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      “You know why they call it a stakeout, right?”



Vic Neshenko was grinning. Erin O’Reilly didn’t need to look at him to know; she could hear it in his voice.


“I’m sure you’re about to tell me,” she said.


“Back in the old days, when a wolf was eating their sheep, farmers would lay an ambush,” he said. “They’d get all their pitchforks and sickles, and they’d take a goat and tie it to a stake on the edge of the woods. Then they’d hide just over the hill and wait. When the wolf came after the goat, they’d jump him and stab the shit out of him.”


“Thanks for that charming piece of agricultural history,” she said. “So who’s the goat in this scenario?”


“You could be,” he said. “We could tie you out, alone and unarmed. When that punk came out to kill you, I’d bust his ass.”


“That’s a great plan, Vic.”


“Really?”


“No. It’s crap.”


“I guess from the goat’s point of view, that’s true,” he said, still grinning. “It beats sitting in this car all night.”


He stretched as much as the passenger seat in Erin’s Charger allowed. Vic was a big guy, six-foot-three and broad-shouldered, and some of his space was taken up by Erin’s onboard computer. He also had a regular buffet of snacks and drinks at his feet, none of them healthy.


“You know the other way shepherds got rid of wolves?” Erin asked from the driver’s seat.


“How’s that?”


“They bred great big dogs to rip the wolves to shreds.”


Rolf, as if recognizing his cue, chose that moment to stick his furry head through the opening between the seats. The German Shepherd’s tongue was hanging out in a doggy smile.


Vic handed the K-9 a pork rind and was lucky enough to keep all his fingers. “I can see the value of that,” he admitted. “I remember that hitman a couple months ago, Black Jack McGraw. Rolf practically bit his friggin’ head off. That’s why we’re out here babysitting the O’Malley brat. If he hadn’t tried to have you whacked, I’d be getting a decent night’s sleep, sharing a bed with a girl who’s a lot prettier than either of you two. No offense.”


“None taken,” Erin said. “The only way I’d share a bed with you is if I got so drunk I passed out and tripped over something.”


“I’m just saying, this would work better if we had some decent bait,” Vic said. “The little jerk’s out drinking with his buddies, having a good time, and we’re sitting in this car like a couple of assholes. We’re not even pulling overtime, since this isn’t a sanctioned operation.”


“You don’t have to be here,” she reminded him.


“Like I’m gonna let you follow Richie O’Malley around on your own,” he retorted. “You’d screw it up and I’d have to ride in like the goddamn cavalry to rescue you. And I don’t even know how to ride a horse.”


“I appreciate it, Vic,” Erin said, and she meant it. Cops risked their lives every time they went out on the street. That was the Job and they all accepted it. But when the shit went down, they could count on thirty-five thousand other officers having their backs. Here and now, Erin and Vic were disobeying orders. They were putting their jobs and reputations, as well as their lives, on the line.


Erin’s instructions were to leave Richard O’Malley alone. According to Captain Holliday, Richie was one suspect in a sprawling Narcotics investigation. He was helping move fentanyl for the Russian Mob. But Erin believed Richie was also behind two attempts on her own life. Richie was pissed because Erin had betrayed his dad’s trust, thrown Evan O’Malley and all his associates in jail, and stripped Richie’s inheritance away. Less desperate men had killed for less. Erin wasn’t about to stand back and let the wheels of justice roll over Richie, however slowly.


“Yeah, whatever,” Vic muttered. “Eight weeks we’ve been doing this. And what’ve we got to show for it? This guy’s the lamest criminal in the history of lame criminals. We don’t have a single thing we can use that Narcotics doesn’t already have. We can’t see anything the Narco boys aren’t seeing, because we have to hide or we’ll get made by our own damn people! The guy drives a friggin’ Volvo, for God’s sake! Just because it’s red doesn’t make it a Ferrari.”


“What’s your point, Vic?”


“My point is we’re wasting our time. I get it, I don’t want this asshole popping off rounds at you either. But the bratva are nasty SOBs. Did it occur to you that hanging around the Russian Mafia might be putting you in more danger, not less? These guys tried to kill me once.”


“I remember.”


He sighed. “Don’t you think it might be better if we actually did what we were supposed to for a change?”


“Who are you?” she demanded. “And what’ve you done with Vic?”


He snickered. “Okay, okay. Sorry. I haven’t been getting any damn sleep and it’s making me grumpy. I have a day job, you know.”


“So do I,” Erin said. She sat back and rubbed her face. “I’m sorry too. We’re all tired. I thought this would be easier.”


“Because Richie’s a moron?”


“Something like that, yeah.”


“But he’s clever enough that we can’t get him on anything,” he said. “So what’s that make us?”


“Chumps,” she said. “Maybe Holliday was right. This cowboy crap isn’t doing anyone any good. Richie hasn’t made a move on me since that thing in the parking garage. Maybe he’s given up. We should concentrate on our normal cases. It isn’t like I don’t have other things on my mind, too.”


“Yeah,” Vic said. “Like the wedding. How’s the final planning going?”


“Like you care.”


“I don’t. But Zofia keeps asking about it. She’s got a calendar. A real paper one, like people used to use a hundred years ago. She’s actually putting Xs in the days, counting them down. Three weeks now, and I can’t believe I know that. I gotta be careful. Weddings are like the flu.”


“Miserable and exhausting?” Erin guessed.


“Contagious,” he said. “Between Ian Thompson and that rehab nurse, Cassie what’s-her-name, getting hitched, and you and Carlyle, next thing you know, Zofia’s gonna want me to put a ring on her.”


“And you don’t want to?”


“I don’t want to do it just because everybody else is doing it. If I ever do get married, it’s gonna be for the right reasons.”


“Which are?”


“Tax breaks and regular sex.”


“You’re a real romantic, Vic.”


“I know. I’m a softy. So what do you want to do?”


Erin shook her head and turned the key in the ignition. The Charger’s engine rumbled to life. “Let’s call it a night,” she said.


“Are we giving up on Little Richard?”


“For now. We’ll see.”
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Erin’s fiancé was waiting up for her, even though it was after midnight. That wasn’t surprising; Morton Carlyle had been, at various points in his life, a bombmaker for the IRA, a gangster, and a pub owner. All these occupations lent themselves to a nocturnal existence. The Barley Corner, Carlyle’s pride and joy, was still open when Erin got there, and Carlyle was sitting in his usual spot at the bar. He was having a drink with James Corcoran.


“Evening, darling,” Carlyle said, standing up to greet her.


“And a grand night it is,” Corky added, bouncing to his feet. “It’s scarcely begun. Have a pint with us, love!”


“How many has he already had?” Erin asked Carlyle in an undertone as she slid onto the barstool on the other side from Corky.


“Six,” Carlyle said. “Unless he started drinking before he got here.”


“I’m offended,” Corky said with a display of wounded innocence that fooled nobody. “Everyone knows the Corner’s the place to get the finest Guinness and whiskey this side of the pond. I’d never pollute myself with cheap rotgut before passing your doors, Cars. Have I really had six?”


“Aye,” Carlyle said. “Three shots of Glen D and three pints.”


“I could’ve sworn it was only five,” Corky said. “But then, I never was much good at maths, and the more I drink, the worse I count. How’s about you, Erin?”


“I’m good,” she said.


“Grand,” Corky said. “We were just talking about you, if you’ll believe it.”


“Only good things, I hope.”


“What else is there to tell?” he replied. “In point of fact, we’re discussing the wedding. Just round the corner, so it is.”


Erin sighed. “I’m getting enough of that from my mom,” she said. “And even Vic, if you believe it. You’d think Mom hadn’t gone through this whole thing twice before, with my big brothers.”


“It’s different with a daughter,” Carlyle said. “For fathers and mothers both.”


“Aye,” Corky agreed cheerfully. “There’s likely to be more female guests, so there’s better chances for the unattached lads.”


“I’m a cop, Corky,” Erin said. “That means half the guests on my side are going to be male police officers. Some of them will be armed. And you’ll be attending with your girlfriend, unless I’m very much mistaken. That doesn’t sound like good odds to me.”


“Force of habit, love,” he said, winking. “No fear. Terry’s more than enough woman for me. Speaking of which, I’ve a responsibility to discharge.”


“And that is?” Erin asked, feeling a twinge of dread.


“As best man, the stag party’s mine to organize,” he said. Seeing the look on Erin’s face, he held up a hand. “Now, before you say anything, remember I’ve known Cars my whole life. I know what sort of lad he is, and the sort of revelry he’ll enjoy. I’d not go planning anything of which he’d disapprove, nor yourself, come to that.”


“I’m surprised at you,” Erin said. “I’m starting to think Teresa really has reformed you.”


His bright green eyes twinkled. “So I’ve a list of possibilities here, for your approval. The first thing I’d like to do is—”


“No,” Erin said flatly.


Corky blinked. “But Erin, love, you’ve not even heard what it is.”


“It’s strippers, isn’t it,” Erin replied. It wasn’t a question.


“Well, aye, but that’s not the point.”


“What is the point?”


“You didn’t trust me enough to hear me out.”


“But I was right. That means I trusted you exactly the right amount. Trust doesn’t mean giving people the chance to screw you over, Corky. It means I trust you to be Corky.”


“Well, by that measure, everyone ought to trust me,” Corky said. “I’m an open book. But I can’t deny I’m a bit hurt. I had it all planned out. It would’ve been very tasteful. A religious experience, you might say.”


Erin put her face in her palm. “Oh God,” she said. “They were going to be dressed as nuns?! What the matter with you, Corky?”


“I can see why they made you a detective,” Corky said with undisguised admiration. “It’s a wonder any crimes go unsolved in this great city of ours.”


“And on that subject,” Carlyle interjected. “What’s our mutual friend been up to?”


“Nothing,” Erin said. “I mean, Richie’s meeting with bad guys. He’s making phone calls. He’s going to skeezy bars and hanging out with lowlifes.”


“None of those are crimes,” Corky observed. “Else you’d have to arrest yourself, love.”


“What, exactly, are you saying about my pub?” Carlyle demanded.


“Only one of you is a lowlife, anyway,” Erin said.


“Which one?” Corky asked. The twinkle was back in his eye. “I’ll have you know, those stripper nuns come highly recommended. I talked to a couple of lads who said seeing them was like seeing the face of God Himself.”


“No strippers,” Erin said. “Also no whores, drugs, gunfights, or explosives.”


“A fine stag party this’ll be,” Corky muttered. “There go the next four things on my list. I might as well start over from scratch.”


Carlyle smiled. “Nothing incriminating?” he asked Erin.


“Not outside of what the Narco boys have,” she said. “He’s involved with the Russians, all right. Vic says it’s part of the same bratva we tangled with a couple years ago. You remember Peter Vlasov?”


“Quite an unpleasant lad,” Carlyle said. “But he wasn’t a drug smuggler. His traffic was young women. As I recall, he’s a guest of the state now.”


“Yeah,” she said. “He lost a chunk of his guts when I shot him at the airport, but he’s still alive. He’ll be about ninety years old when he finally gets out of prison, assuming he gets time off for good behavior, which he probably won’t.”


“With Vlasov out of the picture, who’s running their business these days?” Carlyle asked. “My contacts on the street aren’t what they used to be, I fear, since you threw most of them behind bars.”


“One of his cousins,” Erin said. “Gennady Vlasov. According to the Narcotics file, he’s branched out into hard drugs in a big way lately, filling the hole in the market we made when we took apart the O’Malley and Lucarelli narcotics operations.”


“The more things change, the more they stay the same,” Carlyle said quietly. “What do you know about this Gennady?”


Erin shrugged. “He’s a nasty piece of work too,” she said. “What do you expect? We don’t think he’s even in the country, though. He has lieutenants doing his legwork over here. He’s in Russia, as far as anyone knows.”


“Too bad,” Corky said. “Extradition’s near impossible from that godforsaken place.”


“Narcotics is trying to set up a sting,” Erin said. “They’re hoping to lure Gennady over here, so they can grab him on American soil. He’s the big fish. Nobody gives a damn about Richie O’Malley but me.”


“I assume Mr. Vlasov has quite the host of hardened killers about him,” Carlyle said. “Which leads me to wonder why Richard might employ outside talent. One would think he could task a few Russian thugs to waylay you.”


“I’ve been thinking about that,” Erin said. “And my guess is the Narcs are right when they say Richie’s just not that important to them. They’re getting their fentanyl business established and they don’t want extra police attention. If their people start offing cops, the NYPD’s going to come down on them like the wrath of God and they know it. I think Richie probably asked to use some of their people and they refused.”


“That’s some consolation,” Carlyle said. “Those Russian lads are nothing to sneeze at. They’re cold, violent, and as tough as they come. At least the Irish have some rules. The Russians have none.”


“So what are we doing about Richie?” Corky asked.


Erin spread her hands. “What can we do?” she replied. “I’ve been cranking out unpaid overtime for weeks now. Vic’s been helping out when he can, but we don’t want to get Lieutenant Webb or the rest of the squad involved. We’re lucky this hasn’t gotten back to Captain Holliday as it stands. I’d hoped to get this taken care of before the wedding, but it doesn’t look likely.”


“It’ll all come right,” Carlyle said. “There’s no percentage in spending lives and resources on you, darling. Sooner or later Richie’s going to give up. And perhaps in the meantime we’ll get lucky and someone else will solve the problem for us. He’s chosen a particularly dangerous line of work, and if he doesn’t watch himself, his wife’s going to be widowed and his lad will grow up fatherless.”


“Yeah,” Erin said. “I’m going to skip the drink.”


“Why?” Corky asked. “Don’t you want one?”


“I want three,” she said. “But I don’t think I should have them. I’m tired. I’m going up to bed.”


“I’ll be up shortly,” Carlyle said. He kissed her cheek.


Erin said goodnight to Corky, for which she received another kiss on her opposite cheek. Then she went upstairs. She stripped off her work clothes and pulled on the old T-shirt she slept in. She brushed her teeth, but skipped the shower. She hadn’t gotten too dirty, and she’d be taking Rolf for a run in the morning and getting sweaty, so she’d shower then. She climbed into bed, taking a moment to check her e-mail one last time for any urgent messages.


She froze, staring at the screen. “What the hell?” she murmured.


Rolf, hearing the strange tone in her voice, clambered up on the mattress next to her and thrust his muzzle in close, trying to see what was going on. He’d never understood the fixation those little black boxes had for humans. Strange sounds came out of them sometimes, but they didn’t smell interesting, you couldn’t eat them, and they didn’t make good chew-toys. There was no accounting for human behavior.


Erin hesitated. But the message still sat in her inbox. It wasn’t going anywhere. Finally, she jabbed it with a finger, opening it.


The e-mail was short, clipped, and formal. It was an official notification from Riker’s Island Prison, informing her that an inmate, one Kyle Finnegan, had filed a request for her to visit him at her earliest convenience.


“Finnegan,” she said softly. “That crazy son of a bitch. What on Earth does he want to talk to me for?”


She had no answer. Neither did Rolf. It shouldn’t have bothered her. Finnegan was crazy, all right; Vic liked to recall how he’d once eaten a piece of a man’s face, raw, with hot sauce. He was also clever and completely ruthless. But he was caged now, safely behind bars. He couldn’t do anything to her.


That was what she kept telling herself as she tried to go to sleep. But she couldn’t quite make herself believe it.
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      “Kyle Finnegan?” Lieutenant Webb said. “He contacted you?”



“Yes, sir,” Erin said. “Through official channels.”


“And you reported it, which was definitely the right thing to do.” Webb leaned back in his chair and rubbed his thumb and two fingers together, wishing for a cigarette. “Any idea what he wanted?”


“That’s obvious,” Vic said, getting up from his desk and coming over. Zofia Piekarski was also drifting toward the conversation.


“I must be getting slow in my old age,” Webb said. “By all means, Neshenko, reveal the obvious to us.”


“He wants to screw with you,” Vic said to Erin. “That guy loved his friggin’ mind games even when he was on the outside. Now he’s in prison, he’s got nothing to do but think up crazy shit. You ever see pictures of that snake eating its own tail?”


“The ouroboros?” Webb asked.


“The which?” Vic clearly had no idea what Webb was talking about.


“It’s sometimes spelled uroboros,” Webb said, which didn’t clarify things. “It’s an old Egyptian and Greek symbol for the cycle of birth, life, death, and rebirth.”


“Whatever,” Vic said. “My point is, Finnegan’s the sort of guy who’ll start eating himself if he doesn’t have anyone else to snack on. Forget the aurora borealis. I got a better example. Ray Liotta in Hannibal, when Hannibal Lecter cuts open his skull and feeds him his own brain.”


Zofia made a face. “Yuck,” she said. “I should never have watched that with you.”


“Now that’s something I’ve never seen on the street,” Webb said. “I don’t think it’s worth the trouble. There’s easier and more painful ways to torture someone. We’re discussing Finnegan. In what way do you think he wants to screw with O’Reilly?”


Vic shrugged. “What difference does it make?”


“He’s a con artist,” Erin said. “Playing three-card monte. If you sit down at the table with him and play the game, you’ve already lost. The only way to win is not to play.”


“War Games,” Vic said, grinning. “Great movie.”


Zofia and Webb gave him a blank look. Erin just rolled her eyes.


“My concern isn’t any psychological damage he’d do to you,” Webb said to her. “I’m more worried about ways he might damage the case against the O’Malleys.”


“What can he do?” Zofia asked. “That case is airtight.”


“She’s right,” Vic said. “We have account books, witnesses, God only knows how many hours of recordings, and hard evidence up the yin-yang.”


“Most of it thanks to O’Reilly,” Webb pointed out. “He may be intending to threaten you, or bribe you to change or recant your testimony.”


“I’m not scared of him,” Erin snapped. “And there isn’t a damn thing he can offer me. I’m not for sale, especially not to him.”


“Of course not,” Webb said. “But suppose he talks to you and makes you an offer, which you very correctly refuse. Then suppose fifty thousand dollars show up in your bank account. Even if you report it to IAB, it could still raise questions about your integrity.”


“That’s just the sort of thing I mean,” Erin said. “Which is why I’m not going to Riker’s.”


“Good,” Webb said.


“Remember last time we went to Riker’s,” Vic interjected. “We got jumped by a whole bunch of inmates. We got stabbed, and I mean a lot. Wanna see the scars?”


“Later, honey,” Zofia said.


“Note Finnegan’s request in his file,” Webb said. “And forward the e-mail to the District Attorney, just to be on the safe side. Then, as you native New Yorkers are so fond of saying, forget about it.”
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That was good advice and Erin knew it. She did her best to follow it over the next few days. She still felt curious about Finnegan, but dwelling on him wouldn’t serve any purpose. Maybe that was Finnegan’s goal, she thought; to climb inside her head. He might not even have anything to say. The man talked and thought in riddles. His brain was a crazy maze that even he probably didn’t fully understand. He’d been weird before his traumatic brain injury, and the tire iron that had left a permanent dent in his skull had only made him stranger.


He didn’t have a damn thing to tell her that she wanted or needed to hear, Erin thought. So she shoved him to the back of her mind and ignored the request, not even sending a refusal. It wasn’t like she didn’t have plenty to keep her busy. New Yorkers kept killing one another with depressing regularity, so her work hours were filled with garden-variety homicides with a few armed robberies for good measure.


Her downtime was really getting eaten up by wedding planning. She’d thought everything was sorted out: venue, reception site, guest list, dress. But a hundred little details kept springing up. Her mom and sister-in-law were calling her constantly with questions and suggestions.


“I don’t know why anybody ever gets divorced and remarries,” she told Carlyle the following Friday evening. “I only want to go through this hassle once.”


“This is my second wedding, darling,” he replied mildly.


“Yeah? How big was your first one?”


“Quite a modest affair,” he admitted. “We took our vows in Rose’s church in Banbridge, in County Down. We didn’t advertise it widely, on account of the Royal Ulster Constabulary taking a keen interest in my whereabouts. Corky was best man at that one as well, I’m sure you’re not surprised to hear.”


“Wait a second,” she said. “Are you telling me you were a wanted fugitive when you got married?”


“Of course,” he said, smiling. “That’s what I was doing at Banbridge in the first place. Corky and I were on our way south to the border, to lie low after we’d done a wee bit of fundraising for the Cause.”


“By fundraising, you mean…?”


“A bank robbery,” he said calmly. “Corky and three other lads went in. I’d built the charges they used to blow the vault. Nobody was hurt, you ken.”


“Jesus,” Erin said, shaking her head.


“I’ll not bore you with the details,” he said. “If you’re curious, ask Corky sometime; he tells the tale better than I. Suffice to say, the RUC tumbled to our identities and we thought it best to step away from Belfast until the fuss died down. We’d taken lodging at the home of an IRA sympathizer near Banbridge while transport across the border was being arranged. After three days lying low, I risked stepping outside to take the air. As luck would have it, a fine brunette colleen happened to be walking along the green not twenty yards from where I was standing.”


“And that was Rose?”


“Rosie McCann,” he said, nodding. “I didn’t love her at first sight, not precisely. But I was fascinated. During the Troubles, folk in Belfast developed a particular look. We all had a certain paleness in our faces, a drawn quality, shadows under our eyes. We’d learned to expect sudden violence, and what with the paramilitary groups, the RUC, and the British Army on every bloody corner, we were always looking out for trouble. Rose was as fresh as the country air, and as innocent. She lived on a farm and hadn’t been much affected by the Troubles. She’d a spring in her step and a light in her eye that fair captured me.”


“Good thing Corky didn’t see her first,” Erin said.


Carlyle laughed. “Aye, that’s the truth,” he said. “Once he knew I was interested, of course, he backed off. He’d never poach a mate’s girl. In fact, he was cheering for me. He said Rose was just what I needed.”


“So what happened?” Erin asked.


He shrugged. “I never crossed the border. I stayed on in Banbridge, in hiding, and the Brits never copped to my presence. The very foolishness of it protected me, I believe. Corky stayed, too, out of a misguided combination of loyalty and recklessness. I courted Rose, she was foolish enough to be won over, and we married. By that time I could go back to Belfast, and when I returned to duty with the Brigades, she went with me. You know the rest.”


Carlyle wasn’t laughing anymore. He didn’t like to talk about his brief marriage, which had ended with his pregnant wife being murdered by a Northern Irish paramilitary terror group. He’d never known for certain whether it had been a botched hit on him or a random act of violence..


“This time it’ll be different,” Erin promised, squeezing his hand.


He nodded and smiled again, but it wasn’t entirely convincing. “Every Irishman’s a wee bit superstitious,” he said.


“So is every cop,” she said. “But luck isn’t always bad. Haven’t you ever heard of the luck of the Irish?”


“Would that be the luck that gave us the British occupation, the potato blight, and rampant alcoholism, darling?”


Erin was spared the need to reply by the buzz of her phone. She saw an unfamiliar number.


“Hold on a sec,” she said to Carlyle. “Probably a robocall, since I’m not undercover anymore.”


She swiped the screen and brought the phone to her ear. “O’Reilly,” she said.


“Detective O’Reilly?” a man asked. She couldn’t immediately place him.


“That’s right,” she said. “Please identify yourself, sir.”


“This is Warden Vaughn,” he said. “Calling from Riker’s Island.”


Do you have any idea what time it is? That was the question most people would have asked. It was going on eight on a Friday night and no rational person would make a business call at a time like that. But Erin was a cop and Vaughn was a Corrections Officer. Neither qualified as an entirely rational person.


“What’s happened?” was what Erin said out loud.


“An inmate recently sent you a request for an interview,” Vaughn said.


“That’s right,” she said cautiously. Little alarm bells were jingling in the back of her brain, the part of it where paranoia lurked.


“The inmate in question, Kyle Finnegan, has repeated his request.”


“That’s nice,” Erin said. “I know he wants to talk to me. The problem is, I don’t want to talk to him.”


“The situation has changed, ma’am,” Vaughn said.


The bells were getting louder. “In what way?” she asked.


“Inmate Finnegan is in the infirmary,” Vaughn said. “He was stabbed in the cafeteria while eating supper.”


“With what?”


“A fork.”


“What’s his status?”


“He’s stable. After receiving stitches, he asked to speak with you. He was insistent.”


“And this rates a personal call from the prison warden after hours?” Erin asked.


“The situation is complicated,” Vaughn said.


“Is he going to die overnight?”


“The doctor is confident his condition is not life-threatening.”


Erin closed her eyes. “I’ll come first thing in the morning,” she said.
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      “First thing in the morning” was a figure of speech. Erin started her day with a long run in Central Park. It helped take the edge off her nerves and put her and Rolf in a calmer headspace. Then came the obligatory shower, coffee, and breakfast. She opted for cornflakes and an orange, knowing anything greasy or heavy wouldn’t sit right in her jumpy stomach. Carlyle always had a box of cornflakes in the apartment. For reasons she’d never understood, the Irish absolutely loved the cereal.



After breakfast, Erin geared up like a knight arming for battle. She started with the bottommost layer. She still had the special bra from her undercover days; the one with a recording device sewn into the underwire. Over that she put on a dark blue silk button-down blouse Carlyle had given her. She’d read somewhere that silk was resistant to stabbing and cutting. It was also an attractive but non-sexual garment, not too tight-fitting and with a modest neckline, which made it suitable to wear into a prison. She wore comfortable slacks which she’d be able to run or fight in if necessary. She capped off the ensemble with a pair of black, rubber-soled shoes she’d liked to wear in her Patrol days. No stiletto heels for Sean O’Reilly’s daughter; you never knew when you’d need to be on your feet for eight or ten hours or run like hell.


Rolf came with her, of course, as did her phone, her gold shield, her Glock nine-millimeter and her snub-nosed .38 backup revolver. Vic would be meeting her at the jail. Webb had offered to bring the whole Major Crimes squad, but Erin had refused. Finnegan wasn’t exactly shy, but she didn’t want too much of an audience. It would only encourage his bizarre behavior. Seeing Finnegan alone would probably have been best, but it would also have been dangerous. She couldn’t deny it was comforting having Vic’s bulk to back her up, and he wouldn’t have taken “no” for an answer.


Carlyle was still asleep when she set out. That was typical. He was a lot of things, but a morning person he was not. He’d be up around nine or ten. She left the bedroom door closed and walked out as lightly as she could. Rolf padded beside her, looking up at her for instructions. She thought the K-9 looked a little anxious.


“Everything’s fine, kiddo,” she told him, speaking as much to herself as to him.


He wagged his tail.
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“Remind me again why we’re doing this,” Vic said. He was standing in the visitor’s lot at Riker’s Island, looking unhappy.


“Someone tried to kill Finnegan last night,” Erin said.


“There’s a protocol for that,” he said. “You don’t have to show up in person. Just send flowers, or maybe one of those edible arrangement things. You know, the chocolate-covered fruit baskets?”


“I’m not sending Finnegan a fruit basket,” she said, starting toward the prison.


“I didn’t mean for him,” Vic said. “I meant for the guy who shanked his ass.”


“He asked to see me,” she reminded him. “Then someone attacked him. I think we should find out what he knows. It might be something that can bring Richie down.”


“You can’t trust him,” Vic argued.


“I don’t. If we only interviewed people we trusted, we’d never use our interrogation rooms. Anyway, that’s why I brought you and Rolf.”


They checked in with the guard at the entrance to the cell block. Erin turned over her Glock and her .38. Vic handed in his Sig-Sauer and his little .32 semi-auto backup gun. Then, as Erin was turning away, he hauled out a massive nickel-plated hand cannon and slid it across the counter to join its buddies.


“Jesus Christ, Vic,” she said. “Where did that come from? Did Russia declare war on us or something?”


“What?” he said. “It’s just my Delta Elite. You’ve used it yourself. It’s no big deal.”


“Yeah,” she said. “It nearly broke my wrist. That’s three guns, Vic.”


“So?”


“You’ve only got two hands.”


“Look, Erin, we don’t know what’s going down on the street,” he said, moving away from the guard. “Besides the O’Malley punk, now we’ve got the bratva involved, and I don’t need to remind you what those guys are like. There’s prisoners stabbing each other in here. Next thing you know, we’re gonna be playing shootout at the OK Corral in the middle of downtown. If things go seriously sideways, I don’t want to be running out of ammo at a critical moment, okay? The last thing any of us want is for me to have to beat some poor perp to death with my dick.”


“No,” Erin agreed, trying not to picture it. “We definitely don’t want that.”


“I could, you know,” he added.


Erin decided not to say anything to that. It would only encourage him.


“Okay, Detectives,” the guard said. “I’m buzzing you in now. The Warden sent a guy to take care of you.”


“That’s nice,” Vic said. “Does he have a plate of cookies and a glass of warm milk?”


“Huh?” the guard said.


“Forget about it,” Erin said.


The Corrections Officer waiting for them was a veteran: tough, scarred, and taciturn. He introduced himself as Bolton and didn’t offer to shake hands. Erin respected that; experienced cops were careful about coming in contact with strangers.


“Where’s Finnegan?” Erin asked as he led them down the cold concrete prison hallway.


“Infirmary,” Bolton said. “Have you been to see him before?”


“We’re acquainted,” Erin said.


“Recently?”


“No. Why would I?”


Bolton shrugged. “I just thought… never mind. None of my business.”


“Where’d he get stabbed?”


“Neck.”


“Who did it?”


“Inmate Barsov.”


“Russian?” Vic asked.


“Yeah,” Bolton grunted.


“What’s his affiliation?” Vic asked.


“Vory v zakone,” Bolton said. “He’s got the stars.”


“The which?” Erin said.


“Tattoos,” Vic explained. “Stars on the knees and shoulders. They mean he’s a made guy in the Russian Mob.”


“What happened to Barsov?” Erin asked.


“Solitary,” Bolton said. “Thirty days. Warden’s orders.”


“He’s not in the hospital?” Vic was surprised. “That doesn’t sound like the Finnegan we know.”


“He wasn’t hurt,” Bolton said. “It wasn’t a fight. I was on duty in the cafeteria when it happened. Just one stab and done.”


“You saw it?” Erin asked.


“No. By the time I knew anything was up, it was over. Finnegan was walking by Barsov’s table. Next thing I know, he screams and he’s down with Barsov’s fork sticking out of him. Another CO was closer than I was. By the time I got there, the other CO had Barsov down and cuffed. Wasn’t much, really. I’ve seen plenty worse around here.”


“How bad was Finnegan hurt?” Erin asked.


Bolton shrugged. “Not as bad as you’d think. Fork missed his carotid, jugular, windpipe, all the important stuff. He needed stitches, that’s all. They could’ve released him last night, you ask me, but they’re playing it safe so they kept him overnight. For observation.”


That reminded Erin of another question that had been on her mind. “Officer, the Warden called me personally,” she said. “That’s unusual. Any idea why?”


“Not my business,” Bolton said.


“Let me guess,” Vic said. “You guys at Riker’s have been under investigation. There’s this whole commission talking about shutting you down. After that mess a little while back, with guys getting killed in here, and the two of us getting jumped by that squad of losers, the Warden figured he was lucky to hang onto his job. So he’s trying to show he’s a team player and getting ahead of the next problem. Am I warm?”


“Could be,” Bolton allowed.


“What’re your orders?” Erin asked.


“Full cooperation.”


“That sure sounds like an organization covering its ass to me,” Vic said.


“Why did Barsov stab Finnegan?” Erin asked.


“Don’t know,” Bolton said.


“Didn’t anyone ask him?”


“Yeah.”


“What’d he say?”


Bolton rolled his eyes. “Says he didn’t do it.”


“Same thing he said at his trial, I’ll bet,” Vic said. “Eighty, ninety percent of the guys in here swear they didn’t do what they’re in here for doing.”


“Something like,” Bolton said. “Anyway, Barsov doesn’t speak much English, and doesn’t talk to cops if he can help it.”


“What’s he in for?” Vic asked.


“Human trafficking and murder.”


“Yeah, that sounds about right,” Vic said. “Guys like that make me ashamed to be Russian.”


They arrived at the infirmary, which wasn’t particularly crowded at the moment. Erin took a second to activate the recording wire hidden under her shirt. She exchanged glances with Vic, who nodded grimly. Then they followed Bolton in.


Finnegan’s bed was in the far corner. Bolton led the way, then stood back and did a credible impression of a stone statue, standing against the wall and staring into space.


Kyle Finnegan was an odd-looking man. His face was off-kilter thanks to his partly caved-in skull, which made Erin want to keep trying to find an angle from which he’d look normal. His eyes were unfocused and vacant. His hair stuck out at odd angles. The wound in his neck was hidden by a surgical pad which had been taped over the stitches.


“Morning, Kyle,” Erin said. “How are you feeling?”


“Good morrow, Catesby,” Finnegan said. “You are early stirring. What news, what news, in this our tottering state?”


“Christ,” Vic muttered under his breath. “Here we go again.”


“You tell me,” Erin said. “You wanted to talk to me; here I am. I’m listening.”


“It is a reeling world, indeed, my lord,” Finnegan said. “And I believe will never stand upright till Richard wear the garland of the realm.”


“Richard O’Malley?” Erin guessed. “You’re talking like he’s some sort of prince.”


“Aye, every inch a king,” Finnegan said.


“So he’s running things now,” Erin said. “Or he thinks he is. But it looks like the Russians have other ideas. Want to tell me about them?”


“Are you afraid of them?” he asked.


“Why would I be?” she replied. “You’re the one who got stabbed.”


“O happy dagger,” Finnegan said. “This is thy sheath. There rust, and let me die.”


“You’re not dying, dumbass,” Vic growled. “All you’re doing right now is wasting our time.”


“Time is all I have,” Finnegan said. “Deprived of meaningful work, men and women lose their reason for existence; they go stark, raving mad.”


“Too late,” Vic said in an undertone.


“Why do the Russians want you dead?” Erin pressed. “Can’t you give me a straight answer to save your own damn life? What do you have on them? What do you know?”


“Look,” Finnegan said, and his eyes focused on hers. “What is done cannot be now amended. Men shall deal unadvisedly sometimes, which after-hours gives leisure to repent. Richard loves Richard; that is, I am I. Is there a murderer here? No. Yes, I am. Perjury, perjury, in the highest degree, murder, stern murder, in the direst degree, all several sins, all used in each degree, throng to the bar, crying all, ‘Guilty! Guilty!’ Methought the souls of all that I had murdered came to my tent, and every one did threat tomorrow’s vengeance on the head of Richard.”


“Are you talking about yourself or Richie?” Erin asked, utterly baffled. “You say he’s a murderer?”


“Yes,” Finnegan said.


“Who did he kill?”


“You.”


Erin blinked. “Come again?”


“He kills you, or you kill him,” Finnegan said. “It doesn’t really matter in the end. But he will kill you, unless you kill him first.”


“Why? How do you know? I need proof, damn it!”


“What do you need proof for? You’ve killed without it, plenty of times. And you will again.”


Erin fought down the urge to grab him and shake some sense into him. “You really did just call me up here to play games,” she said. “Screw you, Kyle. I’ll see you in court. Don’t you dare die in here. You still need to answer for everything you’ve done.”


His hand came up with surprising speed. She’d leaned in a little too close and was taken by surprise. His fingers wrapped tightly around her wrist. Erin gave a startled cry and tried to pull away, but he held on. Vic and Bolton both sprang toward them. Rolf growled and bristled.


“I’m trying to warn you,” Finnegan hissed, as alert and urgent as she’d ever seen him.


Erin wrenched herself loose and backed away. “Platz!” she snapped at Rolf, who sank sullenly to the floor.


Bolton had a can of pepper spray in his hand and was looking for an excuse to use it. Vic’s hands were curled into fists and he was even readier for action than Bolton.


“Guys, it’s okay,” Erin said. “I’m fine.”


“My head,” Finnegan said, sinking back onto his pillow. “It gets cloudy. Hard to say what I mean. Sometimes the sun shines through, just for a minute. Getting worse. Richard… he’ll come after you. After your family. You need to stop him now. Before it’s too late. Look what I have said, I will avouch it in presence of the King. I dare adventure to be sent to the Tower. Tis time to speak; my pains are quite forgot…”


His voice slurred and his eyes slipped shut.


“Shit,” Vic said.


“Nurse!” Erin shouted. “Nurse!”


A tired and harried-looking attendant hurried over from the other side of the room. “What?” he demanded.


Erin pointed down. Finnegan was shuddering, eyes still shut. A rope of saliva trickled from one corner of his mouth.


“I’ll call the doctor,” the nurse said. “Everyone else out. Now!”


A moment later Erin, Vic, Bolton, and Rolf found themselves in the hallway outside the infirmary. They looked at one another.


“I believe that man is insane,” Bolton said.


“You think?” Vic replied. “That guy’s as crazy as an attic full of cats.”


“I hope he’s okay,” Erin said.


“Good God, why?” Vic asked. “This world’s bad enough. It’d be a little better if he wasn’t in it.”


“You’re not wrong,” she said. “But I think maybe he’s on our side this time.”


“No way,” Vic said. “That man isn’t your friend.”


“Of course not,” she said. “But we have a common enemy.”


“Oh, good,” he said. “Like us with Stalin in World War Two. Remember what happened after we got rid of the common enemy? The friggin’ Cold War, that’s what. Can we get out of this nuthouse now and maybe do some actual police work?”


“Yeah,” Erin sighed. “We might as well go. I don’t think he’ll tell us anything else. And if he really had a seizure, or some other cognitive event, what he said won’t stand up in court. Which I’ll bet he knows perfectly well. What a waste of time.”


“Follow me,” Bolton said. They set off for the exit, Bolton locking the access door behind them.


“Let’s see,” the guy behind the counter said. “Three handguns for you, sir: one Colt Delta Elite, .45 caliber, two full magazines; one Walther PPK/s, .32 caliber, one full mag; one Sig-Sauer nine-millimeter, three full mags.”


“That’s right,” Vic said, stowing his artillery in various places on his person.


“And for you, ma’am, one Glock nine-millimeter, three mags; and one Colt .38 revolver, fully loaded.”


“Thanks.” Erin took the guns and holstered the Glock at her hip and the .38 on its ankle clip.


“Have a nice day,” the guard said with a bland smile.


“Getting nicer,” Vic said. “As we get the hell out of here.”


In the parking lot, both Detectives flexed their shoulders and took a deep breath. Even the air tasted better outside the prison walls. Riker’s Island smelled like disinfectant, old body fluids, BO, anger, and despair. Erin felt like she was coming awake and alive again. Rolf planted his front paws, stretched, and yawned gloriously.


“Was that worth a single damn thing?” Vic demanded.


“I don’t know,” Erin said, turning off her recording wire. “But try to think like a detective, Vic. Finnegan doesn’t have any interest in helping us. If he’s the least bit sane, he’s out for himself, just like everyone else in that place. So what we need to ask ourselves is what he stands to gain.”


“Easy,” Vic said. “He wants you to get rid of Richie O’Malley.”


“But why? Richie’s no threat to him.”


“He’s having trouble with the Russians in there,” Vic guessed. “He’s looking for a way to hit back. Maybe he figures if we lean on Dickie-boy, it’ll lead us up the chain and we’ll roll up the whole damn Russian Mob.”


“He didn’t tell me to arrest Richie,” Erin said thoughtfully. “He told me to kill him.”


“Well, we’re not doing that,” Vic said. “Obviously.”


“Of course not,” she said. But she was thinking about what Finnegan had said at the end, when he’d been lucid, about her family being in danger. She was remembering a broken front door and an empty house, remembering running through it, screaming the names of her niece and nephew.


Never again, she promised herself. Never.
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      “Thank God for the Internet,” Erin said.



“I still can’t believe we’re doing this,” Vic grumbled. “It’s like being back in high-school English class.”


“O’Reilly has the right idea,” Webb said. “Finnegan isn’t as crazy as you think.”


“He’s exactly as crazy as I think,” Vic said. “There’s two kinds of psychos, you know.”


“I’m well aware,” Webb said. “I studied psychology in college, as I’ve told you and you’ve probably forgotten. There are disorganized psychopaths and organized ones.”


“Finnegan’s unusual,” Erin said. “He pretends to be disorganized, but he isn’t.”


“Exactly,” Webb said. “What he says sounds random on the surface, but he has patterns in his thoughts and his words. O’Reilly’s been good enough to procure a recording of his recent conversation. She thinks those patterns might be useful for us and I agree.”


“I don’t give a damn how his mind works,” Vic said.


“You should,” Webb replied. “Because cracking his wacky little internal code might keep your partner alive. What’s the first quote?”


Erin played back the recording for the second time. Finnegan’s voice emanated from her computer speakers, sounding even weirder than in person, if that was possible.


“Good morrow, Catesby. You are early stirring. What news, what news, in this our tottering state?”


“What does your magic search engine tell you?” Webb asked.


“Catesby is a character in Richard III,” Erin said. “This is from Act Three, Scene Two. Looks like a conversation between two guys, Catesby and Hastings, whoever they are.”


“Hastings?” Zofia said. “Isn’t that the battle where the French took over England?”


“The Battle of Hastings was in 1066,” Webb said absently. “Harold of Wessex died with an arrow in the eye.”


“What does that have to do with anything?” Vic asked.


“We don’t know,” Erin said.


“Finnegan talks in free associations,” Webb said. “It’s very stream-of-consciousness, probably a result of his brain trauma. Lots of people think that way, but they don’t say it out loud. He could be referencing the play, or the battle, or poor King Harold the archery target. Or none of the above. You mentioned high-school English, Neshenko. Did you study Richard III?”


“Nope,” Vic said. “I mostly studied the cheerleaders, especially on the days we had home football games. Then they wore those short little skirts all day. Those were good days, and—ouch!”


“Sorry,” Zofia said unconvincingly, retracting her elbow. “I slipped.”


“We did Romeo and Juliet,” Erin said. “I never read any other Shakespeare.”


“I’ve read Richard,” Webb said. “But it was a long time ago. Play the next line.”


“It is a reeling world, indeed, my lord,” Finnegan’s voice recited. “And I believe will never stand upright till Richard wear the garland of the realm.”


“That’s from the same play,” Erin said. “Same scene, the very next line.”


“The characters are talking about political instability,” Webb said. “They’re sounding each other out to see who they’ll support as the next King of England.”


“I think Finnegan’s talking about the drug trade in Manhattan,” Erin said.


“That’s unstable, all right,” Vic agreed. “The Lucarellis and the O’Malleys were two of the big players. They’re both out of the picture, which leaves a vacuum.”


“And Finnegan says Richard will stabilize things,” Webb said. “I wonder why.”


“He won’t,” Erin said. “Richie O’Malley doesn’t have the stones to play with the big boys. If he tries, they’ll eat him alive.”


“Not if he has the Russian Mob at his back,” Vic said.


“But then he won’t be the one running the business,” Erin said. “He’ll just be a puppet at best.”


“Go on with the recording,” Webb said, tapping his chin thoughtfully.


“Aye, every inch a king,” Finnegan said.


“That sounds like Shakespeare again,” Webb said. “The man does have his favorites.”


“That’s right,” Erin said, staring at her computer. “But it’s a different play. King Lear. I don’t know it. Act Four, Scene Six.”


“Let’s have a look,” Webb said. “Here’s a site that has the play. Just a minute.”


There was a pause while the others clustered around his computer, reading over his shoulder.


“I don’t get it,” Vic finally said. “Except the part he says about letting copulation thrive. I can get behind that.”


“Lear is talking about adultery and procreation,” Webb said. “He’s feeling down on women, since he’s been betrayed by two of his daughters. He’s talking about how the female reproductive system belongs to the Devil.”


“Sheesh,” Zofia said. “I didn’t know Shakespeare was one of those guys.”


“Finnegan could mean four things,” Webb said. “As far as I can figure it. Either he’s getting in a dig at women in general, and probably O’Reilly in particular; or he’s referring to some other woman in a really oblique way; or he’s feeling sexually frustrated; or he’s referring to King Lear’s most famous trait.”


“What’s that?” Vic asked. “I’m just a dumb community-college meathead, sir.”


“Lear goes insane,” Webb said. “And Finnegan is sane enough to know he himself is insane. So maybe he’s talking about himself. What else have we got?”


Erin set the recording running again.


“O happy dagger,” Finnegan said. “This is thy sheath. There rust, and let me die.”


“I know that one,” she said. “That’s Juliet, the last thing she says before she stabs herself to death.”


“And Finnegan just got stabbed,” Vic said. “That isn’t exactly rocket science. Too bad that Russian punk didn’t aim a little better. I’m getting a headache just trying to wrap my brain around this guy.”


“Then he says that if you take meaningful work away from people, we all go crazy,” Erin said. “Or something like.”


“Be specific,” Webb said.


The recording said, “Deprived of meaningful work, men and women lose their reason for existence; they go stark, raving mad.”


“It’s attributed to Dostoevsky,” Erin said after a few moments’ search. “But I can’t find the exact source. It may be a mistranslation.”


“Dostoevsky,” Vic said. “Awesome! I was just thinking we needed some depressing Russian literature to balance things out.”


Webb sighed. “If there’s a pattern here, I’m not seeing it. He goes back to the Shakespeare then, right?”


“Yeah,” Erin said. “The last couple of quotes are Richard III again. Looks like the first one is when Richard’s feeling guilty about all the crap he’s done. The second one is actually earlier in the play, when he gets in a fight with some other characters and asks them to throw him in the Tower. I guess that means the Tower of London.”


“Both lines are about guilt,” Webb said. “That may be the closest thing to a confession we ever get from someone like him.”


“Where’s that leave us?” Vic asked.


“Finnegan’s telling me the street’s in transition,” Erin said. “The old gangs are out and a new one is in. He thinks Richard is in position to benefit. He also thinks Richard’s going to try to kill me. Finnegan is wounded and crazy so he can’t take care of Richard himself, but he told me to do it. Then he talked about feeling helpless and going nuts, and feeling guilty.”


“Your conclusion?” Webb asked.


“He wants me to take Richie out,” Erin said. “I think he tried to put a contract on him through me.”


“But they’re on the same side,” Vic said.


“Not anymore,” Erin said. “Richie isn’t working for the O’Malleys now. He’s looking out for number one.”


“Why does Finnegan care?” Zofia asked. “He’s in jail no matter what.”


“He’s an agent of chaos who lives for disorder,” Webb said. “He doesn’t have any muscle on the street, so he’s using what he has, which is his connection with O’Reilly.”


“That’s a pretty weak play, if you ask me,” Vic said.


“Richie already tried to kill me,” Erin said. “Twice.”


“Unproven,” Webb said.


“There’re no lawyers here,” Vic said. “Don’t give us that ‘allegedly’ bullshit, sir. We all know what happened. You ask me, we should’ve already thrown his ass in jail.”


“Unless I’m mistaken, Richard O’Malley isn’t our case,” Webb said. “But hypothetically speaking, what do we know about him?”


“He’s married,” Zofia said. “Six years now. To Kim O’Malley. One kid, a three-year-old son, Richard Junior.”


“Of course he named his kid after himself,” Vic said, rolling his eyes. “Guys with little dicks and big egos do that.”


“My oldest brother is Sean Junior,” Erin reminded him. “Are you saying something about my dad?”


“Guys also do it if they want to establish an honorable and lasting legacy,” Vic said, not missing a beat.


“They live in Brooklyn,” Zofia went on. “Brick house, single-family dwelling, pretty nice neighborhood. Right on the edge of Brighton Beach.”


“Which is where the Russian Mafia hang out,” Vic added.


“The house wasn’t confiscated when we froze the O’Malley assets,” Webb said. “Why not?”


“We couldn’t prove it was bought with dirty money,” Zofia said. “But the mortgage is fully paid off.”


“He’s been having regular meetings with members of Gennady Vlasov’s gang,” Erin said. “They’re moving into the fentanyl trade in a big way. And Richard’s flush with cash all of a sudden.”


“You’re very well-informed,” Webb said dryly. “Considering it isn’t your case.”


“Narcotics has a file,” Erin said. “I’ve read it.”


“I see,” Webb said. “And you wouldn’t be doing any sort of extracurricular investigation, would you?”


“That would be against Departmental policy, sir,” Erin said.


“That’s right,” Webb said. “And on the subject of the Department, we’re still the Precinct Eight Major Crimes squad, so I think it would be a good use of taxpayer dollars to investigate some major crimes. Where are we with Arlen Ulrich?”


“We’ve got him right where we want him,” Zofia said. “The Feds gave us their file on him. His computer’s full of kiddie porn and the DNA match came back on that hair sample Rolf found. It’s a match for Ulrich’s niece.”


“Good Lord,” Webb said. “I suppose I should be glad, but I mostly just feel dirty.”


“I got the warrants filled out and ready to go,” Zofia said. “We’re ready.”


“Look at you,” Vic said, smiling. “Our rookie detective, all grown up.”


“I’ll get the warrants to the Judge,” Webb said. “Then we’ll go nail this dirtbag. Excellent work, Piekarski.”
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Not having much to do while waiting for the warrants, Erin decided to go down to the firing range in the basement. Vic eagerly accompanied her. They set the targets to twenty yards. Long-range sharpshooting was for showoffs and snipers; in the NYPD, the average range in a gunfight was ten yards. The most important skills were rapid target acquisition and hitting with the first couple of rounds, which could be harder than it sounded, especially if you were taking fire yourself.


On the range, Erin and Vic both regularly scored in the high nineties. Vic in particular prided himself on his accuracy. But they knew that didn’t transfer to the street. When the targets were shooting back, all that fine-motor control went straight out the window. You’d be lucky to hit with one out of six shots. That was why muscle memory and training were so vital; when the brain was panicking, the body would still remember.


They practiced the so-called Mozambique Drill, a pistol technique designed to quickly drop a target who might or might not be wearing body armor or cruising on hard drugs. The drill was to put two quick shots into the target’s center of mass, then follow up with an aimed shot to the head.


Erin was good; Vic was better. Every time she lined up her third shot, Erin heard the bark of Vic’s Sig-Sauer just a half-beat ahead of her. It was infuriating. She knew she had better reflexes than Vic. He was strong but slow. But without apparent effort, he kept putting rounds downrange both faster and more accurately than she did.


“You’ve been practicing off the clock,” she finally said after they’d both fired off fifty rounds.


“Well, yeah,” Vic said, looking at his well-perforated target with satisfaction. “You train Rolf in your downtime. I don’t have a dog and I can’t be having sex all the time, so I gotta do something to make the time pass.”


“There’s more to life than sex and violence,” she said, ejecting the Glock’s magazine and walking over to the gun-cleaning booth.


“I know,” he said. “There’s fried food.”


“You’re a disgrace to men and humanity,” she said.


“So they keep telling me,” he said. He joined her, broke down his pistol, and started cleaning it. “You going after Dickie-boy again tonight?”


“I don’t know,” she said. “But I want to know what he’s up to. The way Finnegan was talking about him…”


“I can’t go with you,” he said. “Zofia’s uncle is in town and he’s been itching to meet Mina.”


“I’ll bet,” Erin said. Mina, Vic and Zofia’s daughter, was Vic’s pride and joy; a bouncy, cheerful baby. Even Rolf found it hard to look at anything else when the little girl was around.


“We’re going out to dinner, then spending the evening with Zofia’s mom,” Vic said. “So if you want my advice, don’t get into anything heavy. You won’t have backup.”


“I’ve got the whole NYPD,” she reminded him.


“I’m sure that’s a great comfort in your little off-the-books surveillance op,” he retorted. “Besides, you shoot for shit.”


“I shot ninety-eight percent just now,” she said indignantly.


“Amateur. I did a hundred.”


“Showoff.”


“You ought to see what I can do with a rifle.”


“And the man is obsessed with size,” Erin said, grinning. “Typical.”


Vic started to say something else, but was distracted by an incoming text on his phone. “That’s Zofia,” he said. “The warrants for Ulrich just came through. Let’s go drag his ass in.”


“And hope we don’t have to put all this shooting practice to use,” Erin said.
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      The raid on Arlen Ulrich’s apartment was anticlimactic. Ulrich would have had to be crazy to try to fight off an ESU tactical team, reinforced by the Major Crimes squad. ESU Officer Parker smashed the door open, the unit flooded in, and Ulrich meekly surrendered without so much as a word of protest.



The end result was Erin closing out her shift with a lot of untapped adrenaline burning in her veins. The others had their ways of coping with it. Webb stepped outside and chain-smoked a full pack of Camels, reeking like an ashtray when he rejoined them in in the office for the post-arrest paperwork. Rolf chased a tennis ball that Erin obligingly bounced off the wall for him. Zofia dragged Vic into a supply closet. They didn’t say what they did in there, and Erin didn’t ask, but both were disheveled and glowing when they came out fifteen minutes later.


Erin was restless. After the obligatory DD-5 forms and arrest reports, the evidence cataloguing, and the filing of the interview transcript—a single-page document consisting of Webb asking Ulrich a question, only to be interrupted by the man asking for his lawyer—she jumped up and left the office in a hurry.


She was edgy and nervous, feeling like she did before a bad thunderstorm. Her skin was tingly and she could sense an ominous heaviness in the air. But the sky was blue and clear, the weather warm. She went down to the garage, loaded Rolf into the Charger, and drove out of the Eightball onto the Manhattan streets.


She kept thinking about Finnegan. Had he been telling the truth? Was Richie determined to kill her and her family? He’d never been a very dangerous guy. Compared to a hardened killer like Mickey Connor he was a pushover, a loser. Even with his new Russian friends, she didn’t think he rated very high.


“Why is Finnegan so fixated on him?” she asked Rolf.


The K-9 poked his head through the hatch and nuzzled her ear.


“We should go home,” she said. “It’s been a long day. Get a drink, have something to eat.”


But she didn’t. Instead, she called Carlyle.


“I want to check on something,” she said. “Down in Brooklyn.”


“Would this something be pertaining to a certain Irish-American of dubious character?” he asked.


“Yeah.”


“Darling, I’m thinking this is becoming something of an obsession for you.”


“Finnegan told me to kill him,” she said bluntly.


There was a short pause.


“I’m assuming that’s not your intention,” he said.


“Of course not! But I need to know why.”


“Who’s with you?”


“Rolf.”


“That’s all?”


“Yeah. Don’t worry, I’m not looking for trouble.”


“But it does have a way of finding you,” he said. “No fear, darling. I’ll be here when you’re done. Only…”


“What?” she asked after a moment.


“I’m not worried about what Richard will do,” Carlyle said. “It’s Finnegan I don’t trust.”


“Then it’s a good thing he’s locked up at Riker’s,” she said. “I doubt I’ll run into him. I’ll call you again when I’m on my way home.”


“As you wish, darling.”


Erin hung up, but her nerves kept jangling. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her, or that something was about to happen. She kept checking her rearview mirror. A beat-up sedan in the next lane appeared to be following her, but so did a pickup two cars behind her, a minivan on her right, a black Charger a lot like her own, and fifteen other cars. After all, she was driving from Manhattan to Brooklyn during rush hour. Traffic was absolutely awful.


“I must be out of my mind,” she told Rolf.


The dog’s usual policy was to agree with his partner, so he cocked his head and didn’t contradict her.


Erin put on some music, which helped a little. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and tried to think. Richard O’Malley had gone out of his way to antagonize her. Finnegan had asked her to kill him. She felt like she was being manipulated into doing something she’d regret, but didn’t see how that could happen.
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