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	For the dedicated members of Precinct 8: The diehards, Ingrid, David, and Justin, who went the distance, beginning to end; and those who joined us for part of the journey: Hilary, Bridget, Mark, and Ben. This story exists because of all of you.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Irish Car Bomb

	 

	Pour 1 pint of Irish Stout into a pub glass. Float ½ shot of Irish whiskey on top of ½ shot of Irish Cream in a shot glass. Drop the shot glass into the stout. Serve straight up, without ice. Drink quickly.

	 

	Warning: This drink name is considered offensive in many places, especially in Ireland. It is a reference to the infamous car-bombings which were common during the Troubles. Ordering it in an Irish pub can be tactless at best.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	Erin O'Reilly sighed. She had a shield on her belt and a Glock automatic on her hip, but after eleven years of working Patrol, she wasn't used to going to work without the uniform. It wasn't until this moment, her first day on her new job, that she'd realized all the little rituals she'd gotten used to performing at the start of a shift. She'd always adjusted her hat to just the right angle, and made sure the shield on her chest was perfectly aligned. The uniform centered her, made her feel like part of a team. Now she was bareheaded, her hair in a ponytail, wearing a modest, professional blouse, black slacks, and sensible boots, the soles cheating an extra two inches onto her five-foot-six frame. Even the shield she carried was different. Cops talked about getting their gold shield, the mark of a detective, but now that she had it, she wasn't even sure she felt like a cop anymore.

	“I don't know about this, Rolf,” she said to her partner.

	Rolf wagged his tail. He wasn't worried, but then, he never had to think about what to wear. The German Shepherd was always ready to go.

	Erin shook her head and let herself out. Though she’d gotten up early for her usual morning run with Rolf, she didn't have time to hang around mooning. She hadn't been able to find a place in Manhattan, so she was still living in her old studio apartment in Queens. That meant a daily commute into the big city. Just another thing to get used to.

	She walked briskly to the nearest Number Seven Line subway station, Rolf trotting at her side. She carried a fold-together file box with some supplies she thought she might need. It was a straight shot in to Grand Central Station, then an easy walk to Precinct 8.

	The subway ride gave her plenty of time to worry about other things than her wardrobe. She was a newly-minted detective, going to work in an unfamiliar precinct with a bunch of cops she'd never met. She had no idea what to expect. At least Captain Holliday had seemed friendly enough and her dad, a retired cop, had only positive things to say about him.

	“He's good police,” Sean O'Reilly had said when she'd told him about her transfer to Holliday's new Major Crimes unit. “Totally honest, a real straight shooter. He came up the right way, from Patrol through Homicide. Just do your job, do it well, and you'll be fine. If you’re one of his, he'll have your back.”

	“He can't be worse than Spinelli,” Erin said to Rolf, remembering the Queens Homicide detective she'd made an enemy for life by taking the credit for his biggest case.

	Rolf cocked his head at her. He didn't understand much human speech, but that didn't stop him from trying.

	“We're gonna be fine, boy,” she said, scratching him behind the ears. But she didn't even sound convincing to herself. It was normal to partner a new transfer with one of the old hands in a department, so the new girl could learn the ropes. But Erin didn't want any partner but Rolf. She'd had some friction with police guys before, especially the ones who assumed having a female partner meant extracurricular favors.

	The train finally pulled into Grand Central. Erin was familiar with the station. Her parents had taken her into Manhattan dozens of times while she was growing up. But somehow, even when she'd been a little girl, it had never looked quite so big. She reminded herself that first-day jitters were the most common thing in the world and that she was a veteran cop, not a rookie.

	Her shift started at eight. She glanced at her watch as she came up on the precinct. She had almost fifteen minutes to spare, having given herself a cushion for the first day. The building didn't look like much, five stories of beat-up brick built over a basement garage. It was overdue for a renovation, but that was typical of every police station she'd ever been in.

	Erin swallowed, took a deep breath, and climbed the stairs.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The duty sergeant at the front desk raised an eyebrow. “Help you, ma'am?”

	“I'm looking for Major Crimes,” she said.

	“And you are?”

	“O'Reilly, transfer from Queens 116.”

	“Okay, sign in,” the sergeant said. “Shield?”

	She flashed her ID and signed the spiral pad.

	“Welcome to the Old Eightball, O'Reilly. You want the second floor.” He angled a thumb. “Stairs and elevator.”

	Riding the elevator to the second floor would be ridiculous. Erin took the stairs.

	She and Rolf emerged into a wide-open space. The second floor of the precinct had structural columns dotted throughout. The only walls were around the captain's office, the break room, and the bathroom. She saw a handful of desks with outdated, boxy computer monitors, a whiteboard, a copy machine, a fax, and a meeting table. The table and desks were scarred and scratched. No one was in sight.

	“I guess they don't get here early,” Erin said. She glanced into the break room. There was a coffee machine, which was good, and a pot of coffee already made up, which was even better, but the couch and coffee table were just about the most disreputable pieces of furniture she'd ever seen.

	Her police instincts nagged at her. If a pot of coffee was brewed up, then someone had beaten her here. Where was he, or she?

	Even as she thought it, she heard the sound of a faucet from the direction of the bathroom. She turned in time to see Captain Holliday come through the door, drying his hands.

	“O'Reilly,” he said. “Morning. Glad you're here.”

	“Thank you, sir,” she said, stiffening her spine. “Am I early?”

	He smiled through his mustache. “Far from it, Detective. I'm sorry about this, but it looks like you're going to have one of those first days.”

	“What do you mean, sir?”

	“You'll have to learn on the job,” he said. “The call from Dispatch beat you here by a quarter of an hour. When the call comes in, the cavalry rides out. You'll need to meet your unit on site.”

	“We've got a case?” she asked. Her heart was suddenly pounding, her jitters forgotten with the rush of excitement that always came when she went into action.

	“Apparently a man got blown up on his way to work this morning,” the captain said dryly.

	“Blown up, sir?”

	“Car bomb,” Holliday said. “Don't ask me, I wasn't there. You'd best get moving. Call Dispatch. They'll tell you where to go. When you get to the scene, ask for Lieutenant Webb.”

	Erin hurriedly laid her box of office supplies on the most deserted-looking desk and went straight back outside. Rolf followed.

	She'd just gotten out the door of the precinct house and was reaching for a shoulder radio she wasn't wearing when she remembered she didn't have a squad car, either. Mentally kicking herself, she used her phone to call in to Dispatch to get the address. She could’ve gone back inside and asked Holliday how to access the motor pool, but time was ticking at the crime scene and she was already embarrassed. She'd improvise. The important thing was to get there. She hailed a cab.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The site of the blast was an underground parking garage off Second Avenue, between 24th and 25th Street. Erin paid the cabbie and took in the scene. She was definitely at the right location. Squad cars had cordoned off the garage and a large number of bystanders were milling around at a respectful distance. As she and Rolf approached, she heard a woman say, “I'm sure I saw the bomb squad. Is it terrorists, do you think?”

	“Muslims, probably,” her companion replied. “Al Qaeda.”

	Erin inwardly rolled her eyes at the rubberneckers as she passed. The apartment complex was middle-class, about fifteen floors, built of tan bricks with a row of restaurants at ground level. There were no signs of structural damage, no clouds of smoke pouring out of the garage. If this had been a bomb, it hadn't been too big. Going out on a speculative limb, she was willing to bet it didn’t indicate a massive terrorist strike on New York City.

	She showed her shield to the uniforms at the entrance and identified herself. They stepped aside and she and Rolf went down the ramp. Partway down, the dog abruptly froze in his “alert” posture. A moment later, Erin smelled it too. Rolf was trained in explosives detection, and something had definitely blown up not long before. There was a smell of smoke, burnt fuel, and charred metal.

	A small group of men and women were standing around the wreckage of the car. There was a big guy with a broken nose and a blond buzz cut. Next to him was a man in a trench coat, holding an unlit cigarette. A woman with hair dyed electric blue at the tips glanced up, saw Erin, and smiled a little nervously at her. Another woman in a white lab coat was kneeling next to something black and smoldering. The smell told Erin she didn't really want to look closer at it, but she figured she'd have to. The last guy was poking around the car. He had a T-shirt emblazoned BOMB SQUAD and a heavy-looking helmet, though it was in his hand instead of on his head.

	“Lieutenant Webb?” Erin guessed, looking at the guy in the trench coat.

	“That's me,” he said. “You must be O'Reilly.”

	“Yeah,” she said. “Sorry I'm late. I went to the precinct first.”

	Webb shrugged. “Glad you could join us. This is Vic Neshenko,” he indicated the big man to his right, who grunted and worked a toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “And this is Kira Jones,” pointing to the woman with the dyed hair, “and our Medical Examiner, Doctor Sarah Levine,” finishing with the lab-coated woman. He didn't introduce the bomb-squad guy.

	“Good to meet you,” Jones said, offering her hand. Erin shook it, noticing deep crimson fingernails through the translucent glove. “That your dog?”

	“Yeah, this is Rolf,” she said.

	“How long have you had him?”

	“We've been partnered three years.”

	“Okay, great,” Neshenko said. “And we've worked together for thirty seconds. Can we look at the dead guy so we can go home?”

	Erin leaned forward to peer at the corpse at their feet.

	“New girl?” Levine said from below.

	“Yeah?”

	“Move. You're blocking my light.”

	“Oh. Sorry.” Erin stepped to the side, feeling her face flush. She accidentally elbowed the guy in the T-shirt, who'd wandered over.

	“Hi,” he said, extending his hand. “Skip Taylor, Bomb Squad. I'm not in your unit, of course. And don't worry, the device fully activated. There's no further danger. Say, is your dog trained in EOD?”

	“Yeah, he can do explosives detection,” she said. “But mostly he does suspect tracking and apprehension.”

	“That's great,” Taylor said. “We've got a K-9 in our unit, but he's training this week, counter-terrorist stuff with Homeland Security and the Feebies. But check out this device, this is some great shit. Took our boy clean out of his shoes. Seriously. You see the shoes over there by the car?”

	Erin felt a queasy lump in her stomach. “Yeah, I see,” she muttered, turning her attention back to her new commanding officer. “Lieutenant, what'd I miss?”

	“Not much,” Webb said. “We only got here a few minutes ago. The area's been secured, and Taylor's right. There just seems to be the one bomb. It was enough for this guy, though. The uniform who responded didn't even bother calling for the EMTs.”

	“I can see why,” Neshenko said. “Even dental records aren't gonna do much good. It must've gone off right in his face. His head's practically gone.”

	“Do we know who he is?” Erin asked.

	“We think so,” Jones replied. “William O'Connell. His wife called it in, said it was their car.”

	“It's a nice car,” Taylor said. “Expensive Audi, maybe three years old. Well, it was. Now it's scrap metal, with a pretty amazing blast pattern.”

	No one else seemed too eager to indulge Taylor's enthusiasm for explosive mayhem, but Erin figured there had to be some useful information there. “What's amazing about it?”

	“Okay, so the device was under the dash and the driver's seat. It's a two-stage blast, which is unusual by itself,” he said. “I'm thinking the initial charge was wired to the ignition and went off right under the steering wheel. That set off the secondary, which was a sizable chunk of what I'm guessing was nitro. But what's weird is, he wasn't sitting in the driver's seat when he got blown away.”

	“How can you tell?” she asked.

	“He's over here,” the bomb tech explained. “If the charge had gone off under his ass, it would've blown him straight through the roof of the car and he'd have painted the ceiling.”

	“Nice,” Jones muttered.

	“Instead, he got tossed this way. That tells me the device went off when he was standing or maybe bending over. I'm guessing he saw something under the dash, maybe spotted some loose wires or even the device itself, and it went off while he was bent over.”

	“There's some tools over here,” Neshenko said, pointing to the garage floor. “I've got a socket wrench, a screwdriver, and what looks like part of a wire cutter, but it's blown to pieces.”

	“Jesus,” Webb said quietly. “You think he found the bomb and tried to defuse it himself?”

	“It's possible,” Taylor said. “Stupid of him, but possible. Real civvie move.”

	“Skip, were you in the service?” Erin asked suddenly. The way he talked, the way he carried himself, and his haircut, all reminded her of Paulson, the former Army Ranger she'd worked with back in Queens.

	“EOD, two tours in the sandbox,” he said. “Came back with all my parts.” He held up a hand and wiggled his fingers.

	“What kind of idiot finds a bomb in his car and tries to take it apart instead of calling us?” Webb wondered aloud, returning their attention to the shattered body on the concrete.

	“The kind who doesn't want cops around, maybe,” Neshenko said, kneeling beside Levine, who was still engrossed in studying the corpse. The big detective flipped back the dead man's suit coat to reveal a shoulder holster, a pistol still strapped in it.

	“Damn,” Jones said. “He was packing.”

	“Didn't do him any good,” Levine said. “Death was instantaneous. COD was blast trauma and shrapnel that penetrated his face, chest, and neck. The right arm has been amputated just below the shoulder and separated from the torso, coming to rest approximately ten meters away from the principal remains. The left hand has been partially amputated, with the second, third, and fifth fingers missing, but once we analyze the blast pattern a little better, we have a good chance of finding...”

	“We get the idea,” Webb said. “So he was pretty close to the bomb when it went off?”

	“He had his hands practically on it,” she confirmed.

	“She's right,” Taylor said. “I saw some wounds like those in Iraq. There was this one kid, he was screwing around with a landmine...” His voice trailed off and his smile faded.

	“Okay,” Webb said. “So he had a sidearm and was doing something with the bomb, either trying to figure out what it was or trying to defuse it. Sounds like he might have military experience. What else have we got on him?”

	“There's a wallet in his hip pocket,” Levine said. “It was shielded from the blast by his body, so appears undamaged. There's a rolled-up necktie in his left front pocket and keys in his right front.”

	“Car keys?” Erin asked.

	“Car, house, safe-deposit box,” Levine said.

	“Well, that proves he didn't set it off by starting the engine,” Erin said. “They'd still be in the ignition otherwise.”

	“Seat belt wasn't fastened either,” Taylor said. “Not that that proves anything. If he was dumb enough to monkey with a homemade nitro bomb, he probably wasn’t smart enough to buckle up.”

	“What else have we got from the car?” Webb asked.

	“Driver's side door over there,” Neshenko said, pointing with his thumb. The door had been blasted away from the car at an angle, leaving a streak of black paint on the garage wall before coming to rest in a twisted heap.

	“Yeah, I think the door was open when the bomb went off,” Taylor said. “If it was only secured by the hinges, it would've angled forward like that. If it’d been closed, it would’ve gone in more of a straight line.”

	“So our victim was leaning over the seat with the door open, standing about where his shoes still are,” Webb said.

	“Just like car crashes,” Erin said, her Patrol experience still fresh in her mind. “You can usually judge point of impact when a pedestrian gets run down by where you find the shoes.”

	“That's right,” Webb said. “Okay, we're getting a picture.”

	“Trunk's open,” Neshenko reported. He was prowling around the edges of the crime scene like a restless junkyard dog. “I got a toolbox, open lid, a triple-A kit, and a spare tire.”

	“All right,” Webb said. “So you're all telling me this guy comes down to the garage, is all set to get into his car, and what? Sees a bomb wired to his ignition switch. For some reason he doesn't call the cops and decides to take care of it himself. Probably because he's a moron. He takes off his tie, stows it in his pants pocket, pops the trunk, opens his toolbox, gets out his tools and tries to take the bomb apart. He screws the pooch, the bomb blows up in his face, and here we are. And there he is.”

	Erin looked around at the others. All of them were nodding.

	“So why doesn't he call the cops?” Erin said. “Is this guy on the FBI Top Ten? There's nothing illegal in the trunk. Has he got diamonds in the door panels? Cocaine in the glove compartment?”

	“We'll go over the car,” Taylor said. “I need to confirm the explosive. I'm only guessing it was nitro. I'll know more when I run the lab tests. If there's anything else in there, we'll find it. We're taking the entire vehicle to the department lot.”

	“We need to talk to the wife,” Jones said.

	“Where is she?” Erin asked.

	“Upstairs, in their apartment,” Webb said. “We've got uniforms with her.”

	“And she's a real piece of work,” Neshenko said.

	“What do you mean?” she asked.

	“You'll see.”

	 


 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	“Who's taking the lead on the interview?” Erin asked as they rode the elevator to the fourth floor. Neshenko, Taylor, and Levine had remained in the basement, cataloging evidence.

	“I am,” Webb replied. “But I want you and Jones handy.”

	“For the woman's touch, you mean?” Jones asked with a wry twist of her mouth.

	“Something like that,” he said. “And in case you think of something I don't. Have you done many interviews with family members of victims, O'Reilly?”

	“Yeah,” she said. “Usually car crashes, not homicides.” Erin paused. “Sir, is the wife a suspect?”

	He raised an eyebrow. “Let's call her a 'person of interest' for the moment.”

	The elevator came to a halt, interrupting the conversation. The detectives walked to number 415. Webb knocked. A uniformed cop answered and nodded to the lieutenant. They went inside.

	Erin's first sense of the place was of clutter. It was a two-bedroom apartment, spacious by Manhattan standards, but it was packed full of furniture and artwork. Some of it might have been good, all of it looked expensive, but there was no pattern to the presentation, so the effect was like a high-class estate sale. She half-expected to see price tags on everything.

	“She's in her bedroom,” the uniformed officer said, pointing with his thumb.

	“Her bedroom, or their bedroom?” Jones asked.

	“Hers, I'd say,” the cop said in a low voice. “His is next door.”

	Webb nodded and motioned the others to follow him.

	Stepping through the bedroom door, Erin paused and blinked. The change from the rest of the apartment was startling. The only furniture was a small twin bed, a dresser, and a night table. The rest of the space had been converted into a greenhouse. There was a bank of sun lamps, a clear plastic curtain running across the middle of the room, and the strong smell of roses. She saw rose bushes covered with brilliant blossoms, ranging from pale pastel to deep scarlet.

	Another uniformed policeman stood against the wall. A tall, slender woman was inside the greenhouse, bending over one of the plants. She took no notice whatsoever of the new arrivals.

	Webb beckoned Erin and Jones. “Mrs. O'Connell?” he called softly.

	The woman turned. She had a face that was just a little too angular to be called beautiful. She seemed to be made of sharp ridges and hard lines. She stared at them with an expression of cool, polite interest.

	“Yes, I am Cynthia O'Connell,” she said. “And who might you be?”

	“Lieutenant Webb, NYPD,” he answered. “These are Detectives Jones and O'Reilly. Ma'am, I'm very sorry for your loss, and sorry to have to do this, but I need to ask you a few questions.”

	“I would much prefer you to be prompt than sorry, Lieutenant,” she said. “I have been waiting for you. I would appreciate it if this could be taken care of prior to ten o' clock.”

	Erin was about to ask why the time was important, but Jones caught her eye and gave a slight shake of her head. Instead of speaking up, she waited and watched, trying to learn. Webb's voice was calm and quiet, if a little flat. Cynthia's manner was matter-of-fact to the point of being cold. Her self-control was amazing, considering her husband had been blown to pieces only a few minutes before. Erin had never seen someone react to any violent death with so little emotion, much less that of a spouse.

	The woman's eye fell on Rolf. Her lip curled in distaste. “What is that... animal doing?”

	Erin glanced at her partner. The Shepherd was, at that moment, doing absolutely nothing. He was on duty, which meant he was standing still, paying close attention to her.

	“He's my K-9,” Erin said. “He won't do anything I don't tell him to.”

	“I will hold you responsible for any damage it causes.”

	“Ma'am, in your own words, can you tell me what happened?” Webb asked, trying to turn the conversation onto its intended course.

	“Certainly,” Cynthia said, giving no further notice to the dog. “William left the apartment at approximately seven o' clock. A short while later, I felt a violent shock that shook the building. A few minutes after that, Miss Harland knocked on my door.”

	“Excuse me, ma'am,” Webb said. “Who is Miss Harland?”

	“A neighbor,” Cynthia said. “She is a fellow aficionado of horticulture.”

	A what of the which? Erin very nearly said out loud. It must have showed on
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