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      Fatal Destiny is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarities or resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is wholly coincidental.


    


  




  

    




    

      


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      




      


    




    

      Also by David DeLee




      




      


    




    

      Novels




      Fatal Destiny


    


  



  

    Fatal Deception




    




    Novellas




    A Cold Wind


  




  

    

      




      Short Stories




      Whose Greater Good?




      

    




    

      

        Officer Down


      




      

    




    

      

        Fatal Tryst


      




      

    




    

      

        Discreet Fling


      




      

    




    

      

        Futile Effort


      




      

    




    

      

        Kickin’ It South of the Border


      




      

    




    

      

        Family Matters


      




      

    




    

      First Impressions


    


  




  

    




    Collections




    Runners


  




  




  

    

      


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      




      




      


    




    

      
Acknowledgment



    




    

      




      


    




    

      I’d like to once again thank my editor, G. Miki Hayden, whose keen eye and sharp red pen caught more than a few mistakes and smoothed out the rough patches, polishing what I wanted to say until it shined. What more can I say, than simply thank you.


    




    

      


    




    

      David DeLee


    


  




  




  

    

      




      


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      




      




      




      


    




    

      Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.
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      Warehouse District




      Ontario, California


    




    

      


    




    

      SPECIAL AGENT NICK LAFFERTY swore at the vibrating cell phone, trapped in the breast pocket of his suit jacket under his DEA-issued body armor. He ripped open the top Velcro strap and fished his hand under the vest trying to reach the damn thing before it buzzed again. A passing police sergeant, dressed in urban fatigues and body armor, and carrying an assault rifle slung over his shoulder, said, “Sharp shooters are in position, Agent Lafferty. Ready when you are.”


    




    

      He nodded thanks. With the cell phone firmly in hand, he flipped it open. “Lafferty here.”




      “Lafferty here, too.” His wife, Renee, mimicked what she called his command voice before bursting out laughing. “Except, for us, here is on the boat. We’re missing you. Any chance you’ll be able to join us later?”




      It was Sunday morning. He’d promised to take Renee and Vicki, his seven-year-old daughter, out for a cruise on their thirty-two-foot Chris-Craft Catalina, You Can Run. The two “girls” were on the boat docked at the marina off Harbor Drive in San Diego Bay. By now, the sun would be full up, warm, baking the dry, gray wharf and the teak aft decking of the boat.




      Gulls would be circling and cawing, begging for handouts from the early-morning fishermen lining the piers. A light breeze would be snapping the harbor flags, carrying on it an intoxicating aroma of salt water, wet rope, and diesel fuel. Lafferty could practically hear the lapping of waves, the thump of fiberglass hulls against rubber bumpers, the creak of straining ropes.




      He glanced around at the warehouse he had commandeered for that morning’s ad-hoc operation. A far cry from the sunny marina where he wanted to be on his boat, with his family.




      Instead, he was with his Mobile Enforcement Team, all of them dressed in heavy bullet-resistant vests under their official, blue, DEA windbreakers. With them was a Special Operations Bureau team from the Ontario, California PD alongside the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Tactical Services Unit, also decked out in urban camouflage, full tactical gear, and body armor.




      “I don’t know, honey,” Lafferty said into the phone. “I need to see how this thing plays out.”




      “This thing” was an undercover investigation started eighteen months before. One he’d begun and had worked on, supervising a young Latino undercover agent named Oscar Ortiz. Their objective was to bring down a drug cartel kingpin named Ruben Nazario, a Mexican national who dealt a new and deadly kind of street poison called Crystal White. Lafferty had high hopes of wrapping the whole thing up this very day. If they could, it would put Ruben Nazario and his entire crew of poison pushers out of business forever.




      “Don’t wait for me,” Lafferty told Renee.




      “Well, poo,” Renee playfully pouted. Lafferty smiled. After eight years of marriage to a DEA agent, she knew the drill. She was one in a million. Lafferty snapped the phone shut after an ‘I-love-you’ and dropped it into his front pants pocket.




      Lafferty had learned from Ortiz early that morning that Nazario planned to inspect a distribution operation his gang was running out of a small warehouse in the two hundred block of Wanamaker Drive, just off the crossroads between the I-15 and the San Bernardino Freeway, one of seven warehouses clustered together and serviced by three paved roads, each a hop, skip and a jump to the freeways. The building in question had been well chosen and was particularly difficult for Lafferty’s men to reconnoiter and secure without giving themselves away.




      Lafferty looked at the men and women gathered inside the warehouse. If they could catch Nazario with the product red-handed, it would be a home run. He said, “All right, you clowns, ready to go to work?”




      To a person, they enthusiastically grunted, roared, and called out: “Let’s do it.”




      Lafferty climbed into the first of three unmarked panel trucks and sat down with his people. He would lead the two DEA Mobile Enforcement Teams: his, and one joining them from the L.A. field office. They would make the initial approach through the building’s office entrance. The sheriff’s Tactical Services Unit would cover the fire exits along the east side of the building, and the Special Ops guys from Ontario had agreed to cover the west side exits and the five overhead bay doors. Also, the building was covered by SWAT snipers, and additional uniform patrol units were in the vicinity, on standby to assist, if needed.




      Lafferty’s teams drove the three short blocks to the target warehouse in silence. When the van stopped, Lafferty looked down the two rows of faces, then nodded. They nodded back. Ready. He threw open the van doors. The front entrance to the building was locked but the aluminum frame held little resistance against the battering ram his agents brought to bear. The doors flew back, smashing into walls. The glass panels shattered and rained down a gazillion shards.




      Once the entrance was breached, Lafferty’s markswoman and her utility man rushed in, their M14 rifles at the ready. Lafferty, armed with a SIG Sauer, followed, while two more agents brought up the rear. They quickly spread out to the left and the right.




      He signaled team two to proceed to the second floor while his own team cleared the first floor waiting area, each of the small offices, and the restrooms, where they encountered no resistance. In fact, they encountered no one at all.




      Any misgivings Lafferty had, he dismissed. Everyone would be in the back, examining the product, he reasoned. Team two radioed Lafferty from upstairs. It was empty too.




      That left the warehouse itself.




      At the single door leading into the warehousing section, agents took up positions on the left side: one high, one low. Two others mirrored them on the right.




      Lafferty stood to the side and nodded his go-ahead. The door swung open, and a flash bang grenade was tossed inside. The device exploded, then Lafferty charged through the diffused light and noise, shouting, “DEA! Put your hands in the air!”




      Behind him, agents rushed through the open door, their feet thundering across the concrete floor, their gear clattering while they spread out, ready to shoot anything that moved. Having cleared the second floor, team two quickly followed them in to assist in clearing the warehouse space.




      Lafferty’s shouted commands echoed in the vast emptiness.




      There was no scraping of chairs or tables as people jumped to their feet, no snatching up of weapons or frightened yelling, no scrambling of gangbangers trying to run away or preparing to fight their way out. Like the front offices, the warehouse was completely empty.




      Lafferty had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, suddenly afraid they’d been duped.




      The teams spread out, cautiously checking the open space, searching the nooks and crannies created by flimsily constructed, unpainted plywood offices and rows of empty metal racks.




      Lafferty keyed his radio to speak to the Ontario sergeant in charge of the motorized response team outside. They would be in play by now, screeching to angled stops, blocking each of the five bay doors, preventing anyone from fleeing by car or on foot. But there was nobody inside trying to escape.




      Before he could speak, Lafferty released his hold on the radio when he heard an agent cry out. “Oh, fuck, no. Fuck!”




      Lafferty charged around a plywood office built on wooden pallets at one end of the row of overhead bay doors. Rounding the corner, he stopped short, coming face to face with his young undercover agent Oscar Ortiz.




      Ortiz’s wrists were strapped together with plastic ties, his arms hoisted up and over his head.


    




    

      The agent hung from a chain and hook. His feet dangled inches off the oil-stained concrete floor and his head lolled forward, stringy, black hair curtaining his handsome, swarthy face. He had on an Army field jacket and a plaid work shirt. Both hung open. His black tee shirt underneath had been torn to shreds, revealing a narrow brown chest—carved open by long, jagged lacerations etched into his skin.




      More cuts marred his smooth cheeks and crisscrossed his forehead. Some were superficial, but others were deep and had been fatal. Ortiz swayed over a shiny red puddle, blood from where the man had bled out. Droplets of blood still dripped off the toe of the young agent’s sneakers. The grisly image of his mutilated body reflected up from the macabre, wet pool.


    




    

      His death had been sadistic, torturous, and painful.




      Lafferty stared at Ortiz, unable to move.




      An agent stuck his head out from one of the plywood offices. The rough-hewed door he held open was marked receiving in scrawled black magic-marker lettering. “Agent Lafferty. I’m sorry, but you need to see this now.”




      I can’t leave. Look at what I’ve done.




      When Lafferty failed to respond, the agent called out again. “Sir. You really need to see this now.”




      Lafferty wiped his face with his hand, breaking eye contact with Ortiz’s corpse. On stiff, protesting legs he backed away from his young agent, wondering what could be more damned important than…




      He stepped into the temporary office. Inside, there was a cheap metal folding table had been set up. Six feet long. On it sat a computer tower, speakers, a gaming joystick, and other ancillary computer and audio-visual devices arranged around five plasma screens: four small, nineteen-inch ones and a large, forty-two-inch model.




      On one small screen, Lafferty recognized the dark, mustached visage of Ruben Nazario staring back at him. His sun-saturated flesh, the color of dried leather, showed up craggy and lined with deeply etched crevices, the result of a youth spent working outside under the harsh Mexican sun. A thick, black moustache shot through with grey framed his mouth looking like a caterpillar glued to his upper lip.




      “Ah, Agent Nick Lafferty. A pleasure to finally meet you.” Nazario smiled, adding, “In a manner of speaking. But fear not, Agent Ortiz has told me much about you, so I feel as if you and I are old friends. A shame he didn’t live long enough—”




      Lafferty’s blood ran cold. “Where the hell are you, Nazario?”




      “Oh,” Nazario said. “I don’t believe it would be in my best interest to divulge such information. I’m quite sure you understand.”




      “Why did you do it?” Lafferty asked. “He was just a kid.”




      A kid I failed to protect.




      Nazario shrugged. “It was nothing personal, Agent Lafferty.” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “But I couldn’t allow such a violation of my…trust to go unanswered. What sort of message would that send to others who might consider spying on me, huh?”




      Lafferty ground together his back teeth. “You’ll pay for this, Nazario. I swear. If it’s the last thing I do. You’ll pay. Do you hear me?”




      Nazario shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. Besides, we have unfinished business of our own to conclude.”




      “What unfinished business?” Lafferty blinked when the big screen, along with the remaining smaller ones, suddenly snapped on. He stared at each of the multiple images, his eyes moving from one, to the next, to the next. A cold shiver coursed through him. He recognized immediately what the screens showed: the marina off Harbor Drive in San Diego Bay.




      He took a step forward. “What is this?”




      But he knew. The cameras were part of a security and surveillance system the management company had installed to protect the marina. Part of a comprehensive burglary, fire, and access control system monitored and operated via a secure Internet connection.




      Apparently not secure enough. Nazario had somehow hacked in and hijacked the system.




      The large main screen zoomed in on the aft deck of a single boat. His boat. The You Can Run.




      “Tell me, Agent Lafferty, do you not recognize your own boat?”




      A live feed. He could see Renee and Vicki sitting on the aft deck, a red-and-white-checked picnic cloth spread out between two. An open picnic basket beside Rene, paper plates and napkins, soda bottles, and cups arranged around them while they sat eating fried chicken and, since the large screen came without any audio, laughing silently.




      “What is this, Nazario? You trying to scare me? Show me how close you can get to my family?” Lafferty didn’t tell the man he was succeeding. Lafferty, his throat so dry he could barely speak, was terrified.




      The primary screen remained on Renee and Vicki. Close up. But the three small screens displayed other areas of the marina. Lafferty watched as three young Hispanic men emerged from shadowy hiding places wearing gang colors and baggy cargo pants, open plaid shirts, and untied sneakers. Each man carried a 9mm handgun. Silently, they moved along the wharf, passing docked boats, and advancing on the You Can Run. Advancing on Renee and Vicki.




      Lafferty’s palms began to sweat. “You son of a bitch!”




      He fought to keep the panic from his voice. “OK. You made your point. What do you want?”


    




    

      From the remaining screen, Nazario said, “I want to know, Agent Lafferty…to what lengths will you go to save your family?” When Lafferty didn’t answer, Nazario narrowed his eyes to reptilian slits. “Answer me!”


    




    

      Lafferty blinked. He shouted, “Anything, you bastard! I’ll do anything!”




      Nazario sat back, a sadistic smile spreading across his face. “As I thought.” He shrugged. “Unfortunately, you have nothing that I want. Goodbye, Agent Lafferty.”




      Nazario’s image on the screen snapped to black.




      Lafferty rushed forward. “No!”




      On the three small screens left operating, he watched, helpless, as the gunmen moved closer, advancing on his family. On the large screen, Renee and Vicki had begun a napkin war, blissfully wading napkins up into balls and tossing them at each other, unaware of the danger they were in.




      “We’ve got units on the way,” someone said.




      Gripped by panic, Lafferty groaned. “I’ve got to get them out of there!”




      He fished his phone from his pant’s pocket. His fingers trembling, he opened it and hit Renee’s speed dial number. Lafferty silently prayed while Renee and Vicki sat cross-legged and went back to eating and talking, laughing between bites of fried chicken and potato salad. The phone to his ear, he heard it ring, connecting. Pick up. Pick up. He watched as Renee raised a finger, stopping Vicki in mid-sentence. She reached for the cell phone on the red-and-white picnic cloth next to her.




      Lafferty saw her check the LCD readout, read her lip as she said: Hold on. It’s Daddy.




      She flipped the phone open, completing the connection.




      And the boat exploded.
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    Newark Liberty International Airport




    One Year Later


  




  

    


  




  

    CONTINENTAL FLIGHT 1403 from LAX touched down at Newark Liberty International Airport, Terminal C, at 3:47 p.m. Nineteen minutes late. The seatbelt lights pinged off and Nick Lafferty opened his eyes, stood, and stretched. His muscles ached. He grabbed his duffle bag from the overhead compartment and, laptop case in hand, shuffled along with the crowd to the jetway.


  




  

    Inside the terminal, he was greeted by the usual frenzied rush of people and a lot of noise. Lafferty zigzagged around slow-moving passengers; a maintenance worker pushing a gray garbage bin on wheels; and any number of half-pint, future hoodlums let loose with no parental supervision. His patience was rubbed raw by the time he reached the outbound security checkpoint choked with people waiting for arriving friends and relatives.




    At six-foot-two, Delmar Harley stood head and shoulders over most of the crowd. African-American and the same age as Lafferty, he wore his black hair cut short to a shadowy scrim. He had a thin goatee, wraparound sunglasses, and diamond studs in each ear. Leaning casually against a storefront partition, he straightened when he saw Lafferty and flashed a wide smile.




    The two men hadn’t seen each other in more than eleven years. But back in the day, it had been a different story. When they were partners and drove a radio car, barely a day went by without Delmar and Nick being together. On-duty or off, the men were best friends. Kicking ass and taking names, and having a damn good time doing it.




    Lafferty frowned at the memory. That was then. Things change.




    Del Harley raised a fist. “Yo, bro. Long time.”




    Lafferty’s fist bumped Del’s. “Yeah.”




    Del clasped Lafferty’s hand and pulled him into a hug, bumping chests and pounding old partner’s back. “It’s good to see you, man. That’s the truth.”




    “Yeah. You too.”




    Del grabbed Lafferty’s carry-on as they started to walk. “Baggage claim’s this way.”




    Lafferty waved at the duffle bag and hoisted the laptop. “All there is.”




    “Man, you travel light.”




    “Easy to do when you don’t have much.” Lafferty ignored the odd look Del gave him.




    Del still had his old black Porsche convertible. He’d picked it up on the cheap at an FBI auction more than a dozen years before, and then spent thousands of dollars restoring it. Hard on the car as he was on everything else in his life, Del told Lafferty he’d replaced the engine once and the transmission twice, and readily admitted the car spent more than its fair share of time in the body shop. “But it’s all good,” he said with one of his patented ‘I’m-hot-shit’ grins. “‘Cause it still gets the ladies wet.”




    He threw Lafferty’s bags into the trunk. Then the men climbed into the plush, red leather seats, and on squealing tires, Del blasted out of the airport parking lot and into the eastbound 78 traffic at breakneck speed. Over the roar of the engine and with the hot summer wind in their faces, Del shouted, “Hey, look, man. I ain’t good at this shit so I’m just gonna put it out there. It’s been awhile and we ain’t really talked, you know. I’m just saying. Renee and Vicki. I’m sorry, man. Really, really sorry.”




    Eleven years before, Lafferty had quit the local police department, joined the DEA, and left New York behind. In all that time, he’d only returned now and again to visit his parents, who’d still lived in White Plains, thirty minutes north of New York City. For all those years, he and Del hadn’t talked. Not once. Then, out of the blue, Del had called him. Del had never met Renee or Vicki. He didn’t know anything about them, about Lafferty’s life in California, about anything.




    And that had suited Lafferty just fine.




    “When I heard,” Del went on, shaking his head. “It busted me up inside thinking about it. What you had to deal with and all.”




    “Yeah. Well…” After a minute, Lafferty added, “We don’t need to go there.”




    Del nodded, understanding. Or just relieved. “And now Mickey. Man, that’s cold.”




    Mickey was Michael Lafferty, Mick to his friends—mostly old cop buddies—Dad to Nick Lafferty. He’d died three days ago, peacefully in his sleep. A heart attack. One month shy of his eightieth birthday. Now both of Lafferty’s parents were dead. So were his wife and daughter. Lafferty had no one left; he was alone.




    Mickey’s death was Lafferty’s excuse for coming back home, but Del’s call was the real reason for his return.




    Del drove hard, making good time in the early afternoon traffic out of the city. They crossed the George Washington Bridge and cruised fast in the left lane, sometimes on the left shoulder, then up the Major Deegan Expressway, and on into Westchester County. Del pushed the old Porsche hard, obviously more comfortable driving at breakneck speeds than talking to Lafferty.




    Lafferty was fine with that, and comfortable with Del’s ability to drive fast, something he’d grown accustomed to during those years riding a radio car together. He slipped on a pair of sunglasses and settled back in the soft red leather, letting the wind and the sun and the silence envelop him. Thirty minutes later, Del jumped off the Cross County Parkway in Mount Vernon rather than going on up to the Hutchinson River Parkway exit. Lafferty arched an eyebrow. The Hutch would take them to White Plains, to Mick’s house where Lafferty planned to stay while he was in town.




    “Where are we going?”




    “Remember that information I told you I had? You know, when I called you?”




    Lafferty nodded.




    “Well, I don’t exactly have it. I’ve gotta go get it.”




    Lafferty’s bullshit detector pinged. “Where?”




    Del grinned. “This bar I know.”




    Lafferty sighed. He knew that grin. It had led the two of them into more shit storms than he cared to remember. Every time. Guaranteed.




    Reading his thoughts, Del grinned wider and nodded at the glove box. “In there.”




    Lafferty opened it. Inside was a Kimber .45 caliber semiautomatic. He took it out and dropped the clip. Full. A pancake holster sat inside the glove box too. He slammed the clip home and jacked a round into the chamber. Cocked and locked. He holstered the gun and slipped it onto his belt. Yeah. This was going to end well. “And I didn’t get you anything.”




    Del laughed. “You came, man. You’re here.”




    He drove slowly down Gramatan Avenue to a short block past Prospect. At the corner, he hooked a left and found metered parking there on Fiske. A concrete barrier and a rusted chain link fence separated the raised roadway from the Metro North commuter train lines below. Del put up the Porsche’s top.




    Lafferty double-checked the locks. “Nice neighborhood.”




    “Yeah. But don’t tell the brothers. They think this is the bomb.”




    The two walked a half block back up Gramatan. Lafferty gazed at the few storefronts not boarded up. The neighborhood was the classic definition of urban blight. A newsstand on the corner, Produce Drugs, Karen’s Keepsakes, Lil’ Dees Apparel, a pizza shop. The pawn shop and a jewelry store had black wrought-iron bars across the windows and the doors, and a lot of bling on display. Mature trees and late model cars lined both sides of the downtown street where fast-food wrappers skittered across the pavement like paper tumbleweeds. The downtown sidewalks were congested with pedestrians—Hispanics and blacks, mostly.




    Del headed for a sandstone block building with a single spray-painted black door. A window-sized air conditioner in the transom overhead rattled loudly and dripped water, leaving a rust-colored stain on the sidewalk below. The converted storefront had three display windows boarded up with plywood, painted matte black. The sign over the window, in graffiti-style lettering, read: Tagged.




    Outside the door on a stool sat a fat black man wearing a tent-sized shirt over an equally large black tee shirt. With a soiled handkerchief he mopped sweat from his forehead, watching them and not looking any too happy about their approach.




    “We’re going in there, aren’t we?” Lafferty asked.




    “Don’t sweat it. You’ll fit right in.”




    “Yeah. How do you figure?”




    Del clasped the bouncer’s fist and chest-bumped him. They slapped each other’s backs then broke the embrace. “What’s shaking, Rodney?”




    “Not me, my bruther. Not in this heat.” Rodney kept an eye squarely on Lafferty. “What’s with the white shadow?”




    White shadow. Funny.




    Del back-slapped Lafferty’s shoulder. “This here’s my cuz. He’s from the left coast.”




    “Cuz, huh? Yeah, I see the family resemblance. Looks just like you, Five-O.”




    Five-O. Letting Del know, he knew Lafferty was a cop, too.




    “He’s cool, Rodney. He’s in for a few days. I wanna show him a good time.”




    Rodney arched an eyebrow. “So you brung him to this dump? You must not like ‘em very much.”




    Del double thumped his fist against his chest. “It’s on me.”




    Rodney shook his head as if he had misgivings but waved them through anyway. He didn’t fist bump Lafferty, though: Lafferty wondered if he should feel discriminated against.




    Inside, the club was long and narrow. The bar ran along one wall with enough room behind it for a carpeted stage, two dancing poles, and a mirrored back wall smudged with handprints and other pressed, naked body parts. A row of stools lined the bar, leaving barely enough room for a narrow walkway. In the back were several S-shaped booths where the patrons received table service (Lafferty couldn’t imagine eating in a place like this) and lap dances. Two disco balls hung from the ceiling: Their revolving colored lights sped across the floor, climbed the bar, splashed the stage, and reflected from the mirrored walls. Bass-heavy rap reverberated off the walls.




    Lafferty shook his head, not happy. The over-the-door air conditioner proved inadequate for its assigned task, unless the goal was to create a sauna-like ambiance.




    Two women, a Latina and an African-American, gyrated their bony hips to the pounding music, dancing—if one could call it that—around the tented bills littering the stage. They wore 12-inch do-me heels with silver glitz to match their gilded g-strings, and the vacant expressions of the drug-addled: Checked-out.




    Del pointed at two empty bar stools, and they sat. An Asian woman working the bar flipped two napkins up on the polished, wet surface. “Two drink minimum. What you have?”




    “Beer,” Del said. “In bottles.”




    He tossed a twenty onto the bar. When the drinks were delivered and the money taken, Del said, “So, what’s it been? Ten, eleven years? In all that time you don’t Skype, you don’t call?”




    He was right. Lafferty had made no effort to contact Del since he’d moved from New York. He had his reasons: They were damned good ones too; and they both knew it.




    Lafferty put down his beer and looked around. The bar fronting the stage was filled to capacity but only one of the back booths was occupied, and that by three black youths, one getting a lap dance while the others cheered the girl on. Lafferty would’ve popped ‘em all for ID if he were still on the job. Beyond the booths, a short hallway led to the restrooms and an emergency exit door. He also spotted a side door. Lafferty guessed it led to offices and dressing rooms, or a kitchen. A bouncer sat guarding it.




    Unlike Rodney out front, this one was all prison-yard muscle bulging out of a skintight black tee shirt and white slacks. Black tats inked the brown skin on his arms and neck and across a head that had been shaved bald.




    And he had yet to take his eyes off Nick Lafferty.




    “Del, what are we doing here?”




    “What?” Del blinked, not wanting to turn away from the dancers. The scrawny black one winked at him before moving down the row of hungry eyes ogling her. “Oh, yeah…um…I’m here to get that…thing we talked about.” Del’s gaze never left the dancer. “Now’d be a good time for you to give me the 411 on this Crystal White shit that’s been popping up all over the Golden Apple.”


  




  

    Crystal White. Ruben Nazario’s claim to fame and rise to power, at least until Lafferty had finally shut him down cold the year before—an effort that had cost the DEA agent everything he cared about: his family.




    Over the thumping music, Lafferty said, “By far the largest expense, and greatest headache, to cocaine-dealing cartels is transportation—smuggling their product into the United States. For decades, they’ve tried to come up with a way to bypass the problem of border crossings. Several years ago, a cartel kingpin by the name of Ruben Nazario solved the problem. He began to mass produce a completely synthetic form of cocaine. Developed by a chemist, Crystal White was cheap to turn out and could be manufactured on a large scale, making it a low-cost alternative for the junkie on the street. Nazario’s CW contained a powerful, chemically unique, methylenedioxypyrovalerone. When mixed with a pyrovalerone and MDMA it is similar to the active ingredient in Ecstasy, eliminating the need for crystalline tropane alkaloid, the psychoactive component obtained from coca leaves.”


  




  

    Del smirked at his old partner. “Look at you, going all Bill Nye, Science Guy on me. So, this shit fucks up kids the same as real cocaine?”




    “Worse,” Lafferty said. “It can be snorted, injected, or smoked, and has the same effects as a regular cocaine high, except more intense, though the ‘magic’ is short-lived, leaving the user with a painful hangover and a greater need for more, making it a hundred times more addictive.”


  




  

    “Damn,” Del said. “Amazing what people will do to themselves, ain’t it?”




    Amid disapproving cat-calls, the black dancer seductively dressed in a floral robe, cinched it tightly around her waist, and scooped up the piles of ones and fives scattered around her dancing pole. She left the stage blowing kisses as though she were some big-time celebrity, not the emaciated junkie stripper she really was, grinding her ass for money to buy another pop of the needle.




    Lafferty wondered what her life’s dreams had once been and how she’d fallen so short of them. He saw a lot of that working the drug trade in California, heart-breaking stories, all of them. And everybody had one. He watched her zigzag her way through the booths to the back door where she paused to talk with the steroid-poofed bouncer. She glanced at the bar, smiled, and pushed through the exit. A shaft of yellow light knifed into the darkness, then she was gone.




    Lafferty jumped when Del dropped a hand on his shoulder and stood up, scraping his barstool across the floor. “Gotta drain the dragon, bro. Be right back. Order another round, why don’t ya?”




    Lafferty ordered the drinks and sat back. Eighteen bucks for two warm beers. Christ.




    He took a sip, intending to make this one last. From the corner of his eye, he noticed Del talking with the bouncer at the back door in what didn’t look like a friendly conversation. But a minute later, Del slipped through the same door the dancer had gone through.




    Bathroom my ass, Lafferty thought, shaking his head. Fucking Del.


  




  

    Two


  




  

    DEL HARLEY COULD feel Otis Biggs’ hard glare on his back as he stepped through the door and jogged up the back stairs two at a time. Fuck ‘em, Del thought, ignoring the stench of booze, urine and vomit permeating the stairwell. Sure Otis ran the joint, but still, he was nothing but a two-bit, piece-of-shit ex-con.


  




  

    Del knew Biggs hated having cops in his place, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. Their money was as green as anybody else’s. If a cop got invited upstairs for a private lap dance—or something more—Biggs wasn’t so principled he didn’t take his share from what the chirppies made.




    The door at the second floor landing was wedged open. Del entered and moved down the empty hall. The walls were cracked and peeling, and the threadbare carpet with its little, dark, diamond pattern smelled of mildew and squished with each step he took. Low-watt, bare, overhead light bulbs lit the way. He could feel the heavy rap from downstairs vibrating up through the floor under his feet. Doorways lined one side of the hall.




    Where in the hell had that girl gone?




    He found her in the third room he checked.




    Inside there was a desk with an office chair, two folding metal chairs, and a couple of file cabinets. A computer sat on a battered computer stand with a printer, several spare ink cartridges, and reams of paper on the wire shelves underneath. The one window was covered with metal venetian blinds, bent and thick with sooty blowback from a malfunctioning oil furnace. The blinds blocked out most of the afternoon sun, making the room dimmer than need be. Maybe that was for the better, though.




    “Hey, baby.” Brown Sugar Cinnamon stood with her backside against the scarred metal desk, gripping the desktop and crossing her legs at her ankles, rocking back and forth. She cast a shy smile at him. The sash to her floral robe was tied loose so the material gapped to her navel, giving Del an unobstructed view of her tiny tits. Not like he’d never seen them before.




    Del stood at the door. “You got it?”




    “Ooohh. Look at you, all business.”




    Del leaned back and glanced down the hall, both ways. It remained empty. He stepped into the room, shutting the door behind him.




    Cinnamon smiled. “Now, that’s more like it.”




    “I ain’t got time for none of that now, sugar. I’ve got someone downstairs waiting for me.”




    “I saw ‘em. For an older, white guy, he’s kinda fly.” She pursed her full lips. “You want him to join us? You know there’s enough of me to go around, baby.”




    “Another time, maybe.” Del held out his hand. “So, you got it?”




    “Sure. And you’ll get it.” She cupped his crotch. “But, baby, I need something too.”




    Del pulled away Cinnamon’s hand, trying to ignore his physical reaction. “You using again? You get like this when you’re using. Don’t bullshit me, girl.”




    “No.” Defiant, yet child-like.




    “I told you,” Del said. “You don’t clean up, I can’t help you.”




    “I’m clean!” She yanked the sleeves of her robe up her arms. “Check for your own-damn-self.”




    “Fine.” Del glanced at the closed door. “Ain’t got time for all that right now. Just give me what I came up here for.”




    Cinnamon stepped back and untied her sash with a flourish, letting her robe slip to the floor. Skin and bones, the girl was. If he wanted, he could count her ribs. Naked, she said, “Take it.”




    Del tried to hold his anger in check. Dealing with junkies was like dealing with kids. Crazy, fucked-up kids. “The flash drive, Cin. Please.”




    “You’re a piece of shit, Del Harley! You know that?”




    She stomped over to the desk and tore open a top drawer. Then she rummaged around inside before pulling a USB flash drive out from way in the back. She slammed the drawer shut. Hard, so that the metal rattled like thunder.




    “Shuuush.” Del glanced at the closed door. This had to be Biggs’ office, and he didn’t want to get caught in it. “Shit, Cin. What the fuck…”




    She slapped the flash drive into his hand. He held it up between his thumb and forefinger, as if he were a jeweler examining a diamond. “You sure this is it?”




    “Fuck you. ‘Course it’s it.”




    He took hold of her hand, pulled her back. She shook her arm to get away but without much effort. “Baby, look.” He pocketed the flash drive and held her other wrist. “Come here.” When she did, he said, “Look, I’m sorry, but you know how important this is to me, right?” When she didn’t answer, he repeated. “Right?”




    Reluctant, she said, “Yeah,” and glanced away.




    He chucked her chin with his finger, turning her face back to him. “And I told you how important you are to me too, right?”




    She nodded in all innocence. Her cheeks flushed a bit. “I wanna get out, Del. Get out of the life. I don’t wanna be doing this no more. I wanna be somebody you can be proud to be with, you know?”




    “I know.”




    “You said you’d help me.”




    “I will. I just need a few more days to wrap everything up. Then I can work on getting you out. You just sit tight for a little while longer, dig?”




    She put her arms around him, hugged his neck, rested her head under his chin, and pressed into him, her skinny, used-up body desperate against his. Her hands moved over him, rubbing him, wearing down his resolve.




    “You’ll come back for me, Del. You promise? Right?”




    “I’ll come back for you, sugar. Promise. Really.” Words, he told himself. Just words.




    “My hero.”




    She shimmied down to her knees, eager to give him the only thing anyone ever wanted from her, the only thing she knew how to do well besides getting wasted. She unzipped his trousers, and he didn’t stop her. He closed his eyes and leaned against the bank of file cabinets. Metal handles dug into his back while Cinnamon did what she did best.




    “Cinnamon.”




    Del snapped opened his eyes. The voice had come from down the hall.




    “Cinnamon?” Otis Biggs. “Where you at, bitch?”




    Del pushed Cinnamon away even though she wasn’t done.




    She sputtered, wiping at her mouth with the back of her hand. “Christ, Del.”




    Doors opened and closed. Biggs coming closer to the room they were in. Del had told Otis downstairs he’d arranged to ‘see’ Cinnamon, like any paying john, but to get caught up here in the man’s office. Shit. That was gonna be a problem.




    Del whispered. “Get dressed. Quick. We gotta go.”




    “Say what? You worried about Otis? Paa-lease.” She drew the word out with a dismissive noise. “He ain’t nothing.”




    “You sure?”




    She rolled her eyes. “We tell ‘em we was just messing around. That’s all.”




    Out of time, Del zipped up.




    The door swung open and Biggs’ bulk filled the doorway. His eyes super-sized when he saw them: Del fumbling with his zipper, Cinnamon slipping her robe back on.




    “What da fuck you doing in my office?”




    “Whatdya think?” Cinnamon said.




    “Give ya three guesses, Biggs,” Del added in.




    Biggs’s big head got dark with rage. “Wiseass mutherfucker!” He charged.




    Del pushed Cinnamon aside and grabbed for the banker’s lamp on the desk. He swung it, ripping the plug with a snap from a floor socket. The heavy brass base connected with Biggs’ head but with less force than Del would’ve liked. Still, it opened a gash in the bald, sweaty head and sent Biggs plunging into the desk.




    Del dodged around him and made it to the door.




    Biggs grabbed for Del but his meaty fingers raked thin air. Twisting like a linebacker to stay out of Biggs’ reach, Del hit the door jamb with his shoulder on the way out, and a jolt of pain radiated down his arm. Ignoring it, Del stumbled into the hall, running into the opposite wall then scrambling along it, putting a hand out to keep his balance.




    He had his off-duty piece, a Glock 17, in an ankle holster. He didn’t pull it, though, afraid he’d then have to use it. The last thing he wanted was to get in an officer-involved shooting in this shithole nudie bar, and in Mount Vernon. Way outside his jurisdiction and with no good explanation. No. He needed to get the hell out of there. Clean.




    With the flash drive.




    He made it to the stairwell exit, and in that instant, time stood still.




    Biggs stumbled out of the office door, a small black pistol in his hand.




    Del stood, staring at Biggs. Biggs stared back. Del’s heart raced inside his chest, beating, pumping, fighting to get out. Biggs grinned big, white, Chiclet teeth, a trail of wet blood along the side of his face.




    The gun went off. Del swore, watching the muzzle flash. The small caliber junk gun sounded like a howitzer echoing in that narrow, mildew-smelling hall. Del ducked, throwing his hands up over his head—as if that would protect him.




    The bullet hit the peeling doorframe, splintered it, showering Del with mini-javelins of wood. He pounded down the two flights of stairs, hearing Biggs’ thundering footfalls coming fast and furious right behind him.




    Lord, get me out of this in one piece, and I won’t never hang around for no free blowjobs again.


  




  

    ***


  




  

    NICK LAFFERTY FINISHED his third beer, worried about how long Del was taking. He glanced toward the back. The bouncer’s stool was empty. His concern grew. He stood up, took a step away from the bar then headed for the rear but stopped short when Del came flying out of the stairwell at a dead run, his arms and legs chugging.


  




  

    Lafferty took off for the back, but was stopped by a fat black man who came at him from the bar, blocking his way. Lafferty pushed the man back, showed him the .45 holstered in his waistband. “This doesn’t involve you,” Lafferty said.




    The man squared Lafferty with a hateful look but instantly backed down.




    By now, Del was pushing off the wall and running for the front. On Del’s tail, the bald bouncer came charging out, pausing only long enough to get a bead on Del with a small handgun. Incredibly, he fired in the crowded bar.




    The dancers screamed and dove for the stage floor, grabbing fistfuls of folded bills as they wiggled, naked, to the edge, then tumbled down into the pit behind the bar, hiding with the Asian bartender. Not a second later one of them popped up like a jack-in-the-box, snatched a bottle of Sauza tequila from the bar and dropped back down.




    The patrons kicked back their stools and let out a string of curses as they ducked for cover, too. The three black kids in the back booth scrambled to huddle under their table. All while the lights continued to swirl a kaleidoscope of confusing staccato colors, and the hip-hop beat continued to pound. As if this were all just part of the entertainment.




    Lafferty drew his gun and leveled it at the bouncer. He shouted, “Drop it!” but his words were lost to the screaming and the music.




    Del kept his head down and zigzagged through the booths, then jumped onto a table, slid across it, and leapt over the booth seats, all the while shouting over his shoulder at the bouncer. “It was nothing, Otis. A knobjob for fuck’s sake!”




    Otis waved his gun, tracking Del.




    Lafferty shouted again, to no avail. So he sighted his weapon and popped off two rounds, aiming for the ceiling over the bouncer’s head. The .45 barked, louder than the booming music and the shouting. Everyone in the bar hunkered down, as flat to the sticky floor as they could get.




    Del charged past Lafferty, making his way for the front when the door banged open, shafting the bar with sunlight and trashing Lafferty’s night vision. A blob of darkness filled the doorway. Rodney, the outside bouncer.




    Del ran straight at him without slowing down.




    Lafferty back-stepped in that direction but kept an eye on the gun-toting Otis, knowing his shots wouldn’t be aimed discreetly at the ceiling.




    Del reached Rodney first, but an uppercut to the jaw did nothing to unblock the door. So Del followed that jab with a right-handed haymaker that caused Rodney’s head to wobble like one of those bobble-head sports dolls. Still he didn’t go down.




    “Damn!” Del marveled.




    “Knew I shouldn’t of let you two in here.”




    Rodney’s meaty hand lashed out with incredible speed, considering his size, and grabbed Del powerfully by the throat. Del gurgled, his feet lifting several inches off the floor.




    Lafferty fired two more rounds over Otis’s head, keeping him pinned behind a leather booth, then swung around and jammed the hot barrel into Rodney’s doughy jowl. The fat man’s eyes widened. His pupils darted sideways at the gun.




    “Let ‘em go or I drop your ass right here,” Lafferty commanded.




    Rodney let Lafferty’s old partner go.




    Del fell to the ground, rubbing at his throat and coughing.




    “Go,” Lafferty yelled. Del scrambled up, and went.


  




  

    Lafferty skip-stepped around Rodney, keeping the gun leveled at him. He hit the door right behind Del. Out on the street, pedestrians stopped short, gasping in surprise, as Lafferty and Del blasted out onto the sidewalk. The two of them ran into the street, putting distance between themselves and the bar entrance, breathing heavy, blinking against the brightness of the late afternoon sun. Lafferty turned, his gun aimed at the door, acutely aware of the rising sound of sirens—police.


  




  

    “At least tell me you got it?” he asked Del, panting.


  




  

    Del grinned and held out the flash drive. “I got it,” he said.


  




  

    The first police car was coming at them from several blocks away, up 4th Street and traversing the Metro North overpass. From the siren sounds, several squad cars were on the way. Lafferty looked over at the flash drive. He said, “Hold on to it. And here.” He handed the gun and holster to Del. “Get out of here. Quick.”




    “Bullshit. No way.”




    “Del. Go. We need that flash drive. We both get pinched, we’re fucked right out of the gate.”




    “But the cops.”




    “I’ll deal with them. Meet me at Mickey’s wake, tonight.” Milliseconds ticked by. “Go on!”




    Del pocketed the flash drive and stuck the gun in his waist, pulling his shirt down and hiding the weapon. “This is bullshit, man.” But he ran back to the sidewalk, losing himself in the crowd before moving north up Gramatan Avenue, pedestrians looking but not stopping his escape.




    A second patrol car sped around the corner on squealing tires, cutting off the first one coming straight up 4th Street. Another unit rolled down Gramatan, coming at Lafferty from the opposite direction. The way they were responding, Lafferty knew the 911 call had included the phrase shots fired.




    Lafferty glanced up the street in time to see Del slow to a walk and turn the corner at Prospect Street without arousing suspicion. Lafferty put his hands in the air as the three cruisers squealed to a stop, surrounding him.




    Four cops jumped out of the units and charged at him, their guns drawn.




    “Don’t move!”




    “Keep your hands in the air!”




    “Where we can see ‘em!”




    Lafferty calmly did as he was told.




    The cops cuffed him. One said, “You’re under arrest.”




    Right, and welcome home, Nick Lafferty.


  




  

    
Three



  




  

    THE TRIP DOWNTOWN didn’t take long. It turned out the Mount Vernon police station was conveniently located just one mile away. Considering the neighborhood, Lafferty commended the city planners on their foresight.


  




  

    A low, two-story brick building, the station had wide columns and a concrete portico. Out front there was green space and plenty of shade trees with hedges and concrete benches and brick half-walls. Nice. One could mistake the place for a bank or a university library if not for all the patrol cars parked on the streets and the multitude of cops congregating in the area.


  




  

    Taken inside, Lafferty told the desk sergeant he was DEA.




    The sergeant said, “Shit.”




    He checked Lafferty’s badge and credentials, compared it to the California driver’s license and other ID in Lafferty’s wallet. He said, “Fuckin’ shit.” Then he told the officers, “Take ’em upstairs. Let the detectives sort it out.”




    Upstairs, Lafferty was led through the detective bureau and into a small conference room that contained a table large enough to accommodate six executive chairs and little else. One of the arresting officers, a young man named Ryan according to his name plate, removed Lafferty’s cuffs and told him to have a seat.




    Lafferty remained standing.




    Ryan shrugged and took up a position outside, guarding the closed door.


  




  

    Lafferty crossed his arms and leaned against the window frame. He passed the time looking out the plate glass window at the street below, watching cops and pedestrians come and go, patrol cars pull in and then out again, and the sun dip lower in the western sky—and he waited.


  




  

    About forty-five minutes later, Lafferty heard approaching footsteps and muffled voices. Another minute passed, then Ryan opened the conference room door. “In here.”




    “We’ll take it from here, officer. Thank you.” A woman stepped into the room. “Agent Lafferty, my name is Caitlin McKenna. This is John Bowles.”




    She was followed by a shorter, rotund man wearing a gray tweed sports coat. Sweat dotted his hairline. Lafferty wondered whether the sweat was from the outside heat or if the two flights of stairs had been too much for him.




    Lafferty glanced at his visitors with disinterest, his arms still crossed over his chest. “You’re not cops.”




    John Bowles visibly bristled at that.




    He had a doughy-white face and wore his dark hair too long so that it curled around his ears and the nape of his neck. Clearly, he was compensating for his high forehead and receding hairline. Lafferty put the man in his late thirties. Judging from his build, he’d been athletic at some point but had let himself go pretty much to seed. He wore dark slacks, a cheap powder-blue dress shirt open at the collar, and a 9mm Smith Wesson on his hip. A cop’s gun. But he wasn’t a cop.




    “I’m a deputy D.A. with the Westchester District Attorney’s Office, Agent Lafferty. John’s one of our investigators.”




    Lafferty shifted his attention to Caitlin McKenna. She was the one with the juice. Tall and attractive, she had short dark hair. Dressed in a suit jacket, white blouse, and skirt, she’d seen her fortieth birthday come and go, but had weathered it well. He put her at five-nine, five-ten, depending on the height of the heels she wore. He leaned to the left to see past the table, checking. He nodded. Five-nine.




    And nice legs too.




    If getting checked out bothered her, she didn’t show it. She stepped further into the room, put a leather-bound binder on the table, and swept a lock of brown hair off her face, hooking it behind her ear. No rings.




    “Let’s see if we can get to the bottom of this, Agent Lafferty.” She pulled out a chair and seated herself. “Please sit down.”




    Without being told, Bowles closed the door and stepped to the corner of the room. There, he leaned against the wall and folded his arms over his chest. These two had obviously worked together a lot, and each knew how the other operated, what they would say, what they would do.




    Lafferty pulled out a chair and sat down. He consulted his watch. Almost six-thirty. “Suits me. I’ve got somewhere to be tonight.”




    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” McKenna said. “Not just yet.”




    Lafferty leaned his forearms on the edge of the table and interlocked his fingers. The day had turned to shit and his patience was wearing thin. He cut to the chase. “Am I under arrest?”




    “Did you do something you should be arrested for?”




    “Somebody must think I did, otherwise why am I here?”




    “You were at the scene of a shootout. We want to hear what you have to say about that.”




    Lafferty sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Seriously? That’s how you want to play this?” When McKenna didn’t answer, Lafferty leaned forward. “Listen. I’m flattered I rate the attention of a deputy D.A., Ms. McKenna…”




    “Don’t be flattered, Agent Lafferty. You rate no special attention from us, I just happened to be here on another matter.”




    He waved that away. “Whatever. Are you bringing charges against me or not?”




    She ignored his interruption. “I also happen to be in charge of the Investigations Division and am responsible for supervising and prosecuting all major narcotic investigations here in the county. Imagine my surprise when I’m told an out-of-state DEA agent is involved in a shootout in what sounds suspiciously like an agent working a drug case…” She paused for effect. “…one that went off the rails…and my office knows nothing about it.”




    She didn’t give him an opportunity to reply. “That concerns me, Agent Lafferty. Why? Because it violates long-standing, professional courtesies we’ve established with the federal agencies that work within this county and with my office. Courtesies we’ve worked hard to maintain, and which I intend to make sure remain intact.”




    Blunt didn’t begin to describe this woman, Lafferty thought, almost smiling. He found it refreshing. You didn’t get that kind of in-your-face candor on the West Coast. He missed that about New York.
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