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			Jack Bertolino stood on the balcony of his loft in Marina del Rey, tending a dry-aged New York steak on his prized possession, a top-of-the-line Weber gas grill. He didn’t miss winter, not one little bit. Here he was manning the barbecue in his new uniform, a black T-shirt and jeans, while his cousins were chasing heart attacks shoveling snow off their Staten Island driveways. That image never ceased to put a smile on his face. That and the salty ocean breeze that floated in over the marina.

			Jack nursed a glass of cabernet and watched the long line of bright white FedEx trucks return home from their final deliveries and park in neat rows in the lot next to his building. It sure beat the sight of patrol cars jammed onto the sidewalk in front of a precinct house.

			Early evening was Jack’s favorite time of day. The sun was just starting to paint the clouds a muted orange. From his fourth-floor vantage point, Jack could see a string of jumbo jets in the distance, silently making their final approach to LAX. Stacked eight planes deep, their slim silver bodies glinted in the setting sun.

			For the first time in Jack Bertolino’s life, he felt at ease.

			His cell phone chirped, snapping him out of his reverie. He tossed some Japanese eggplant onto the grill, closed the lid, and checked his cell phone screen for the name of the caller.

			“Hello.”

			“How’s my Italian stallion?”

			“Mia . . . ,” he said instantly, his tone neutral, giving away nothing.

			“All the planets are aligned, Jack. It’s time for you to man up and make an honest woman out of me.”

			Jack couldn’t help but smile. Mia’s throaty voice and light Colombian accent had the power to make a grown man weep. More important, it could make a bad man give up his secrets.

			He hadn’t really been surprised when he received her text. He knew it was only a matter of time. Payback’s a bitch.

			“What can I do for you, Mia?”

			“It’s what I can do for you, papi. My lips . . . they’re still magic.”

			“I love it when you talk dirty.”

			“Only for love or money.”

			Although Jack was enjoying the back and forth, he was no longer in the business. “Why are you calling, Mia?”

			Mia dropped her act as well. “We need to talk.”

			“It’s not a good time,” Jack said as he opened the lid of the grill and pressed his fork against the steak, checking for doneness.

			“Face-to-face, Jack.”

			“I’m not in New York.”

			“That’s why I’m in Los Angeles.”

			Jack didn’t reply right away. He did a quick analysis of how Mia could know he was living in L.A., what kind of trouble she might be in, what kind of blowback he was going to suffer just from having this conversation. He came to the instantaneous conclusion that however this new wrinkle in his life played out, it would definitely have an impact on his newly found state of bliss.

			Mia answered some of his unspoken questions. “I’m still connected, Jack, and you’re still on the radar screen. There are certain people—who will remain nameless, because I’m not on your payroll anymore—who are not convinced you’re out of the game.”

			“I’m happily retired,” Jack fired back, wondering if his response sounded forced, wondering why he cared.

			“And happily divorced?”

			Jack didn’t respond. His private life was none of Mia’s business. He had strict rules when dealing with confidential informants, a line in the sand he never crossed.

			But Mia had the kind of beauty that could make a man contemplate leaving his wife, his job, and his kids. Jack had never taken the bait, but had to admit he’d been tempted.

			Mia was one of the best CIs in the business, and she and Jack had done groundbreaking work together. With the help of Mia and DEA agent Kenny Ortega, Jack and the team of NYPD narco-rangers he headed up had put away a heavy hitter in the cocaine trade.

			Manuel Alvarez was the head of a Colombian drug cell that had been importing a thousand keys of coke into Florida on a weekly basis, and the poison was dripping into New York City. Jack and his group had put away a major cartel scumbag, and Mia had gotten rich.

			The feds had a financial equation in place when dealing with CIs. The greater the quantity of drugs an informant was responsible for delivering, the more money it was worth to the United States government. They were happy to give to get. Mia did very well for herself at great personal risk. Informants had a short shelf life. Once a major domo got busted, the cartels worked very hard to discover where the “sickness” had come from. If your name ended up on the short list, you turned up dead.

			Jack had made a promise to Mia that if things ever got too hot to handle, he would do whatever he could to help her out of the jam.

			Mia was turning in her chit.

			“Meet with me in an hour, after I get settled in.”

			“I’m about to have dinner, Mia.”

			“Vista Haven Road, 3468. You owe me, Jack.”

			“It was a two-way street,” he reminded her.

			“And I don’t want it turning into a dead end.”

			Jack was about to protest, but she clicked off. He turned back to his grill, but now he was unsettled. Mia had always been a cool customer, but there was an edge of panic in her voice. Jack let out an irritated groan. He shut off the grill with a hard snap. He wouldn’t be able to eat anyway until he found out what the hell was wrong.

			—

			The San Diego Freeway was a more direct route to the house where Mia was staying, but Jack liked the way Beverly Glen snaked up the hillside to Mulholland Drive. Eclectic homes lined the tight canyon and his sterling gray Mustang GT convertible held fast to the winding road. Out here he felt as if he was in the country in the middle of the city.

			Jack hung a right onto Longbow and felt a touch of vertigo as he made the sharp winding descent, leaning on his brakes most of the way. Two blocks down, he made a left onto Vista Haven. The street was thick with Beemers, Lexuses, and Mercedes. Someone must be having a party. Jack discovered it was the house next door to Mia’s when the Mustang’s British GPS voice informed him that he had arrived at his destination on the right.

			The single-story midcentury modern home had an Asian feel. It was set back from the street, allowing Jack to pull onto the paver-lined driveway. He swung a one-eighty, so that his car was facing the street. Old habits, he thought.

			Jack knocked on the large black-lacquered door and waited. He knocked again and waited, wondering if the GPS could have gotten it wrong and he was now standing foolishly in front of the wrong house. He could hear screams from next door as the partiers dove into their pool, followed by splashes, laughter, and the loud barking of the family’s dogs. The music was rowdy, and even though a thick hedge separated the two properties, it did little to dampen the sound.

			Jack was about to use his cell phone when the door opened and slender arms pulled him inside.

			In the shadowed hallway Jack stared at Mia, taking in the changes she’d made to her physical appearance since the last time he had seen her. He was at a loss for words. Breathtaking would have worked. Her striking blue eyes, offset by her now darkened hair, were stunning. Her skin was perfect, her scent intoxicating.

			Mia was saying words of welcome to Jack in Spanish, but he wasn’t listening. He stood there mesmerized by Mia’s pearl pendant earrings, which swayed gracefully as she tilted her head to look up at him with those killer eyes that crinkled slightly as she smiled. She was self-possessed, and aging well. Jack didn’t know if it was her scent or the sway of her pendant earrings, but he was falling under her spell.

			Mia kept talking as Jack’s eyes moved from her eyes to her earrings, back and forth, guided by the hypnotic lilt of her voice and the tilt of her head. Jack could almost hear himself saying, “No fucking way,” as she stepped in closer, but he chose silence. Twenty-five years of discipline and resolve and lines in the sand disappeared as if they were an afterthought.

			Mia folded into Jack’s arms and he lifted her easily off the polished hardwood floor. As he held her close, he could feel her heart beating wildly. It reminded him of an injured sparrow he had cupped in his hands as a young boy. He realized that his heart now matched hers, beat for beat, as if an electric current was passing from Mia’s body into his, then from Mia’s lips to his.

			Jack carried her down the hallway and into the bedroom. The duvet cover had been pulled back, as if Mia had foreseen the outcome of his visit. Jack didn’t care. He felt good, damn good.

			They never broke eye contact as they undressed each other. The sound of laughter filtered through the screen door, but Jack didn’t hear.

			He unclasped Mia’s sheer lace bra and his lips found the pink swell of her breast. The slight friction of his teeth played over her taut skin, eliciting a ragged exhale of breath.

			Jack gently laid Mia’s head on the silk pillow, kissed the side of her neck, lingering to take in her scent, and then moved slowly down the valley between her perfect breasts. Mia grabbed his hair and guided him lower.

			Her stomach quivered and her hips rose slightly as Jack traced her sex with his lips. Their eyes locked as he parted her with his tongue. Her moan was deep, haunted, and then hungry.

			She rolled Jack onto his back and mounted him, rhythmically tightening and rocking.

			He closed his eyes and calmed his breathing, wanting to prolong the feeling, prolong the perfect moment. He sat up, wrapped his arms around her smooth back, and pulled her tighter against him, slipping deeper inside. Then the lovers dissolved into a fury of flesh and lips.

			They were wet inside and out as Mia buried her head in Jack’s chest. He looked over the perfect curve of her shoulder and realized that the bedroom had an unobstructed view over the garden and pool to the valley below. The entire scene took on a dreamlike quality, as if they were perched on the edge of the earth.

			Mia reached up and touched Jack’s flushed cheek with her warm hand. He was a handsome, big-boned man with a thick shock of dark hair. Mia traced the thin strands of gray that feathered his temples with her perfectly manicured fingernails. She ran the back of her hand along the creases on his chiseled face, a road map of the years spent doing undercover work in New York City. She kissed the bump on the bridge of his otherwise straight Roman nose, a gift from a crack dealer named Trey he had traded punches with outside the Red Hook projects.

			Mia stared into Jack’s intense brown eyes, took a deep breath, and then spoke. It was almost a whisper, almost a prayer. “The huntress is being hunted, Jack. I’m so tired. I’m going to need some help disappearing. Will you help me, mi amor?”

			“Count on it,” Jack said without a pause.

			And then his cop muscle flexed and Jack hoped he hadn’t spoken too soon.
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			After their breathing returned to normal, Mia seemed comforted by Jack’s assurance. “I need to sleep,” she whispered in his ear. Like a light switch being thrown, Mia was out.

			At least one of them could sleep, Jack thought. He was in full cop mode now. He couldn’t turn it off. It was pure reflex.

			Who was Mia running from? What kind of game was she into? Had someone discovered her secret? Had Alvarez tumbled to the fact that Mia was the reason he was eating jail chow?

			If her problem was serious enough, he’d reach out to Kenny Ortega in Miami. The feds might be able to put her back in the system and arrange for witness protection.

			Jack sat up and swung his feet over the edge of the bed. He gazed at the slight rise and fall of her breasts and then traveled down to where her hair was still blond. What a woman. He carefully covered her with the sheet.

			Jack decided to let Mia sleep. He’d get his answers in the morning.

			He slipped on his clothes and looked out through the sliding screen door to the view beyond the garden and the aqua green pool. A single old-growth olive tree off to the left of the yard was silhouetted by a spotlight flooding the backyard. The lights in the distance seemed to undulate from the heat escaping the valley floor.

			Jack left a note, with the rest of his contact numbers and plans to get together in the A.M., on the long, black-granite countertop in the kitchen, next to an iPad clad in black leather. He gave the modern living room a quick once-over and slipped out of the house, locking the heavy door behind him.

			The neighbors were still in full party mode. The sound of mockingbirds fought for airtime with the thrumming music. Once in his Mustang, Jack hit a button and watched his convertible top fold down into the back compartment, revealing a star-spiked sky. He could see Orion’s belt, and then Orion proper, with his arms outstretched, gripping a war club.

			Jack decided to take the San Diego Freeway south to the 90 Marina Freeway and home. He picked an old Diana Krall CD and hit Play. The orchestrations were as lush as her voice and a perfect match for the night and his postcoital mood. He could still smell the lingering scent of sex on his hands, and it almost made him dizzy. His back didn’t hurt for the first time in weeks. Jack felt like a teenager who had just experienced his first sexual encounter, and he was just going to roll with it. He vowed not to second-guess himself as he made a left off Mulholland, down a slight incline, toward the freeway entrance.

			An LAPD police car hurtling up the road in his direction drifted dangerously into his lane. Jack shouted an expletive as he jerked the wheel hard to the right, barely averting a collision. He looked in his rearview mirror, heart pounding, expecting the black-and-white to execute a U-turn and pull him over even though the fault definitely lay with the cop.

			But no light bars flashed on, blasting red and blue and blinding spotlights. No controlled voice over the car’s public-address speaker demanded that Jack pull over to the side of the road. The LAPD cop car continued up and over the rise, made a sliding right onto Mulholland, and disappeared into the night.

			“Sons of bitches!” Jack shouted to no one in particular. In a sour mood, he made the left onto the ramp that merged with the 405. The highway was a crawling parking lot, even at this hour. As he edged forward, accelerator to brake, a bad feeling came over him.

			He replayed the scene of the near accident in his mind. He realized that when he had started down the incline and first seen the police unit, what was conspicuously absent were any numbers painted in black on the white roof behind the car’s light bar. The young cop was wearing mirrored sunglasses at night. He never even glanced his way when Jack shouted that the cop should go fuck himself.

			Jack felt a sudden constriction in his chest. His heart started thudding, and his throat went bone dry. Jack had once arrested a group of predatory drug thieves in NYC who used decoy cop cars and uniforms. They would torture rival dealers, find out where their cash and stash were hidden, and then kill their victims.

			Jack stayed in the far-right lane. He decided to take the next off-ramp and drive back to Vista Haven. He was probably overreacting, but alarm bells were going off, and his instincts told him something was very wrong.

			He cursed the traffic as he dialed Mia’s number on his cell with one hand. No answer. He turned the wheel hard to the right with his free hand and started illegally speeding down the shoulder of the freeway. Car horns blared as he raced dangerously fast past the bumper-to-bumper traffic, oblivious to the flying gravel that was wreaking havoc with his car’s metallic finish. Mia’s phone went to voice mail. Jack asked her to call him back, snapped it shut, and slipped it into his breast pocket. He used both hands now to grip the steering wheel. He could only pray she was taking a shower.

			He flew off the freeway at the next exit, executed a tire-squealing right turn, fishtailing before gaining control of his Mustang as he rocketed back up Sepulveda Boulevard. His speedometer inched toward seventy-five as he screamed past MountainGate, toward the top of the ridge.

			Jack thundered by the American Jewish University and swung a hard left onto Longbow. His Mustang kicked up a spray of sand on the uneven surface as he tore down the steep road. Blowing through two stop signs, he slammed the wheel into a hard left, skidding onto Vista Haven. The party next door was still in progress, and Jack forced himself to take a deep breath.

			He saw no sign of the police car as he pulled into Mia’s driveway and set the parking brake. Maybe he was losing it. Then Jack’s eye caught the reflection of a large pool of oil on the driveway. He was sure that hadn’t been there when he left the house.

			He jumped out of his car and banged on the black-lacquered door while ringing the bell insistently. No answer.

			Maybe Mia was in the pool. Be in the pool, he thought.

			Jack felt a tightness behind his eyes and his head was pounding as he heard the glad screams from the pool party and that damn loud music and the fucking barking dogs. He ran around the side of the house, saw that the rear lights were on, and jumped over the low side gate.

			The pool was empty, but Jack could see that the sliding screen door had been kicked off its runners at the far end of the house and lay bent in on the bedroom rug.

			Jack dialed 911 and shouted out his location as he ran into the empty bedroom. The smell of blood flooded his senses even before he stepped into the bathroom.

			Mia’s naked, brutalized body was hanging in the sunken shower stall. The white tiles were stained dark red with her flowing blood.

			Jack never cried, but he felt a roar erupt from his throat and blinding tears obscure his vision as he struggled to unbuckle Mia’s belted wrists from the chrome showerhead.

			Her blood soaked his clothes as he stubbornly checked for signs of life. He knew it was hopeless. Her neck was entirely still.

			Jack used to say that ice water ran through her veins. But it was hot and red and mortal now.

			Jack’s arms grew leaden from trying to calm Mia’s spasming naked body as she bled out in his arms. He squatted in a growing pool of her blood, cradling her broken and mutilated body. Too little, too late, he thought, waiting for a response to his 911 call.

			The drug kingpins called it a Colombian Necktie. Some called it the Devil’s Necktie. The murderers had slit Mia’s throat and pulled her tongue out through the opening, leaving it hanging and swollen and bloody.

			Jack Bertolino forced himself to look at the inhuman, tortured expression on her once beautiful face. He didn’t want to forget. He’d never forget her crystal blue eyes, cloudy and sightless in death. They would spur him on—until he took down the animal who had killed her.
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			Jack’s frozen shock was shattered by a vortex of sound, fury, and blinding light as a massive LAPD police helicopter, like a breaching whale, rose from below the edge of the property line. Its thousand-candle spotlight arced across the house and blasted through the bedroom, into the bathroom, where it lasered onto Jack holding Mia’s broken body.

			The light shifted briefly, revealing the ominous black-and-silver helicopter that blocked out the night sky and reflected light from the valley floor below. The thundering downwash created by the flying machine’s blades created choppy waves in the pool and a swirling cloud of garden detritus and olive leaves. Jack thought it looked like something out of an action movie, as if Matt Damon would suddenly leap out of the flying monster, AK-47s in both hands, guns blazing.

			The backyard filled with LAPD swat team members, rifles trained on Jack. Their shouted orders were muted by the thrumming, rotating blades.

			Jack tenderly laid Mia’s lifeless body down on the bloody tiles. He had already placed a towel over her horrific wounds, knowing full well he had altered a crime scene. It had been the right thing to do.

			Ten men brandishing weapons with hairpin triggers rushed the house and surrounded the bedroom. Orders were shouted. It was all white noise to Jack.

			Finally the loudspeaker on the chopper came to life, cutting through the deafening roar, and a disembodied voice intoned, “Move away from the body and get down on the floor! Move away from the body, get down on the floor, and place your hands behind your head!”

			Jack knew he had to force himself to move or things would go from ugly to deadly. He’d been in his share of these high-intensity situations and understood that with one false move he’d never see his son graduate from Stanford.

			Jack’s back was spasming, and all he could muster was the strength to crawl out of the bathroom and collapse on the brown Berber carpet in the bedroom with his arms and legs spread-eagled. He’d wait until the energy in the room settled down a bit before trying to communicate who he was and how he came to be there. Jack knew supplication was the better part of valor.

			—

			“Sit down, Jack. Jack, we can’t continue the interview until you take a seat.” Lieutenant Gallina was trying to sound collegial but was losing patience.

			Jack remained standing, refusing to acknowledge the stabbing pain running up his leg and shooting into his lower back. He wouldn’t allow these detectives to look down on him and put him on the defensive.

			When Jack was a rookie, the precinct cops used to sandpaper the front legs of the chairs in the interrogation room, forcing the suspects to lean forward, keeping them off balance. They’d turn up the heat in the summer and turn off the heat in the winter. Feed the perps dry baked goods but no liquids. Fill the bad guys with carbonated soda, but not allow them to use the john, anything to control their environment. Keep the bad guys on edge and facilitate them spilling their guts. Jack knew all the tricks.

			“Fuckin’ Serpico,” Lieutenant Gallina muttered under his breath to his partner.

			“What did you say?” Jack snapped.

			“Nothing, let’s get down to it.”

			“No, spit it out.”

			“It’s always the cops with you, huh, Bertolino?”

			“Respectfully, go fuck yourself.”

			Jack had taken down more than his share of dirty cops in his career. Anyone who was an active player was constantly being tested. It went with the territory, and his history was all in his files. Gallina, clearly, wasn’t a fan.

			But to Jack’s mind, if you were a drug dealer, you couldn’t hide behind a three-thousand-dollar suit, and if you were a dirty cop, you sure as hell couldn’t hide behind a badge. He hadn’t spent a career in narcotics to make friends.

			Lieutenant Gallina’s jaw tensed, and his left eye reflexively twitched. He was in his midthirties, prematurely balding, struggling to keep control of his weight. He kept glancing up to his left. It was a tell, and Jack was now sure his interrogation was being secretly taped.

			He had been driven from Sherman Oaks to the Parker Center downtown. The brand-new police administration building was located at 100 West First Street. The building was a vast expanse of glass; geometric angled walls; and tall, solid columns decorated with mosaic tiles.

			“Sit down, Bertolino. It’s not a request.”

			When Jack was just a boy, his grandfather had taught him never to poke a snake with a stick. The old man’s wisdom made absolute sense to Jack, but sometimes his response was just street.

			“Turn off the camera, take off your badge, and send Frick out for a doughnut so it’s just the two of us. I’ll beat the shit out of you.”

			Gallina all but jumped out of his loose skin before he recovered himself.

			“Oh, the man’s funny. He spends twenty-five years on the force, and I think he missed his calling. I’m thinking he should take his act on the road.”

			“I’m Frick to your Frack,” Gallina’s African-American partner deadpanned.

			“How’d you get your shield? Time in?” Jack couldn’t help himself.

			“You see, that was a good delivery. Leno would be all over a talent like that.”

			Jack was dressed in a black rock ’n’ roll T-shirt with CBGB emblazoned on its front, and sweatpants provided by Terry Molloy, the on-scene medical examiner. Jack had dropped his blood-soaked clothing into a green evidence bag for forensics and was more than happy to squeeze into dry, clean clothes, even though the proffered T-shirt and sweats were a size too small and made Jack feel exposed and vulnerable. Jack made a mental note to return the clothes the following day.

			He took control of the interrogation room. “You need to get a list of everyone who was at the party next door. The music was loud enough to cover the attack, but someone may have been getting a blowjob out in a parked car or smoking a joint, whatever. And the neighbors across the street had a direct view into the victim’s driveway. If there was a squad car parked there, someone must have seen something.”

			“I never thought of that, did you, Tompkins?” The lieutenant’s eyes drilled into Jack, his expression as acerbic as his tone.

			Jack went on as if Gallina and Tompkins weren’t in the room. He had already laid out the call and text he’d received from Mia, their professional history, and his theory as to what he thought had gone down. He failed to mention their sexual encounter, though he was sure the ME would do a rape kit, and they’d find his DNA. He was hoping for a few days of grace to find some answers. He couldn’t accomplish much sitting in a jail cell.

			Jack started talking to the men behind the camera. “You need to take a sample of the oil spill in the driveway. It wasn’t there when I left the house the first time or I would have stepped in it.”

			“He still doesn’t get the concept of pecking order,” Gallina said to his partner and then turned back to Jack.

			“You no longer wear a badge. You are no longer an inspector,” he said sharply. “Therefore, you do not get to ask the questions. You admit to altering a crime scene. You were drenched in the victim’s blood, and you’re not being forthcoming about your personal relationship. The vic was naked at the time of her death. By your own admission you’d only been gone twenty minutes.”

			Gallina was working up a full head of steam now, enjoying the sound of his own voice, playing to the suits on the other end of the camera.

			“You developed a close working relationship with a confidential informant, and now here you are, retired, and trust me, I understand the temptation. A little quid pro quo doesn’t seem out of line. She was a beautiful woman, after all. She flies into town, rings you up—your own words—and you think she’s yours for the taking. Mia maybe doesn’t see it that way. Maybe she tries to brace you for some unpaid debt. Who knows? One thing turns into another and things get out of control.”

			Tompkins, who was six feet tall, without an ounce of body fat on him, was about to add something to the dialogue, but Jack cut him off.

			“The cop driving was a young Hispanic male, about twenty-eight years old. Had the look of a player. The passenger was a blur but filled the seat, thick shouldered, around one-eighty. I didn’t pass them on my way back to the house, so it’s likely they took another route away from the residence. They had a ten-minute lead, but they couldn’t have been inside the house for more than five. In and out, professionals. Could be a cartel hit. It was their MO.”

			Jack was keeping it analytical, one step removed from the guilt and pain, objectifying the images swirling around in his head. He’d deal with his own emotions at a later date.

			“It looked like there was blunt-force trauma to Mia’s face. They must have startled her in bed, knocked her out, dragged her into the bathroom, belted her to the showerhead, and slit her throat. There should be blood spatters on the bed from the initial assault. If she wasn’t startled and knocked out, she would have put up a fight, so I’d check under her fingernails. There would be trace DNA on the bedding.

			“I’d check all male Colombian nationals, twenty to forty-five, traveling in and out of LAX, Burbank, Long Beach, and John Wayne airports in the past seventy-two hours, and cross-reference them with ViCAP.

			“Someone rented those men a police car. I’d check with all the film rental companies in the area but I’d start in the valley. Now, if you don’t have anything else, stop wasting my time and yours and start the investigation. I’m out of here. You know where to find me.”

			Jack walked over to the door without looking up at the camera.

			“Any objection to leaving a DNA sample?” Gallina added.

			“None. And my fingerprints are a matter of record.”

			Gallina’s nod to the camera was almost imperceptible. The door to the interrogation room was pulled open by a uniformed officer who had been standing guard. A med tech who was positioned next to the young cop looked to Jack for permission to collect the DNA sample. Jack answered the unspoken question by opening his mouth, allowing the man to insert a mouth swab and rub it gently around the inside of his mouth, gathering cells. The tech then waved the cotton swab to air-dry it, like an old-school family doctor preparing a mercury thermometer, before placing it in a small brown envelope to preserve the sample. Jack nodded to the two men as he stepped past. Hell, he thought, they were only doing their job.

			Gallina followed, hard in his wake. He stopped Jack in his tracks.

			“Hey, that was a good show you put on for the suits.”

			Jack, who was bone weary, summoned all of his strength to keep from knocking this ego with a badge on his ass.

			“Just find the pricks who did this.”

			Even as the words spilled out of his mouth, he knew the odds were close to none. The killers, if they were cartel hires, had probably crossed into Mexico or Arizona and were chasing shots of tequila with lines of coke on a charter plane to Mexico City and then home to Colombia. Jack knew he’d have to discover who ordered the hit, and then do a regression analysis. If they were local, he’d hunt them down.

			Gallina stared at Jack for a beat. His eyes narrowed, creasing into a smile with no warmth.

			“Between you and me, Bertolino, I think I’m looking at him.”
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			The blackout shades were drawn in the modest apartment in Ontario, California. It could have been two in the morning or high noon. A young woman was handcuffed to the metal bed frame. Naked, gang tattoos across her chest and small, firm breasts. A dreamy look on her hard face. Her pupils tweaked, her dark eyes framed by eyebrows that had been plucked into nonexistence, replaced by a thin, harsh pencil line.

			The light green wall paint was peeling in patches where rainwater had seeped through. A movie poster was thumbtacked to the wall behind the bed. Al Pacino seemed to be looking down on the naked woman over a huge pile of cocaine, SCARFACE printed in bold red letters at the top.

			A twenty-something Hispanic man was sitting at a computer. He was also naked, his wiry body lit only by the green glow of the empty computer screen. He was in the process of downloading a silent video image from his cell phone to his laptop. He hit Enter and his partner Hector’s jerky image filled the screen and quickly moved off.

			The video screen pixilated and then refocused as Mia, startled, disoriented, sat up in bed and the large bull of a man—wearing latex surgical gloves—punched her squarely in the face, breaking her nose and knocking her head back against the wall unconscious. Blood spattered the pillow, the white sheets, and arced across the wall behind her. He dragged her across the bed, ripping out one of her earrings, and muscled her into the white-tiled bathroom like a child’s doll, her bare feet scarcely touching the floor.

			The camera jerked wildly and then found the action as the broad man with thick ham hands whipped a leather belt from his pants, cinched it around Mia’s wrists, and fastened her to the overhead shower fixture. He was all business.

			Hector’s father had been a butcher and had taught his son the trade. Beaten the knowledge into him. Hector’s job as a boy had been to prepare the carnitas for the Easter feast. Failure was not an option. The suckling pig would squeal and scream like a human baby when Hector cut its throat. It bothered him at first and then not at all. He was a natural.

			Cutting Mia was child’s play compared to the thick skin of a pig. He had been told this woman was not only a pig but also a whore.

			“Come back to bed, Johnny,” the woman purred seductively.

			Johnny didn’t respond, concentrating on the task at hand. Anyway, he thought, Angelina wasn’t going anywhere. The cuffs had been her idea.

			Johnny Rodriguez, with black hair that fell over his ears, dark smoky eyes with thick lashes, and a youthful face that was almost too pretty, averted his eyes from the screen and stared at his handcuffed girlfriend as Hector pulled out his carving knife and went to work. Hector used the shower curtain as a butcher’s apron to keep the blood spray off his rented police uniform and methodically drew the knife across Mia’s neck, slitting her open from ear to ear. The one earring that remained on her head swayed as the blood pulsed out of the gaping mortal wound.

			Johnny, the man who had videotaped the murder with his new cell phone, knew what had come next. He’d have nightmares reliving the horrible scene until the day he died. He’d killed men before, but that was gang-related business, cut and dried. A man had to build street cred to get ahead in his world. But this murder was bad, it was a woman. He thought guiltily about his own mother and two sisters.

			With the download completed, he typed in an e-mail address, banged the Send key with more force than was needed, and in a matter of seconds, after the proof of the kill was transmitted to Arturo Delgado, thankfully hit Delete. The now empty green screen gave him some relief. No reason to keep evidence that could put him away for life. The phone would be disposed of, the cost of doing business.

			Johnny stood up and walked over to the bed. He pulled a vial of cocaine from the top of his simple pine nightstand, next to his pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses, and poured a fat line on his girlfriend’s body, onto the cleft between her smooth rounded thigh and her meticulously shaved pubic area. She arched her back, beckoning him forward. He started getting aroused again as he snorted half the line and then nestled his member into the remaining cocaine. Johnny straddled Angelina, who emitted a guttural moan as he slowly moved up her body, rubbing himself against her small, dark, pierced nipple before placing his drug-laden phallus into her mouth.

			Johnny’s back straightened as the young woman went to town, making sure none of the cocaine was wasted. Then his back twisted and bucked and quivered. In the dim light, 18TH STREET ANGELS, the name of Johnny’s gang, tattooed in florid script on the small of his back, seemed to glow in the dark.
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			The violent wall of sound was an assault to the senses. Throughout the federal penitentiary roared the unrelenting din of metal doors clanging, men screaming, pipes banging, orders shouted, music blaring.

			Manuel Alvarez sat on his bunk. On the surface, total serenity—just below, volcanic rage. He had a book propped open on his lap and wore a Bose noise-reduction headset he had ordered online. He was never without it.

			Alvarez was reading the latest mystery by Robert Crais. Alvarez thought Crais was quick-witted and told a compelling story. Reading was one of his few pleasures.

			His mind was wandering today, though. He slammed the book shut when he realized that he hadn’t retained a thing he’d read in the past ten minutes. He thought he would have gotten news by now. Then he opened the book to where he’d started and tried again.

			Alvarez stood five foot seven, one hundred and forty pounds. His eyes were coffee bean brown, his gaunt face the color of rice paper, with clear, flawless skin.

			He hadn’t seen an exercise pen in over a year. He paid men for protection. He still had hard, ropy muscles under his jailhouse grays, just in case, but he wasn’t one to do any heavy lifting. That was what cocaine afforded him, even locked down in an eight-by-ten cell. He was only five years into a twenty-five-year prison sentence, and he had to get by somehow.

			He could have talked—turned on the men who supplied him—and made a deal with the prosecution for a reduced sentence. But he didn’t, and the cartel was grateful. They allowed him to work and introduced him to Arturo Delgado, who provided the cocaine that made life bearable, even behind bars. Now Delgado was supposed to give word that he’d performed another favor.

			Manuel looked up from his book, carefully placed a bookmark in the last page read, laid the book on his meticulously made bed, and walked over to the heavy metal cell door. One of the trustees on Delgado’s payroll had pushed a book cart in front of Alvarez’s cell and was waiting to be acknowledged before going about his business.

			Alvarez checked up and down the cellblock before nodding to trustee 776325, who took one novel from the stack of books and magazines on top of the cart, and then, like a sleight-of-hand magician, slid another from a hidden compartment underneath the top shelf.

			“Mr. Delgado said you should enjoy the read, and then he would appreciate a review,” the trustee said, all business, as he handed the books through the opening of the cell door.

			Without warning Alvarez grabbed the trustee’s hand and yanked him forward with such force that the man’s face, wedged against the bars, turned an off shade of purple.

			“Is that everything?”

			Alvarez let go of his grip and the trustee jumped back, putting the cart between himself and the bars.

			“Ask Delgado,” he croaked, glancing up and down the cellblock to see if anyone had caught the attack. Nobody had.

			Alvarez walked the few steps back to his bed, slid the new Michael Connelly into a small shelf of hardcover books in the corner of his cell, and then opened the Ian Rankin. A rectangular slot had been cut into the center pages of the book, creating a space large enough to hold a cell phone that Alvarez pulled out and secreted beneath his pillow. He slid the doctored book onto the shelf with the rest of his collection. The next time his trustee made a delivery, Manuel would return the Ian Rankin with the clean phone—memory purged, minus the 8GB microSD card—and five crisp hundred-dollar bills.

			Alvarez picked up the Crais novel but hadn’t read more than a paragraph before a guard walked up to his cell. He stopped and stared at Alvarez for an instant. Satisfied it was business as usual, he continued down cellblock C into the bowels of the penitentiary.

			Alvarez ripped off his headphones and listened to the echo of the guard’s leather boot heels recede down the cellblock before pulling out the cell phone Delgado had provided. He punched in his secret code, keyed into an e-mail account, waited for the download, and hit Play. His features hardened, his coffee brown eyes black as pitch.

			Manuel Alvarez watched Mia, the woman he had entrusted his fortune to—and foolishly opened his heart to—get butchered to death.
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			Cultivating a proper hatred for someone doesn’t happen overnight, Arturo Delgado mused. He was watching a blue wave crest, the rolling curl edged in silver. It gained momentum and then dropped, turning to white foam as it spilled onto the expansive beach of Playa del Rey.

			No, hatred had to be developed over time, meditated on and nurtured. Arturo’s ruined leg was a constant reminder.

			Delgado had harbored a grudging respect for Jack Bertolino after the bust all those years ago. Seven, to be exact. He had been one-upped mano a mano. As brilliant a tactician as Arturo Delgado had been, Bertolino had remained dogged. And in the end, he had won.

			The cops had named the case Operation Green Door. Delgado had smuggled huge quantities of coke into the United States in crates of fruit. He read everything he could find, on the Internet, in the news, and on court transcripts to find out where it had all gone wrong.

			Green Door was Arturo’s play from the inception, and if successful, would have cemented his reputation forever. He would have earned more money than God, and back in Colombia he would have been treated like one.

			Delgado was forward thinking and had forged a relationship with the Betos, a Mexican group that was responsible for the transportation of major quantities of cocaine throughout the Southwest. Delgado would provide the Colombian cartel’s cocaine, and the Betos would provide the distribution. This new alliance brought the Colombians together with the Mexicans in the northeast sector for the first time in history and would have changed the drug game in the States forever.

			But it was not to be.

			The Betos got sloppy, Bertolino dropped the hammer, and Arturo Delgado paid the price.

			The eighteenth-floor, three-bedroom furnished apartment in the Azzurra del Rey cost Arturo Delgado ten grand a month. Chump change and worth the investment, he thought as he walked past the granite and stainless steel kitchen over to the bank of back windows. The 180-degree view ran from downtown L.A. to the Hollywood Hills. He bent down over the telescope he’d recently purchased at Brookstone on the Third Street Promenade. The viewing lens was focused on a five-story building a few blocks away. Within its silvery circle was displayed an orange metal balcony with a wooden bench, a barbecue grill, and a single tomato plant in need of water.

			As if on cue, Jack Bertolino pulled open the sliding glass doors. He walked stiffly with a glass coffeepot and carefully watered around the edges of the tomato plant. Satisfied with his work, he walked back inside and closed the sliding door behind him.

			Delgado tilted the telescope from the balcony down to the parking level, where he could just make out the nose of Jack’s gray Mustang. He was about to give up the surveillance when he caught a glimpse of Jack walking toward a line of retail shops a half block away.

			Arturo picked up his phone and quickly texted two words: FIFTEEN MINUTES. He couldn’t see his man, but knew he was in place. The professional would make short work of installing a GPS bug on the undercarriage of Jack’s Mustang.

			—

			Jack tried to stretch his back as he walked down the sidewalk. It didn’t help. After his fall at Ground Zero doing cleanup post 9/11, shooting pains ran down his six-foot-three frame on a daily basis and had forced him into an early retirement. He had to occasionally stand while eating, and pop pain meds like vitamins. He worried sometimes about the side effects. The pills might dull his brain and slow him down a bit, but after three unsuccessful operations he’d vowed never to go under the knife again. He’d read somewhere that Homo sapiens used only one-tenth of their brains. He could live with those odds.

			Jack walked up Glencoe toward a Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf behind the Barnes & Noble bookstore. Once inside, Jack decided on a pound of Italian roast.

			“You a cop?” the shaggy-haired barista asked as if he was in the know.

			Jack didn’t want to go there and ignored him.

			“That’s ground for a cone,” Jack said, handing off the bag of whole beans.

			“So, you’re a cop.” It was a statement.

			“I used to be,” Jack admitted.

			“Once a cop, always a cop,” the barista said with the maddening wisdom of youth as he walked away to grind Jack’s beans.

			Ever since he woke up, Jack had been sorting through his priorities. His first order of business was to call his old friend in Miami, DEA agent Kenny Ortega. They’d worked Mia as a team during the Alvarez case, and he might still have a line on her. At least Jack could get the lay of the land.

			The next call would be to Tommy Aronsohn. He had been a baby DA back when Jack was an up and comer. Fiercely loyal, an impartial jurist, and a pit bull in a court of law. He had a high-end private practice now with an office on Park Avenue after a successful career as a Manhattan district attorney. The two men had made their bones together and remained steadfast friends. Jack was hoping he would stay out of the fray—more specifically, out of jail—but he’d give Tommy a heads-up just in case. He knew Tommy would have his back.

			Jack was crossing Maxella on the way home when he heard, “Car wash . . . donations . . . car wash.”

			The high-pitched voices of twenty-something Hispanic women and children pierced the industrial sounds on Glencoe. “Car wash . . . caaaar . . . waaaash.” Jack knew what was up before he was close enough to read the hand-painted cardboard signs. Someone was dead.

			Lean, tattooed men in cutoff tees were working in the parking lot directly behind their women and children. The men manned wet rags, buckets filled with soapy water, and leaking hoses for the final rinse. There was no joy in their work. One of their own had died of a bullet wound to the abdomen. He needed to be buried. It was as simple as that.

			Jack understood the culture of violence. It had been part of his catechism growing up in a Mafia infested neighborhood. But the wanton disregard for human life that allowed one man to slaughter another like so much chattel—those were the lives he wanted retribution for. But even higher on Jack’s food chain were the men, removed from the violence, who gave the orders to kill. The men protected by their wealth, politics, and religion. Protected by their soldiers and bankers and lawyers and true believers. That’s who he wanted to track down in avenging Mia’s death.

			Jack folded a twenty as he crossed the street. He stood for a moment before a makeshift shrine to the recently departed and slid the bill into the uneven slit cut into the top of a red shoe box. He thought about Mia and got deadly angry.

			—

			Delgado studied his reflected image in the full-length mirror hanging in his walk-in closet. The closet was about the same size as the house where he’d been born and raised with his three sisters, drunken father, and beloved mother, just ten kilometers outside Bogotá. His long silver mane of hair framed his chiseled, weathered features. The thick lines that accentuated his clear gray eyes and cut across his wide forehead lent him an air of gravitas, a life filled with battles won.

			Delgado worked to minimize his limp as he crossed the expansive living room. He wore a metal brace that was undetectable under the tailored, navy linen slacks he was wearing. Unseen was a rage that could erupt at any moment. He could still kill a man with his bare hands. Success was all about control.

			The sound of his cell phone brought Delgado back to now. He didn’t give Manuel Alvarez a chance to speak. “I’m being told there was no iPad. They delivered her phone, but there were no financials, no information I didn’t already have.”

			“The cunt always used an iPad,” Alvarez stated. “All of her notes, all of my accounts, so that she could manage my affairs when she traveled.”

			“Mia’s gone, don’t worry about a loss. We’ll make it up in six months.”

			“I want what’s mine,” Alvarez hissed, unable to control his emotion.

			Delgado didn’t respond at first, wondering why the hell Alvarez was worried about something stupid like this. Then his voice became stern. “I delivered on a promise made. You don’t sound grateful. You should rethink your tone.”

			“You don’t understand.”

			“Sure I do. Send me everything you’ve got,” Delgado said. “Banks, offshore accounts, passwords, the entire portfolio. I’ll get my people on it.”

			The other end of the line was silent for several beats. Then Alvarez admitted, “She had it all. I had nothing on paper.”

			Now the situation became clear. The anger, the wet work. Delgado understood what it took for Alvarez to admit weakness. He himself had never traveled that road, but he understood the emotion in lesser men. He became conciliatory, the benevolent leader.

			“What are we talking about, Manuel? How much did she take?”

			Alvarez all but whispered, “Twenty-four million.”

			The six zeros were enough to give Delgado pause. That was a formidable amount. It could, he realized instantly, comfortably round off his own bank accounts.

			“Then I’ll find another way. But don’t waste my time, Manuel,” he said softly, with a trace of menace. “We’re on the eve of greatness. Trust is an issue.”

			“It won’t buy me any time,” Alvarez said bitterly.

			“But they will remember you on the outside when you’re released. You’ll be older but revered. Money alone can’t buy what I offer.”

			And Delgado clicked off with something to add to his personal mission statement. Find the Colombian puta’s iPad.
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			The Miami sky was gunmetal gray. Billowing cumulus clouds threaded with black created the illusion of a mountain range towering over the Everglades. The humidity was as thick as the cloud cover, and the still air smelled of ozone. Rain wouldn’t be too far behind.

			Kenny Ortega had taken his usual long, cold morning shower after his daily five-mile run and regimen of push-ups and sit-ups. The shower had gone south on him in the amount of time it took to walk from his government-issue gray Ford Taurus through the automatic doors of the Federal Building.

			He draped his gray sports jacket over the worn upholstered chair in front of his desk and pulled his blue pin-striped dress shirt away from his back, hoping it would dry before lunch. Was he thinking about lunch already?
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