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      OUT OF THE GAME


    




    

       




       


    




    

      Still struggling to come to terms with the loss of his family, former- DEA Agent Nick Lafferty gets drawn into a case when ADA Caitlin McKenna requests his help investigating the killing of two cops and her key witness in a murder trial.




       




      Accused of murder, being investigated by the FBI, and out of options, Lafferty re-teams with his ex-partner and soon-to-be ex-cop, Delmar Harley, a man wrestling with his own demons.




       




      As they set to square off against the notorious Cosa Nostra, Lafferty prepares for the worst. But the deeper he digs, the more dangerous things become,




      and before long, more bodies begin to drop.


    


  




  

    

       




       




       




       


    




    

      King’s Court Motel & Inn




      Elmsford, New York


    




    

       




       


    




    

      ELMSFORD POLICE OFFICER Kent Milner sat in his patrol car with the engine off and the window rolled down, unaware of the gun aimed at the back of his head.


    




    

      Parked in the far corner of the empty parking lot, deep in the shadows of the evergreens and colorful deciduous trees that lined the cracked macadam, he’d angled the cruiser so it faced the row of brown motel room doors of the King’s Court Motel & Inn, his lights turned off. A lit cigarette dangled from his lip. Blue-white smoke drifted lazily toward the open window. Milner held one eye shut against the serpentine wisp of cigarette smoke, his thumbs tapping insistently and repeatedly at the screen of his iPad mini as he played Candy Crush with the sound turned off, his face awash with the glow of the iPad screen.




      If Milner had been paying attention to the motel moments earlier—his position gave him a full, panoramic view of the single-story motel, all seven rooms plus the office to Milner’s right—instead of moving up to the next level on his video game, he might have noticed the gunman as he stealthily darted across the narrow gap of driveway between the wooded area surrounding the motel property and the far end of the motel itself, just beyond the penumbra of light from the lampposts dotting the winding, incline of the driveway snaking up off Route 9A.




      But he hadn’t.


    




    

      Instead, Kent Milner succeeded in beating Level Sixty-Six.


    




    

      The gunman had circled around the motel and crept up behind the parked patrol car. It had taken him over forty-five minutes to do so. That didn’t worry the gunman. He had all night.




      Now he eased silently closer to Milner. He tightened his gloved hand around the grip of the Walther P22 capped with a Gemtech suppressor. He held the weapon a few inches behind Milner’s head. His trigger finger tightened…




      A cell phone sitting on the cruiser’s dash lit up and buzzed. Milner had left the device on vibrate mode. He grunted irritably and stabbed at the iPad to pause the game, then reached for the phone.




      The gunman receded into the shadows.




      Milner checked the incoming number and clicked open the line. “Damn it, McCord. I’m on Level Sixty-Seven for like the third damn time. What is it?”




      Milner listened. His cigarette flared as he sucked in a lungful of smoke.




      The gunman could hear the voice on the other end he couldn’t make out the words. He waited. He could afford to be patient.




      “Well tell him tough. It’s…” Milner checked his watch. “…after ten-thirty. Tell him to go to sleep. Bad enough we’ve got to babysit his sorry ass all night—I ain’t gotta be his room service waiter, too.”




      More listening.




      “The caffeine will keep him up.”




      Another pause. Milner leaned forward and craned his neck, looking toward the motel office. The large sign over the motel—visible to traffic on 9A and 287—said there were no vacancies, even though the motel was empty except for one room. Room seven. The office lights were on, and behind the sheer curtains, a figure could be seen moving around.




      “Yeah. Yeah. Fine,” Milner said in an exasperated voice. “Looks like the manager’s still up. If he’s got coffee made, I’ll bring some in. You want one, too?” A pause. “’Kay. Give me a minute.”




      Milner ended the call and looked wistfully at his iPad where he’d put it down on the seat beside him. He took a deep drag on his cigarette, opened his door, and planted one foot outside the vehicle. He dropped the burning cigarette butt to the pavement and stomped it out. When he straightened up, he was face-to-face with the suppressor-equipped Walther P22.




      Milner opened his mouth to say something, even as his hand moved to his sidearm.




      The gunman squeezed the trigger of the silenced Walther, firing a single, .22 caliber bullet into Officer Kent Milner’s forehead.




      In the movies, a silenced gun sounds like a beer can being popped open, a tiny fizzt. That’s not the case in reality. The noise it made was more like the muffled sound one hears when wearing good ear protection gear. Yet, nestled as they were back in the wooded area off the interstate, the highway noise and the gentle rustle of autumn-colored leaves in the gentle October breeze were more than enough to drown out the muted single shot, especially from the occupants in room seven. That was all that mattered to the gunman.




      Milner’s head snapped back. With a surprised expression on his face, he dropped, sort of sat down on the floor of the car, wedged between the dash, the front seat, and the open door. His head hung forward. Dead. Blood dripped from the wound and stained his uniform trousers, to the left of the knife-sharp crease.




      The gunman pushed Milner’s head back. He fired a second insurance round into the hollow of Milner’s throat. The body shuddered but otherwise didn’t move. There was no doubt—Milner was dead.




      With an eye on the motel, the gunman removed the Gemtech suppressor and dropped it into the side pocket of his black field jacket, holstered the Walther, and slipped the eighteen-inch barrel Remington Model 870 shotgun with pistol grip butt stock from his shoulder. Dressed all in black, he rolled the ski mask he wore as a knit cap over his face and walked purposefully across the empty parking lot to room seven.




      As the gunman approached the motel, he kept a wary eye on the office, where he could still see the shadow of the manager. He crossed in front of the curtained window without pausing and then returned to a position behind the registration counter. The curtains obscured any detail, but to the gunman, the guy’s movements appeared normal, a bored manager working the nightshift, benign. So long as the manager remained inside, blissfully unaware, he stood a chance of surviving the night.




      Inside room seven, the lights were on. The heavy room curtains were closed—too thick and too dark to see through—and unmoving, indicating no one stood by the window peeking out. Like Officer McCord looking for Milner with the coffee.




      What occurred next happened in a matter of seconds.




      The gunman planted his feet in front of the motel room door. He brought the shotgun up to his shoulder. He sighted in and he fired, obliterating the door’s knob and lock.




      The boom of the shotgun echoed over the loud chirp of cicadas and whooshing traffic from the nearby highway. Burnt gunpowder fouled the air. The ruined motel door swung inward.




      A heartbeat passed and the door to the office opened a crack. A dark figure stood blocking the light between the door and the frame, peering out.




      The gunman pointed at the manager, his voice muffled by the wool ski cap. “Get back inside! Call the cops and you’re a dead man!”




      The office door slammed shut.




      The gunman shouldered the shotgun and drew a .44 caliber Ruger Redhawk from a shoulder holster strapped across his body, the opposite side from where he wore the pithy Walther. The Redhawk was a revolver, old school, but he wouldn’t have to worry about policing his brass. No casings to be found, no forensic evidence to be collected.




      Inside the room, the TV was on. A cop show. Sirens and the sounds of gunfire.




      It was a standard, dingy, no-tell motel room. There were two twin-size beds with a dark brown, faux-wood nightstand between them. Across the room was a low, matching chest of drawers. On it sat the flat-screen TV, bolted down. The walls were orange, the trim brown. The lights were low-watt, and the carpet was burnt orange with black squiggly patterns where it wasn’t stained darker. A young man in his early twenties, wearing a T-shirt and boxer shorts, stood pressed into the far corner of the room. He held his hands in the air; his entire body shook.




      His eyes were wide with fear. “Oh shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!”




      His boxers were stained dark.




      The gunman was more concerned with the room’s second occupant—Police Officer Martin McCord. He should have been in the room, but the gunman didn’t see him. The gunman moved in closer to the open door. He twisted to look into the room’s opposite corner, past the small, overstuffed chair and the round table with the takeout menus and the soda cans on it.




      No McCord.




      The gunman stepped over the threshold, his eyes darted around, nervous now, and concerned. The cop had to be inside. He had to be. If the gunman couldn’t see him, that meant the coward was hiding. There was only one place in the space he could hide. The bathroom.




      The gunman took another step inside, his Ruger aimed toward the back of the room, where the bathroom was. He stopped. A chill ran through him as he realized his mistake.




      A figure in a black T-shirt and blue jeans popped up from between the two beds. McCord. He wore an empty shoulder holster. It was empty because in his hands, in a two-fisted grip, was the police-issued Glock.




      McCord shouted, “Police! Drop your weapon!”




      The gunman twisted and fired. The Ruger jumped in his hand. It packed a hell of a kick.




      The cop blinked and dove sideways for the bed, firing back.




      The gunman ducked and turned away. He slammed back against the open door. McCord’s bullet pinged off the metal door frame above his shoulder. Missed. The gunman remained unscathed.




      McCord remained unhurt, also—for the moment. He bounced awkwardly on the bed. On his side, he managed to get off another shot. So, too, did the gunman. Two, in fact.




      The Ruger’s bullets ripped into McCord’s face, one tearing through his cheek and the other one taking out an eye, leaving a ragged black hole where his eye had been. McCord’s arms went limp and as his body settled, sprawled across the bed, his face lay in the bloodstained sheets and bedspread.




      To the frightened man in the corner, the gunman asked, “You Jimmy Ardizzone?” His voice came out muffled from the ski mask. Wool fibers tickled the back of his throat. The Ruger aimed at the man’s chest.




      “If I say no, do I get to live?” His voice quivered.




      “You’ve got a sense of humor. I like that. No.”




      The gunman shot Jimmy Ardizzone once in the chest, center mass. The recoil sent his arm into the air. He brought his arm back down, settled it in for a second shot. He put a second bullet into Ardizzone’s chest. Ardizzone slid to the floor, leaving a thick red trail of blood down the wall. He was dead before his body landed on the stained, worn carpet.




      With the acrid smell of burnt gunpowder heavy in the still air and the echo of gunfire slow to fade, the gunman fought the urge to sneeze before walking over to Ardizzone and firing a third bullet into his slumped head. He then put another bullet into McCord’s chest for good measure. The dead body bounced on the soft mattress.




      The gunmen exited room seven and glanced toward the office. He could see the shadow of the manager behind the service counter. He appeared to be staying put. A prudent move.




      Still, the gunman considered eliminating him, too. He didn’t.




      Instead, he holstered the empty Ruger and walked to the black Chevy truck with blacked-out windows he’d parked at the foot of the driveway, facing downhill. He tossed the shotgun onto the backseat of the king cab and jumped in. He peeled the ski mask off his sweaty face and tossed it to the passenger-side foot-well. He started the truck up and eased to the end of the driveway. With the window rolled down and his arm cocked and on the windowsill, he spun the wheel and pulled out onto the road.




      He drove away and was gone long before the first responding police sirens could be heard.




      As he drove, the gunman whistled a tune, looking forward to a well-earned cold one.
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CHAPTER ONE



    




    

      CAITLIN McKENNA PULLED her BMW to the curb outside the big house on Longview Avenue. A large, stucco colonial set in the middle of a wide double lot, it boasted a fresh coat of white paint, black shutters, and a recently replaced asphalt roof. The stucco exterior was so bright in the early midmorning sunshine, Caitlin was glad for her sunglasses. The hedges were thick and neatly trimmed. The sloped lawn was mowed golf course short, and the fallen autumn leaves from the two giant maples dominating the front yard had been recently raked up.


    




    

      Caitlin got out, walked up the walkway to the front door, and climbed the three-step, concrete stoop with its black, wrought-iron railings. She knocked on the door, remembering the doorbell didn’t work. On either side of the stoop were freshly turned flowerbeds, putting an earthy scent into the air. She took a moment to admire the late-blooming fall daffodils.




      Waiting, she tugged at the lapels of her peach-colored pantsuit jacket, smoothing out any wrinkles from the drive over and the long night she’d endured. She checked her watch, a stainless-steel, black mother-of-pearl Rolex—a gift she’d bought herself after her divorce the year before.




      Ten-thirty. Surely he was up by now. She knocked again, louder this time.




      The door pulled open.




      Startled at the suddenness, Caitlin jumped.




      At the door stood DEA Agent Nick Lafferty.




      Caitlin slipped her sunglasses off her nose, tucking them in her hair on top of her head. “Hello, Nick.”




      He blinked. Surprise registered in his dark eyes. “Caitlin?”




      The two had first met three months earlier.




      At six feet tall and in his early forties, Lafferty stood broad, trim, and fit. He had brown hair, too dark to be called sandy and too unruly to ever be fully tamed. A lock perpetually hung over his forehead. Now, he wore his hair too long. It curled out at the ends, and he’d gone more than a few days without shaving. The reddish-brown stubble had traces of gray in it and made him look older.




      His once robust southern California tan had faded, too, giving him a pallor he hadn’t had before. The look of a shut-in.




      Caitlin had come to learn Nick Lafferty had spent a lifetime in law enforcement, first as a cop on the White Plains Police force and then as a DEA agent, advancing to the position of Assistant Special Agent in Charge, or ASAC, in their San Diego office in ten short years.




      He had also saved her life.




      A moment passed. He didn’t say anything more than her name.




      Finally, she prodded, “May I come in?”




      Lafferty took a step back. He wore a red DEA sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off and a pair of baggy sweatpants. His feet were bare. Caitlin couldn’t help but admire the sculpted definition of his muscular arms. His hair was tossed, uncombed, as if he’d woken up only recently, though he’d once told her he was an early riser. He looked tired.




      Caitlin walked past Lafferty, down the short front hall, and went into the living room. She heard him shut the door. When he came up behind her, she said, “I love what you haven’t done with the place.”




      The living room had no furniture except a midnight blue leather recliner, a floor lamp with a TV tray beside it, and a large flat-screen TV mounted on the wall between the dining room and the step-up into the kitchen. The TV was on, turned to a local news channel. The sound was off.




      Three months earlier, Nick Lafferty had returned to White Plains in pursuit of a drug cartel responsible for the development and distribution of a new, synthetic form of cocaine with the street name Crystal White. He had not been operating under a DEA mandate, but instead was there carrying out a personal vendetta against the drug lord who’d viciously killed his wife and daughter a year earlier in California.




      As a result of his relentless pursuit, Caitlin had been kidnapped, held, and her life threatened, all so the leader of the cartel could get leverage against him. When it was all over, Nick Lafferty and his ex-partner, White Plains Detective Delmar Harley, had managed to rescue her.




      And a lot of people ended up in jail or dead.




      Shortly afterward, Lafferty left, returning to California, returning to his job with the DEA. Or so he’d told her and his old partner Del Harley.




      “How long have you been back?” she asked.




      “A while,” he said vaguely.




      Caitlin nodded. Nick Lafferty played things closer to his chest than any person Caitlin had ever known. She knew him to be a quiet man, though his mind seemed always to be working, like a chess player’s. He seemed to always be several steps ahead of everybody else. He spoke only when necessary and he said only what needed to be said.




      “How’d you know I was here?”




      “Outside.” She pointed. “The FOR SALE sign was gone.”




      The house belonged to Nick’s father, Mickey Lafferty. A former chief of police, Mickey had died over the summer and Nick had inherited the house. His father’s passing was the reason—excuse—Lafferty had given her for returning home when they first met, after he’d been arrested for a shooting in a Mount Vernon strip club. The last time he and Caitlin had spoken, he’d turned the house over to a real estate company with the intention of selling it.




      “It could have sold,” he said.




      “The real estate companies put big SOLD stickers over the signs. Lets people know they actually managed to sell one. Good advertising, the real estate market being more bust than boom the last few years.”




      That got announced in the papers, too. She’d checked. The truth was she’d driven past the place a lot during the previous months, every chance she got. She never saw him. She didn’t know if he’d ever left the house. But, she knew almost to the day when he’d returned. She didn’t mention any of that to him.




      Lafferty nodded. “I’ve got coffee. Want some?”




      She followed him over the landing and into the kitchen at the back of the house. It was compact, with a center island, stove, and cooktop and sliding glass doors out to a large redwood deck. Through the glass, Caitlin spotted a single outdoor lounge chair with a floral-pattern cushion. It looked well worn, or second-hand. It wasn’t part of the full set that had been out there the last time she’d been to the house. The kitchen smelled of brewed coffee, but also, underneath, a greasy odor: old, fried cooking.




      Lafferty went about fixing two cups. With his back to her, he said, “Take it black, right?”




      “Yes. Thank you.”




      She took the offered mug and drank. It tasted good, compared to the swill she’d spent the night drinking. Her eyes ached as she stifled a yawn with the back of her hand.




      Lafferty leaned against the counter by the sink. He crossed his legs at the ankle and held a steaming mug of his own. It was blue and embossed with a gold White Plains Police Department badge.




      “You cut your hair,” he said.




      Self-consciously, Caitlin patted at her short brown hair, much darker than his. It had been short when they met, but not this short. Highlighted with lighter brown streaks, she’d layered it on the sides but left it longer on top, so her bangs swept across her forehead.




      “I like it,” he said.




      She forced a smile. “The beard’s new.”




      “Not a fashion statement, just me being lazy.”




      A silence followed, filling the space between them. Caitlin noticed a bottle of Scotch on the counter next to the coffeemaker. It was three-quarters empty. With it sat a glass, two fingers full, with ice.




      She nodded toward the bottle and glass. “A little early for cocktails, don’t you think?”




      Lafferty glanced at them. “Left over from last night.”




      Caitlin could have commented about the ice. Big, fat cubes. Fresh ones. She didn’t. His lie told her all she needed to know.




      “You didn’t just realize I was back,” Lafferty said. “The for sale sign’s been down since August. Why’d you decide to come here today, Caitlin?”




      At first taken aback by his directness, Caitlin lowered her eyes. The way she used to when she was a little girl, whenever her father had caught her doing something bad. Her face flushed warm. She was tired and wrung out, not in the mood to have to defend her actions. She swung her gaze up and met his penetrating stare. He wanted blunt. She’d give him blunt.




      “You didn’t call. Why didn’t you tell me you were back?”




      She waited, staring at him, her lips set in a firm, tight line. She gripped the island with both hands. So tired, she needed the support, but also needed to steel herself for his reply. She wanted him to explain himself.




      He didn’t.




      The silence between them grew absolute, consuming in its awkwardness until the refrigerator motor kicked in. It hummed at seemingly deafening levels, but more than likely it would’ve been indiscernible under any other conditions.




      Caitlin couldn’t stand it any longer. Fine.




      “You’re right.” Her voice dripped with anger. “It’s none of my business.” Yet she felt the exact opposite. She deserved to know. She’d been worried. She felt hurt. Confused. Why hadn’t he called her?




      She squared her shoulders. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “That’s not why I’m here anyway. I’m here because I need your help.”




      “With what?”




      “I’m in the middle of a case. A big case—”




      He waved his coffee mug toward the living room, indicating the TV. “It’s all over the news. The Anthony Cutolo trial, mobster guy on trial for killing Sammy DeLucca in Yonkers. I’ve been following it.”




      Following it or me, Caitlin wondered, the narcissism of that question not escaping her notice. She tried to ignore it. “That’s the one. Tony Shoes as he’s affectionately called.” She felt bone tired, as if the weight of the world were on her shoulders, the events and more than twenty-four hours without sleep catching up with her. “Last night, the shit hit the fan.”




      “What happened?”




      Caitlin noticed a tick at the corner of his mouth. It wasn’t much but it was a sign of interest, or maybe of concern. Either way, it encouraged her to go on. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea after all. “We had an eyewitness to DeLucca’s murder. His name was Jimmy Ardizzone.”




      “There was nothing about a witness on the news.”




      “We kept it under wraps. Only a handful of people knew we had him. For his protection, no one knew his identity. He was witness X in all the court records. He was under constant guard. We moved him from safe house to safe house to keep him safe.”




      “Had,” Lafferty said, picking up on her use of the past tense.




      “Had,” Caitlin confirmed. “Most recently, we put him up in a no-tell motel in Elmsford. He was under twenty-four/seven protection. Two cops with him at all times. They were attacked last night. The cops were killed. My witness was executed.”




      Saying it out loud made the whole thing real, as if spending the last eight hours in the bloody hotel room, having seen the victims’ bloody bodies getting wheeled away, hadn’t. She covered her mouth with her hand, concealing the trembling of her lips as she fought back an overwhelming urge to cry.




      The tears welled up, but she refused to let them fall. With a shake of her head, she forced the sorrow back down. She would not feel sorry for herself. This wasn’t about her and the pain she was in. It was about three men who had died. Men violently killed for trying to do the right thing. For doing what they believed in.




      “Damn, Caitlin. I’m sorry.” Lafferty put his mug down and stepped forward.




      The island was between them. A physical barrier. Would he circle around it? Come over and comfort her?




      He didn’t.




      She nodded, swallowed, and forced a smile. “Yeah. Me too. I’ve been at the scene all night. I spent most of the morning on the phone with the police, the DA, the judge in the case, the county exec, even the governor’s office, for God’s sake. Everybody wants to know what happened, what went wrong. Everybody wants to know what I’m going to do about it.”




      Lafferty refilled her coffee cup. When he spoke, his voice was soft, kind. “What are you going to do?”




      “Tell you the truth… ” She bit down on her lower lip. “I don’t have a damn clue.”




      “You came here.”




      “Yes.” Caitlin took in a sharp breath and then forced it out. “I thought maybe you could help.”




      “How so?”




      “I need someone to figure out what happened. Fast. I need someone I can trust.”




      Lafferty paused a long time before he said anything. “What do the police say?”




      “All they know is there was a single gunman, well-armed. He had three weapons at least. Nick, no one knew where Ardizzone was being held. No one.”




      “Someone must have known. Caitlin, think about it.”




      “Well, of course someone knew,” she snapped. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have…” She covered her eyes with her hand, rubbed them. “This was as contained as humanly possible. The people who knew the details of this, I can count on one hand.”




      “And whoever those people told, and so on, and so on.”




      “That’s my point. I think there’s a leak.”




      “There had to be—don’t misunderstand me, I’m not saying it was necessarily malicious. A cop tells his girlfriend, who tells her mother, who tells her bridge club. Why? Because it’s cool to know someone who knows someone, who’s involved in a big-deal case. Living vicariously and boosting their own self-importance. Sometimes it happens that way.”




      “And sometimes someone’s on the take,” Caitlin shot back. “Because they’re paid for information like that.”




      “If that’s the case, the police will figure it out. There are two dead cops. You’ll have local cops, State Police, the FBI, the best crime labs in the country, all at your disposal.” He picked up his mug from where he’d put it down next to the almost empty bottle of booze and the full glass. He filled the mug with coffee. “There’s nothing I can do for you they can’t.”




      “You stopped a major new drug from hitting the streets. You put a whole drug cartel out of business when nobody else did.”




      “And a lot of people died.”




      People who kidnapped me, who would have killed me, if it hadn’t been for you. “Bad people, Nick. People who killed and would have killed more if you hadn’t stopped them.”




      “Good people died, too,” Lafferty reminded her.




      He meant John Bowles, a D.A.’s investigator and her friend. He’d been killed by the same people who’d kidnapped her, killed while trying to save her. A nice, lovable curmudgeon—she and John had worked together for years. Over that time he’d developed feelings for her, feelings she didn’t, couldn’t, return. She liked John. They were friends, but that was all. And he was dead. The guilt of that ate at her every day.




      “Yes,” she said. “John was killed. And he was one of the good ones. But he died doing what he believed in. He knew the risks. Nick, they would have killed me if it hadn’t been for you.”




      “You don’t get it. Don’t you see, Caitlin? They went after you to get to me. You were in danger because of me.”




      “Oh, bullshit. I’m a second deputy district attorney, Nick. My job puts me in danger every day. I accept that. John accepted that.”




      The look on Lafferty’s face stopped her cold. “Sure. But what about the ones who don’t sign on for that? The ones who don’t understand the risk? What about them?”




      John Bowles wasn’t the only good one to die. There had been others. Caitlin hadn’t known them, but they’d paid the ultimate price, too.




      Oscar Ortiz, a young undercover DEA agent who’d worked for Lafferty in California, had been captured, tortured, and killed. Perhaps he had accepted the risks of his job, knew he might be called on to make the ultimate sacrifice, but others hadn’t. People like Nick’s wife, Renee, and his little girl, seven-year-old Vicki. They were killed when a bomb planted on their boat exploded. A bomb cruelly designed to be detonated by Nick Lafferty himself. An event he was forced to watch firsthand.




      “Nick. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.…”




      He turned away from her and stared silently out of the window over the kitchen side.




      What was he thinking? What was he feeling? Caitlin wanted to know but could only guess.




      Nick Lafferty had come east to get revenge for his wife and daughter’s murders. He’d followed the trail of Crystal White, convinced it would lead him to those responsible for the street poison that had first appeared in California, and to those who had killed his family.




      He’d been partially right.




      The leader of that cartel, Ruben Nazario, was the man responsible for killing Lafferty’s family. But he was not behind the East Coast resurgence of the deadly drug. That had been the sole effort of Nazario’s daughter, Vanessa Perez. And while Lafferty, with the help of his old partner, Delmar Harley, had put a stop to the new distribution of drugs and the establishment of a new Crystal White drug cartel, Lafferty’s thirst for revenge against the man who’d brutally murdered his family remained unquenched. The retribution he so desperately sought, his sole purpose for living, remained unrealized. To know that Ruben Nazario remained a free man, hidden in some unknown country without extradition to the United States and be powerless to do anything about it…what must that be like to live with?




      Lafferty turned around. He faced her with his face a tight, grim mask. “I killed him.”




      Lack of sleep must have been getting to her. Caitlin blinked. “You killed who?”




      “Nazario. When I apprehended Vanessa Perez, she told me where her father was. When I told you I was leaving for California, I didn’t. I went and killed Nazario instead.”




      “Where?”




      “Does it matter?”




      “No.” She shook her head, confused. “Yes. Damn it, Nick. Why are you telling me this?”




      “So you’ll understand why I can’t get involved in any of this.”




      Caitlin turned away. She didn’t know what to say, what to do. She opened her mouth and then closed it again. Finally, she said, “Does anybody else know?”




      “No.”




      She put one hand on her hip and ran the other through her hair, forgetting about the sunglasses she’d propped up there earlier. She knocked them off, caught them awkwardly, and slammed them down on the island. “Why are you telling me?” she asked again.




      “So you’ll understand why I can’t help you. Death. Violence. It follows me everywhere, like a cloud I can’t escape ever since Oscar, and Renee…Vicki…I can’t do it anymore.”




      “Damn you, Nick. I’m an officer of the court. I have obligations—I’m required to tell someone.”




      “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”




      “Well, you did.”




      “I wasn’t going to tell you. You came here. You want me to come back in.”




      Caitlin pointed at her own chest. “You’re putting this on me?”




      “No. I’m trying to explain so you understand.” He swallowed hard, like the words were stuck in his throat. “People can get hurt because of me. You got hurt. You could have been killed. I won’t let that happen again.”




      “Are you going back to the DEA?”




      “I don’t know.”




      “Are you out?”




      “Not officially. Not yet.”




      “What does that mean?”




      He stepped forward and put his hands on the island between them. To put it simply, he was a mess. His skin had an unhealthy grayness to it. She attributed that to too much time spent shut up indoors. His eyes were bloodshot and smudged black from lack of sleep. So he wasn’t sleeping well. She glanced over at the booze. Not even ten-thirty in the morning yet. Sarcastically she thought, Yeah. This is working out much better for him.




      He wiped at one bloodshot eye. “I contacted Sullivan. I tried to resign. He wouldn’t accept it.”




      Tim Sullivan was the agent in charge of the DEA’s San Diego office. He was also Lafferty’s boss. Caitlin had spoken to him after her first run-in with Lafferty. She’d been trying to dig up dirt on him when she thought he was a rogue agent operating off book—which he was, but not for nefarious reasons, as she and Bowles had originally surmised. Agent Sullivan seemed like a nice guy when she’d spoken with him—friendly, co-operative, concerned for Lafferty, and way too free with confidential information.




      “They extended my leave of absence, told me to think about it.”




      “For how long?”




      Lafferty shrugged. “They’re waiting for me to call back. I haven’t yet.”




      “And no one else knows about this? What you just told me?”




      “No one.”




      Caitlin felt like her entire world had fallen apart. People were dead because she’d failed to do her job. A stone-cold killer would probably go free because of her failure. Now, a man she thought she knew, a man she thought she could count on, had revealed to her a terrible truth. A truth she was obligated by law to report.




      He made a move around the island. “Listen to me. I know it doesn’t feel like it now, but what happened, it wasn’t your fault. You didn’t get those men killed.” He reached out to hold her wrist.




      She pulled away from his touch. “Is that what you tell yourself? About Oscar Ortiz? About Renee and Vicki? It wasn’t your fault. How’s that working for you?”




      Lafferty stepped back, away from her, his expression as horrified as if she’d struck him. “I think you better go now.”




      Caitlin snatched up her sunglasses. “I think so, too.”




      She backed away from the island, away from him. Tears welled in her eyes. It had been a mistake to come here, to ask him for help.




      He took a step forward again.




      She held up a hand, stopping him from coming any closer. “No. I’ve got to go.”




      Caitlin bolted for the living room, determined to get out of there before she’d let her tears fall. She would not fall apart in front of him. She reached the front door and threw it open, ran down the stoop, and jumped into the car. With her vision blurred by tears, she hit the gas, peeling away from the curb on burning tires, unable to not look one last time at the house.




      She saw Nick Lafferty standing at the door, watching her go.




       


    


  




  

    

       




       




       




       


    




    


  




  

    

      
CHAPTER TWO



    




    

      LAFFERTY TURNED AWAY from the front door. Caitlin’s shiny, black BMW had long ago raced up the street and disappeared. He shut the door with a quiet snick as he engaged the lock. He crossed through the living room, popped up the volume on the TV with the remote control, and then continued on his way back into the kitchen.


    




    

      At the counter, he picked up the glass of Scotch, cold and sweaty from the ice cubes he’d dropped into it minutes before Caitlin knocked at the door. Now he spent a minute looking at the booze. Since his return from the Marshall Islands, Lafferty started every morning with a Scotch the way most people began their day with a fresh glass of orange juice. After breakfast and throughout the day, he’d work at achieving the perfect, pleasant, numbing buzz, using a varying mix of beer, wine, and hard booze. He never got drunk, but drank sufficient quantities to maintain a blood-alcohol level high enough to keep his memories dulled during the day and help him sleep through his nightmares at night. At least, most nights.




      Last night had not been one of those nights.




      He poured the drink down the sink. He capped the bottle and put it back on the highest shelf in the cabinet. He closed the cabinet door. All of his movements were slow, measured, methodical.




      The one thing he hadn’t wanted to do was hurt Caitlin McKenna.




      And that turned out to be the only thing he succeeded in doing.




      He went to the far side of the island, picked up the coffee mug Caitlin had been drinking from, and took it to the sink. He poured out the cold coffee and ran hot water over the mug, rinsing it out. He used a sponge to wipe away the red lipstick stain on the rim. Done, he put the mug in the dishwasher.




      On the end of the cooking island nearest the sliding doors was a built-in table, more an attached shelf really, with a single leg supporting it. There were two white straight-back chairs. On the table was his laptop. He sat down, booted up the computer, and drank coffee as he waited for access to the Internet to come up.




      When the Google splash page appeared, he entered the name Anthony Cutolo and the word trial. He scrolled through the results, picking articles almost at random, and read. While it was true he’d been following the developing case, he hadn’t really paid much attention to the particulars themselves. He’d only been watching to catch glimpses of Caitlin, to see her again.




      Now, as he skimmed the news reports, it didn’t take him long to get up to speed. While the Internet was chock-full of articles, news items, and pictures, the case was a rather simple one. Anthony Cutolo, known to everyone as Tony Shoes, as Caitlin had mentioned, was reputed to be an underboss for one of the five New York City crime families.




      Nine months earlier, while at a nightclub in Yonkers called Inferno, Tony Shoes decided it would be a good idea to take a baseball bat to the head of one Sammy DeLucca. According to unconfirmed reports, Tony chased the younger Sammy D through the nightclub, swinging his baseball bat, overturning tables, knocking people down, and generally making a mess of things until he cornered Sammy behind the club’s very well-stocked—and being a high-end, exclusive club—expensive bar.




      Tony Shoes apparently jumped over the bar and proceeded to use Sammy’s head for batting practice. Sammy covered his head but didn’t really offer much resistance. Maybe he thought Tony Shoes would ease up after a little while, that he could take his beating and then they could be pals again. Whatever Sammy thought, nobody would ever know because Tony didn’t ease up. Tony didn’t stop. Sammy folded under the beating. He collapsed into a bloody pile on the booze-soaked floor. And Tony swung and swung and swung.




      When Tony got too tired, which took a surprisingly long time for a man well into his fifth decade, he put the bat down and began to grab bottles off the shelves and pelt Sammy with them, breaking them over his head, his shoulders, his back. Then, still not satisfied, Tony used the broken bottles to carve up Sammy’s face. By the time Tony was done, between the baseball bat beating and the slicing and dicing, Sammy’s head and face were as unrecognizable as a smashed-up, rotten, oozing pumpkin left out in the weather six weeks after Halloween.




      That might have been the end of it. Just another mob murder where the body conveniently disappeared and people forever asked the question, “Whatever happened to Sammy D?” Except, when everyone in Inferno—smartly—ran for the doors, stampeding, actually. They burst out into the street like a swarm of locusts, where several local cops happened to be gathered, hanging out to bitch about their wives, their girlfriends, their sergeants, or their golf scores.




      The cops had no choice. Reluctantly, they went into the known mob-operated bar to see what was what.




      As they pushed their way through the last of the fleeing patrons and into the club, they found Tony Cutolo, panting, slick with perspiration, and covered in blood, standing over the mushy, misshapen head and bloody body of Sammy DeLucca. He had the baseball bat slung over his shoulder like Babe Ruth after he’d belted one out of the ballpark, and he throttled a bottle of really good whiskey in his other hand.




      When he saw the cops burst in, he gulped from the whiskey bottle as fast as he could before his arrest, realizing it would be his last drink in quite some time.




      If not for Cutolo’s reputed mob connection, the case might have been pled down to a simple manslaughter or negligent homicide charge with the would-be slugger sent up the river for five to fifteen. The incident wouldn’t have rated any more ink than a small paragraph on the Journal News’ police blotter section—it took place in Yonkers, after all.




      But Anthony Cutolo wasn’t going to “plead guilty to no stinkin’ murder rap”. His words.




      Lafferty sat back in his chair and pinched the bridge of his nose.




      The forensics in the case were straight-forward—blood, fingerprints, fibers. Everything you’d expect. Moreover, the responding police officers’ testimony—the first in the case to testify—had been compelling. Many legal experts were betting against Caitlin getting a conviction. The club was notoriously void of security cameras, and in a nightclub full of witnesses, no one saw a thing. The police and the prosecution could not secure a single eyewitness to the events in question.




      “Except one, apparently,” Lafferty mused out loud. “And as of last night, he’s dead.”




      In all of the articles and news feeds he’d read, Lafferty had found not one mention of the witness, Jimmy Ardizzone. Caitlin had certainly done a good job of keeping him under wraps.




      Now Lafferty wondered who he was, what he’d seen, and how Caitlin had convinced him to testify against a man like Tony Cutolo.




      Lafferty got up and paced the kitchen. He poured himself more coffee.




      At the sliders he sipped from the police mug and watched two squirrels sitting up on their hind legs on the redwood railing of the deck outside. With their cheeks full and their little teeth nibbling quickly, they busily gnawed on peanuts he’d left out for the birds.




      His thoughts wandered away from Tony Shoes and mob trials and murder and turned, as they often did, to Caitlin McKenna. She’d looked good in her light-colored pantsuit. She’d worn a white blouse underneath with a scoop neck collar, a conservative look, and a single, thin, gold necklace with a diamond pendent.




      He really did like her short hair, too. She had a square, angular face that could handle it. Hard yet feminine at the same time. A beautiful face.




      “She looked tired, though,” he told the squirrels, wondering if the two of them were a couple. Two squirrels working together, living together, taking a break from the hard work of storing up nuts for the upcoming winter to share a tiny treat, taking a moment to enjoy life together, if only for a little while before the harsh, cold weather set in. Soul mates.




      Does that only happen once in a lifetime or can lightning strike twice?




      No, he concluded. His future, his chance at happiness died the day Renee and Vicki were killed. True love only happens once. It won’t happen again. It can’t. And he had no right to expect it, nor a right to pursue it. He’d had a duty to protect those who worked for him and those he loved, and who loved him. Oscar Ortiz. John Bowles. Renee and Vicki.




      He had failed them and they’d paid the price. With their lives.




      That pain. The guilt of that would never go away, nor should it, Lafferty thought.




      And neither would he ever allow it to happen again, either. I’m sorry, Caitlin. I can’t risk it. I can’t risk what might happen to you if I failed again.




      The squirrels finished their peanuts. They dropped down onto all fours and raced along the rail before making a heart-stopping jump to the low-hanging branch of the closest maple tree and scampering hurriedly up into the branches, raining bright red and yellow leaves to the ground in their wake.




      Back at the sink, Lafferty poured the last of his coffee out, annoyed at the acidic feeling in the pit of his stomach. It wasn’t the coffee. It came from thinking about Caitlin—, Renee, and Vicki, too.




      From the living room, a man’s voice caught his attention. It was the TV anchor on News 12: “Breaking news. We’ve just received word that two local police officers were killed overnight. The details are sketchy, but from what we’re being told, the officers were shot in the line of duty. We turn now to our reporter on the scene in Elmsford, New York, Morgan Grant. Morgan, what can you tell us?”




      By the time Lafferty reached the living room, the screen had switched from the anchor in the studio to a pretty brunette with a microphone in her hand. “Mike, according to authorities, the incident took place late last night. As you can see behind me…” The camera shifted to the reporter’s left and zoomed into a parking area outside a single-story motel with white clapboard siding and a blue pitched roof. The door to one of the rooms was open. Yellow crime scene tape was strung across it in an x-pattern, and more tape hung in loops from the surrounding rooms and the roof’s support columns. Emergency lights flashed, a kaleidoscope of pulsing red, white, and blue. There was a dark Suburban parked nearby. Lafferty assumed it belonged to the crime scene team, but the camera angle didn’t allow him to see any designation on the vehicle. “…this is an active crime scene and the police and forensic investigators are still here, sifting through evidence, looking for clues.”




      The camera pulled back and Morgan Grant once more appeared on the screen. “From what sources close to the investigation have told us, two officers—their names have not been released, pending notification of the families—were on duty and operating as part of a protection detail. That’s all the Public Affairs Officer would tell us for the moment, Mike, a protection detail. Now we do not have confirmation yet, but we have heard—again, let me emphasize, this information has not yet been confirmed—but we’re being told there was also a third victim. At this time, and I can only guess here, but, it would seem likely this third individual, this alleged third victim, must have been the person the police were here to protect.”




      “Morgan,” Mike the newscaster said, “I understand the identities of the slain officers have not yet been released, but can you tell us anything more about them?”




      Morgan pressed at her earpiece, probably to better hear her colleague’s question over the sudden wail of a siren. “All we’ve been told, Mike, is that the two officers were both patrol officers, that they had many years of service—”




      “So they weren’t rookies?” Mike asked, interrupting. “They were well trained.”




      “That’s right. We’re told one has been with the…” She looked at a notepad in her hand. “…with the Elmsford Police for a number of years. That’s what officials have told us, a number of years. The second officer was a member of the White Plains Police Department, a veteran of that department with nearly twenty years of distinctive service.”




      White Plains. Twenty years.




      Lafferty left the department eleven years earlier. He’d have his twenty years in if he’d stayed. This cop—they must have come on the job around the same time. Caitlin hadn’t told him one of them was from White Plains. Maybe she meant to. Would have, if they hadn’t…




      A White Plains cop.




      He returned to the kitchen and moved the papers and junk mail and crap that had piled up on the little table until he found his cell phone. It was turned off but juiced up. He’d had it turned off for the better part of three months. No one could call him when it was off. He powered it up and scrolled through the saved numbers until he found Caitlin’s personal cell. He dialed her number but the call went to voicemail.




      Damn it.




      Next he put a call in to her office. Her administrative assistant, Paulette Reese, answered. Lafferty asked to speak to Caitlin without saying who he was. Paulette told him Caitlin was in a meeting. She asked if he wanted to leave a message. Lafferty declined.




      He ended the call and didn’t hesitate to make the next one.




      When the call connected, Lafferty said, “Del, it’s me. We need to talk.”




      

    


  




  



  

    

      
CHAPTER THREE



    




    

      AN HOUR BEFORE Lafferty put in a call to his ex-partner, Delmar Harley, Del sprinted up the back stairs to the second floor of the White Plains Police Headquarters, taking the steps two at a time. It was Del’s day off so he was in jeans, a long-sleeve, gray thermal T-shirt, Nikes, and a lightweight Tommy Hilfiger jacket, not out of necessity but to cover the department-issued Glock 17 he wore in a pancake holster on his hip.


    




    

      Never leave home without it.




      Harley reached the detectives’ squad room door, card-swiped the maglock, and waited for it to buzz. When it did, he pulled the door open. A mid-week, eight-to-four shift was typically the busiest and most heavily manned shift for detectives. This day was no different in that respect. Inside the squad room, almost every desk was taken up with detectives fielding telephone calls, scrolling through computer screens, or flipping through files. Other detectives hurried back and forth, in constant motion, carrying folders or talking into cell phones cradled against their ears. Still others—along with a few uniformed officers—stood in small groups of three and, or four, deep in low conversation.




      Phones rang. Cops called out across the room. The ramped-up activity didn’t surprise Harley. The intensity. A cop had been shot. One of their own. That wasn’t something that happened very often in a department the size of White Plains.




      Harley had heard about the cop’s murder when the story broke on the news that morning. He’d been working out.




      When his wife, Liz, walked out of his life, Harley maxed out his last good credit card and outfitted the basement of their condo with health club-quality weightlifting machines—a treadmill, an elliptical machine, and a full array of free weights.




      He was ninety-three days sober and ninety-two days without missing a workout.




      In the middle of a set of bench presses, the story came on the forty-two-inch flat-screen TV hung on the basement wall. He banged the weights down so he could hear the full story. Shocked to hear one of the cops was from White Plains, he abandoned the remainder of his workout, showered, and drove like a bat out of hell to the station.




      He needed to know who it was.




      Now, as he moved through the squad room, barely anyone paid any attention to him.




      That wasn’t unusual lately. Harley had nearly fifteen years in as a detective, over twenty on the job altogether. He had received some of the highest accolades the department, the county, and the state had to offer police officers who did exemplary work in the field. He had conducted and successfully solved some of the city’s and county’s biggest criminal cases in the last fifteen years: murder cases, drug cases, serial rapes, business and government corruption cases, criminal conspiracies of all kinds, even a few kidnappings.




      He’d worked with these people for all those years, been friends with many of them, hung out with them, got drunk with them. He’d had their backs on the job and off. Yet over the last few years, they treated him like yesterday’s laundry. Like something to be avoided.




      Not that he didn’t deserve it.




      Truth was, he’d been in a downward spiral for years. Drinking too much booze and acting like an ass, demonstrating behavior better suited for some debauchery-filled reality television than being a cop or a friend.




      Still, with all that history, you’d think some would’ve stuck by him through the tough times. A few might recognize his efforts over the last few months—staying sober, generally not being a dick—for what they were. He looked around the squad room, at the men and women who ignored him, or worse, stared at him and then quickly averted their eyes when he caught them, with contempt.




      Nah, not a stand-up one in the bunch.




      A lanky detective with tight, curly brown hair and wearing a formless gray sports coat, plaid shirt, and blue knit tie rushed past Harley without glancing up.




      Harley hooked his arm, stopping him in his tracks. “Hey, Harrelson. Where’s Kovic?”




      Harrelson looked at Harley like he was something offensive the skinny man had stepped in. His thin mouth frowned under a narrow, ski-slope shaped nose. “What are you asking me for?”




      “Cause you got your nose stuck so far up Kovic’s ass when he catches a cold, you sneeze shit.”




      “Fuck off, Harley.”




      Harrelson shook his arm away.




      Harley let go.




      The offended detective hurried off, grumbling something under his breath.




      Harley had been told he should try to not spout off like that. Being snide, rude, offensive…people didn’t like it, he’d been told in AA meetings. If you want to get along with people, you’ve got to treat ’em with respect, he’d been told.




      “Fuck ’em,” Harley groused under his breath. “Who wants to work with these assholes anyway?”




      Behind him, the squad room door buzzed. He turned.




      Al Kovic blew through the door, wheezing, his round face flushed red and slick with sweat. Two flights of stairs and the man’s going to have a coronary, Harley thought with a sad shake of his head. Younger than me, too.




      The detective squad’s XO made a beeline straight to his office. A man with twenty years of service to his credit, Lieutenant Alexander Kovic supervised the department’s Criminal Investigations Division, three detective sergeants and twenty detectives, of which Del Harley was one.




      Harley crossed the room to intercept him before he reached the office, knowing once the soft, pale-skinned man reached the sanctuary of his office, he’d slam the door closed and refuse to let anyone in, citing he was too busy to be bothered.




      Harley called out. “Lou. Hey, Lou!”




      Kovic pretended he didn’t hear him, moving faster toward his office. Harley beat him to it.




      He stepped in front of his commanding officer and blocked the door with his body, his arm stretched out across the opening, gripping the door frame. At six-foot-two, Harley towered six inches over the shorter man. He looked down at Kovic. The harsh fluorescents reflected off the little man’s pink scalp, shiny through the thin strands of orange hair.




      Kovic stopped short and looked up. “Whatever it is, Harley, not now. I don’t have time.”




      He slipped under Harley’s arm and got into his office.




      Harley watched him duck under his arm and spun around. Damn, friggin’ midget.




      With an exasperated expression, he followed Kovic into the office.




      “Aren’t you supposed to be off today?” Kovic hurried around to the other side of the massive desk that took up most of the space in his office. Protected by the barrier, and bolstered by it, Kovic lifted his head. “I’m busy. In case you haven’t heard, a cop’s been killed.”




      Harley closed the office door, cutting off any view by the lookie-loos out in the squad room, anxious for water cooler gossip. “That’s why I’m here. I want to be put on the case.”




      Kovic knotted his thin, perfectly plucked eyebrows. He also had his fingernails professionally manicured and painted with a clear polish. “You hitting the bottle again, Harley? Get out of here.”




      Harley crowded the desk and Kovic took an involuntary step back. Harley held up his hands, nonthreatening, and took a step back. His sponsor had been on him about his anger management issues, too.




      “I’m dry as dust, boss. Ninety-three days. I’m sober, Al, I swear. McCord was a friend. He was a good cop.”




      Kovic looked stricken. “Names haven’t been released yet. How’d you know it was McCord?”




      “I’ve heard. A few people on this department still talk to me. Let me work this.”




      “No. Forget it.”




      “Come on. I’ve been riding a desk for months, man. I’m going crazy.”




      “You should’ve thought about that before you got drunk and shot four men.”




      “I didn’t know Lorenzo Carpenter planned to stab me to death before I went out drinking.” He’d shot the other three men while rescuing Lafferty and Caitlin McKenna from the drug-peddling queen-pin, Vanessa Perez. “Besides, I wasn’t drunk. My blood alcohol…whatever.” He refused to have the same argument all over again. It’d happened over three damn months ago. But that didn’t matter. Kovic had had it out for Harley for years. Nothing he said would change the little twerp’s mind.




      Immediately following the incident in Yonkers, Harley was suspended with pay and forced to surrender both his gun and his badge. The DA sent the case to the grand jury—a matter of routine in all officer-involved shootings—and they didn’t indict. An administrative review board ruled the shootings were justified. Harley got his badge and his gun back and was reinstated, only to return to modified duty, pending the ruling of yet another disciplinary review hearing. This one was not related to the shootings but to his general conduct leading up to the incident.




      “The shootings were justified. You know that.”




      Kovic smirked. “Sure, Harley. You skated on the criminal charges. You even conned the grand jury and the board into believing your version of events, thanks in no small part to the testimony provided by your co-conspirator, Nick Lafferty.”
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