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Prologue

Fletcher is terrified. She doesn’t say so; she’s standing perfectly motionless, not a twitch of a muscle. But it’s her eyes. A subtle flicker. The most nuanced of tremors in an otherwise still blue pool. Yet for some useless, illogical and unhelpful reason, the thing that jumps out at Hoss about the situation is that the knife pressed up tight to her throat is not the same kind Carl Evertson had used on him two years ago. This one has a shorter blade, and it’s serrated, giving it the feel of something more deadly. If that’s possible, that one blade can be deadlier than another. Or whether it just depends on who’s holding it.

Hoss raises his hands. He doesn’t know why. If the knife penetrates his partner’s jugular, he’ll wish he had done more than just show his palms in an act of pitiful surrender. In his gut though, he doesn’t think the man standing behind Fletcher with his forearm under her chin, locking her head in place against his collarbone, will really go through with it. It’s not so much that he doesn’t look like he could – there’s a wildness to his expression, a fog lurking over the eyes that says he’s already too far lost; the guy’s on another plane of reality, his own, and in it anything is possible. But for all that, Hoss believes there’s still something in there, somewhere, of the shrewd, mild-mannered, benevolent man he once was. There has to be. For Fletcher’s sake, there damn well has to be.

“Rogers.” Hoss inches forward. “Aaron. Talk to me, buddy.”

Coming to a stop in the center of the room, Hoss dips his head enough to imply submission, letting Fletcher’s ex-work partner know he’s the one in control here. Trouble is, it doesn’t look as if the man wants to talk. In fact, in the next moment it’s clear that talk is the last thing he wants to do. His eyes come up, their once gentle brown now thunderous black clouds pitted in a hollow skull. Not the eyes of a friend, but those of a stranger. No longer the alertness of a cop, but a loose cannon. The arm trapping Fletcher moves, the fist gripping the knife jerks, blade whipping from one side of her neck to the other. Just for show, surely. A warning to back off or he’ll really do it. All the same, Hoss’s breath catches at the exact moment Fletcher’s mouth forms a silent ‘O’… then stops altogether when dark bubbles of blood well up through a jagged line of broken skin and spill with cruel ease down her throat.

 

 




Chapter 1

One Month Earlier

 

They couldn’t see him where he was standing at the intersection of Central Avenue and York Street, next to the Deli, but he had a good view of them. It was the truck he’d noticed first, the old 1950s Ford pickup. Typical Cass Fletcher. She never changed. They’d be burying her with that damn rust bucket. If she’d been on her own he might have gone over. No, scratch that; he would have gone over. He missed her. They had made a great team once. Sometimes he wished they could go back to that. Just a pair of beat cops with nothing to worry about except whether they’d have time for lunch and where to get it from. The good old days. Or at least that’s how he remembered them. Probably back then there was more to it than that – life always seemed simpler when looked at it in reverse. It sure as hell wasn’t simple now.

Anyway, she wasn’t alone. Hoskins was with her, the new partner. That had been a surprise. Lawrence Hoskins wasn’t a bad guy, per se, he just leaned a little too much on the side of arrogant. And Cass detested arrogance. Still, maybe she balanced him out somehow, kept him grounded. She was good at doing that.

There was another guy with them, fair-haired, and sitting in the passenger seat of the truck with his head down. Whatever was going on, Cass and Hoskins were debating it around the tail of the pickup like a couple of battle-weary parents. He should message her later, make sure she’s okay. But then she’d wonder why he was asking and he wouldn’t want to tell her he’d seen her, or where, and what he was on his way to do. That was the thing with Cass – he never could lie to her.

He watched her drive away. Then while Hoskins was deep in conversation with a woman he seemed to know, he tugged up the collar on his leather jacket and dodged the traffic to hurry across the street, heading to the other side of town. At this time of day, the sidewalks of Pinefort were busy with workers leaving their offices for home or the bar, and as he weaved past them he checked his watch. 5:20 p.m. Then he pulled his phone from his pocket to double check that his watch was accurate. 5:16. Near enough. Better to be early than late. Still, his guy had said to be there by six. Maybe he should take a cab instead. The pedestrians were slowing him down, though a few gave him a wide berth, stepping out of his way or avoiding eye contact. That was something he was still getting used to. They’d once steered away from him because he looked like a cop; now they backed off for the opposite reason.

The nearer he got to the edge of town, the quieter the streets became. 5:42, the clock on his phone said. He would get there on time, but he was sweating – he could feel it sticky beneath the armpits of his T-shirt under his jacket, and cooling on his forehead with the light breeze – and that wasn’t a good look. He stopped for a second in a doorway and lit a cigarette, filled his lungs with smoke, and once past the wave of initial dizziness he could enjoy it, sense it relaxing him. When it was down to the stub, he threw it to the floor and killed it under the sole of his boot, brushed fallen ash from his jeans which left a gray streak across the black, and walked on, checking his watch. Almost there. Almost time.

Joe Nick’s was exactly where his guy said it would be. The bar took up one entire corner of the junction between two streets, so whether you lived on 18th West or 19th West, it was the bar at the end of your road. Enormous frosted windows announced the name of the place in faded gold lettering, and forest-green paint on the walls was flaky and dull-looking. Probably it had once been the bar to go to, a long time ago, before real money was invested in the city center and everyone stopped coming out this far just to get wasted. Now he imagined it served only the locals and those whose business meetings required somewhere a little more understated than the trendy establishments a few blocks away. Much like the meeting he was here for.

Don’t think about it, he told himself, as he stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets and jogged across the road. Just do it.

He yanked on the bar door, which squealed as it opened, and faced another set of doors ten feet in front of him. On his left was a door marked Chicks, and on his right, Cocks. He pushed open the one on the right. Inside were three chipped and stained porcelain urinals and two stalls opposite a pair of basins and a wall of mirrors. As if seeing the place once wasn’t bad enough, wherever you looked you got to see it again in the mirror’s reflection.

After emptying his bladder at the urinal, he stepped up to the nearest basin. The faucet was stiff to turn and trickled out ice-cold water that was meant to be hot. He let it run a while, but it made no difference – it was still freezing, and there was no soap. He rinsed his hands anyway and dabbed a little of the water over his forehead. Last thing he wanted was to go in there looking as on edge as a three-legged rabbit at a greyhound track. He turned the faucet off and searched around him. No hand dryer, and the towel container was empty. Sucking in a breath to calm himself, he did what he’d been trying not to do since he walked in. But how could he not? The fucking mirrors were hard to avoid.

So how did he look?

He looked like he belonged in Joe Nick’s, that’s how he looked. Rough as hell, and not just because he wasn’t getting enough sleep these days. His eyes were darker than they used to be, hooded, cold. Or maybe they only seemed that way because of the bare scalp. He ran his hand back and forth over his head. There was less stubble there than there was over his face, which he hadn’t shaved for almost two weeks. The jacket sleeve rode up his arm, showing the permanent black ink that now covered his once bare skin. The other arm was the same. As was his chest, his back. One or two designs would have sufficed for the job, but once he’d started he couldn’t stop. It’s true what they say. It’s easy to get addicted to the needle.

He brought his hand down and reached inside his jacket, fingers brushing abs that hadn’t been there before, then touching on the handle of the .42 tucked in his waistband. He still favored the Glocks, one of the few things left over from his beat cop days. Readjusting it so it sat comfortably at his lower back, he took a last look at his reflection, gripped his jacket in both hands and tugged to straighten it.

Yeah, did a good job. Detective Aaron Rogers was long gone, as were his dapper suits and designer shoes, his smoothly shaved face, the sculpted curls he’d kept close to his scalp and loaded with expensive products. Baby-Faced Buck, Cass used to tease. But that guy was dead now. So dead he shouldn’t even be thinking about him. If he hadn’t seen Cass on the way over, he probably wouldn’t have thought of him at all. In this game, you didn’t just pretend to be some other guy – you dug out a version of yourself that was in there somewhere waiting on your signal and you made damn sure you became him. Your life depended on it.

“Come on,” he seethed through gritted teeth at the man in the mirror. Aiden Walker. Known to his friends as Stacks. He drew his tongue over his dry lips and stared himself down. “Don’t screw this up, Stacks. You’ll only get one shot at this. One shot to prove yourself.”

With the pep talk done, and nowhere else to go now but into the fire, he left the toilets and strode into the bar before he could change his mind.

The bar itself was about the size of a small community hall and almost exclusively furnished in dark wood. The tables and chairs. The benches with worn red cushions pock-marked by cigarette burns. The paneled walls that looked like they’d been there since the seventies. The scratched but polished counter top. The beer-stained, sticky floorboards under his boots. Yet, oddly, for all the dead trees, the only thing he could smell was weed. He guessed the wood was permeated with it by now.

There were three old guys huddled around a table at one end of the room, and another two, middle-aged or maybe older, sitting separately on stools at the bar but who both turned the moment he walked in as if he was interrupting something. He didn’t think either of them was the one he had come to see. Behind the bar, another man – fifties, thick set, thin hair, white shirtsleeves rolled to the elbows – planted his hands on the counter, saying nothing but waiting expectantly.

“Looking for Gino,” Aiden Walker said, meeting the man’s gaze.

“Who is?” the man asked, his voice low and rough, like someone had taken a pumice stone to his vocal chords and forgotten to apply lotion afterward.

“Stacks. He’s expecting me.”

The man lifted his eyebrows. “Stacks?”

“That’s right.”

“Stacks,” he repeated to himself, then walked down the bar and disappeared through an open doorway. A long few seconds later he called out, “Down here.”

Aiden looked around. The guys seated at the bar were still studying him, waiting to see what he’d do. One of them gave just the slightest of nods in the direction the barman had gone. Anyone not paying attention would have missed it, but Aiden took the cue, the dusty boards beneath his boots creaking as he crossed the room and went through the door.

The barman was along a narrow hallway, in which the stink of weed was stronger. Aiden guessed that where he was heading he’d get to the source of it. But as he neared the stairs leading to a downstairs basement, the man planted a firm palm on his chest.

“Anything that’ll do more damage than a peashooter, hand it over.” Weary features warned Aiden not to mess him around, that he’d search him if he had to. Aiden reached behind him for the Glock and handed it to him.

“Nice piece,” the barman said, looking it over like he might take it out back and hit a few bottles off the wall. Then he nodded toward the stairwell. “Watch your step.”

For a moment Aiden stopped at the top of the stairs and looked down into darkness. Not literal darkness. There was a dim shimmer of a lamp struggling to illuminate the room. From where he stood he couldn’t yet see everything that was going on below – how many people were there waiting for him, what they were doing – and he hesitated. Last chance to turn back, go home, forget about all this. He could call Cass, tell her he wasn’t coping as well as he had told her he was. Tell her strange things were happening to him, things he couldn’t always control and it terrified him, enough that he was scared of himself and what he might do. And she would help. If he said all that, she wouldn’t judge him or look at him like his head had gone AWOL, she would help. Because that’s what Cass did.

Shit, what was he doing here? He couldn’t do this.

He turned to leave, but a light was going out. The light down the hallway as the barman closed the door. Then a voice…

“Stacks! My man. You made it. Come on, what you waiting for? Get down here, asshole.”

It was Rizla. The guy who had set him up with all this. He was bouncing from foot to foot at the bottom of the stairs, his manic grin showing off the gaps in his teeth. Doc Martens way too big to be on the end of his skinny legs in drainpipe denims; the same multi-colored, oversized, hole-ridden wool sweater he always wore – the only thing more colorful being the stripe of dirty-green hair down the center of an otherwise badly shaved scalp.

“Fucking been waiting for you, man,” he said excitedly, as Aiden descended the stairs one heavy boot at a time. His eyes were wild. “You are gonna love this, man. You’re gonna love it.”

When Aiden stepped off the bottom stair, Rizla thumped him playfully on the arm. Thirty-eight. The guy was thirty-eight years old and acted like a teenager on speed. All the time. He was on a shopping list of things, but Aiden didn’t think speed was one of them anymore. He’d been right about the source of the weed, though. The air was thick with it. The acrid smoke snaked up from abandoned roaches in ashtrays on a low table in the center of the room and hung in clouds close to the grubby ceiling with nowhere for it to escape. In one fleeting glance, he took in a snapshot of everything at once…

Dark gray leather sofa with two guys on it. One sitting forward, busy making up a fix at the table. The other guy slouched and out of it, a black band looped around his upper arm and knotted in place.

A woman sitting on a chair beside them. Tank top, floral skirt, bruised legs. Demeanor of a girl but the face of a middle-aged woman. Hard to tell her actual age. Her hands under her thighs, feet swinging back and forth while she watched the guy mix up the dose, her eyes both sleepy and eager at the same time.

A second leather sofa, only one guy sitting on the middle cushion. Relaxed, one leg crossed over the other, cotton slacks riding up over black socks, on the end of which were polished leather brogues. White shirt neatly pressed and tucked into his belted waistband. Thick mop of black hair that lay in waves around his forehead and ears, and curled at his neck. In his fifties at least. And of everyone here, possibly the only one who knew what day of the week it was.

“Here he is, Boss,” Rizla said, clutching at Aiden’s jacket sleeve like he was bringing the new kid to class. “This is him. The dude I was telling you about.”

The first one to look up was the guy at the table with the chemistry set. Fair hair, muscles, broad shoulders, wide jaw, strong features, wary as hell. Without taking his eyes from Aiden, he lifted the spoon in his right hand and flicked a cigarette lighter with his left. He stayed like that, sizing him up without blinking an eye, until the woman got antsy. “Lucas, honey,” she said in a low whine, and he went back to work. By her thin arms and drawn face, Aiden imagined the fix was also her evening meal. It was all about prioritizing.

“What’s your name?”

Aiden looked at the man who had spoken. Gino. Or Boss, as Rizla had so affectionately called him. “Stacks,” he said.

“That your first name or last?” Gino asked. He hadn’t moved, only to fold his hands on his thigh. Age lined his face and, thanks to his Italian heritage, his eyes were as dark as his hair.

“That’s what they call me,” Aiden said.

“I don’t care what they call you. I asked what your name was.”

Another furtive glance from Lucas. Was he the right-hand guy? He must be. No one else in the room looked up to the job.

“I prefer to go by the name Stacks.” Aiden ignored Lucas’s dressing down and directed his answer to the head honcho, the one he most needed to impress. And by impress, that didn’t mean kissing his ass. That would be too easy, and also damaging. More crucial was that he get the guy to trust him. Trust who he was and what he could offer.

“What’s wrong with the name your mother and father gave you?” the boss asked, fingers of his left hand spinning a gold and onyx signet ring on the index finger of his right.

“My mother and father gave it me,” he answered. It was a gamble. You didn’t joke about family to an Italian. He felt Rizla’s energy fizzing beside him, and out of the corner of his eye saw him moving side to side. The guy didn’t know how to stay still. But the gamble paid off. Gino smiled and, with his lips closed, softly chuckled.

Lucas looked less amused, but Gino caught his eye and nodded toward the woman in the chair who had begun, unconsciously it seemed, picking at her arm with her fingernails. Lucas took the syringe he had filled and stood. He was a big guy now that he was on his feet, and the woman, almost hyperventilating with anticipation as she tightened a belt around her upper arm, was tiny and fragile in comparison. Aiden looked away.

“So, Stacks…” Gino uncrossed his legs and got up from the sofa, stepping in front of the table and thankfully blocking the view. “That what you do? Sell stacks of Molly to Gen-Zs at the back of the clubs?”

A slap of skin followed by a long, low groan of pleasure came from the woman behind Gino, but the man didn’t flinch. Only raised his eyebrows for an answer to his question.

“That’s where it started. Not now.”

“What now?”

“Whatever I can get my hands on. Wherever I’m needed.”

He tried to hold Gino’s gaze, but it was tough. The guy wore a soft smile at the edge of his lips even though those black eyes were empty, like they could stare a man down all day.

“Our boy Rizla tells us you’ve hit a dry spell lately,” he said, and beside them their boy made a noise. Somewhere between an intake of breath and a snort of pride.

“The guy I was working for had to go away for a while,” Aiden explained.

“Shame. But an occupational hazard. He didn’t take you with him?”

“I’m careful. I do everything alone.”

“No man is an island, Stacks.”

“This one is.”

Lucas snorted a laugh. Gino ignored that, too. “That could be a problem. I like a man who knows when to cut his ties and run, but I also need workers who are loyal. You can understand that.”

“I’m as loyal as they come.” Sweat prickled his neck. The urge to scratch it was strong.

“How can I be sure?” Gino asked.

“Try me and see.”

Lucas laughed again. Brief, derisive. This time Gino spun around to him and the laughing abruptly stopped. Aiden noticed Lucas was at the table, back at his work, preparing another dose. Who for? Not for the woman whose arm he could see hanging limply down the side of the chair. Nor for sleeping beauty softly snoring beside him.

“Try you,” Gino pondered, then turned to Rizla. “What do you think, kid?”

“Oh, you can trust him,” Rizla gushed. “No doubt. No doubt at all, Boss. He’s a good guy. Solid. Real solid.”

“You think so?”

“I know, Boss. I know. He’s a good pal. My best pal.” Rizla clutched Aiden’s arm with his nicotine-stained fingers.

“No offense, Riz, but everyone’s your best pal,” Gino said dryly, echoing Aiden’s thoughts. He’d only known the guy for two months at most.

Gino folded his arms. “Something about you,” he said, looking him over like he could see right through him to the other side; see all the layers along the way. “I want to trust you, Stacks. You’re a big man, you look like you can handle yourself.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So how about this…” The Italian dropped his hands into his pockets and his shirt lapels parted a little wider, revealing a scar running from his collarbone downward in a straight line to somewhere beneath the cotton fabric. Old, no puckering of the skin, just a thin silvery-gray strip where the wisps of dark hair surrounding it didn’t grow. And neat – not the kind made with a serrated blade or a machete, but with a scalpel, then carefully sewn back together. Right above his heart.

“How about first we ditch the name?” Gino said. “Stacks. I don’t know, it’s a little amateur. I look at you and I see… I see Pretty Boy.”

Both Rizla and Lucas burst into laughter that rang in Aiden’s ears. “You fucking with me?” he asked without raising his voice.

“No, I’m serious.” Gino’s face was straight. “Guys, guys, I’m serious here. Shut the hell up, all right? Ignore them, they’re just jealous. You’re an attractive man. Exotic-looking.”

A snort from Lucas.

“All right,” Aiden said with a heavy sigh, ignoring for now the racial barb that was meant to provoke him. “What else? You said the name change was the first thing, so what else?”

Gino pointed a finger at him to confirm he was right. “Second, I need to be sure you’re committed.”

“I told you. You don’t have to worry about that.”

“Oh, but I do worry. So here’s what we’ll do. You’ll prove it to me. Your commitment.”

The drop of sweat on the nape of Aiden’s neck crept under the collar of his T-shirt and hung at the top of his spine. There was no air in the place other than the dope cloud hanging over their heads. He wondered if he was getting high off it. His head was light.

“How?” he asked, his hands curling into fists in his pockets, urging himself to keep it together.

“Wrong question, Pretty Boy.” Gino tilted his chin up, as if about to teach an important lesson that he should listen to carefully. “You’re proving your commitment, remember? The question is not how. It’s when.”

A flutter of panic rattled in Aiden’s chest. He ignored it, but it did it again. Shit, not now. Of all times, not now, not here. He clenched his jaw, tried to steady his breathing without making it obvious. A guy like Gino could read a person’s body language easier than a kid’s comic. In fact, a guy like him may not be much of a reader at all, but he could probably do a whole lot of other things really well. Like hurt a man. Make him suffer in horrific ways.

“You’re taking a long time to answer, Pretty Boy. I’m wondering if Rizla here got you all wrong.”

“I didn’t, Boss. I swear—”

Gino cut him off with a look. Again just a look. What the hell did that look mean?

“Not when. Now.” Aiden’s voice was steadier than he expected it to be. “You need proof? Let’s do it right now.”

“You giving the orders here, Pretty?”

“No, sir. But I’ve got less than twenty-four hours to stump up some cash or I’m sleeping on a park bench tomorrow night. I need work and I need it fast. So tell me how to prove my loyalty and I’ll do it.”

He prayed for noise. Rizla’s shuffling feet, Lucas’s annoying laughter, the drugged-up woman’s moaning. Anything. Anything so he could swallow the ball of saliva sitting at the back of his throat with no one noticing. But the room was silent. Until at last Gino spoke.

“I don’t need to tell you anything, Pretty Boy. Lucas will show you what to do.” He returned to the sofa, easing himself down on the cushions and resuming his cross-legged position. Without a care in the fucking world, Aiden thought. Which was more than he could say about himself. Because now, across the table from Gino, Lucas was smiling. A big broad beam. A welcome to the family kind of grin. And in his hand a fresh syringe, newly loaded, needle pointing skyward.

“You know what,” Gino said. “Let’s not call it a test of commitment. It sounds unfriendly, and we’re a friendly bunch here, aren’t we, Riz?”

“Yes, we are, Boss. Always friendly. Friendly as they come.” Rizla chuckled. Loud and high-pitched, like a hyena on acid. Aiden wanted to tell him to shut the hell up. Same way he imagined others in this room had done plenty of times, but the dumb bastard would have forgotten about that, wouldn’t he? Someone like Rizla would push aside the niggling concern that everyone thought he was an irritating pain in the ass, just as long as they kept him in the group. One of the boys, one of the gang. He’d take whatever they said and run with it, anything so they’d never send him packing. What kind of a life was that?

Gino leaned forward. He unbuckled and with tremendous tenderness unwound the belt from the unconscious woman’s arm. “Let’s call it a gift instead. First one free and all that,” he said, throwing the belt over the table to where Aiden stood. Or to where Aiden assumed he was still standing. His legs were numb. Everything except for the thundering of his heart was numb.

“Go ahead,” Lucas encouraged, holding the syringe out to him, eyes twinkling with amusement. “Knock yourself out, Pretty Boy.”

Aiden looked over at Gino, who was taking this more seriously than his trained monkey. There was no mocking smile from him, no I-dare-you stare. He was just waiting. That’s all. Just waiting.

Aiden ran his tongue over his lips so the words wouldn’t catch when he spoke. “I don’t use. I just sell.”

The boss barely moved, but Aiden thought he heard a soft sigh leave the man’s nostrils. He resisted looking at Lucas; he knew what he’d see there.

“So how do you know your product’s any good?” Gino asked, in the same measured tone he hadn’t yet deflected from. “You think a chef plates up food he doesn’t taste?”

The needle in Aiden’s peripheral vision taunted him. The leather belt on the table coiled like a viper.

“I trust the people I get it from, sir,” he said, and this time when he swallowed it was involuntary and loud enough that everyone must have heard it.

“Maybe you shouldn’t.” Gino rose to his feet and reached for the belt, wrapping the leather around his fist as he came closer. “Maybe what I’ve got in that syringe isn’t worth shit.”

Resisting the urge to back up, Aiden nodded over Gino’s shoulder. “It worked all right on her.” Then he looked at the snoring guy next to Lucas, leaning to one side defying gravity, a soft smile of contentment on his lips. “And him.”

“Take your jacket off.” Gino stopped a couple of feet away. He thumped the belt-wrapped fist into the palm of his other hand, his biceps pressing against the cotton of his white shirt. Strong muscle tone for his age. Takes care of himself still.

Aiden glanced at Rizla beside him, but all he got was an excited grin and a persistent nod of the head, like he’d kept all this as a big surprise for him. He had. The bastard had known this was part of Gino’s recruitment process but he’d failed to fucking mention it. Next he peered over to the stairway. He knew the door at the top of it was shut. Maybe the barman had locked it, too. That narrowed his choices.

“It’s all good, Pretty Boy. One hit, that’s it. Then we know where we stand,” Gino encouraged, the caring father, the best friend, the thinly disguised threat. “Think of it like one of those… Damn it, what the hell are they called? You know, Lucas, those…”

“Those what? I don’t fucking know—”

“Aptitude tests. That’s it. Those aptitude tests they give you. Except, trust me, this is a lot more fun than one of those.”

“Hell yeah,” Lucas muttered, flicking an eyebrow and wiggling the syringe of dirty brown liquid between his fingers.

“Hell yeah!” Rizla echoed. “Come on, Stacks. I told you you’d love it. I told you.”

The mounting rumble of panic had reached Aiden’s ears so that even Rizla’s excitement was muffled beneath the roar of the blood rush. His mouth was dry. Sweat peppered his forehead, he was sure of it. Legs were weak. Eyes moved fast but saw nothing. Pretty soon his vision would narrow. Fuck. Fuck. Some time after that he’d pass out. What then? They’d stick the needle in him anyway? Dump him in an alleyway? Is that what his daughters would learn had happened to him? His girls…

“Last chance, Pretty Boy. If you won’t take it, then Carrie over there gets a second dose.”

Carrie? The woman comatose in the chair? Another dose could kill her. Lucas thought the same. The smile dropped from his face, but what could he do about it? The boss would do whatever the hell the boss wanted to do.

Forget the woman. Try to focus. What were the choices?

“Jacket,” Gino prompted.

Refuse. What would happen if he refused? Had anyone ever refused Gino DeSantis and walked away with all limbs intact?

“Wake her up,” he heard Gino say. Then Lucas’s reply, hesitant, “Boss…”

Other options. What were the other options? Come on. Evaluate. Focus. What would Aaron do? Detective Aaron Rogers—

No, no. Hell! What would Aiden Walker do? Aiden Walker. That’s who he was.

He didn’t have his Glock. That was upstairs with the barman. These guys would be tooled up, though. He couldn’t see a pistol on Gino, but he’d have something. A blade maybe…

Tearing up his back. Splitting his skin. Hot blood gushing from him, soaking his clothes.

Or a cosh…

Thumps to the head, the stomach. Vomit splattering concrete. Boots to the face. Pain excruciating. Wanting to die.

Three weeks he’d been out of it after they’d beaten him almost to death. Three weeks. Christa said she thought he wouldn’t make it. And how dare he, she’d yelled, how dare he ruin their daughters’ lives like that…

“Wake her up,” Gino repeated, louder.

Aiden’s head spun and he sensed himself stumbling to one side, an invisible force rocking the floor beneath him as his mind flipped back to last year and the undercover job that had gone badly wrong. The stench of weed had been strong that day, too. They’d all been smoking it. Him included.

“Boss, seriously—”

“Just do it, Lucas!”

Through blurring vision, Aiden saw Lucas rise from the sofa, his movements slow, almost painful as he walked over to the sleeping woman. But Gino had his back to the pair – he trusted Lucas to do what he asked. Instead his focus was on Aiden. Dark eyes seeing everything. Watching him fall apart.

Lucas put a hand on the woman’s arm. “Baby…?”

His voice disappeared down a tunnel. Aiden struggled to keep his eyes open. The ringing grew louder in his ears. He must look like he was already doped. Gino would know he was faking, that Aiden Stacks wasn’t real. This could be bad. Very bad. Worse than last time bad.

What were the options? What were…

“Hey, Pretty, you still with us?”

No options.

All out.

He whipped off his jacket. It fell from his fingers to the floor. And Gino – pleased now, smiling – took a step toward him, the belt unraveling from his fist.

 

 




Chapter 2

The city of Pinefort in Sykes County was in the southwestern corner of Belwall state, a hundred and thirty miles from the West Coast, give or take, and with a population just shy of eighty-six thousand citizens. It was the everyman’s American city. Shopping malls and eating establishments to suit all budgets, a passionate mayor, hard-working schools, under-funded colleges, revered museums, parks and sites of historical interest, and a couple of decent, though overcrowded, hospitals. The cornucopia of commercial and private businesses did their best to sustain the local economy but, like all cities, it was never enough, or at least never equally distributed, and as a result some problems were so deeply rooted nothing short of dynamite would break them apart.

An annually rising crime rate was one of those problems, most notably in the surge of organized criminal gang activity over the previous five years, plaguing the clubs and bars at night and spilling over into the streets in the daytime. Add to that a permanently stressed city council, a public services budget that never stretched far enough, and the rosy picture the mayor insisted on painting lost some of its color. But for all that, Pinefort wasn’t a terrible place to be if you weren’t all that fussy, and if eighty-six thousand people shoe-horned into a twenty-six square mile radius didn’t bring you out in a nervous rash. As it did for Cass Fletcher.

Standing by the window on the fifth floor of The Vulcan office block on Southwest Broadway at the ass end of the central business district, Cass folded her arms and watched as, in the alleyway below, a homeless woman systematically rummaged through the line of dumpsters at the rear of the Target store opposite. The woman had brought with her a plastic step stool that she used to allow her to reach the best part of the way into the cart, and when she was done – the inside of her knee-length mackintosh loaded with goodies she clutched to her ribs with her arm – she stashed the stool in a bunch of overgrown weeds alongside the building and took off back down the alley, destination god knows where.

It was hard to judge the woman’s age. She looked older than Cass’s thirty-seven years, but living on the streets aged a person prematurely. As did the self-medication that often accompanied the situation. When life was that grim, numbing the pain was welcomed in whatever form it showed up. That saddened Cass the same way now as it had done when she’d walked the sidewalks as a cop. Four years after quitting the sheriff’s office, the things she could do nothing about still had the power to haunt her. Breath fogging the window glass as she sighed, she felt a stab in her gut and longed for her secluded cabin eighteen miles south of the city. There she could bury her head in the sand, pretend none of that stuff still went on.

Hearing footsteps over the floorboards behind her, Cass tightened the fold of her arms and turned from the window.

“Maybe we should have waited,” she said. “Taking out a lease on this place feels kind of…”

“Permanent?” her partner suggested when she hesitated.

Cass looked at former homicide detective Lawrence Hoskins, his six-foot-three, broad-shouldered frame filling the doorway of the office room he had claimed as his own, dust flecked in his neatly trimmed brown hair and a light scowl darkening his features. He clutched a can of polish in one hand, a duster in the other, and another stab poked her in the gut; this one reminding her that a career in private investigation had never been the plan for either of them.

“Committed,” she said, a more immediate word than permanent but no less intimidating.

“Of course. Forgot you weren’t so good with that kind of thing.” He strode across the room to the desk he’d allocated for her, the one directly facing the front door, and ran a finger through the dirt coating its surface. “Look, Fletch, we’ve been working together pretty much for the last two years. I’d say now is the perfect time to move this relationship to the next level.”

“Business partnership.”

He brought his head up, the scowl gone, the smile sweet. Innocence incarnate. “That’s what I meant.”

“Just clarifying,” she said, ignoring the twinkle of amusement in his eyes by dropping her arms to her sides and peering around the room, furnished only with the desk and a chair, the pale green paint on the walls grubby and flaking, the floorboards under their feet thick with dust. “Oh well, shit or bust, I guess.”

Hoss flashed a grin. “That’s the spirit. It’s your undying optimism that I love about you, partner.”

She grunted a response, walking the room, boards creaking beneath her sneakers. Stepping into his office, she noted it was smaller than the one out front but had a better view out of the window – the offices opposite as opposed to the back alley. It also had a second doorway into what she discovered was a toilet and washbasin.

“So you get the en suite and I get reception?” she called back, testing the light pull and flinching when she appeared illuminated in a small mirror on the wall above the basin. Her riotous shoulder-length blonde curls framed a paler than normal face, light blue eyes as stark as a deer caught in the headlights. She tucked a curl behind her ear and peered with trepidation into the toilet bowl, noting with relief it was acceptable. That was something, at least; the rest of the place would need a good scrub, maybe even a deep clean and bacterial detox.

“I notice the location’s conveniently close to your apartment,” she added, turning off the light and stepping back into the front room, where Hoss was occupying what was to be her chair, his boots up on her desk and ankles crossed, tapping at his phone screen.

“It suits you there,” she suggested. “I think you should take this office and I’ll take that one.”

He dropped his phone hand to his lap and looked up. “Nice try, partner. But as I’m the one who put in the hard work to find this little gem and then negotiated a decent price, I get first choice. Besides, this room’s bigger. I want you to have the bigger room, Fletch; you deserve it. And if you’d wanted somewhere that was nearer to your place than mine, you should have said. I’d have pitched a tent at the border of Pinefort and Fallmarsh.”

“You know what this building used to be, don’t you?”

“That’s irrelevant. What it is now is a respectable office block in the business district.”

“A whorehouse.”

Hoss winced. “A hotel, Fletch. It was a hotel for customers on a budget.”

“Charged by the hour. Everyone knew about The Vulcan. They called it The Vulvan.”

“Well, not anymore.” Hoss dropped his feet from the desk, boots landing with a thud against the hollow wooden boards.

“No air conditioning.” She peered up at the yellow-tinged ceiling. “And don’t say the window, because it doesn’t open.”

He got up from the chair to prove her wrong. But the window didn’t budge, not even when he crouched and put his shoulder to it. “It just needs a little careful manipulation,” he grunted.

“Glass is pretty thin. Manipulate a bit more and I’ll be scooping you off the alley.”

He ignored her and kept on trying.

“And over there in the corner by the door, I saw droppings. Rats, I’d say at a guess. It’ll need a deep clean. If not, fumigation.”

“Jesus Holy Christ!” Hoss’s arms slapped against his sides as he turned her way, hazel eyes darkening with his temper. “Anything else, your ladyship? Surely you must have found the flight of stairs a bothersome nuisance? Or maybe the lack of parking is terribly inconvenient? How about the coffee shop across the road – are the iced buns not baked quite to your liking? Should I have a word with them about upping their game?”

Cass pinned her mouth closed and waited out his outburst. He’d clearly had a terrible morning and was now taking it out on her. Maybe it was the list of things they’d need to do to get this place operational that was bothering him. It was never easy to admit you’d wasted good money on a bad purchase.

“You know, I could be wrong, Cass, but I’m sensing you don’t want to do this.”

His voice bounced around the empty walls with nowhere for it to go but to repeat a few more times in her head. Denial would be futile. She just hadn’t realized that her resistance was that obvious. It didn’t seem to matter so much when they were working out of his apartment or her cabin; it was more flexible – she could drop the idea of this partnership altogether any time she felt like it. But this, an office, a real base, back in the city where she had worked for eleven years, first as cop then as detective, was a whole other feeling. It was putting down roots. And she knew all too well how those could be torn up without a moment’s notice.

She stepped over to the desk, dropped her hip against it and folded her arms, like she had done hundreds of times in the homicide department at the sheriff’s office. Then, though, the problem was unraveling the complexities of a case, not questioning her motivations for being there.

“I think we need to set some basic rules. Find a middle ground between…” She looked at him for the right words.

“Your cold heart and my hot head?” he ventured.

Not quite what she was going for, but since he’d brought it up. “We’re a professional organization now. This is not a game.”

“Everything’s a game, Fletcher. You haven’t figured that out yet?”

She stifled a sigh. That was exactly the kind of attitude that made her want to get back in her pickup, drive home, and lock the cabin door behind her. More so because – with his folded arms, planted feet and unwavering gaze – she was certain he meant it.

“We do this by the book, Hoss, or not at all.”

He studied her for a long time, brows creased. There were things he’d gotten them into the past few years she wished he hadn’t. Things, too, he hadn’t told her, about some of the cases they’d worked, particularly the last one. Perhaps that was another reason for her trepidation about making this official – not everything they had done so far could be classed as above board.

“And when you say by the book, you mean…?” Hoss pressed a finger at his mouth, beneath which his lips broke into a smile at something he saw in her face. “Kidding. I’m just kidding. Jesus, Fletcher. You know, not so long ago I thought you were softening, but I’m so pleased to see you’re still as hard and cynical as ever.” He turned his back to peer out the window. “I can only assume that means you haven’t heard from him.”

“From who?”

“Who, my ass.”

She got up from the desk, brushed the dust from the seat of her jeans and then her hands. “I hear from your ass all the time. But if you mean Josh, then no. I already told you, he’s taken a job in New York. That’s the end of it. Everyone’s moved on.” Under her breath she added, “Except you.”

Hoss shook his head, his look of exasperation reflected in the glass. “You’re being totally irrational about this whole situation. If you just nudged him, he’d give in. The boy’s smitten over you.”

“Was,” she corrected. “And you say irrational, I say practical. I’m not nudging anyone, least of all someone who’s better off as far from me as he can get. Speaking of which, how did that thing go with your sisters?”

“What thing?”

“Don’t give me that. You know what thing.”

“Oh, you mean the family dinner in honor of Patrick Hoskins’s posthumous tenth anniversary since turning sheriff? The one my sisters have been planning for the last… decade? That thing?” He threw a cruel gaze over his shoulder and added dryly, “Positively delightful; I didn’t want it to end. Or begin. Stop diverting. What do you mean he’s better off as far from you as he can get? That’s bullshit.”

“A fair assessment based on years of experience. So drop it and get over it. I have.”

She gripped the desk in her hands, tested its sturdiness in the hope he’d take the hint and leave it there. He was digging for information she wouldn’t give, not when she was trying to put her brief romance behind her where it belonged. The way she saw it, it was better that it went wrong early on than further down the line when their lives would have been more difficult to disentangle.

Luckily, her partner seemed to get the message. He dropped his shoulder against the window frame, eyeing her carefully as he said, “A buddy of mine’s got some filing cabinets and other equipment we can have. Office clearance. Half the price of new.”

She relented and nodded, because he was looking at her as if he feared she might pull the plug on this whole arrangement before they’d barely started. Would he go it alone if she walked away? A few months ago she’d have said no, that beneath the arrogant persona he questioned himself with a relentless harshness he didn’t deserve. But something had changed in him. The arrogance was still there, but now she sensed he could back it up too. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

“This is all Jimmy, isn’t it?” she said, glancing again around the room before bringing her attention back to him. “His money paid for this.”

Jimmy Rosedale. The East Coast gangster and wanted fugitive Hoss had somehow got himself involved with. On their last case they had tracked down Jimmy’s runaway daughter and, for that, the man had promised to pay handsomely in instalments over the next two years. The case had ended in the worst possible way for the gangster, but the cash kept coming just as he’d said it would. He had also assured Hoss the money would be clean. But that didn’t make accepting it any easier. Not for her, at least.

“Something good might as well come out of it,” Hoss said quietly, though his eyes were hard, a clue to the residual effects of his involvement with Jimmy and the man’s subsequent demise. She hadn’t pressed him on which of those two things bothered him the most. It was better she didn’t know.

“Something good?” she repeated, raising an eyebrow. “Something like a brand new all-terrain Beamer with blacked-out rear windows?”

A devilish smile took the place of his scowl. “She’s beautiful. And she can really move. You should get one.”

“Thanks, but I’m sorted for transportation.”

Hoss snorted. “No disrespect to your grandfather, but his pickup should have met the crusher decades ago. It’s seventy years old, Fletch. Seven Oh.”

“And Grandad would be thrilled it still drives. Besides, you’ve spent enough dollars this last month for the both of us. But Jimmy’s money aside, everything else we do from now on is kosher, Hoss. It has to be. I mean that.”

“You may want to keep all your options open on that score.”

She tilted her head in question, but he looked at the front door just as a fist pounded against it. Cass turned to the frosted glass-paneled door, then back to Hoss who seemed to know who was waiting behind it.

“Oh, and by the way, Fletch,” he added, as he crossed the room. “If I wanted to do things by the book, I’d still be in the sheriff’s office. And so would you.”

She narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth to respond, but he was already gripping the door handle. He swung the door wide and there stood the last person in the world Cass expected to see on their doorstep.

Christa Miller was a mid-thirties, five-foot, slight-framed woman with jet-black hair that was shaped neatly around her face and always shining. Her skin was smooth and unblemished, and she had a class about her that meant she could wear just about anything and make it appear expensive. She had, until the divorce, gone by the name of Christa Rogers, formerly the wife of Aaron Rogers, Cass’s partner in the sheriff’s office. She had also been – and judging by her firm, fixed expression, still was – one hell of a dragon.

“Where the hell is my children’s father?” she demanded of Cass, dark eyes a storm of fury on the blackest of nights. “Tell me right now. And with none of your usual bullshit.”

 

 




Chapter 3

The last time Cass had seen Christa was in Saint Mary’s Hospital, at the bedside of the man they had both called their partner. Nicknamed Buck, after the early eighties TV show Buck Rogers in the 25th Century, Aaron Rogers had worked alongside Cass straight out of the police academy and all the way through to the homicide department. It was only when she resigned that he moved from the sheriff’s office to working undercover for the state police. That went well for a while, until enemies of the organized crime group he had infiltrated stabbed and beat him within an inch of his life. It was as he lay unconscious in the hospital bed, Cass on one side of him and Christa on the other, that Cass had first learned about the divorce that had been finalized three months before. With that piece of information, Buck getting hurt while undercover suddenly made a lot more sense  –  he had dropped his guard, his focus off center. But while Christa might have washed her hands of being a cop’s wife, there were two things that continued to connect the pair of them and always would. One was aged seven, the other five, and looks-wise they both took after their mother.

“The girls haven’t heard from him in three weeks and he’s not answering his phone.”

Christa had cooled enough to step into the office, and Hoss had gently closed the door behind her. But tension eked from her every pore, altering the particles in the room and making Cass wish, once again, that they could open the window to let in some air. There were few people who made her uncomfortable, but Christa was one of them – perhaps because Cass had spent too many hours with Buck propping up the bar after work while he bemoaned the grief he got at home. Grief that always came back to one thing. His job. Or, drilling down further, that he never suggested giving it up to please his wife.

“He’s meant to have the girls on weekends. Fridays and Saturdays,” she told Cass accusingly, waving away the chair Hoss offered. “He missed Carly’s soccer final, even though he’d promised to be there. Gemma has a dance recital this week, but I’m not holding my breath he’ll put in an appearance for that either. And he knows damn well he has little time left.”

“Time?” Cass asked, perching on the edge of the desk, hoping to appear more relaxed than she was. Hoss did the same across the room on the windowsill, but pulled it off better.

Running her tongue over her lips, Christa tugged at her silk blouse before folding her arms over it. Every movement she made seemed to be an act of imposing her might, even when it was nothing but defensive. “He hasn’t told you? The girls and I are moving out of state. Colorado. We’re meant to be making contact arrangements, but…” She lifted her arms and let them fall with a slap to her sides. “You’d think he’d want to make the most of the time he has with the girls while they’re here.”

“When did you last see or speak with him?” Hoss asked, interrupting her frustration so she had to stop and consider.

“Carly talked to him on the phone three weeks ago. Two days before he was supposed to pick them up and have them sleep over at his. Never showed up. None of us have heard from him since.”

“Is that unusual for him?”

Christa’s tongue drew over her teeth as she looked at Hoss with one eyebrow arched; Cass sensed the gesture was intended for her – Christa had spared little love for her husband’s work partner back in the day. “He’s a cop. Nothing’s unusual,” she said, then backed down a notch, shifting from one foot to the other. “It is unusual not to hear from him in so long. He normally tries to call either me or the girls whenever the job allows.”

“The job?” Cass interrupted. As far as she knew, he was still on leave. The attack last year had damaged him in more ways than just physical, and he was taking all the time he could to recover.

Christa’s dark eyes were wary when they came back Cass’s way. “You probably know more about it than I do. He doesn’t talk about work. Never has. All he’s told me is that it’s a long assignment but the pay is good.”

Cass ignored the sniped remark, more concerned that Buck had failed to tell her he was returning to work. While they’d been out of contact for a few years after her departure from the sheriff’s office, since the attack they had reunited and spent time catching up. She had even helped him settle into a new apartment on the east side of the city. A bachelor pad. A place for him to rebuild his life. Then she’d watched him slowly become the old Buck again. But lately she’d been caught up in her own stuff, and maybe Buck had sensed that, jumping back into the job and figuring he’d let her know how it was going later, once he was settled.

“It’s only natural you’re worried after what happened last year,” Cass said. “But some assignments require more immersion than others. I’m sure he’ll reach out to you as soon as he’s able.”

Christa stiffened. “I’ve long since stopped having any expectations of him, so I’m not worried, and he can’t let me down anymore. But his girls are a different matter.”

“How was he when you spoke to him last?” Hoss asked, getting up from the window and stepping up beside Cass at the desk.

Once again Christa had to think of the answer. And when she spoke, her voice had lost some of its edge. “Hard to say. He’s been… different since what happened.”

“Understandable,” Hoss said. “That must have been hard for all of you.”

Her gaze dropped to the floor in front of her shoes. “Well, like I already said, it’s the girls that concern me the most. When they see their father acting strangely…”

“Strange, how?”

Christa looked up at Hoss. “Not the same dad they’re used to. Carly said he sounded odd on the phone. She’s only seven, but she knows when something is not right.”

“Did she say in what way odd?”

“Just that his voice was different. Distant.”

“He may have been calling from somewhere that made it difficult for him to talk,” Cass suggested. “Or perhaps Carly was picking up on the persona he’s playing. Sometimes it’s hard to transition. But Aaron’s a professional. He knows what he’s doing.”

“I’m sure he does. But he’s got less than a month to get in touch with his girls, then they’ll be gone. And if it gets to that stage…” Christa glared at Cass as though she were seeing right through her to her ex-husband. “I might have to rethink our current arrangement.”

“It won’t come to that, Christa.” Cass got to her feet. “The girls mean everything to him. If he hasn’t been in contact, it’s because it’s difficult. But he will.”

Christa pulled herself up to her full five feet, making up the six-inch height difference between them in attitude alone. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” she said firmly. “In the meantime, when you speak to him, you let him know his girls won’t wait for him forever. Nor will they accept half measures. Either he shows up as the father they deserve or he doesn’t show up at all.”

Christa turned for the door and Hoss hurried to open it for her. He offered a soft smile she didn’t return and, once her footsteps could be heard on the stairs, he eased the door closed and brought his wide eyes to Cass as though a small bomb had just gone off; the reverberations of which Cass could feel in her gut. She got up from the desk and walked over to the window, looking down through the alley to the street out front at the same time she took her phone from her sweatshirt pocket. She found Buck’s number and hit Call. Immediately the voicemail kicked in. After the tone, Cass spoke. “You know who this is. Call me. Soon as you can.”

Disconnecting the call, she saw Christa cross the road at the end of the alley, then go in through the automatic doors of a bank across the street.

“She must have seen the truck out front,” Cass said, as Hoss came to stand beside her.

“It’s kind of hard to miss,” he answered, following her gaze up to the street. “So, come on then. Now that she’s gone. What’s the real skinny on Buck?”

Cass watched the doors of the bank for a long moment but Christa didn’t emerge. She turned to look up at her partner. “I wish I knew. I haven’t spoken to him in months.”

 

 




Chapter 4

Cass managed only two hours of scrubbing the new office before nagging curiosity – or was it concern – got the better of her. Christa had been right about one thing – it was odd that Buck hadn’t been in touch with his girls. Cass meant what she’d said when she told his ex-wife that those girls were everything to him, but she’d failed to add that at one time Christa had been too. She could only wonder if the woman knew just how much the divorce had ruined him. Coming out of a coma and remembering he had no home or marriage to turn to for comfort was the hardest thing Cass had ever watched him go through. The only slim light at the end of the tunnel was his daughters. His beloved daughters. And so, shrugging off Hoss’s protests, she’d left him on his hands and knees scouting for rat droppings, and got in the truck to cross town to Buck’s apartment.

Unlike their new company headquarters, the Capitol building on West 17th Street had functioning elevators. She made the most of them, even for the sake of only four floors. She’d be getting enough exercise with the stairs at The Vulvan, no need to overdo it.

It was just after lunchtime on a Monday afternoon and the chances of any other working man being at home were slim. But Buck wasn’t any other working man. Undercover officers kept strange hours, usually anti-social
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