cookies.

      And intel. They had access to databases all over the world, and more connections than he had. The twins griped whenever he called, but he knew it was for show. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for them.

      Cutter finished his drink and hung around for a few more hours, but nothing aroused his interest. He checked his watch. Getting to Darrell’s high school would take half an hour. He’ll be in classes. He would time it so that he arrived when the teenager finished for the day.

      He got out of his car and fed the meter. Loped down the street to where his favorite food truck was parked. It served Turkish food, and the aroma, as he got closer, made his mouth water.

      ‘Fahid,’ he greeted the owner, who nodded and began preparing Cutter’s lunch. Lahmacun, a pizza kind of dish, with vegetable toppings instead of the usual meat, with a generous splash of olive oil.

      He took the food, went to an upturned barrel and munched slowly as New York passed him by.

      He was midway through his food when he grew aware of it: Two women at the next barrel. A burly man and his friend eyeing them. Making audible comments. Not that loud that Fahid or the other customers could make them out.

      He studied them. Both had short hair; the large one had a tattoo on his neck—a snake spitting at a pack of cards. Both were in Tees and jeans. Sneakers. No briefcases or bags, just them, making lewd comments.

      Cutter glanced at the women, who were Asian-looking. One with glasses, the other with short, black hair. Both stylishly dressed and, judging by the cameras around their necks and the maps on the barrel, tourists. They had their heads down and were eating as fast as possible, clearly uncomfortable.

      He waited a beat. Fahid could easily deal with unruly customers. Don’t need to get involved. Besides, they might not want his intervention.

      One of the women raised her head, met his eyes, a look of embarrassment and pleading, before ducking down again.

      ‘Can I join you?’ he asked in English and repeated it in Mandarin.

      Surprise on their faces. Tentative smiles.

      ‘Yes,’ they replied in the same language.

      Cutter took his paper plate and went to their barrel. Turned to the men and eyed them.

      ‘If you keep doing that,’ he told them coldly, ‘I will break your jaws, then your fingers, and dislocate your knees. You won’t walk for a month; you won’t eat that kind of food for a long time. You’ll have to be fed through a tube.’

      Everyone around him froze. Shocked glances his way. The men looked startled. Then, a red flush spread over their faces.

      ‘Don’t,’ he warned them. ‘You won’t win. You won’t even hurt me.’

      He knew how he looked. Utterly confident of carrying out his promise, of wreaking intense violence.

      ‘Cutter,’ Fahid called from his van, ‘are those two a problem?’

      ‘They were. Not anymore. They’re leaving.’

      The men read the mood. The big one cursed under his breath and slunk away, followed by his companion.

      ‘Thank you,’ the one with glasses said, breathing a sigh of relief. ‘They were rude.’

      ‘Yeah. I heard them.’

      They peppered him with questions as he ate. Asked how he knew Mandarin. “Several business visits,” he replied. They were from Shanghai, he learned, ran a boutique clothing outlet and were visiting the US for the first time. He gave them directions to their next site, his number. And when they were out of sight, went to the counter.

      ‘Those men, they’re regulars?’

      ‘Nope,’ Fahid replied. ‘I know what they look like, now.’ He nodded at the discreetly mounted cameras under the awning of his truck. ‘I won’t be serving them.’

      It was when Cutter was driving to Brownsville that it came to him. It was the big thug who had jogged his memory. That tattoo on his neck reminded him of another one he had seen.

      Balaclava had one. The gunman who had accosted Lin Shun and him at the bodega. It had looked like a lion’s head, red, but he couldn’t be sure. Only a small part of it had been showing above the man’s shirt. Chang’s CCTV hadn’t shown it. Wrong angle.

      He searched his pockets; yeah, the detective’s card was there.

      He dialed her number one-handed.

      ‘Difiore, NYPD.’ Flat tone. No greeting.

      ‘Cutter Grogan.’ He gave her a moment to place him.

      ‘Yeah, the Fixer. How can I help you, Grogan?’

      ‘Those men, what happened to them?’

      ‘All three got bailed.’

      A car honked angrily from behind when he instinctively jammed on the brakes. It overtook as the driver flipped him the finger.

      ‘Bailed? How the heck is that poss—’

      ‘Their lawyer, yeah, one slick dude representing all of them, made a good argument. That it was a holdup, nothing more, and they didn’t start the shooting. Besides, none of them have priors. Judge set it high and let them go. They’re tagged. We know where they are at any point.’

      ‘Those men I shot? They were let go, too?’

      ‘All of them. Injuries not serious. You placed well. No vital organs damaged.’ Staccato bursts of words. No emotion. Dry recital.

      ‘Any gang affiliations?’

      ‘Nope. All of them unemployed. Families are middle-class. Pillars of the community kind.’

      ‘Their being white had nothing to do with bail, I guess.’

      ‘I’m not the judge.’

      ‘Why did they pick that bodega?’

      ‘Randomly. The idea was a dare among their friends. Came up during a drinking session with friends. We’re questioning them. Guns belonged to their fathers.’

      ‘You have their names?

      ‘Sheely Boyce, the one closest to you.’

      Balaclava. Cutter nodded unconsciously.

      ‘Travis Pupius, first man you shot.’ Grey Mask. ‘Chad Tuttle, the second gunman.’ Bandana.

      ‘Why are you sharing so much?’

      A long silence. Only the sounds of his tires humming and the surrounding traffic.

      ‘Because they’re out.’

      ‘You’ll let me know how the investigation goes?’

      ‘No.’ She hung up.

      Cutter took the Manhattan Bridge as he pondered Difiore’s revelations. Sighed, finally. She’s not at fault. The detective had to deal with the system, like anyone else. They’ll go to trial and get convicted for sure.

      It was when he was parked near Darrell’s high school that he remembered.

      I didn’t ask her about the tattoo.
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      Darrell’s school was on Pitkin Avenue. A half-hour walk from Carmel’s apartment. Cutter parked his car in a vacant space on Saratoga Avenue and strolled the same route that the mother said her son took.

      At three pm, he was lounging against a wall of an office building, ball cap jammed low over his head, shades over his eyes, waiting as if he was one of the several parents who had come to pick their kids up.

      A tiny camera in the buttonhole of his jacket was feeding images to his cell phone, which relayed the feed to the cloud. All in high definition.

      Teenagers surged out of the school. The street was filled with their clamor and the honks of vehicles forced to move slower.

      Darrell was one of the last to emerge, with a bunch of similar-age teenagers. Different ethnicities, no girls.

      He high-fived many of them, slung his backpack over his shoulder and joined three boys, all taller than him.

      They walked down the avenue, laughing, shouting, kicking at an empty soda can. One of them broke out a bag of chips and shared it. No sign of drugs or weapons.

      Cutter shadowed them down East New York Avenue, moving with the flow of other pedestrians, using cover wherever it was available, urban following coming to him as naturally as stealth movement in the jungles of the Congo.

      None of the students looked back, however.

      At the intersection to Eastern Parkway, Darrell broke away. More high-fives as he left the group and ran across a patch of green. He brought out his phone, appeared to message someone, and went to an apartment building on Park Place.

      Cutter sprawled on a bench, found a discarded newspaper and engrossed himself.

      Darrell emerged at eight pm. Looked neither left nor right. Headed towards Saratoga Avenue and went inside his building without stopping or making any more calls.

      A bedroom window lit. His shadow moved across the curtain. The light turned off, but he didn’t emerge.

      Cutter bought a hot dog from a street stand and wolfed it down in his car. Living it up.

      A shadow moved at ten pm. Slow. Head bowed. Weary. Carmel Ward. She entered the building and another street-facing window lit up minutes later.

      Cutter gunned his engine and drove back to Manhattan. To his apartment, which was on the same street as his office.

      He showered, turned off the lights, sat on the windowsill and watched as the city slept.
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      Carmel invited Arnedra and him for dinner the next day, when he checked in and reported nothing alarming had happened.

      ‘Don’t you get back late?’

      ‘I’ll come early.’

      ‘Will Darrell be there?’

      ‘I hope.’

      Cutter hung up and rocked in his chair. Might be useful to see the inside of their home. Get a feel for how Darrell lives.

      ‘We’re going for dinner,’ he said, going to the outer office.

      ‘Lord!’ His partner made a show of fluffing her hair. ‘It took you this long to ask me out.’

      He rolled his eyes. Beth. Meghan. Arnedra. They loved to yank his strings.

      

      The house was warm and cozy when they arrived at seven pm. Carmel graciously accepted their bottle of wine and ushered them into the living room. Went to the kitchen and returned with a tray of appetisers and glasses of wine.

      ‘Cutter doesn’t drink. He’ll take whatever juice you might have, though.’

      ‘You quit?’

      ‘No, ma’am. I never started.’

      She laughed and returned with a glass of orange juice. He thanked her and checked out the books on a shelf while the women talked. Philosophy, some fiction. Academic texts.

      ‘Darrell used to read. A lot,’ Carmel said from behind.

      Cutter nodded, noting the past tense. He wandered to the window. Yep, that was the one with the street view. Three stories above ground level.

      ‘You want to look at his room?’

      ‘Won’t he mind?’

      ‘It’s my house.’ Her eyes flashed.

      She led him down the hallway, past the kitchen, a bedroom, and opened the door to a second one.

      Cutter nodded when she excused herself and went to join Arnedra. First impressions registered. A desk filled with books. Chair skewed at an angle. Posters of rappers on the wall. Laundry on the floor, neatly heaped in one corner. A closet whose doors were ajar. He opened them further with a finger and noted the folded clothing on shelves. The room was surprisingly well kept, despite the pile on the table. Shoes arranged against the wall, bed made up, night lamp turned off.

      He dropped to one knee and peered underneath the bed. Nothing but a storage box that seemed to contain childhood toys. He went to the desk and tapped the space bar on the laptop’s keyboard. A screensaver sprang to life. A random, system-generated picture.

      Cutter rejoined his host and sat at the dining table at her beckoning. She asked about his past. He skirted around it, and then Arnedra launched into stories about her times with Curtis. The conversation flowed easily after that.

      

      Darrell entered the house when they were on coffees.  He greeted them sullenly when his mom introduced them. ‘They’re helping me with something.’

      He nodded, didn’t ask what it was about.

      ‘You joining us for dinner?’

      ‘I had something at Shane’s,’ he replied and disappeared into his bedroom.

      Carmel’s shoulders slumped briefly. She smiled automatically when she felt Cutter’s eyes on her.

      ‘Were you like that, at that age?’

      I was trying to survive in foster homes. ‘All teenagers go through that,’ he lied smoothly. He didn’t tell her about his surveillance report.

      What’s there to tell? Besides, that was just one day.

      It was different the next day.
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      Brownsville, part of Brooklyn, wasn’t the kind of New York neighborhood featured in travel brochures.

      Tourists weren’t interested in seeing its public housing. It had one of the highest crime rates in the city. Lack of new development, empty lots and abandoned housing projects contributed to an air of grimness.

      Cutter had seen enough desperate localities in his life that the seedy, rundown, trying-to-survive character of the area didn’t register.

      He was shadowing Darrell the next day. After school. The teenager had hung out with the same bunch of students from the day before, but after a while had set off with a Hispanic-looking one.

      The two walked and talked, doubling over occasionally at a joke. Straight down Pitkin, a right on Rockaway Avenue, where they stopped at an abandoned parking lot. A group of young men hanging around. Late teens. Many of them puffing on spliffs. Light catching on their jewelry. One of them greeted Darrell’s companion and slapped palms with the student.

      Cutter slowed. A long line of cars on the street, many of them damaged. There wasn’t much cover for him. I can sprawl on the sidewalk. Act like a homeless person.

      He didn’t have to, however. A smaller group peeled off from the men and sauntered down the street, Darrell between them.

      Down Belmont, other passersby skirting around the group, a few women talking back angrily at their comments. One of the youths shoved Darrell towards a pharmacy. He stumbled. His smile faded and turned sullen when the man gestured. He went to the store and returned with a water bottle.

      Cutter didn’t spot any money changing hands. The student hurried to catch up, a reluctant grin lighting his face at a joke. How does he know them? Through his friend who was at the head of the group, talking softly with a couple of men? Were these boys from school too? He shrugged mentally. It didn’t matter.

      He kept his distance, occasionally stepping out on the street, walking against oncoming traffic.

      They rarely looked back, however, and when they did, it was to gesture or point out women.

      The peeling off happened again at Mother Gaston Boulevard. Darrell and his school friend turned left, while everyone else went the other way.

      A nail salon. A takeout joint and then a long stretch of open space behind a barbed-wire fence. A developer’s lot, according to the signs on it. Awaiting permissions or stuck in some bureaucratic red tape. The sidewalk in front of it seemed to be a no-go zone. Empty bottles, litter and the stench of urine. Broken-down cars on the street. Far ahead was the signage of another takeout.

      In the darkening gloom were six men. These were older, not students.

      Time to be a drunk.

      Cutter made to stumble, fell against the wall of an empty building and slid to the ground slowly. He reached into his pocket and drew out a flask that
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