
  [image: Cover]


  CLOSE CALL


  By Matt Manochio


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  A Gordian Knot Production


  Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2020 Matt Manochio


  Baseball field image courtesy of Tim Gouw via Unsplash


  Other images from Shutterstock


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Matt Manochio lives in New Jersey with his son.He worked as a newspaper reporter for 12 years, and the highlight of his journalistic career was meeting AC/DC and interviewing vocalist Brian Johnson forUSA Today.


  Book List


  Close Call


  Sentinels


  The Dark Servant


  The Highwayman


  Twelfth Krampus Night


  


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors


  Check out our blog


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  
    
      [image: cp]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Dedication
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  Author’s Note


  Major League Baseball enacted instant replay to review disputed calls beginning in 2014. The events in this book from 2011 were partially responsible for that decision.
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  Chapter One


  Friday, May 15, 2011


  Jessica thought the yanked-out fingernails would’ve been longer, but that wouldn’t occur to her until long after the screaming stopped.


  Three dime-sized things—not her later-envisioned slender popsicle sticks stained cherry red—tumbled out of the folded letter she’d opened within Major League Baseball’s headquarters.


  It took her a second to recognize the distal edges and cuticles. The bloody, ragged (and small) roots brought out her shrieks.


  A dozen temporary workers who were opening letter after letter—thousands of them in plastic mail bins, and almost all referencing the now-legendary Santiago Game—stopped laboring in the large conference room and gawked at their fellow worker bee.


  Jessica backed away from the table, still holding the unfolded letter. Her eyes zigzagged across the page and widened as she read.


  “Christ, someone’s been killed!” She dropped the letter on the table and clutched her chest, panting hard. “And he says he’ll do it again!”


  The entire room went from sounding like a beehive of buzzing electronic letter openers to a Halloween spook house.


  Jessica’s manager, Dan, rushed out, and a few seconds later Major League Baseball security professionals rushed in, relieved it wasn’t white powder that had fallen out (the League had been getting anthrax threats ever since the Santiago game ended the way it did) but horrified nonetheless by what had.


  Five minutes later Commissioner Max Meyers—or as Jessica came to think of him, Mr. Burns from The Simpsons—charged into the room and grimaced when he saw that his aides were not joking.


  “Clear the room, except for whoever opened it,” Meyers said.


  Young workers filed past him as he said, “My last season until retirement and this is the shit I have to deal with.”


  The door shut, leaving Meyers, Jessica, and a couple of lawyer-looking types standing behind the commissioner.


  “Did you touch anything?” Meyers said.


  Jessica held up her hands, fitted with latex gloves. “I get fewer paper cuts.”


  “Good for you. How many are there?”


  “I didn’t bother counting.” Jessica kept her eyes away from the table. “There could be more in the envelope. I haven’t looked. At least three.”


  “The letter?” Meyer said.


  Jessica turned, flinched and pointed at the piece of unfolded white paper. Meyers adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and bent over it. His lips moved as he read the typewritten words to himself.


  Commissioner Meyers, Reverse the Santiago call and you will not receive any more of these. Don’t believe me? Contact authorities and they’ll match the enclosed contents to the dead guy in New York. A warning: I’m certain it would be in the best interests of baseball that this letter not be made public and cause an unnecessary panic among fans. Imagine the outrage they’ll feel knowing you allowed bloodshed due to nothing more than a misplaced sense of fealty toward an ultimately corrupt sport. If that doesn’t cause a dramatic drop in game attendance, then nothing will. You can fix all this by overturning the call. You have until May 31. Now, act quickly. I’m getting antsy.


  No name. No signature. The envelope bared a Las Vegas postmark with no return address.


  Meyers grunted and walked away from the letter. “No way will I reverse it. Never. That would be an affront to baseball.” To Jessica, “Who else knows about this?”


  “Everyone who was in the room. They looked at me like I was crazy and then walked over to see it. That’s when Dan called security.”


  Meyers looked to one of the lawyer-types. “Find out exactly who was in this room and make sure none of them had their cell phones on them to photograph this.”


  “We confiscate their cellphones once they’re in here and don’t give them back until they leave MLB’s offices,” the lawyer-type said. “Just to prevent this type of leak. They all signed nondisclosure agreements too.”


  “So, what?” Meyers said. “Most of these kids don’t have real jobs and are desperate for money. They’d sell their meager possessions to TMZ just for beer and rent money. Gather them in another room. I’ll speak to them when I’m done with her.” He glared at Jessica.


  The lawyer-type left the room.


  “You will tell no one. Do you understand me?” Meyers did not break eye contact with her.


  Jessica stepped back. “I won’t.”


  “You’re goddamn right. This asshole’s an asshole, but he’s still right. I don’t need more bad press. I took enough heat over the Santiago Game.”


  “I promise I won’t say anything to anyone, Mr. Meyers. But what about the others?”


  “I’ll tell them what I’m telling you now. If I hear that anyone’s even whispering about this, they’re fired—you included.”


  “I understand.” She paused, and ultimately gestured to the table. “Are you gonna report this to the police?”


  “Of course I’m gonna.” He paused and scratched the bottom of his chin, thinking, and then, “They’ll want to keep it quiet too. The sooner we catch this psycho the better.” He measured her frightened countenance and rolled his eyes, “Look, sweetheart, thank you for bringing this to our attention. You did the right thing, and I appreciate that.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “You’re welcome. Now, leave this room and make sure you realize what kind of enemy you’ll have made if words of this pass your lips. Understood?”


  She nodded. “Do you want me to continue working?”


  Meyers chuckled. “This room’s a crime scene, my dear. You won’t be opening anything else until the police give us the go-ahead. Now, go to the others so you can hear my speech twice.”


  Meyers waited for Jessica to leave and then addressed lawyer-type two.


  “The government doesn’t negotiate with terrorists. And neither does baseball,” Meyers said.


  “I agree, sir.”


  Meyers paced along the length of the table and jabbed his finger at lawyer-type two. “The media’s to blame for this, there’s no doubt. Every slightly pretty girl or steroid-enhanced meathead wants their fifteen minutes of televised hedonism for the world to see.” He pointed to the Death Letter, as it would become known. “That’s all this psychopath wants. Fame. And I’ll be goddamned if I’m going to give it to him. Hell, his letter’s actually one of the tamer ones, language-wise.”


  Meyers took out his cell phone, which had New York City Police Detective Al Belafonte on speed dial.


  “It’s Max. Come by the office and take a look at what some scumbag mailed to me. And bring your forensics people.” After some Charlie Brown-teacher-like squawking, “Fingernails,” Meyers said. “And, no, I’m not kidding. It’s easier if you just come and see for yourself.” He glanced at the remains on the table and then, “Personally, I thought they’d be longer.” More squawking and then, “No, I’m not worried. If I had a dime for every threat some deranged creature made against me over this one miserable baseball game, I could buy the Yankees. And as for this new guy?” Meyers mulled it while glancing over the Death Letter a final time. “He’s probably bluffing.”


  Chapter Two


  Late May


  “You can see her ribs and track marks. I can’t use her.” The madam refused a cigarette offered by the Ukrainian man she knew only as Serg. “You told me you had quality and quantity. You have neither.”


  The madam turned to leave the long dog run stretching the length of a rowhouse basement that imprisoned five eighteen-year-old girls—a blonde, a redhead, a brunette, and two with black hair.


  Serg, a stocky, middle-aged creature with jailhouse tattoos running the length of his bare arms, wordlessly waved away the blonde waif to make room for a newer specimen.


  “You. Come!” Serg pointed to a slender brunette, who sprang from the concrete floor, knowing the beating that would come if she didn’t.


  “Come back, Florence,” Serg beckoned to the madam, a brunette like the girl, but wearing jeans and a light blue windbreaker and no makeup—she’d be nuts to call attention to herself in Newark, New Jersey, by dressing the part of a high-end madam. She stopped at the stairwell’s base, guarded by a shotgun-wielding man not much older than the caged girls.


  “Step aside,” she said. “It’s been a wasted trip so far.”


  The guard kept the gun’s muzzle to the ground and slid aside, allowing passage, but before Florence could leave: “Miss, you can go, and you are right, that one girl is lacking.” Like Serg, he had an accent, though not as thick. “But the other four are worth the price. Trust me, I tried them myself.”


  She sighed dismissively. “Well, you’re not a stereotype.”


  “You will find this one acceptable,” Serg called to her, waiting for her to turn to him, and then, “I assure you.”


  Florence walked back to the cage, her eyes widening with each advancing step. “A little meatier—nice. Very pretty face. Brown eyes. Pouty lips. Show me your arms.”


  “Now!” Serg said.


  The brunette, wearing a greasy men’s T-shirt, extended her forearms palms up.


  “Not a scratch, impressive. Let me see the legs, feet, ankles. In between the toes.”


  The girl need not be told. She dropped and kicked off her loose gray sweatpants—she wore no panties.


  “Turn, slowly, feet apart,” Serg said. She did.


  “A little worse for wear, but I suspect that has more to do with your discipline than her doing drugs.”


  “This one does no drugs. And the bruising goes away,” Serg said.


  “Yes, this one will do. Reminds me a little of me at that age.”


  Serg chuckled. “And you stayed in this business? Amazing.”


  “I keep them in line, with help of course—maybe you’ll meet the muscle some other time,” she said. “Haven’t had one turn on me in a decade. I pay them well enough so that they won’t stray, and I love what the internet has done for my business, especially in New York.”


  Serg leaned in, his cigarette breath not repelling Florence. “You look like you could still perform.”


  Florence’s demeanor changed. “Get dressed,” she told the girl, and she obliged.


  “Sit,” Serg said. And she returned to her floor space. To Florence: “I have one more to show you. I think you’ll like her.” Without waiting he barked an order at the guardsman by the stairwell who then walked upstairs and returned a minute later with a terrified black girl wearing nothing but her underwear and an oversized sweatshirt.


  Florence couldn’t contain her excitement. “This is the one from the news!”


  “I couldn’t pass her up,” Serg said. “There is a market for black girls too. And this one.” He gently ran his knuckles across the quivering girl’s cheeks as the guard held her still. “So beautiful.” Serg unlocked and opened the kennel door, and the guard pushed her in. The girl sobbed while Serg padlocked the cage door.


  “Quiet!” Serg said.


  “I’m not breaking this one in,” the guard said. “White girls only.”


  “I definitely am interested,” Florence said.


  “I think that’s her,” Essex County Sherriff’s Detective Laura Washington almost became an extension of the basement wall in the rowhouse unit next to the one imprisoning the girls. She kept her wall microphone centered, thanking God part of the basement wall was wooden and not concrete, adjusted her earphones, and continued to listen. “The madam in there just said it’s the girl from the news. It’s got to be Emma.”


  “I told you I seen those white boys take her inside late last night,” Ruby Johnson, the rowhouse’s lone, elderly occupant, said from behind her. “I keep watch in my neighborhood.”


  “Dennis, we have to surround this place, now,” Washington said to a detective standing next to Ruby.


  “I’m calling backup as we speak,” he said, cell phone in hand.


  “There are other girls in there,” said Washington. “They’re being trafficked.”


  An old color tube television was on in the background with its sound muted, a male News 12 New Jersey anchor spoke on a split-screen, the other half depicting the yearbook photo of high school senior Emma Tyler, who vanished after leaving Barringer High School a day earlier.


  Washington fiddled with her earpiece once again and grew pensive. “This is pretty big.”


  “She understands English, I see. How well?” Florence said of the brunette who retook her spot on the floor.


  “Girl, speak!” Serg said.


  As if on cue, “What can I do for you?” she said.


  “A little accent can be expected. But not bad at all.”


  “She came from good family. Mother and father are doctors,” Serg said. “She went to private school, different languages spoken.”


  “What’s her name?”


  He shrugged. “Girl?”


  Florence sighed and turned to her. “Honey, what’s your name?”


  She looked up, tears fresh down her cheeks, “Svetlana.”


  “Not any more. We’ll come up with something more American for you,” Florence said. “Amber or Ginger or something.”


  “American? You name them after porn stars,” Serg laughed. “I don’t care what you name them, but the others are like her. Just a little beaten to get them in line. The blonde girl’s the only druggie. The black girl said she’s a virgin—I seriously doubt that.” He elbowed the young guard in the ribs, eliciting laughter. “But if true it makes her extra special. I’m surprised the news people around here even care that a black girl goes missing. Usually they only care if a pretty white girl disappears.”


  “Well, Serg, that’s what happens when you grab the Newark mayor’s daughter on an impulse—ballsy, I must say,” Florence said. “I want her, and we’ll talk money in a second. I want to inspect your other girls first.”


  “It’s her!” Washington couldn’t contain herself. “That bitch madam just confirmed it’s Mayor Tyler’s daughter. Ruby, I can’t thank you enough for calling me.”


  “Stand up, you other three!” Florence’s voice commanded as much attention as Serg’s. The girls lined up in front of the dog run’s locked swing gate. “Strip, just like she did, let’s see the goods.”


  Serg spoke Ukrainian, and the three complied and revealed themselves free of signs of drug abuse.


  Emma’s mouth opened in a silent scream, and she backed up against the wall, sliding down it, apparently realizing she also might have to strip on command at some point.


  “I suppose they’ll have to work on their English,” Florence said.


  “You teach them basic commands, they understand,” Serg said. “They good?”


  “They are.”


  Serg again spoke Ukrainian. The girls redressed, and slunk to the back of the run—the cage taking up half of the two-car-garage-sized basement—where only two air mattresses and soiled blankets and pillows allowed any form of comfort. The three extra-large coffee tins relegated to one of the run’s corners abuzz with flies offered none.


  “Five thousand dollars for each girl,” Serg said. “Thirty thousand total.”


  “Does it look like I brought that kind of cash with me to Newark?” Florence said. “Am I holding a duffle bag? You’ll bring the girls where I tell you to bring them. Then you’ll get the money.”


  “Not good enough,” Serg said. “We need collateral.”


  Undeterred, she marched toward him and rolled up her windbreaker’s sleeves. “Go ahead, take my Rolex. Oh, that’s right. There isn’t one. What can I give you? You called me. Remember?”


  Serg chuckled. “Feisty! You must own men in bed.”


  “I came to see what you had—and I was under the impression you had more than five or six girls. Where are the others?”


  “You think we keep all the merchandise in the same place?”


  “I want to see the others. I expected at least ten. You’re four short. Right now, to me, it looks like you’re running a second-rate outfit.”


  “We can take you to others. But deal gets done tonight. It’s noon. We have other girls. You want ten? You will give us fifty-thousand dollars by sundown. And you can pay the brains of the operation yourself. He just brought in the ten new ones you’ll be seeing. He wants to meet you anyway—heard you are smart businesswoman.”


  Florence backed away from the Ukrainian and considered it.


  “He heard right,” she said. “If these others are like the ones you have here, fine. Let’s see what else you got.”


  “We take you there,” Serg said. “You don’t follow us. You wear hood over your head.”


  “They’re gonna leave,” Washington said. “How many people do we have?”


  “Shit, I called it in only a minute ago,” Dennis said. “Are they bringing Emma with them?”


  “I don’t know. It sounds like they’re bringing that madam to wherever they’re keeping some other girls. We’re not losing Emma or whoever else is in there.”


  “Hang on.” Dennis answered his buzzing cellphone, spoke a few words, and hung up. “Detectives Nunez and Elms are in an unmarked car outside, waiting on us.”


  “We need a tactical team!” Washington hissed, worried her voice would travel through the wall and tip off the human traffickers.


  “Right now, we are the tactical team,” Dennis said. “SWAT should arrive in ten.”


  “We don’t even have five.” Washington unholstered her gun. “Wait, I think someone else is coming.” She checked her earpiece and kept the wall mic in place.


  The basement door opened, followed by steady thumps downstairs. The shotgun-armed guard cleared the way for another Ukrainian, a tall, impeccably suited, black-mustached man about Serg’s age, carrying five slips of paper.


  He barged passed Florence and held up the slips to Serg. The men spoke quick snippets of Ukrainian and nodded in agreement. Serg walked to the swing gate, unlocked and opened it, and pointed to the blonde girl. “Come!”


  The girl, clad in red sweatpants and a black tank top, looked at her terrified cellmates, and then to Serg and pointed to herself.


  “Yes, you! Come! Now!”


  She obliged and cautiously stepped out of the run into the free half of the dank basement.


  “Over there, stand, under light.” Serg pointed where he wanted her to go and relocked the gate. She shuffled past Florence and by the slick-looking newcomer holding the five papers and took her place under one of the four dangling lightbulbs that quartered the room.


  “Look at these,” Slick ordered. “This you? You remember which one you fill out, yes?”


  The blonde girl, her frame shaking, kept her back to him, focusing on the locked basement door leading to the outside world.


  “Girl! Look at me!” Slick said. “Don’t even think it.”


  She spun, trembling, and faced him.


  “Even if you managed to make it outside, the pit bulls would eat you alive.”


  She nodded and motioned to hold the four-by-six-inch sheets.


  “Yes, yes,” Slick said. “You look through these. Go ahead.”


  She went through them one by one, shaking her head no for the first four cards, before squeaking “yes, it’s me” for the fifth one.


  “Ah, yes, good. I thought so,” Slick said. “We wanted to make sure. Wait right there.”


  The girl hugged herself because she was cold and equally frightened. She stood six feet in front of both Slick and Florence.


  “What are those?” Florence asked.


  “HIV test results,” Slick said.


  Serg barreled past his partner, seized the girl by the back of her head and under her jaw and twisted violently. The sharp crack echoed, and she collapsed without making a sound. The five caged girls screamed in unison and hugged each other, forming one quivering, circular mass.


  “Jesus!” Washington jumped back. “Sounds like they just killed a girl.”


  “Emma?” It was Dennis.


  “I don’t know.”


  Dennis bounded past Ruby and charged upstairs.


  “Wait, Dennis.” Washington removed her earphones and unchecked her gun’s safety. “Ruby, stay here.”


  The shotgun-armed thug approached the cage, rattling it with his weapon, shouting at the shrieking girls to be quiet, and then walked up to Serg, directing his shotgun toward the dead body. “Glad I didn’t break in that one, eh? I had a feeling about her.”


  Florence held her hands up waist high and backed away from the three Ukrainians.


  “The fuck are you doing?!”


  The wailing girls muffled their cries.


  “It’s bad business to sell girl with AIDS, yes?” Serg said. “Better I use my hands to kill than this.” He pulled a Beretta from the waistband behind his back. “This gets diseased blood all over the walls. Not sanitary. Now, you will buy these other five. Twenty-five thousand dollars.”


  The muffled boom came from upstairs, followed by shouts of “Sheriff’s office!” and orders of “Freeze!” and “Drop it!” Then gunfire and bodies hitting the floor.


  “You said this place was safe!” Florence screamed. The caged girls shrieked in different Slavic languages. Emma bawled uncontrollably.


  Serg didn’t wait. He made for the basement’s exit door, frantically turning one of the five different locks to release the door. The young man with the shotgun ran to the foot of the basement stairs. They all heard that door open, followed by the guardsman’s shotgun blast, finalized by return gunfire that annihilated him.


  Serg turned the final lock and yanked open the door. Slick, now holding a Beretta of his own, followed, with Florence bringing up the rear.


  “Thought you said there were pit bulls,” she called to Serg.


  “There are.” The Ukrainian barged into the ridiculously small, fenced-in back yard occupied by two brindled pit bulls that charged at the fleeing trio. Serg fired a shot into each one, neutralizing them. He sprinted toward the rear of the yard to another swing gate. He unlatched it, pushed it open, and entered a back alley with a waiting SUV. He was met by a middle-aged black woman wearing a dark blue windbreaker with golden badge for a necklace.


  “Sheriff’s office, freeze!” she yelled.


  Serg aimed and fired two shots.


  The cop shielded herself behind the SUV.


  Serg barked Ukrainian at Slick. The two circled the SUV in opposite directions. There was no way the crouching cop would stop both. Florence held back, watching the show.


  The two Ukrainians converged on where they expected the cop to be and opened fire, hitting pavement. The cop had rolled underneath the SUV and exited on Florence’s side.


  Florence raised her hands as the cop sprang to her feet. Serg shot her from behind, dropping her. She hit the pavement before Florence, the cop’s Glock skittering to her feet. Florence picked it up and ignored the cop, still alive, raising her hands.


  Serg stalked around the SUV’s front toward the cop and chambered a round. He aimed at the policewoman’s head only to jerk backward as Florence fired two shots into his chest. The cop screamed. The Ukrainian fell to his knees next to the cop and looked at her. Blood gushed from two bullet holes over his heart. He then looked at the madam and fell flat on his face.


  The gunfire startled Slick, who’d circled counter-clockwise to see Florence aiming at him.


  “Drop it!” she screamed.


  He pointed his gun, and she fired into his chest. Slick landed on his back, dead.


  “Drop the gun!” Florence heard from behind her. She flipped the weapon aside, laid face down and made eye contact with the downed cop in front of her, their heads almost touching.


  “Detective Washington, you okay?” an officer said as he knelt on Florence’s back to cuff her.


  “Yeah, my vest stopped it,” she said, and then to Florence, “Who are you?”


  “Patti Moreland, FBI, and you guys just ruined a yearlong undercover operation.”


  Chapter Three


  Monday, June 1


  Victor Alvarez had stayed all fifteen innings of the New Jersey Rebels’ victory over the New York Yankees in the new Meadowlands stadium in East Rutherford.


  “God, I just want to get home.” Alvarez rode the Newark-bound NJ Transit train from the stadium and talked to a fellow fan he did not know but who also stayed for extra-inning baseball. “My wife’s eight months pregnant and thought I was gonna be home hours ago. This is my last baseball game for a while, I can tell you that.”


  “Ah, your phone didn’t ring, did it?” said the fan, an elderly white guy who wore an old Boston Red Sox cap. “Then she’s fine.”


  “You’re right—can you believe the bullpen kept New York hitless for eight innings?” said Alvarez, a forty-year-old man whose stocky frame filled out a blue and white Rebels jersey.


  “You’re too young to remember, but Dick Radatz, now he was a reliever. They called him ‘The Monster.’ He could throw a baseball through the Berlin Wall. It’d be nice if the Rebels had someone like him.”


  “Ah, quit goin’ old school on me, old man.” Alvarez playfully waved him off. “Mariano Rivera, now there’s a closer. He’s from Panama, like me. Another reason he’s the bomb. And by the way, the Rebels wouldn’t have needed the pen tonight if they’d scored a few runs for Santiago. He was on tonight. Pitched seven innings, gave up two hits. We’re talking about the Yankees here. He held the New York Yankees to two hits!”


  “Yeah, and the Yankees held our guys to twenty hits through fourteen innings, and they still couldn’t score a run until the fifteenth,” the old guy shot back. “Twenty hits! The Rebels stink. Hell, I can’t do anything without my cane, and even I’m pretty sure I could’ve driven in a run off that pitcher. It’s too bad they have this gem in Wilson Santiago but surround him with batters who couldn’t hit a beach ball off a tee.”


  “They ain’t that bad. Did you forget that they won tonight? And they’re in fourth place, that’s better than last place.”


  “Thank God for the Baltimore Orioles,” the old man interjected.


  “And don’t get me started on Santiago. That dude’s the unluckiest guy in the game.” Alvarez checked his watch—well after midnight. “Come on, man, what’s taking so long?”


  “I told you your wife’s fine! Any messages?”


  Alvarez looked at his phone again. “Not since I checked five minutes ago.”


  “Quit worrying then. And I can’t argue with you about Santiago, kid. I still can’t get over what happened to him. I couldn’t sleep for days after that game. Imagine how he felt.”


  “True that. It ain’t fair. I hope the commissioner reconsiders overturning that umpire’s shit call—pardon my French.” Alvarez yawned. Ideally, he’d hoped to be home by eleven o’clock to get enough sleep until his morning shift as a UPS driver—providing his wife didn’t go into labor weeks early. The game going as long as it did pushed back his bedtime to at least two in the morning. He could’ve left early, but Alvarez knew one thing: real fans don’t leave the game—not until it’s over, especially the agonizingly close ones. He knew the old man felt the same way.


  The train’s brakes squealed as it approached Newark’s Penn Station, the big hub in the area. Alvarez and the old man filtered out along with the other riders traveling from here to there in the sticky night.


  Alvarez turned to the old guy. “Hey man, as much as I want to get home, it’s late—do you need someone to walk with you?”


  “Nah, I’m right up here on Market Street, and I got my cane.” He pointed the way with his walking stick and then pretended to wield it like a baseball bat. “No one’s gonna mess with me. I’ll swat ’em good, like Ted Williams.”


  Alvarez laughed at the imagery. “All right. Be careful. Maybe I’ll see you at a game.”


  “You probably will. I try to go once a week. They give discounts for senior citizens, you know. But you don’t have to think about that for a while.” He chuckled and shuffled off.


  Alvarez lived in a Market Street apartment but in the opposite direction and much farther away. He was tired, and it was late. He’d made this walk home before, usually fifteen minutes at a leisurely pace. He huffed it this time. Anybody awake in Newark at two in the morning who wasn’t working or coming home from a legitimate job probably was up to no good. Alvarez knew this as he passed the darkened bodegas, pharmacies, and appliance stores. He encountered very few people. And those he did all minded their own business, either smoking cigarettes on building stoops or trying to get to where they needed to be with the same urgency as Alvarez.


  He saw the sign for the Littleton Avenue intersection in the distance and knew his third-floor apartment was a few minutes away.


  Alvarez also noticed someone casually standing next to the Littleton sign. A streetlamp cast the figure in shadow. Whoever it was didn’t look too threatening.


  He looks skinny, even I could take him, Alvarez thought from afar, hoping it wouldn’t come to anything near that.


  Mr. Skinny Guy calmly walked down Littleton and away from Alvarez’s view.


  It’s probably just a neighbor. Steve usually gets back from his shift right about now, he thought of the young policeman who’d recently moved into the apartment across from his.


  Alvarez turned the corner onto Littleton and walked down the first empty alleyway to his right. The entrance to his apartment’s stairwell stood ninety feet away.


  From home plate to first base, he thought. You’re almost there. He didn’t stop until Mr. Skinny sprang from the dark side of a Dumpster.


  “You got any change, my man?”


  “Jesus Christ!” Alvarez spat under his breath, clutching his heart as if reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. “You scared the crap out of me. Don’t do that to people.”


  “I’m sorry, my man, but you got a few bucks?” Mr. Skinny Guy, an older black man wearing a filthy weather-beaten trench coat, politely held out his hand. “I hate to impose, but there ain’t nothin’ to eat in this big old garbage can.” He kicked the front of the Dumpster, which let off a dull bong.


  Alvarez, already sweating and breathing hard from his power walk in the muggy night, wanted this experience over as soon as possible and grabbed three dollars—change he knew he had from the hot dog vendor—from his pants pocket.


  “Here, now go, please.” He shoved the crumpled bills into Mr. Skinny Guy’s trembling hands, no doubt caused by alcoholism. “Just don’t go spending it on booze. Your breath tells me it’s the last thing you need.”


  “Thank you, sir!” Mr. Skinny Guy wavered and slapped a quick atta-boy! to Alvarez’s shoulder.


  “You done a good deed, my man. I won’t forget it,” Mr. Skinny Guy said as he stumbled down Littleton for Market Street and soon vanished.


  Alvarez, relieved to be alone, walked three-quarters of the way to his building’s entrance when the attacker flew wraith-like from the shadows, but instead of a scythe, Alvarez felt a stun gun jammed onto the fleshy shoulder blade that Mr. Skinny Guy had just patted. Electricity surged through Alvarez’s body.


  He collapsed facedown in front of his assailant’s feet without uttering a sound.


  “Sorry Alvarez,” the attacker said after reading the name stitched in blue lettering on the back of his white jersey, just above number 42.


  Alvarez thought he heard someone whisper, “Too bad you showed up. I wanted the bum.”


  Was it a tire iron or a crowbar? Alvarez saw it through his peripheral vision and didn’t know, and it wouldn’t matter. The wraith smashed the back of Alvarez’s neck in five brutal, successive blows like a butcher chopping meat on a block.


  His spinal cord crushed, Alvarez’s life began to end, and the final words he heard were, “Where are the rest of my tools?”


  Chapter Four


  Monday, June 1


  “Sometimes, I wished we stayed in Chicago.” Patti Moreland sat at her desk within the FBI’s Newark Field Office in the Claremont Tower.


  “We’d be a lot closer to my parents, that’s for sure.” Her boyfriend, Special Agent Tom Greenwell, stood over her, a hand on her shoulder.


  She pounded her desk, one of many occupying the Criminal Investigative Division’s open layout, startling the agents around her. “Olec was here, in Newark. One of the worst traffickers on the planet, and we would’ve had him.”


  “Five girls who were ripped from their families are now reunited with them if that’s any consolation. And a sixth’s family gets closure, at least.”


  “Of course, I’m happy about that, but there are at least ten others—I know there are more—who also could’ve been freed had the goddamn Sheriff’s Office simply checked with us first to make sure we weren’t up to anything. That’s called professional courtesy, goddammit.”


  Her desk’s phone rang, and she recognized the caller’s number.


  “It’s Yang, probably wants to try calming me down again,” she said of her boss, Supervisory Special Agent Todd Yang.


  “Clearly I’m not doing the job,” Greenwell mumbled as she answered the call.


  “Yes, sure, be right in.” She hung up and stood. “Please go find some domestic terrorists,” she said to Greenwell, who took the cue and left for his division two floors up.


  “I appreciate the visit, Tom,” she said, and then headed for her boss’s office.


  Yang, a lean, middle-aged man, sat in his office just off the side of the division’s floor and motioned for Moreland to enter and sit.


  “Has the Essex County prosecutor called to apologize again?” she said after closing the door.


  “I don’t blame you for being upset—hell, I am too—but we can’t dwell on it.” He rhythmically tapped a pen on his desk. “I think I know the answer but—”


  “Everyone’s gone underground,” she said. “Once word got out that Serg and his flunkies were killed, complete radio silence. They’re probably in another state by now. Maybe Olec’s back in Ukraine. Do you know how long it took for me to gain Serg’s confidence? And I had to kill him, sir. I had to.”


  “Patti, stop beating yourself up.” Yang stopped tapping. “You kept that detective from being murdered. Essex County’s apologetic to us and grateful for you. As is the mayor. It’s wall-to-wall national news, you know, and it’s good news for a change. The public doesn’t know about the blown operation—only that those girls were saved.”


  “Don’t misunderstand, I’m not upset Serg is dead. I’ll never forget how he broke that girl’s neck. It took everything I had to stop me from tackling him after he did it.”


  “The Crips investigation,” was all Yang had to say to change the subject. “We pulled you off it last year when the trafficking situation arose.”


  “I guess I know what my next assignment is,” she said.


  “Agent Swenson is officially on maternity leave and I figure now is as good a time as any for you to help out with the case—I would not be doing this had the Ukrainians not vanished, you know.”


  “I understand. What’s changed over the last year?”


  “Swenson’s been working with the Essex County Sheriff’s office this entire time and—don’t say it.” Yang leaned in and raised his eyebrows.


  Moreland, her mouth open, about to speak, closed it, and smiled.


  “I know,” he said. “If only the FBI and Essex were on the same page with the trafficking investigation. We weren’t. They got a tip on Emma Tyler and acted on it, just like that. And here we are, so let’s move on.” He picked up his phone and dialed a number. “Okay, we’re ready.”


  He hung up and continued. “Swenson and her contact with Essex County worked very well together, and I’m sure you will, too.”


  Yang rose, walked to open his office door, and peeked outside. “Ah, good, right on time,” he said.


  Moreland stood and straightened out her suit, ready for the introduction.


  “Meet Essex County Sheriff’s Detective Laura Washington.” Yang slid aside and allowed her to enter.


  Moreland gasped.


  “Hello, Agent Moreland.” Washington, a black woman closer to Yang’s age than Moreland’s, extended her hand. “I never did get to thank you for saving my life. Thank you.”


  Moreland stared at Washington and blinked a few times. She caught herself and shook her head to clear the cobwebs.


  “My manners are better than this,” she smiled. “Of course, you’re welcome. I’m just a little—”


  “Surprised to see me? I can imagine. We’d have met sooner had you not been undercover. I’ve been to your office a lot, especially as Agent Swenson’s due date neared. I’m pretty sure I’ve sat at your desk on occasion—I hope you don’t mind.”


  Yang motioned to the two chairs in front of his desk and waited for the women to sit before seating himself and continuing.


  “Agent Moreland came to us from Chicago almost two years ago but still isn’t as familiar with the city as I’d like her to be,” Yang said. “And that is not her fault. It’s merely a function of her assignments, many of which took her outside of Newark, as you can imagine.”


  “Makes sense.” Washington smiled again at Moreland, who sat stone-faced, looking away from her.


  “Detective Washington will show you the ropes around Essex County,” he said. “She grew up here and knows the streets better than anyone.”


  “Please call me Laura, everyone does.” Washington told Moreland, who didn’t budge.


  Yang kept things formal. “Detective Washington is our liaison to the Newark Violent Crime Safe Streets Task Force, and you’ll be working with investigators from Essex, Hudson, and Union Counties if this Crips deal that is going down is as big as we think it is.”


  Yang stood once more. “Detective Washington, please update Agent Moreland as best you can before heading out to the drop-off.”


  “Drop-off?” Moreland said. “Something’s happening today?”


  “I figure it’s best to get you back in the field ASAP,” Yang said. “Be safe.”


  “Newark can be a beautiful city,” Washington said while walking with Moreland to the building’s parking garage. “But it also can be a vicious hell. However, I’m encouraged to say our murder rate has dropped significantly over the last couple of years. I think we’ve had fifteen so far this year. That’s too many, but it was thirty only a few years ago during the same time.”


  Washington planned on taking Moreland out to better acquaint her with Newark and to tell her about the gang informant she planned to meet in a few hours—but before she could get to any of that: “I can’t tell you how sorry I am for ruining your sting.” Washington unlocked her Dodge Durango, and the two got inside.


  “I don’t want to hear it,” Moreland said. “One call telling us you thought you found Emma and where and we’d have told you to hold off. Emma would’ve been saved that night, for sure, along with at least a dozen other girls.” Moreland’s speech accelerated and grew louder. “It would’ve all come to a head that night and—"


  “Patti, I said I’m sorry.” Washington grabbed Moreland’s knee, squeezing it to get her attention. “And I am.”


  Moreland’s breathing slowed. “We were hours away from ending it all.” She punched the dashboard, hard.

  Washington closed her eyes, and then, “He’s in the Crips but wants out, and it’s going to be our goal to make sure that happens.” She steered the Durango out of the garage.


  “I’m sorry?” Moreland said.


  “His name’s Darryl Hudson. The Crips call him ‘Slim.’ I call him Darryl. I told him if he could lead us to this weapons cache we think is coming in from New York, we’d figure out a way to relocate him. He’s a good kid, should be in high school getting ready to graduate. But he’s not. He realized the error of his ways, I suppose. And that’s fantastic. If he stays around here, he will end up a corpse or an inmate. And he’s all I was focusing on until I got a call from an old family friend who said she saw a couple of white guys sneaking Emma Tyler into rowhome at three in the morning.”


  “Fine, where are we meeting him?” Moreland tried sounding less bitchy. Tried.


  “We’re not actually meeting him at all. He’s supposed to provide information—written directions to a drop-off point—in a soda can tossed in the trash at a certain location. Any of his buddies see him talking to someone looking like me or you, they’ll know something’s up, and they won’t give Darryl the benefit of the doubt.”


  “What kind of weapons? Semi-automatics, I’m assuming.”


  “Yep, Crips and Bloods originated on the West Coast, but the Bloods have a stronger East Coast presence. They recruit all up and down the Eastern Seaboard, and they don’t take kindly to Crips trying to set up shop on their turf. So much of it’s related to drugs. I guarantee we’ll also find coke and heroin on these guys if this works right. The Crips need all the guns they can get, we’re talking semi-automatic weapons, both for personal protection and to resell. To begin with, New Jersey’s a notoriously tough state to buy a gun legally. And these guys can’t go that route because of they’ve all got criminal records by the time they’re eighteen. And Darryl seems to think we’re talking something like fifty weapons, handguns, and rifles.”


  “Do the Crips suspect him of anything?”


  “It’s hard to say. We’ve been surveilling him and his pals. I think he’s in the clear.”


  “Where does he live?”


  “With his maternal grandmother somewhere near Market Street—he wants us to relocate her with him. I’m working
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