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  Before You Begin


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


For those who refuse to stop asking difficult questions. 
For the lawyers, investigators, journalists, and ordinary people who understand that justice is not measured by how quickly a case is closed, but by whether the truth is found.
And for everyone who believes that one determined person can still make a difference—even when the clock says otherwise.
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  Chapter 1: Nine Days


Everett Devlin kept the good pen for the paperwork that mattered and a fistful of gas-station ballpoints for everything else. At eleven at night, in a storefront office that used to be a nail salon, everything else was all he had. 
He was signing a fee agreement for a landlord who wanted to evict a tenant three months behind. It was honest money. It paid the electric bill and the girl who answered his phone two mornings a week, and it asked nothing of him he could not give.
That was the point. He had built the whole practice around asking nothing of him.
The sign over the door still said DEVLIN LAW in the vinyl letters the previous business had left behind, half of them peeling. He had never gotten around to fixing it. Fixing it would have meant deciding to stay.
Outside, the street was empty except for a car that pulled up wrong, nose to the curb, headlights swinging across his window like a searchlight. He knew the car. He knew the man who drove it, and his stomach dropped before the door even opened.
Gil Marsh got out. Gil was carrying a banker's box against his chest the way a man carries something he wants to put down.
Everett watched him through the glass and did not get up to unlock the door.
Gil knocked anyway, one knuckle, then leaned his forehead against the glass so his breath fogged it. "I can see the light, Ev. I can see you sitting there."
Everett crossed the room and turned the deadbolt. Cold air came in with Gil, and something else came in with him too, something Everett had spent four years keeping on the far side of that door.
"Whatever it is," Everett said, "the answer's no."
Gil set the box on the reception counter. He was breathing hard, and not just from the box. Gil ran the capital resource office two counties over, and Everett had not seen him look this bad since the last time the two of them lost a man.
"There's three more of these in the car," Gil said.
"Then you've got a long drive back. They're not coming in here."
Gil didn't argue. He just stood there with his hand flat on the lid of the box, and he let the silence do the work. Gil had watched Everett work a jury. He knew how long a silence could be made to run.
Everett broke it, which annoyed him. "You look like hell."
"Warrant came down Tuesday," Gil said. "Execution date's set. He's got nine days."
Nine days. The number landed in Everett's chest and sat there.
He had trained himself not to hear numbers like that anymore. For four years he had turned that part of himself off the way you shut a valve, and here it was again, the arithmetic starting up on its own. Nine days was two hundred and sixteen hours. It was a lifetime and it was nothing.
"Whose warrant," he said, and hated that he asked.
"Doesn't matter. You already said no." Gil's mouth moved, not quite a smile. "That's what you do now, right. You say no and you sign leases."
"I evict people. It's clean work. Nobody dies."
"Nobody dies," Gil repeated, like he was tasting it. "Must be restful."
Everett didn't take the bait. He went back around the counter and sat, and he picked up the gas-station pen and clicked it, and he waited for Gil to give up.
Gil didn't give up. Gil pulled the lid off the box.
Inside were the neat cardboard spines of a capital appeal. Everett didn't have to read the labels to know the shape of it: the trial transcript in three volumes, the direct appeal, the first state habeas, the federal petition, all of it denied, all of it stamped and closed. He'd built files exactly like it. He'd carried one to the death house and carried it back out empty.
"I'm not your guy," Everett said. "You know I'm not. I haven't touched a capital case since Radley, and I'm not starting again nine days out on something that's already been to every court that'll have it. That's not a case, Gil. That's a funeral with paperwork."
"Second-chair's in the hospital. Stroke, Thursday, he's not coming back to this. The org's stretched so thin we've got a kid two years out of law school carrying four active warrants." Gil said it flat, no plea in it, which was worse than a plea. "I'm not asking you to win. I'm asking you to read the file so he doesn't die with nobody in the room who even knows his name."
"Get someone else to read it."
"There's nobody else can read one of these in nine days and know what he's looking at. You could do it in your sleep. You used to do it in your sleep." Gil paused. "Before you decided the work was beneath you."
"It's not beneath me." Everett's voice came out lower than he meant. "It beat me. There's a difference, and you were there, so don't pretend otherwise."
Gil looked at him a long moment. Then he reached into the box and turned one of the folders so the spine faced Everett, so the name on the label caught the light.
TRASK, AMOS L.
Everett read it, and for a second it was just letters. Then it wasn't.
"Trask," he said.
"You know the name."
Everett knew the name. He set the pen down very carefully, the way you set down something you're afraid you'll break.
Twenty-some years ago there had been a rec-league diamond behind the Baptist church, chain-link backstop, infield more rock than dirt, and a big slow-talking man who ran the youth team out of the trunk of his own car because the parish couldn't fund it. Everett's little brother Danny had been the kid nobody picked. Small for his age, angry about it, the boy who got cut from everything and then got in fights about getting cut.
That man had put Danny at second base and left him there a whole season. Not because Danny was good. Danny wasn't good. Because the man had decided the boy needed somewhere to stand where somebody expected him to show up.
Danny had shown up. Danny was a paramedic now in another state, married, two kids, and every ugly turn Danny didn't take, he didn't take partly because a man named Amos Trask had believed he was worth a spot in the lineup.
"Coach Trask," Everett said. The words felt strange in his mouth, from another life. "Triple murder. That was him."
"Convicted years back. Family of three in their home. The state says he did it over a debt." Gil watched Everett's face. "You didn't make the connection back then?"
"I was a little busy back then." Everett heard how it sounded.
Back then had been Radley. Back then he had been standing in a room watching them kill a man he had promised to save, and the newspapers could have printed anything at all and he would not have read past the first line.
He looked at the box now like it might move on its own.
"He never called me," Everett said. "Eleven years. He had to know I was in this. My name was in the paper enough."
"Maybe that's why he didn't." Gil zipped his coat back up. "Man like that don't ask. You know the type. He'd rather go quiet than lean on a kid he coached one summer."
Everett said nothing.
"I'm going to leave the boxes," Gil said. "You want to put them on the curb tomorrow, that's your call. I've got two hundred miles to drive and a stroke victim's caseload to hand off, so I'm done trying to talk you into anything." He stopped at the door. "But you asked whose warrant, Ev. That's not a man who says no. That's you."
The door shut. The cold went out of the room slowly.
Everett sat with the one folder for a long time. He did not open it. He looked at the label until the letters stopped being a name and started being a boy at second base, then went back to being a name.
Then he stood, and he went out to Gil's car before Gil could pull away, and he carried the other three boxes in himself.
He told himself it was only to read the file. He told himself a man could read a file and still say no. He had said no to bigger things.
He got maybe forty pages in before he stopped telling himself anything.
The petition was competent and doomed, as they all were at this stage. Every claim had been raised and rejected, stamped and closed.
There was no new evidence, no recanting witness, no confession from another man. There was a decade-old conviction that a dozen judges had looked at and let stand.
He read the way he used to read, fast and cold, building the state's case in his head so he would know where the joints were. And the more he read, the more he saw that the prosecution had hung the whole thing on a single thread and pulled it tight.
Motive was a debt Amos supposedly owed the man who died. Opportunity was an hour late that night that nobody could account for, which was thin, and the prosecutor at trial had known it was thin.
But the state had one piece of physical evidence, and it had been enough. A forensic serology result out of the state crime lab. A match, put in front of the jury by an analyst who told twelve people the science left no room to doubt it.
Everett stopped on that page and read it twice.
He had built cases on results like that, and he had broken cases built on them, and he knew the shape of a trial that turned on one number from a lab. Take the paper away and everything else was smoke. The motive was a story. The missing hour was a story.
The forensic match was the only thing in the whole record a juror could point at and call a fact. Which made it the only thing worth attacking, and it was a decade old, and it had already survived every court in the state.
He knew what a serology match meant in a lab from that era, which was less than the word suggested and far more than a jury ever heard. Antigen typing did not name a man. It sorted blood into broad groups and told you a sample was consistent with a fraction of the population, and consistent was a lawyer's word dressed up as a scientist's, a word that could mean one man in four and still land on a jury like a fingerprint.
He had spent years teaching young lawyers the difference between a test that includes and a test that identifies. He knew the whole cruelty of the old serology lived in the gap between those two things, that an analyst could stand up and say consistent with the defendant and let twelve people hear guilty, and never once say the word that would have told them how many other men in the county were just as consistent. Take the paper away and the number went with it, and without the number there was nothing here but a story about a debt and an hour, and stories did not kill people. Numbers did.
He wrote three words on the legal pad. Re-test the sample.
Then he crossed them out. A case this age, the sample would be gone, disposed of years ago on some routine schedule, and he knew it.
That was the thing about the machine. It was not built to be right. It was built to be finished.
Once it called a thing finished, the burden flipped. It was no longer on the state to prove the verdict still held. It was on a broke lawyer at midnight to prove the whole apparatus had made a mistake, and to prove it fast enough to matter.
Nine days.
He sat back and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes until he saw color. Every rational part of him was building the case for walking away, and it was a good case, better than most he had argued.
The sample was gone. The courts were closed to him. The client did not want him.
He had nothing but the memory of a big man's hands fixing a boy's grip on a bat, and a memory was not a claim you could file.
But he kept coming back to one thing, and it would not let him set the pen down. Nobody had ever looked at this case cold.
Eleven years of judges had all been reading the same finished story, checking it against itself, never against the world. Nobody had gone back to the paper and asked whether the story was even true.
He understood, better than the file did, why all that time of review had changed nothing, and it was not because the case was strong. It was because appellate courts almost never look at the world. They look at the trial. A direct appeal asks whether the judge made legal errors in the room, not whether the verdict was true. A habeas petition asks narrower questions still, whether some constitutional right was violated in a way the record can prove, and each layer up the ladder the question got smaller and the deference to the jury got larger, until by the federal petition the court was not asking whether Amos Trask killed anyone but only whether the state courts had been unreasonable in saying he had. That was a different question, and a much easier one for the state to win.
Nobody in that whole procession had been permitted to do the one thing that mattered, which was to go back to the ground and ask whether the serology meant what the analyst had said it meant. It was a closed loop dressed as review. The machine did not need to be right to survive that process. It only needed to be consistent with itself, and a lie is perfectly consistent with itself, which is the whole danger of lies. Somewhere down at the bottom of the ladder was a physical sample that no court had ordered anyone to re-examine, since re-examining the world was not the job of any of them, and the man whose job it might have been was a broke lawyer at midnight with a legal pad and a memory of a boy at second base.
At one in the morning he called the number in the file for the death row visitation desk, expecting a recording. A tired officer answered instead and told him counsel visits could be arranged with notice, and that the inmate had declined his last two legal calls.
Declined. Everett wrote the word down and underlined it and did not know why.
He drove out before dawn. He told himself that too was only reading, only a fact he needed, a face to put with the file.
The prison sat an hour and a half out, past where the highway lights gave up. He made the whole drive with the radio off and the arithmetic running.
The place announced itself before he saw it, a smear of sodium light on the underside of the clouds. Then the fences came up out of the dark, then the towers.
He had been here before, for Radley, and his body knew it before his mind caught up. His hands had gone tight on the wheel and his mouth had gone dry, and he made himself breathe and park and walk in.
Inside was the smell he had spent four years forgetting. Floor wax and disinfectant, and something older underneath that neither one could reach.
A guard ran his bar number and took his phone and left him in a cinderblock room with a stool bolted to the floor and a pane of scratched glass. He sat and waited and did not let himself count the hours. Then the door on the far side opened.
They brought Amos Trask to the glass in a white jumpsuit, and the years had done what years do. He was heavier and grayer and slower, and his hands when he sat were the same enormous patient hands that had once fixed the grip on a nine-year-old's bat.
Amos looked at him through the glass for a moment. Then something crossed his face, recognition, and under it something that might have been grief.
"Devlin," Amos said, and it was not a question. "You're Danny's brother. The lawyer." He shook his head slowly. "I told them not to call anybody."
"Nobody called me. I came."
"Then you can go on back." Amos said it gently, which made it worse. "I know who you are, son. I read the papers too. I know what these cases cost a man. I watched them cost the last three lawyers they sent me. You've already spent yours. I saw it the second you sat down."
Everett had come with nothing to say and heard himself say it anyway. "You put my brother at second base."
"I put a lot of boys a lot of places." But Amos's eyes changed. "Danny. Little fella, quick temper, couldn't hit a beach ball." A ghost of warmth moved through him and was gone. "He turn out all right."
"He turned out fine. Because of you, some of it."
"No." Amos folded the enormous hands. "Because of him. I just left him on the field." He leaned forward, and his voice dropped, and the calm in it was the most frightening thing Everett had seen in four years. "I'll tell you what I told the others, and then you drive home safe. I'm not asking anybody to save me. I made my peace a long time ago. It's the one thing in here that's mine. Don't take it from me trying to be a hero for a boy at second base."
"You didn't kill those people." Everett said it before he'd decided to. He had no basis for it. He had forty pages and a memory.
Amos didn't flinch. He didn't confirm it either. He just held Everett's eyes with that awful calm and said, "You've got nine days to build something out of nothing, and you'll break yourself doing it, and at the end of it they'll kill me anyway on schedule. I've seen it. Go home, Devlin."
The officer at the door shifted his weight. Time was up.
"Nine days," Everett said.
"Nine days," Amos agreed, as if they were discussing weather. He stood, and the huge hands hung at his sides, and he let them take him back through the door without looking again at the glass.
Everett drove home into the sunrise with the radio off.
He could not stop doing the math. Nine days was two hundred and sixteen hours, and he had already burned six of them driving out to be told no by the one man he had come to help.
He knew what nine days could hold. He had stopped a clock in less than that once, a stay at the wire, a judge's signature at ten at night, a man still breathing tonight because Everett had been fast enough.
He had also had more time than that once. Months, every resource, the truth on his side. He had watched them kill Cole Radley anyway.
That was the arithmetic that would not resolve. Nine days was enough. Nine days was nothing.
Both were true. He had been on both sides of it, and there was no way to know which one he was driving toward until it was already over.
He took the exit for home. Then he sat at the light with his blinker ticking, and he did not turn toward home.
He turned back toward the office, and the four boxes waiting in it, and the clock that had already started without him.






  
  Chapter 2: The Box


By three in the morning the office had stopped being an office. It was just a box he sat inside, surrounded by smaller boxes, and the line between him and the paper had gone thin. 
He had a system. A system was the only thing that kept a review like this from turning into panic. Three legal pads, lined up on the floor where the desk no longer had room for them.
One pad for what the state had disclosed at trial. One for what should have been disclosed and was not. One for questions, which was already the longest, and which he had stopped numbering, since the numbers were making him sick.
Eight days now. He had lost the ninth somewhere between the drive home and the second pot of coffee, and he was not getting it back.
His phone lit twice on the desk and went dark. The second time he turned it face down without reading it.
He knew it was his wife, and he knew the shape of it, some worn version of a question she had stopped bothering to phrase as one. When are you coming home.
She had married a man who fought these cases, and then, a harder year later, married the man who ran from them. Now she was watching the first one climb back out of a cardboard box at three in the morning, and she was not wrong to be afraid of him.
What she was afraid of was not the hours. She had made her peace with the hours in the first decade. What she was afraid of was the look he got, the one she called, in their worst fights, his church face, the face of a man who had found something worth more to him than the people in his house. He had never had an answer to that, because it was true and it was not, both at once, and the marriage lived in the gap between the two. He loved her the way you love the shore when you are a long way out. He did not always come back in.
He turned the phone another quarter turn, so the dark glass showed him nothing at all, and told himself he would call her when it was light and mean it. He had told himself that before.
He had done the math on the paper too. He could not help doing math anymore. Four boxes, something over nine thousand pages by the weight of them. Eight days to reread what four trial lawyers and years of judges had already read and found nothing wrong with.
The difference was direction. All of them had read it forward, as a story that ended in a conviction. He was reading it backward, from the answer, looking for the place the answer had been decided before the evidence was in.
The office had been a nail salon before it was his, and on nights like this the old life of the place came back up through the new one. There was a ghost of acetone under the coffee and the toner, faint and chemical, that the landlord had sworn would fade and never had. The mirrors were gone but their outlines stayed on the wall in cleaner paint, pale rectangles where women had once watched their own hands being worked on, and he had hung nothing over them, having run out of the kind of money that buys a wall its dignity. He had taken the lease because it was cheap, and because it was far enough from the courthouse that no one he used to know would walk past the window and see how far the running had carried him.
At this hour the block outside belonged to the things that only came out when the people left. A cat worked the line of the gutter. The bakery two doors down had started its ovens, the one honest smell in the neighborhood, and a bus ran nearly empty past the dead streetlights on a schedule that seemed to serve no one, its lit windows sliding across his ceiling and gone. He had learned the rhythm of the street like a stranger's breathing in a shared room, without meaning to, until he could tell the hour by what was moving out there without lifting his head from the page. It was somewhere near four. The bakery said so, and the bakery was never wrong.
The coffee had gone from fuel to habit to a taste he no longer noticed. His back had locked up around midnight and he had quit fighting it.
Somewhere past two the storefront's heat cut out on its timer. He pulled his coat on over the desk and kept reading, his breath faintly white, his fingers stiff on the pages.
He worked the way Delphine had taught him, though she would have laughed to hear him admit she taught him anything. Delphine Rourke had been an evidence tech before she was an investigator, and she read a chain-of-custody log as closely as he read a statute.
You did not read for the story, she liked to say. The story was a trap the state had already built to hold you. You read for the seams, the place where one document did not quite line up with the one that was supposed to explain it.
The state's case, laid out on the floor in front of him, was clean. Almost too clean, which was its own kind of tell, though he knew better than to build anything on a feeling.
There was the motive, the debt Amos supposedly owed the man who died. There was the missing hour nobody could account for. And there was the forensic result, the serology match, the blood at the scene the analyst had called consistent with Amos and consistent with almost no one else.
Everett had read that testimony three times. It was confident and it was tidy, and it did not have a crack in it that a court had not already sealed.
Twice that night he had thought he'd found something and been wrong.
The first was a neighbor who put a strange car on the street the night of the killings. For twenty minutes Everett had let himself feel it, until he reached the follow-up report where the same neighbor picked the car out of a lot and it turned out to belong to a night-shift nurse three doors down.
Dead end. The kind that costs you an hour and a little hope.
The second was worse, because it was his own wishful reading. A gap in the timeline that dissolved the second he checked it against a gas-station receipt.
He had wanted it to be something. Wanting was the enemy. He wrote WANTING across the top of the questions pad and underlined it, a note to distrust his own excitement, because the last time he let hope run out ahead of paper a man had died on schedule while Everett was still certain he could stop it.
So when the single sheet came up that did not match the ones around it, his first move was not to hope. It was to suspect it.
He was into the last box by then, the discovery box, the raw material the trial lawyers had been handed and mostly never used. Old lab worksheets, evidence receipts, chain-of-custody logs, the ugly plumbing of a case nobody quotes at closing.
Most defense lawyers never read to the bottom of a box like this. There is no drama in it and there is never any time. Everett had a dead man's clock and nothing else, and he read every page.
He was two hours into that box, past the point where the words had begun to swim, when the sheet came free.
The paper was different. Heavier, a hair yellower, as a page goes when it is filed once and then never touched again.
It had stuck to the back of a chain-of-custody log. If he had been reading for the story instead of the seams, he would have turned past it without a glance.
He almost did. Then his eye caught the header, and the room went quiet.
SEROLOGY REPORT. The state crime lab's letterhead. A case number that matched the one he had been staring at for two days. A date stamped nine weeks before the trial began.
At the bottom, initialed in pen by whoever had run it. Just initials, small and careful, and a date. Everett looked at them a moment without knowing why they caught him, then went back to the body of the report.
He read it once fast, like a thing you do not yet believe you are reading. Then he made himself slow down and read it like a lawyer, which meant reading it like an enemy.
It was one page. It described a blood sample recovered from the entry point, the window where the intruder had cut himself coming in. It gave the sample a laboratory designation and an evidence tag.
And it gave a result.
The blood at that window was typed, and the type excluded Amos Trask. Not consistent with. Not inconclusive. Excluded.
Whoever had bled going through that glass, it was not the man the state was eight days from killing.
Everett sat very still, like a man afraid a sound will wake something.
He read it a third time, hunting for the trick. There was always a trick. Maybe it was a preliminary result superseded by a later one. Maybe it was a victim's blood, some innocent explanation that would collapse the whole thing the second he let himself get excited.
But the report was specific as only true things are specific. It named the entry point. It listed the victims' known blood types in a neat column and set the entry-point sample apart from every one of them.
Serology was old science, blunt beside the labs that came after it, but it did one thing cleanly. It could tell you that two samples had not come from the same person.
It could exclude. And an exclusion, unlike a match, left almost no room to argue. A match said maybe, said consistent, said some percentage of the population. An exclusion said no.
This was the intruder's blood. And the intruder was not Amos.
He got up and stood at the window and looked at the empty street until his hands quit shaking, which took longer than he wanted to admit.
Somewhere out past the dead streetlights a man was lying awake in a white jumpsuit, having made his peace, having told Everett to his face to go home. Amos had decided he was going to die for this.
And on the floor of a converted nail salon was a single yellowed page that said he did not have to.
Then he did the thing he had trained himself never to skip, the thing that had kept him from being wrong in public more than once. He went looking for the report everywhere it should already have been.
It was not in the trial exhibits. He checked the index twice, in case it hid behind a number.
It was not in the defense file. Not in the trial lawyers' notes, not in the thin forensic folder they had actually worked from. They had gotten the match. They had never gotten this.
And it was not on the state's disclosure log, the itemized list the prosecution had sworn contained everything it turned over. He ran his finger down every entry, twice.
A serology report, dated nine weeks before trial, on the central physical evidence in a capital murder, and it appeared on no list, in no file, in no record he could find.
Near the bottom of the box he found the defense's file receipt, the signed sheet where the trial lawyers had acknowledged what the state handed over. Two pages of numbered items in a clerk's cramped hand, each line initialed.
He read all of it. The serology match was there, item forty-one. The one-page report that cleared his client was on no line of it, in no hand, under no number.
Which meant one of two things, and he made himself say both out loud in the empty room so he could not flinch from either.
Either the defense had been handed this and buried it, which no lawyer alive would do, because it was the whole case in a single page. Or the state had never turned it over at all.
He knew which. He had known since the sheet came free of the log. He just needed to sit inside the size of it before he could carry it.
He had held a page like this once before. Not this page, not this case, but the same weight in the hand, the same cold lurch of understanding arriving a beat too late.
He had been younger then, and he had believed that being right was a kind of armor, that the truth arrived on time if a man only worked hard enough to deserve it. He had learned otherwise in a room with a window and a clock in it, and he had spent the years since not looking directly at what the learning had cost him. The page in his hand tonight had the same grain to it, the same terrible quiet, and he knew the quiet now for what it was.
That time it had come far too late, and he had carried it into no courtroom at all, only into the rest of his life. He set the memory down where it could not reach his hands, and kept working.
There was a discipline to that, the setting down, and he had built it the hard way. A man could not read nine thousand pages with a ghost standing at his shoulder. He had learned to work the way a surgeon works on someone he loves, which is to say by pretending, for the length of the cutting, that the body on the table is a stranger's. The pretending held right up until it did not. He gave himself the length of the box.
There was a name for what he was holding, and the name was old and heavy and meant more in a criminal court than almost anything else you could say. The state had to give the defense the evidence that pointed away from the accused.
It was not a courtesy. It was the floor, the bare minimum a trial had to clear to be called a trial at all.
And here on yellowed paper was a report that pointed straight away from Amos Trask, and no one had ever put it in front of the men whose one job was to keep him alive.
Somebody had made that happen. That was the part he kept circling back to, because a page did not bury itself. A page got left off a list by a hand that knew what it was leaving off, or it got filed to the wrong folder by a hand that did not, and the difference between those two hands was the difference between a tragedy and a crime. He did not know yet which hand this was. He knew only that the page had been alone in the dark for eleven years while a man walked toward a table, and that somewhere in the state there was a person who had gone home every night of those years knowing the page existed and choosing, morning after morning, to say nothing.
And yet a jury had convicted on blood. That was the part that would not sit still.
At trial the state had told twelve people the blood tied Amos to the scene. Nine weeks before that trial, the same lab had typed blood from the point of entry and written the opposite in plain, careful terms.
He did not understand yet how both had come out of the same building. He wrote the question on the pad and left it. Understanding it was a luxury for a man with more than eight days.
What he understood tonight was narrower and enough. The page that cleared his client had been buried, and the burying was a second crime laid on top of the first.
He thought about calling Delphine. His hand actually went to the phone.
It was almost four in the morning, and she would answer, because she always answered, and she would know in five minutes whether a sample tagged so long ago could still be sitting where the paper said it was.
He put the phone down. Not yet. He would not wake her to hand her a hope he had not finished testing, because he had done that once to a whole family and been wrong, and he had promised himself never again.
He should have felt triumph. Some sick, tired part of him did, and he hated it and worked past it. Triumph was for lawyers with time.
He did not have time. Eight days, and a suppressed report was not a magic word. He had watched cleaner claims than this die quietly in the mailroom of a federal court.
He walked the problem as a judge would, from the cold side of the bench. The case was more than a decade old. Every court that could hear it already had, and every one had said no.
To come back now, this late, on a successive petition, he would have to prove not just that the report was real, but that no one could have found it earlier with any diligence, and that it broke the verdict so completely the whole thing had to fall.
Courts hated late claims. They were built to hate them. The whole machinery of finality existed to stop a man from doing exactly what he was about to try.
The doctrine had a cruelty built into its bones, and Everett had argued both sides of it enough to respect the cruelty even as he prepared to fight it. A man who found new evidence late had to prove he could not have found it sooner, which meant that the better the state had hidden a thing, the harder a court would press him to explain why he had not dug it up. Diligence, they called it, and the word had teeth.
Finality was the state's true religion, and Everett had been an altar boy in it once. He knew the liturgy from the inside, the sermons about closure for the survivors and repose for the courts and the intolerable thing it would be if every verdict stayed open forever to the next clever motion. He had preached it himself, years ago, from the prosecution table, and he had believed it, because a system that could never call anything finished was a system that could never call anything justice. The trouble was that finality did not care whether the thing it was finishing was true. It only cared that it was over.
So he would have to prove a negative in eight days, that a decade of competent men had done everything right and still been kept blind, and that the blindness was manufactured and not earned. If the trial lawyers should have caught the missing page, the claim died on the lawyers and not the state. If no one could reasonably have caught it, the claim lived, and the whole of Amos Trask's remaining life was going to turn on which of those two sentences a judge believed.
What he would file was its own long shot. A successive petition on a fresh suppression claim, and riding with it an emergency motion for access to the physical evidence, so a modern test could be run on the sample the old report described.
Two asks. The state would fight both, and a court could deny both before breakfast without breaking a sweat or a precedent.
The page alone would not do it. He could already hear the state's answer, and it came in Frances Dahl's voice, because he was the one who had taught that voice how to close a door.
A single unauthenticated sheet from a cardboard box. No witness to it. No proof it was what it claimed to be. A desperate lawyer's last swing at the end of years of settled review.
She would not be wrong to say it. That was the hell of it. A report he could not authenticate was a rumor with a letterhead, and Frances would take a rumor apart on her feet without raising her voice.
He needed more than the page. He needed the thing the page described. He needed the blood itself.
He went back to the report and read the part he had skipped in the shock of the result, the part at the bottom no juror would ever have found dramatic. The chain of custody. The evidence tag.
The line that said where the physical sample had gone after the test was run.
The sample had a tag number. It had been logged, after testing, into the state evidence facility, the long-term vault where the physical guts of old cases go to sit in the dark.
He copied the facility's intake code onto a clean pad in block letters. Then he sat back, and he understood what he was looking at.
The report was one page, and one page could be argued away. But the report pointed at an object, a real one, a vial or a card of dried blood on a shelf in a state building with a number stamped on it, and an object could not be cross-examined.
An object in a state vault, though, did not belong to him. To touch it he would need a court to order it released, or the state to hand it over, and the state was the one party in the world with a reason to keep it shut away.
Getting to the sample would be a fight of its own. The clock would not care which fight he was losing.
If the sample was still there, he could test it with methods that had not existed the year Amos was tried. He could put the intruder's blood under a science that answered in certainties instead of consistencies.
He could prove, not argue, prove, that the man eight days from execution had never bled at that window.
Everett looked at the tag number in his own blunt block letters under the desk lamp. The sample was real. It had a number and an address, and unless someone had reached into that vault in the eleven years since, it was sitting exactly where the state had put it.
If he could get to it, he could prove Amos Trask innocent.






  
  Chapter 3: Chain of Custody


Delphine Rourke had spent nine years on the wrong side of a counter like this one, and she could still read a chain-of-custody log across a room, upside down, the way other people read a clock. 
That was the thing Everett never quite understood about her, for all he liked to say she had taught him. He read paper for what it said. She read it for what the person who filled it out had been feeling at the time.
The state evidence facility sat on the industrial edge of the capital, a low windowless block the color of a filing cabinet. She had been inside a hundred buildings like it and had worked in two, and the smell hit her at the door as it always did. Cold concrete and cardboard and the faint chemical ghost of everything that had ever been bagged and carried in here.
She had left a job like this one twelve years ago. She did not miss it, and she thought about it every time she walked into one.
The people who ran these rooms were the quietest in the whole justice system and close to the most powerful, and almost nobody noticed. A cop could arrest you and a jury could convict you. But a custodian with a bad week and a full shelf could make the one thing that would have saved you vanish into a dumpster, and never once break a law as it was written.
She knew that because she had watched it happen. It was part of why she worked for Everett now. He chased the paper, and she watched the hands that touched it.
She had left the labs after a case where a rape kit sat untested on a shelf for six years, while the man who left it went on to leave others. Nobody had broken a rule.
The kit had simply waited in the dark until the waiting became its own verdict. She had handed in her badge and decided she would rather be the person who came looking than the person who let things wait.
She had not made the decision cleanly. That was the part she never told the version of the story she gave at parties. She had stayed two more years after the kit, telling herself the system fixed itself from the inside, telling herself she was more use in the building than out of it. Then a second woman had come forward, and the math of those two years had arranged itself in front of her one afternoon at her own desk, and she had understood that she was not on the inside fixing anything. She was on the inside watching. There was a name for a person who watched and filed and went home, and the name was custodian, and she had quit before the end of the week rather than answer to it.
That was the thing she had brought with her into this building today, under the pleasant face and the Tuesday-paperwork voice. She knew exactly what a person looked like the moment before the watching became a choice. She had been that person. She could smell it across a counter.
He had called her at seven that morning, and he had not sounded like a man who had slept. He had sounded like a man who had found something and was afraid to say it too loud, in case it evaporated.
She had heard that exact tone from him once before, years ago, and she did not love where the memory led. She had asked him then if he was sure.
He had said no. Then he had said he was going to act like he was, because there was no time to be sure and be right both. That was as close as Everett ever came to hope out loud.
A suppressed serology report. A sample that cleared their client. A tag number that said the thing was real and still sitting on a shelf in this building.
Get eyes on it, he had said. Confirm it exists, and start a preservation order before anyone gets a reason to move it.
Eight days. He had said that too, and he touched the number now like a bruise. Eight days until the state killed Amos Trask, and one afternoon to pin down the only object in the world that could stop it.
Delphine did not let herself think about the eight days. Eight days was Everett's problem. Her problem was the next ninety minutes, and the man behind the counter, and the log.
The custodian's name plate said NELSON PACE. He was somewhere in his fifties, soft in the way of a man who ate lunch at his desk, reading glasses shoved up into thinning hair, a cardigan against the building's permanent chill.
He looked up when she came in, and for the first half second he was just a bored clerk at the end of a long day. Then she told him what she wanted, and something moved behind his face and went still again.
She caught it the way she caught everything, without deciding to. She had interviewed a thousand people who were lying and a thousand who were only tired, and the difference lived in that first half second, before the face caught up with the mind.
"I need to confirm an item's in custody," she said. Easy, friendly, a woman doing paperwork on a Tuesday. "Older case. I've got the tag number right here."
She slid the paper across. Pace looked at the number and did not pick it up.
"We don't do walk-in inspections," he said. "You want an item pulled, there's a request, it goes through the ADA's office, and it takes."
The ADA's office. Frances Dahl's office. Delphine kept her face pleasant and filed that away too, because the last thing she wanted was Frances hearing that a stranger had come asking about this sample before the preservation motion was even on file.
"I'm not asking to pull it." She kept her voice level. "I'm asking you to tell me it's here. You look it up in the log, you tell me yes, I write down that a helpful man named Pace confirmed it, and I'm out of your hair before five."
He hesitated a beat too long over a thing that should have taken none. That was the second tell, and she set it beside the first.
Then he turned to the terminal, and she watched his hands. The hands were the part people forgot to control.
He mistyped the number the first time and had to clear it, his jaw working while he did. A man keying a tag he had never seen did not do that. A man keying a tag he already knew did.
The entry came up. She read it upside down from across the counter. Reading a log upside down was the one skill from the old job she had never let go rusty.
She saw it before he said a word, and she kept her own face bored while everything in her chest went tight and bright.
The item was there. Logged in eleven years ago after testing, a serology sample from the case number Everett had given her, filed to a long-term aisle under a location code she memorized on sight. Present. In custody. Real.
"It's here," Pace said. He said it like a man confirming something he had hoped was gone.
"Great." She smiled. "Would you print me the entry? Or I photograph the screen, your call, but I'll want it timestamped."
That was where he should have loosened. The hard part was over, the answer was yes, she was leaving. Instead a clean line of sweat had started at his hairline, though the building was cold enough that she had never unzipped her jacket.
"I can print it," he said. His eyes went to a laminated sheet taped beside the monitor, some kind of schedule, and came back too fast. "Or the screen. Photograph the screen."
Delphine photographed the screen. She got the tag, the case number, the location code, the intake date, and the little field at the bottom that logged the last time anyone had touched the item, which was years ago and no one since.
Then she asked the thing she had really come to ask, gently. Gentle got more than a badge ever did.
"Long as I'm here, could I lay eyes on the shelf tag? Just confirm the physical's where the log says. I used to do your job, Nelson. It takes two minutes, and it saves us both a fight if a judge asks whether the paper matches the box."
She watched him want to say no. She watched him fail to find the reason a man says no to something that harmless, and she watched him hate that he could not find it.
He walked her back himself. He did not call







