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      “Are you lost, ma’am?”


Vic Neshenko had on his public-relations face. He wasn’t smiling—Vic’s smile tended to unsettle civilians—but he wasn’t scowling either. If you ignored his twice-broken nose, the scars on his knuckles, and his overdeveloped musculature, you might even think he looked concerned and helpful.

Erin O’Reilly wasn’t fooled. She folded her arms and glared at him. At the other end of the leash that dangled from her right hand, Rolf copied her stare. The Shepherd’s tail waved slowly back and forth, like a mountain lion deciding on the perfect moment to pounce.

“I think I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be,” she said.

“I don’t think so, ma’am,” Vic said. “You see, this is the Major Crimes office. Even if you need to report a major crime, you have to talk to the sergeant at the front desk. You must have passed him in the lobby. I’d show you down myself, but I’m a detective with the NYPD and I really do have a lot of work to do. It’s your tax dollars paying my salary, ma’am, and I’d hate to see them wasted.”

“Ha ha,” she said. “You’re a riot, Vic. I missed you too.”

He cocked his head. “You know, from just the right angle you look a little like some lady I used to work with,” he said. “Except the resemblance isn’t really that strong. You’re a lot tanner, you look like you’ve been getting enough sleep, and maybe you’ve been eating healthy. Nobody’d mistake you for a detective.”

“I haven’t been gone that long,” she said.

“You kidding?” he retorted. “It’s been three friggin’ months! Three months you left us here, holding our dicks!”

“I thought if you did that more than four hours you were supposed to consult your physician,” Erin said.

Then Vic did smile. It didn’t scare Erin; under his thuggish exterior was one of the best friends she’d ever known. “You look good,” he said, opening his arms. “Get over here.”

She crossed the office and gave him a hug. It was surprisingly tight and even a little emotional.

“I missed you, you big lug,” she said. “You look the same as you did.”

But it wasn’t true. Vic looked tired. He had dark rings under his eyes. Despite some questionable personal habits, he’d almost always showed up for work clean-shaven, but now he had about three days’ stubble on his chin. But there was something else about him, something hard to define. Erin stepped back to arm’s length and studied his face, seeing that elusive something lurking at the back of his eyes.

“What?” he said, the smile slipping off his face. “I feel like you’re about to bust me for shoplifting or something. I swear, Detective, I didn’t do nothin’.”

“You look… happy,” she said.

“Well, yeah,” he said. “What’d you expect?”

“I missed something,” she said.

“You missed a lot,” Vic retorted. “Three months! You take off in December for Hawaii or some godforsaken place, you get a lot of sun, you probably get laid a lot, which I don’t wanna hear about, or even think about, you come back with the deepest tan you’ve ever had in your pasty Irish life, and you think everything’s just the way you left it? C’mon, Erin, do the friggin’ math! Who don’t you see in this office?”

“Lieutenant Webb,” she said at once.

“Besides him,” Vic said impatiently. “He’s at the monthly CompStat meeting.”

Then Erin got it. “I feel like an idiot,” she said. “Zofia! The baby! She must’ve had it. When? Did everything go okay?”

Vic’s smile came back, warmer and more genuine than she remembered it. “Yeah,” he said. His hand went into his hip pocket and came out with his phone. He thumbed the screen and brought up a photo of NYPD Officer Zofia Piekarski lying in a hospital bed with a newborn baby in her arms. The baby looked confused, which Erin supposed was a natural reaction to being born. Piekarski looked tired, sweaty, and radiant.

“Mina Angelica Piekarski, born March 13,” Vic said proudly. “It’s short for Wilhelmina, but we’re not ever calling her that. Mina means ‘resolute protection,’ did you know that? Great name for the kid of a couple cops.”

“I didn’t,” Erin said. She grabbed Vic’s hand and pulled him into a hug. “And you’re absolutely right. Congratulations, Dad!”

He grimaced. “I’m not used to that yet,” he said. “Anyways, Zofia’s on maternity leave. She gets bored hanging around our place with just the kid, so she sometimes brings Mina into the office to see me. You’ll get the chance to meet her pretty soon. I got two weeks off myself, but poor Webb was getting snowed under trying to manage the office all on his own. I think he actually missed us, if you can believe it. Not that he’d ever admit it.”

“Of course not,” Erin agreed. “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch. You should’ve called!”

“And interrupt your vacation?” he replied. “You needed to get away from it all. Besides, I haven’t had time to talk much, or think about anything. It’s been pretty crazy, what with Mina and our lousy half-squad trying to close cases.”

“Catch any interesting ones?”

“Nothing worth talking about. Just assholes killing other assholes. SSDD.”

“Same shit, different day,” she agreed.

“Something’s different about you, too,” Vic said, and it was his turn to study her. “I’m not talking about the tan. Did you change your hair?”

“It’s a little longer, I guess,” she said. “I need to get it cut. If I grow it out too long, it gives the perps too much of a handhold.”

His eyes traveled down her. Then he saw her left hand. He blinked.

“Holy shit,” he said.

“What, this?” Erin nonchalantly held up her hand. On the ring finger, a big emerald glittered.

“You dumped that gangster, found Mr. Right, and got married in Vegas!” he exclaimed. “Wow, that ring looks almost genuine.”

Erin punched him in the shoulder, putting her weight into the swing. It had basically no effect, and felt like hitting a heavy training bag filled with cement. She winced. “I did not dump ‘that gangster,’” she retorted. “He proposed on a beach in Maui at sunset. It was beautiful and romantic and I said yes, you damn knucklehead. And it’s a real emerald, thank you very much. One more crack like that and I won’t invite you to the wedding!”

“You sure about that?” he asked.

Erin shook her head. “No, I was kidding about the wedding invite. Of course you’re invited, and if you try to beg off I’ll cuff you and drag you there.”

“No, I mean the other thing. Carlyle. You sure this is what you want?” His eyes were serious.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything,” she said. “And he’s not a gangster, Vic. Not anymore. All that’s behind him. He’s just a bar owner now.”

“Didn’t his bar burn down?”

“The renovation’s done,” she said, brightening. “We got a good line on some really solid contractors. Corky gave us the recommendations and they’ve really come through. Most of it’s finished, and we can get along without the rest for a while. The Barley Corner is reopening! And the upstairs apartment’s fine. We were able to move right in when we got back Sunday evening.”

“Congratulations,” he said. “I guess.”

“For the bar repairs or for getting a fiancé?”

“Both,” he muttered. “But remember what I said about him a while ago?”

“That if he broke my heart you’d break his arms?”

“It’s still true.”

She grinned. “I don’t think he’s forgotten.”

“How about the mutt?” Vic asked, turning his attention to Rolf. “Last time I saw him, he had on a cast and one of those stupid cones. He was pretty well out of commission.”

Rolf appeared mildly offended at the suggestion he would let something as insignificant as a broken paw even slow him down, let alone take him out of action.

“All better,” Erin said.

“Thank God for that,” Vic said. “We can use him. With Zofia on half-time on account of the whole mom thing, we’re still shorthanded, even with you back in the rotation. What I figure is, as soon as the Lieutenant gets back—”

He was interrupted by his phone. Erin noted he’d changed his ringtone to the theme music from “The Terminator.”

“Speak of the devil,” he said, glancing at the screen and setting the phone to speaker. “Neshenko here, sir. Guess what? You don’t have to worry about leaving me in charge anymore. I’m under adult supervision now. Some hotshot Detective Second Grade just turned up, walking in like she owns the place.”

“Hello, sir,” Erin said.

“O’Reilly,” Lieutenant Webb said. “Glad you’re back. And great timing. I’m stuck in this purgatorial meeting for another… God help me, three hours. Maybe longer. I just stepped out for a minute, and I need to get back in, so I’ll keep this short. I need you to get to McQuillan’s Bar in Hell’s Kitchen.”

“Sounds like my kind of place,” Erin said. “A good Irish bar?”

“I don’t know about that,” Webb said. “You’ll be investigating the scene along with a rep from IAB.”

“Internal Affairs?” Vic demanded. “What do we want with those weasels?”

“That’s for you and O’Reilly to sort out,” Webb said. “You’ll understand when you get there.”

“Give me something more than that, sir,” Erin said. “Why IAB? Is a cop a suspect?”

“No,” Webb said. “He’s a victim. I’ve been told there’s an NYPD officer dead in the restroom, shot by his own gun.”

“We’re on our way, sir,” Erin said into the phone. She hung up.

“Vacation’s over,” Vic said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      “It’s nine-twenty,” Vic said. He was in the passenger seat of Erin’s Charger, sharing a strip of beef jerky with Rolf through the hatch between the seats.


“That’s right,” Erin said. She was only half listening. After a quarter year away, Manhattan traffic was something she had to get used to again. Most of her attention was focused on the road.

“On a Monday morning,” he went on.

“So?”

“So don’t you think it’s a little weird, a guy eats his gun in a bar restroom on a Monday morning?”

“Or a Sunday night,” she replied.

“They would’ve found him if he’d done it before closing,” Vic said. “Or somebody would’ve heard the shot.”

“Did you turn into a detective while I was gone?”

Vic grinned. “Somebody had to pick up your slack. Were you in Hawaii that whole time?”

“Yeah. Carlyle rented a beach house. It was really nice.”

“I’ll just bet it was. Sheesh, three months! They give me two lousy weeks! I didn’t know you had that much vacation time banked.”

“I didn’t. Some of it was medical leave.”

“Right. For you and the dog both. How’s your head?”

“Fine.”

He snorted. “I asked for that. We both know that’s what you’d say even if it fell off and you were carrying it around like Ichabod Crane.”

“The horseman was headless,” she said. “Not Ichabod.”

“You sure? Oh, right, Johnny Depp doesn’t get his head chopped off in that movie. He’s about the only one who doesn’t. You ever notice we don’t get many decapitations?”

“I’m sorry, what?” Vic had her attention now.

“Decapitations. Guys with their heads cut off. Doesn’t happen often.”

“Are you saying you want more of them?”

“No! I’m just saying, most murders are done with guns or knives these days. You can’t cut off a head with a gun. I guess you could do it with a knife, but you’d have to work at it. I mean, even a really sharp knife, you’d have to saw away for something like ten minutes.”

“We’re here,” Erin said. “Thank God. You can stop talking now.”

She steered into the parking lot next to McQuillan’s. She’d never been to this particular Irish bar, and didn’t know what it looked like, but the pair of NYPD blue-and-whites blinking their flashers out front were a dead giveaway. A Patrol cop stood on the sidewalk by the front door, arms crossed, shooing curious bystanders away.

As Erin unloaded Rolf from the Charger’s rear compartment, a motorcycle pulled in behind them and parked alongside. The biker was female, to judge from her height and build, and clad in black leather with silver trim. Her face was hidden by a black helmet with a reflective visor. The biker dismounted and started toward the bar behind the detectives.

“Whoa there,” the Patrolman said, stepping in front of the door. “Bar’s closed.”

Erin held up her shield. Vic was wearing his on a chain around his neck. “Major Crimes,” she said.

“And IAB,” the biker said over Erin’s shoulder.

Erin spun around in time to see the woman pull off her helmet, revealing a shock of spiky hair, dyed electric blue at the roots and crimson toward the tips. The biker’s face was a familiar one.

“Kira!” Erin exclaimed. “You’re the one Keane sent?”

“I’m the lucky girl,” Kira Jones said, tucking the helmet under her arm and smiling. She’d been with Major Crimes before transferring to Internal Affairs. She and Erin had maintained a slightly distant but genuine friendship.

“All the stray cats are showing up today,” Vic said. “Decided to get out of the office and pretend to be real police?”

“If you can pretend, so can I,” Kira shot back.

“Nice wheels,” he said, giving the motorcycle an appreciative once-over. It had a custom paint job of purple and white lightning bolts. “Kawasaki?”

“Ninja 400,” Kira said. “I just got it last month.”

“And there I thought you transferred out of Major Crimes because you were a fraidy-cat,” Vic said. “Those things will kill you faster than a bullet.”

“I wear a helmet,” Kira said. “And this isn’t just leather. I’ve got armor inserts in the pants and sleeves. Something’s going to kill me someday, but it’s not going to be this bike.”

“I always kinda wanted a Harley,” Vic said. “Zofia says they’re not safe.”

“Zofia’s right,” Erin said. “Who’s in command on this case?”

“Major Crimes,” Kira said. “I’m here primarily as an observer. Unless it turns out our guy was murdered by another cop, IAB ought to keep mostly clear of this one. Lieutenant Keane didn’t even think we should bother, but I volunteered. I used to work up here in the Kitchen, you know.”

“I thought it sounded like a suicide,” Vic said. “Beats the hell out of me why we’re even involved.”

“Stomach flu,” Kira said.

“Huh?” Vic said.

“Half the Homicide squad went down with it,” Kira explained. “They’re really shorthanded and the brass don’t want detectives puking all over crime scenes.”

“That actually makes sense,” Erin said.

“Lucky you got back when you did,” Vic said.

“I know you were on leave,” Kira said. “Have any fun?”

“A little,” Erin said. “If you’re ready, let’s see what we’ve got here.”

They found a Patrol Sergeant inside, taking a statement from a fat, balding man at the bar. The detectives ignored the two men for the moment and made their way to the restrooms. McQuillan’s was an old joint, dark and a little dilapidated. It had thus far resisted Hell’s Kitchen’s gentrification efforts. Erin was certain the wiring wasn’t up to code.

A pair of uniformed officers stood guard outside the men’s room. The detectives flashed their gold shields again and one of the uniforms opened the door for them.

Erin blinked at the smell of cleaning fluid and fresh blood. The bathroom was small, equipped with only a single sink and one stall. The tile was yellow with age. A cheap fluorescent bulb over the mirror made an annoying buzzing, flickering fitfully.

Vic wordlessly pointed to the floor under the stall. A startlingly large, dark pool of blood had oozed out into the main part of the room.

Rolf lowered his head and snuffled at the pool, nostrils flaring. Erin saw a pair of feet, clad in dark blue trousers and black shoes, resting on the ground in front of the toilet. Next to the right foot lay the black, boxy shape of a Glock 18 pistol identical to the one on Erin’s own belt. She sidestepped, carefully avoiding the blood, and pulled on a pair of disposable gloves. The stall door was ajar. She nudged it open. Vic and Kira stood behind her. All three had a pretty good idea what to expect. None of them wanted to see it. But that was the Job. Nightmarish images were all in a day’s work.

It wasn’t as bad as Erin had feared. The entry wound wasn’t even visible. She guessed the muzzle had been in the dead man’s mouth. The exit wound would be terrible, to judge by the spatter on the back wall and the sheer quantity of blood on the floor, but she couldn’t see it from where she was standing.

The dead man’s left hand lay in his lap, clutching an open copy of the New York Times.

“Oh, shit,” Kira said in a weak, watery voice.

“Come on,” Vic said. “We’ve seen plenty worse ones than this. Jesus, don’t you have any stomach for this kind of work? On Patrol, I used to find bodies that’d been marinating in bathtubs for a week, sometimes! This guy’s practically good as new! At least he doesn’t have his pants down. Now that’d be disturbing.”

“No,” Kira said, and something in the way she said it made Erin turn toward the other woman. Kira’s eyes were huge in her head and they were filling with tears.

“Kira?” Erin said. “Do you know this guy?”

Kira nodded. “It’s Bill. Bill Ward. We were on the same squad together, in the Gang Task Force. Oh my God.”

“Shit,” Vic said. “I’m sorry. Look, what I just said there, I didn’t know.”

Kira waved a hand, silencing him. “Forget it. I’m fine. I wasn’t expecting… you know. A face I knew. I just need a second.”

“Take your time,” Erin said. “We’re waiting on the ME anyway.”

“Yeah,” Vic said. “Doc Levine gets real pissy if we touch anything before she gets here. So do the CSU guys. This is just like being at a strip club. We can look, but we better keep our hands off the goods.”

“Yeah,” Erin said, giving Vic a look. “Exactly like a strip club. Congratulations. You were a sensitive, caring guy for almost ten seconds. I think that’s a new personal record.”

“It’s the dad thing,” he said. “It’s making me soft.”










CSU were the next to arrive. The crime scene techs shooed everyone else out of the bathroom and started photographing everything in sight. While the technicians collected evidence, Vic went to see about the bartender’s statement. Erin and Kira moved to a corner of the bar.

“How long did you work with Bill?” Erin asked.

“I was on the Task Force for two years,” Kira said. “Bill was there the whole time.”

“How well did you know him?”

“The crew was pretty tight. We spent a lot of time working, of course, but we hung out off duty, too. I hadn’t really kept in touch with him.” Kira leaned on the bar and put her head in her hands. “I should’ve called him. Maybe, whatever he was dealing with, I could’ve helped.”

Erin laid a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. This isn’t on you. We don’t even know it’s a suicide yet.”

“Keane said it was,” Kira said.

“How would he know?” Erin retorted. “That’s what we’re here to figure out.”

“Dispatch sent him the call. The stall was locked from the inside.”

“So what? Somebody could’ve shot him, locked the stall, and crawled out under it. This isn’t exactly a sealed bank vault. Do you think Ward shot himself?”

“I don’t know,” Kira said miserably. “If you’d asked me yesterday, I would’ve said hell no. I mean, it’s common. Almost two hundred cops kill themselves every year in this country. But not a guy like Bill.”

“You’ve studied this?” Erin asked.

“Of course I have,” Kira said. “IAB has to investigate every time an officer takes a nine-millimeter retirement. This isn’t the first one I’ve been to.”

“Then why don’t you think Bill was the type?”

“He’s got family. Friends. Geez, he’s got a kid! Three—no, he’d be four now I guess. Where does the time go? Oh shit, who’s going to do the family notification?”

“You or me,” Erin said grimly. “It’s either that or Vic.”

“One of us,” Kira agreed without hesitation.

“Were he and his wife doing okay?”

“As far as I know. He talked about her all the time. Trisha, that’s her name. Short for Patricia, I assume. He carried a picture of her in his wallet, along with a whole bunch of shots of his kid. Good-looking woman, great smile. She looked really happy. Bill smiled a lot too.”

“Sometimes the guys who put up the best front are the unhappiest on the inside,” Erin replied. “Remember Robin Williams?”

“Jesus, yeah.” Kira shook her head. “I still can’t believe that. Maybe something happened to Bill in the last couple of years. Like I said, we kind of lost touch. I still think it’s more likely he was killed. I don’t know what to hope for.”

“Our job isn’t hope,” Erin said. “We’re supposed to find out the truth.”

“Yeah,” Kira said. She cleared her throat and wiped her eyes. “You look good, Erin.”

“Thanks. It was a good vacation, and I needed it.”

“I’ll say. You really got put through the wringer last year. Everything going all right with you and your guy?”

Erin glanced down at her own left hand. Kira caught the gesture. Her eyes widened.

“Oh my God! You got a ring? Let’s see it!”

Erin dutifully extended her hand. “See that clasped-hand shape?” she said. “It’s called a Claddagh. It’s a really old Irish symbol of love.”

“It’s beautiful,” Kira said. “Is that a real emerald? God, it’s huge!”

“I don’t think I’ll wear it all the time on duty,” Erin said. “I probably shouldn’t have brought it at all. Too many things can happen to your hands on the Job. But I was getting used to wearing it in Hawaii. We don’t have to make a big deal out of it.”

“Like hell we don’t! What’re you doing after your shift?”

Erin shrugged. “Going back to the Corner, I guess. I’m barely unpacked. We still need to settle in, and I want to see how everything’s going with the reopening.”

“No, no, no,” Kira said. “We’re going out on the town and we are going to celebrate! I’m going to get smashed and hit on the prettiest boy or girl in the place, and you’re going to have a good time. I know this great spot about six blocks from the Eightball, you’ll love it. C’mon, Erin. I’m feeling really bummed about Bill. The least you can do is help distract me.”

Erin smiled. “Okay, fine, if you twist my arm. Who else is coming?”

“We’ll ask around,” Kira said. “Vic’s invited, of course, but only if he promises to behave.”

“He may have to go home and help with the baby,” Erin said. “But we can offer.”

“First round’s on me,” Kira said.

“That might convince him,” Erin said.

The smile trickled away from Kira’s lips. “Here’s the ME,” she said. “I guess we’ll know what happened to Bill soon enough.”

When Erin saw how pale Sarah Levine looked next to her own sun-bronzed skin, she wondered if Levine was sick with the same flu that had laid the Homicide squad low. Then she figured it was probably just the normal New York winter pallor, exacerbated by staying in basements all the time and working lots of nights. Erin thought it unlikely Levine was a vampire, but the possibility couldn’t be completely ruled out.

“Where’s the dead guy?” Levine asked.

Erin pointed a thumb toward the men’s room. Without another word, Levine went in. The door swung shut behind the Medical Examiner.

Vic wandered over to join the two women. “Doc’s doing her magic?” he inquired. “Romancing the dead?”

Kira grimaced. “Necromancy?” she guessed.

“Yeah, that’s the one,” Vic said, snapping his fingers.

“Did the barkeep have anything useful?” Erin asked.

“Not really,” Vic said. “He came in at eight. Nothing out of the ordinary. Around eight-thirty, he had to use the john. When he saw the blood, he freaked a little and kicked open the stall door. He said he thought maybe somebody was hurt and needed help. But he swears the stall was locked and nobody else was inside.”

“What about the exterior doors?” Erin asked.

“He unlocked them when he got here,” Vic said. “He claims the place was deserted except for him and the guy in the bathroom.”

“This seems weird,” Erin said. “If you’re going to shoot yourself, why do it in a seedy bathroom in a closed bar?”

“Privacy?” Vic guessed.

“Nobody was going to walk in on him,” Kira said. “If he wasn’t sure he wanted to go through with it, he might’ve wanted some time to think it over or work up to it. And there wouldn’t have been any chance of anyone else getting hurt. Bill never would’ve put an innocent at risk.”

“But he could’ve had plenty of privacy at home,” Vic said.

“Yeah,” Kira said. “As long as he didn’t care if his wife or their kid found his body.”

“Jesus Christ,” Vic said, staring at her. “He was a dad? How old?”

“Four,” Kira said.

Vic abruptly turned on his heel and stomped out of the bar.

“Geez,” Kira said. “What’d I say?”

“I told you he had a kid,” Erin said. “A newborn.”

“Oh shit,” Kira said. “That’s right. It slipped my mind. Is he okay?”

“I have no idea,” Erin said. “He’s not used to having all these feelings. I think it’s making him uncomfortable. Life was easier when he could just be a thug with a shield.”

“Should I go after him?” Kira asked. “Apologize?”

“I’ll go,” Erin said. “You stay here and keep an eye on things. I’ll bring him back as soon as I can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Erin and Rolf found Vic standing at the corner, leaning against the brickwork. He was staring at a cluster of cigarette butts in the gutter.


“Hey,” Erin said quietly.

“Times like this, I understand why the Lieutenant smokes,” Vic said. “I sure could use a drink, too.”

“Kira and I are going out on the town tonight,” she said. “You’re welcome to join us.”

He didn’t give any indication of having heard her.

“What the hell?” he muttered. “The dumb bastard’s got a little kid and he goes and blows his own brains out? What’s his son gonna think when he’s old enough to understand? I bet twenty bucks the brat thinks it’s his own fault. That’s the sort of thing that’ll screw a kid up for life.”

“Vic?” she said, touching his arm. “You’re not going to mess up like that.”

He gave her the bleakest look she’d ever seen from him. “If it’s not that, it’ll be some damn thing,” he said.

“Of course you’re going to make mistakes!” she retorted. “Show me a perfect dad. And Mina’s going to have issues, because every kid does. But you and Zofia will take pretty damn good care of her. She’ll grow up knowing her mom and dad love her and I’ll bet you twenty bucks she turns out pretty much okay.”

“That’s if her mom and dad are around,” he said hollowly.

“What sort of bullshit is that?” Erin snapped.

“We’re both cops,” he said. “It’s a dangerous job. Suppose the next time I kick down a door, I catch a bullet right in the face? Or Zofia gets stabbed by some junkie? There’s a hundred things that can happen. I didn’t used to get scared, Erin. You know, I thought Kira was a damn coward when she transferred to IAB. But now? Maybe she’s the smart one.”

Erin didn’t have a good answer to that, so she decided to ask a question instead. “Vic, you don’t talk about your dad a lot. What’s his deal?”

Vic shrugged. “He died.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“Eight years back,” he went on. “Heart attack. He was young for it, I guess. Fifty-two. I guess I should be glad he didn’t kick off until I was grown up.”

“Was he a good father?”

“I dunno. He was okay.”

She looked him in the eye. “You’re going to be better,” she said. “And you’re not going to get killed. You’re the second-toughest guy I know.”

A spark came back into his eyes. “Only number two?” he said. “Who’s the toughest?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Of course I do. You don’t get to say something like that and then not tell me who the competition is. So c’mon, Erin. Who’ve I gotta beat up to take the top slot?”

“Ian Thompson.”

Vic rolled his eyes. “You’re just saying that because he’s this big war hero with a bunch of medals who’s killed a couple hundred dudes.”

Erin smiled. “That about covers it,” she said. “But you’re a close second, if that makes you feel any better.”

He considered this. “Yeah,” he said. “It does.”

“And if you want, we can take turns,” she said. “Kicking down doors, I mean. I can go first sometimes.”

Vic had recovered. “Hell no,” he said. “You think I’m letting you steal half my fun? I dunno what I was thinking. We all gotta die of something, sure, but the bullet with my name on it hasn’t even been made.”

“That’s more like it,” she said. “Look, if you need to stay out here for a bit, that’s fine. There isn’t a lot for us to be doing right now anyway.”

“Nah,” he said. “Let’s go back in. Maybe we missed something exciting.”
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Kira was talking to the bartender when they entered. She waved them over.

“Mr. McQuillan, tell them what you just told me,” she said. “Erin, this is Angus McQuillan. He owns this place.”

Erin was hoping for a thick Irish brogue. She was disappointed. McQuillan had obviously been born and raised right there in Hell’s Kitchen. His accent was pure, blue-collar New York.

“Your friend here was just showing me a picture of the guy in the bathroom,” he said. “I know him. I mean, we wasn’t friends or nothing, but he’s been hanging around. He’d come in once, maybe twice a week. Always ordered the same thing. A bottle of Schlitz and a shot of Johnny Walker Red.”

“Did you know he was a cop?” Erin asked.

McQuillan shook his head. “No way. He never showed no badge or nothing. And he sure as shit wasn’t wearing no uniform. He just looked like an ordinary-type guy.”

“Did he drink alone?” Erin asked.

“He’d come in alone,” McQuillan said. “And he’d sit in the corner, that booth right there. He’d set the shot down on the table and start nursing his beer. Then another guy would come in and sit across from him. They’d talk a little and then your guy would drink his shot and he’d leave. The other guy would hang around a bit, maybe buy a drink, and then he’d go, too.”

“This other guy,” Erin said. “What did he look like?”

“That’s the thing,” McQuillan said. “It wasn’t always the same guy.”

“Come again?” Vic said.

“Sometimes it was one guy, sometimes another,” McQuillan said. “There must’ve been three or four different mooks. I don’t remember their faces good enough to describe, but I’d know them if I saw them. But none of them looked like guys you’d want to mess with.”

“How so?” Erin asked.

“They was tough guys,” McQuillan said. “You know, scars and tattoos and stuff.”

“Weapons?” Vic asked.

McQuillan shrugged. “Nothing I saw. Hey, if I’d seen guns or knives hanging off them, I would’ve called you folks. I don’t want no trouble in my place.”

“What were they carrying?” Erin asked. “In their hands, I mean.”

The bartender rubbed his chin. “Now you mention it, your guy was always carrying this briefcase. He'd set it down under the table while he had his drinks.”

“And the guys he met?” Vic asked. He’d figured out where Erin was going with this. “Did they happen to be carrying real similar briefcases?”

“Yeah,” McQuillan said. “And I thought that was a little weird, on account of them not looking like the kind of guys who use briefcases. These wasn’t lawyers or guys in suits, know what I mean?”

“I do,” Erin said. “Do you remember anything else about these other gentlemen? Did you hear what they were talking about?”

He shook his head. “It gets kinda noisy in here,” he said. “And I’m behind the bar, and they was way down the other end of the room. They looked like tough guys, like I said. They had beards and leather jackets, like bikers wear.”

“When did our victim come in?” Kira asked. “What time of night? What day of the week?”

“Nothing regular,” McQuillan said. “I can’t remember, sorry.”

“Was he in here last night?” Erin asked.

“Yeah,” McQuillan said. “He was.”

“Mr. McQuillan,” Kira said. “I notice you have a security camera over the bar. Is it turned on?”

“Yeah,” he said. “But it only shows the bar and register.”

“We need to take a look at that,” Erin said.

“Sure, sure,” McQuillan said. “I don’t believe it. A guy gets killed in my own bar. I never thought I’d see it. And a cop, too! I’m not gonna get in trouble for that, am I?”

“Should you?” Vic asked, giving him a hard stare.

“I didn’t kill him!” the bartender protested.

Vic held the stare a few seconds longer, letting McQuillan get good and uncomfortable. Erin suppressed her laughter. Sometimes Vic drew a little too much mean pleasure from his work.

“We’ll find out what happened,” Vic finally said. “Thanks for your cooperation.”

“Let’s check on Levine,” Kira suggested as they walked away from the bar.

“Good idea,” Erin said. “Sheesh, Vic, did you consider not making our witness piss himself?”

“Witness, hell,” Vic said. “The guy has keys to the bar. He knows our boy was carrying something, probably something valuable. How do we know he didn’t ice him? Did you notice what wasn’t in that bathroom?”

“A briefcase,” Erin said. “I’d like to know where that went.”

“And what was in it,” Kira added.

“He was definitely making a handoff,” Erin said. “Drugs for cash would be my guess.”

“Or vice versa,” Vic said. “Maybe he had a habit.”

“Levine will know if he was shooting heroin,” Erin said. She knocked on the bathroom door.

“This room is currently occupied,” Levine said through the door.

Vic snickered. “Whaddaya know,” he said. “Doc’s got a sense of humor. I thought it’d been surgically removed.”

Levine opened the door. “A sense of humor is not something which can be surgically removed,” she said. “The closest approximation would be a frontal lobotomy, which I hypothesize would have no discernible effect on you, Detective.”

There was a brief, stunned pause.

“Did she just make a joke?” Kira finally asked.

Levine blinked. “I read an article last week in one of my journals which touted the benefits of witty banter within organizations whose purview includes the handling of stressful, life-and-death situations,” she said. “So-called gallows or dark humor, including sharp or idiosyncratic statements and apparent insults, are valuable to the maintenance of unit morale. Did I do it wrong, or apply the theory improperly?”

“No,” Erin said. “That was good, at least until you explained it.”

“You appeared perplexed,” Levine said. “I thought perhaps you were insufficiently perceptive to reap the full benefit of the humorous statement.”

“She’s getting better at this,” Vic said. “I think she’s a natural.”

“What do you have on our victim so far?” Erin asked.

“Body temperature places time of death at approximately two o’clock in the morning ,” Levine said. “Preliminary cause of death is a single gunshot wound to the soft palate. The wound was administered by a handgun bullet, probably nine-millimeter, at contact range. Powder tattooing inside the mouth indicates the muzzle of the weapon was inside the teeth when the shot was fired. The bullet exited the cranial cavity through the upper rear portion of the skull. Death was instantaneous.”

“Any other injuries?” Erin asked.

“I found no defensive wounds on the hands or fingers,” Levine said. “Nor are other injuries in evidence on the exposed portions of the victim’s body. I will have a full answer on this once I have conducted my postmortem examination.”

“What about gunshot residue?” Vic asked.

“That is a question for the Crime Scene Unit,” Levine said. “Fortunately, they are also present and usefully employed.”

“Hey, buddy!” Vic called over Levine’s shoulder at one of the CSU techs. “What’ve you got for GSR?”

“Powder residue on the right hand,” the man called back. “There’s a Glock nine-mil on the floor and a single shell casing against the side wall, also nine-millimeter. Best guess, one shot fired.”

“Any sign of anyone else in the room?” Erin asked.

“It’s a restroom,” the tech replied. “There’ve been dozens of guys in here. But I can’t see any evidence of a second party at time of death, nor any indications of more than one shot being fired. We’re going to dig the slug out of the wall, but that’ll take a little time. Once we get it back to the lab, we ought to be able to match it to the weapon, most likely the Glock.”

“I just ran the pistol serial number through the system,” the CSU supervisor added. “It’s registered to Officer William Ward, NYPD, as his off-duty piece.”

“Our initial conclusion is death by self-inflicted gunshot wound,” Levine said.

Erin thought the ME seemed a little depressed by this revelation. “Anything weird about the scene?” she asked. “Anything that doesn’t fit?”

“No,” Levine said. “It’s extremely straightforward. Unless additional evidence presents during the autopsy, I will be reporting this as suicide.”

“Did anyone find a briefcase?” Vic asked.

“No,” the CSU supervisor said. “The victim is holding a copy of the Times in his left hand. Nothing else. But we’ve only checked the restroom. Should we expand our search area?”

“Definitely,” Erin said. “Dust for prints, try to find out where Ward was sitting last night. Then go over that booth with as fine a comb as you’ve got. See if you can get an ID on whoever else was sitting there. And keep your eyes open for a briefcase.”

“Will do, Detective,” the CSU man said.

“I still have work to do,” Levine said. She immediately turned her back and returned to her examination of the late William Ward.

“I, for one, am thrilled at our Medical Examiner’s enhanced social skills,” Vic said with a straight face. “If she continues to improve, I predict she may be mistaken for human by the end of the year.”

“Excuse me,” the bartender said, sidling his way into the conversation.

“Yeah?” Vic said.

“I dug up the security tape,” he said. “I have a player in my office, if you want to take a look.”

“That’d be great,” Erin said. “Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

McQuillan’s “office” was a corner of the back room, surrounded by cases of beer. His desk was an old door laid across two stacks of beer crates, upon which perched an ancient, boxy computer monitor and an equally ancient television screen with a built-in VCR.

“Wow,” Vic said. “It’s like being in a museum. Do they even make these things anymore?”

“Funai Electric is still making them,” Kira said. “But they’re the only company that does, and they’re planning to discontinue production in a few months.”

“How could you possibly know that?” Erin asked.

“I’ve got a better question,” Vic said. “Why would you possibly know that?”

Kira shrugged. “You know me and my head for trivia.”

“That reminds me,” Vic said. “Have you finished memorizing the Patrol Guide?”

“Not yet,” Kira said. “I’m getting there.”

McQuillan pointed to the TV screen. “Here we are,” he said. “Have a look.”

The detectives crowded around the bartender and watched the grainy, black-and-white footage. The timestamp indicated it was 10:33PM.

“There’s Bill,” Kira said, pointing. A blurry form walked across the screen to the bar. It was carrying a briefcase in its left hand.

“You sure?” Vic asked. “I couldn’t pick out my own brother with this shitty resolution. How come security cameras are always crap?”

“People like them to be cheap,” Erin said.

“The main point of cameras is deterrence,” Kira said. “Half the time, they might as well not have film in them. Sometimes they don’t. You should be grateful we’ve got anything at all.”

“There he is buying his drinks,” McQuillan said. “Beer and a shot, just like every time.”

“Now he’s walking to his booth,” Erin said.

“Dammit, he’s out of frame,” Vic said. “How come your camera doesn’t cover the rest of the room?”

“The bar’s where I have the expensive liquor,” McQuillan said. “And the cash register. The camera’s for if anybody tries to rip me off and I can’t get to the Louisville Slugger under the counter.”

“You’d really take a baseball bat to an armed robber?” Vic was skeptical but slightly impressed.

“Well, not if he pulled a gun on me,” McQuillan said. “I ain’t stupid. I love my bar, and I like money, but ain’t neither worth dying over. Anyway, you can see everybody who walks in.”

They watched for a few moments. Then McQuillan stabbed a finger at the VCR, freezing the image.

“There’s the guy!” he said. “That was his drinking buddy last night.”

All four of them examined the indistinct shape.

“I think it’s a person,” Vic finally
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