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Always go too far,

because that’s where you’ll find the truth

 

—Albert Camus

 

 




Prologue

He’s not your average shoot-’em-up gang boss, is what he says. He’s got that right. The guy looks below average from where Jasper’s sitting. So what that he’s got the arm sleeve tattoos – pretty, colored sketches of half-naked women, a hummingbird, your rose and your skull – they’re not the ones you get when you’ve been incarcerated, more the kind you get when you want to look like you can handle yourself. 

The slick black hair brushed up over his scalp is neatly coiffed, but then shaved to within an inch of its life around the sides, like he can’t decide whether or not he cares about it. A patchy beard and sideburns are shooting for Wolverine and falling some way short. The snug-fitting black T-shirt has been painted onto his dumbbell-enhanced chest, and it’s that more than anything else that’s the giveaway. He might be a big guy, bigger than Jasper, but he’s trying too hard. With guys like these, it’s all blades and knuckle dusters, they wouldn’t last two minutes in the ring – no patience or head smarts, no precision with the fists. They’ve got muscles they cultivate in their home gyms or bedrooms, but they don’t know what to do with them when it really counts. 

Jasper’s seen it all before, but what bothers him most about this guy is the shades. What kind of mope wears shades in a nightclub?

“It’s the lights,” Isaac ‘Ike’ Scott shouts over the music when Jasper asks this question but more diplomatically framed. He twirls his ringed forefinger in the air, loosely pointing to the strobing lasers that scan the crowded dance floor on the level below, and the white spotlights rotating around the girl on the podium less than six feet away as she dances for the two of them in only a red thong and matching stilettos.

“The what?” Jasper asks, trying to keep his eyes on the girl’s body rather than her face. She’s a little thick set around the waist and thighs, but her skin is as smooth as cream and she moves with the grace of a gazelle. Her head whips up, dirty-blonde hair splaying over her bare shoulders, eyes landing on his with precision accuracy. Shit. Take off the glittering green eyeshadow and heavy black mascara and she’d be a dead ringer for his youngest daughter.

“The what’s that you said?” Jasper shouts, snatching up his bottle of Samuel Adams and turning in his seat to face the man beside him, putting the girl out of his line of sight.

“The strobe lights,” Ike says again, his attention fixed dead ahead. “Epilepsy. Since I was knee high to a grasshopper.”

Jasper stares at the side of the man’s face. From this angle he can see the small black eyes behind the shades. Sees when one of them winks at the dancer.

“You have epilepsy and you work out of a nightclub?” Jasper snaps, incredulous, his irritation buried under the relentless thump of the music.

The question draws a huff of a laugh from the man, as if he’d made a joke. After the girl finishes her routine and Ike blows her a kiss as she leaves, he turns back to Jasper, all humor gone.

“I learned early on never to let my weaknesses run my life. I wanted to make money, I made money. Wanted to stake my claim on this turf, I staked my claim. Wanted a string of clubs to run my business from, got me a string of clubs. You should see my latest, Fabrizio’s – it’s a couple of miles from here, you’d love it. But would I have gotten all that sitting on my ass feeling sorry for myself? Like hell I would.”

Twenty-five, Jasper thinks. The pissant is only twenty-five and he talks like he’s lived a long, hard life. More than that, he’s full of shit. Everything he’s got he inherited from his boss, Edward Green; known as Teddy, owing to the broad frame the girls who worked for him called cuddly, and the tan-colored camel-hair coat he favored in all weathers. Teddy could be firm with the dancers when they stepped out of line, but he never took advantage of them in other ways, not like most bosses. That’s because they didn’t start his motor. His preference was for young males, and he was so enraptured by twelve-year-old Ike when he caught him selling weed to the clientele outside his bar, that he took him in, schooled him in the way of the street, showed him the ropes of the business, as well as probably a few other things. He was forty-two years older than the kid.

Then, when Teddy took a bullet through the skull during a drive-by shooting two years ago at the Giovanni’s restaurant downtown, landing face first in his cannelloni, his last will and testament unveiled that the entire Green organization – lock, stock and barrel, so to speak – was to go to Ike in the event of his death. So there was no hard work about it. Just a cute smile and a perverted old gangster who ruled a fifty-square-mile section of the West Coast and could get whatever he wanted whenever he wanted. 

Hard life! Jasper should tell him about the minefield of trying to please a wife and three teenage daughters while managing a dog with bowel issues, an abysmal credit score and a midlife crisis on the kinds of wages he was scraping in. That was a fucking hard life.

“See, I’m a businessman, Jasper,” Ike says, returning to the purpose of this meeting now the private show is over. “I provide what my customers need. They want a good time, good product, and honesty, and in return they’re willing to pay for it. I trade fairly, always, with customers and suppliers alike. That way everyone wins. No business ever survived on cheating, stealing and undercutting. Not for long, anyway. Everything I do is kosher, and I sleep like a baby at night.”

That’s a first, a gang boss referring to his business as kosher. Guess in his head that might actually make some kind of sense.

“I’m not sure I can say the same about the Maxwells, you get what I’m saying?” Ike goes on, running his mouth. He’s chatty for someone who should know better. “Family businesses. They’re a fucking bomb waiting to go off. Sooner or later someone gets emotional about something and it all blows up in their face. You wanna lead and grow a long-term business, you gotta do it alone. Pick your partners. That way you can trust them. Really trust them. And when you can’t, then you kill them. You can’t do that with families. Well, you can but it’s messy.”

Jasper’s laugh is genuine. “That’s a practical way of looking at it.”

“Learned from the master.” Ike raises his eyes and his bottle to the club’s ceiling. “RIP, you son of a bitch.”

He tips his head back and pours the last of the beer into his mouth. That’s when Jasper sees the name inked across the inside of Ike’s right wrist – TEDDY – in dark red calligraphic capital letters. Old pervert or not, Teddy certainly made his mark on young Ike. Jasper would almost feel sorry for the kid if, after all these years and all he’d seen, he had any sympathy left to give. Which he didn’t. Ike had made his own bed, same as everyone did.

“So how do I know I can trust you?” Ike asks.

Jasper tries to read the guy’s expression, but it isn’t easy with the spotlights bouncing off the fricking shades. “Like I told you, Reg Maxwell screwed me over. Handed my name to the cops to protect his own ass on a fucked-up deal he couldn’t contain. When it blew wide open, he was happy to let me take the fall.”

“Do time?”

“Would have. If Maxwell Senior hadn’t stepped in and pulled a few strings, playing the law like a fucking Stradivarius.”

Ike’s drawn eyebrows suggest Jasper’s best and most rehearsed line is lost on him. “So they had you covered then.”

“Doesn’t matter. My record was clean until then, I’m a careful man. Now I’m marked. That shit-for-brains Reg has been a thorn in my butt since he was old enough for Daddy to let him play with his calculator.”

Ike holds his palms out. “Just what I’m saying. Families. There’s no way Maxwell would hire such a clumsy dolt if he wasn’t obligated.”

“Yeah, well…” Jasper clutches the neck of the beer bottle like he could throttle it. “I’m not obligated to them anymore, if that’s what you’re worried about. No genetic ties to the bastards, thank god.”

“Fifteen years, though. That’s a long time, a lot of commitment.”

“Which means shit when someone knifes you in the back.” Jasper does his best to look the boss of the Palmrey Greens in his shaded eyes, but his gaze gets drawn over the guy’s shoulder to the woman sitting at the bar. It’s the dark curls that have caught his attention, spilling down her back over a black Lycra dress that clings to her petite frame like it’s afraid to let go.

Though she be but little she is fierce, Jasper thinks, silently quoting the only Shakespeare that stuck with him from his schooldays. Because if it’s who he thinks it is, her stature is about the only thing dainty about her. He looks back at Ike. “I’ll be straight with you, Mr. Scott. It’s no secret that the Greens have been after the Maxwell territory for years. Mission Point and its ports would give you the monopoly on the coastline you’ve always wanted. It’s golden real estate. You know it and they know it. Now, that’s your beef, not mine. My beef is that I’ve given fifteen years of loyalty to that firm which Reg has shit all over by opening his mouth and squealing. So here’s what I propose. I can give you names, locations, weak spots, whatever you need.”

The Palmrey boss stares at Jasper for so long after he’s spoken that Jasper wonders if he’s underestimated him. Maybe he’s smarter than he looks, just acts dumb.

“You want to punch back, I get that,” he says. “But why come to me? Why us?”

Jasper shrugs. “Easy. You’re the only one around here with the resources to bring the Maxwells down.”

Another silence follows, but this one ending with a smile that creeps over the man’s lips. It pushes the Wolverine sideburns up to Ike’s ears and he lands a palm on Jasper’s shoulder. “Well then, my good man, welcome to the Palmrey Greens. You can start by calling me Ike. No more of this mister bullshit.”

Jasper smiles, noticing Ike doesn’t extend his hand to shake on it. But that’s fine, he doesn’t need guarantees. He just needed a way in.

“Enough business for tonight. How about we consummate this alliance with a gift, on me? Tonight you’ve got the pick of the best.” Ike casts a hand toward the dancers returning from their break to clamber on gravity-defying heels onto their podiums. No Blondie this time, Jasper’s relieved to see. Instead one brunette and one redhead, neither of which looks like his daughter. Or his middle-aged wife, thank god.

Ike leans closer to his ear. “What’s your flavor, my man? If these girls are a little old for you, don’t be shy – I can get you anything you want.”

Thoughts of Jasper’s daughters return. His youngest only thirteen. He pins his lips together, clutches the bottle, and peers around the room lest his expression give him away. His eyes land on the woman still nursing her drink at the bar. “Who’s that?” he asks, with a flick of the chin in her direction. Ike follows his gaze, taking a moment to answer.

“That?” he says, just as the woman turns on the bar stool, crossing one leg over the other, the skirt of her dress riding up her thighs.

“Wow.” The word is out before Jasper can hold on to it. Wow beautiful, yes. But also wow, it’s definitely her.

“That’s Violet,” Ike says. “She’s…” Ike looks at her as if he’s trying to figure out what she is. Then he puts his fingers to his lips and whistles to get her attention. She looks over, smiles, and slides off the stool like a fine wine pouring from a crystal decanter.

Ike lowers his shades to peer over the top of them at Jasper, and for the first time tonight Jasper sees just how dark those eyes really are. “She’s something, isn’t she?”

While the photographs Jasper has of her on his phone are a few years old, in them it’s clear she would grow into an attractive woman. But the way she looks now, in the flesh… Neat dark eyebrows, wide chocolate-brown eyes, sculpted cheekbones, a diamond stud through her lower lip that the strobe light catches when it passes. The Lycra dress she wears has only one sleeve, the other arm bare but not the skin over her chest and neck, which bears a bold statement that to Jasper says she’s not a kid anymore. This is his chance. Perhaps his only chance. He needs to get her alone.

As she nears the table Jasper leans toward Ike, and in his ear says, “She has a very pretty mouth.”

Ike shifts in his seat, looks uncomfortable. But hell, this is all part of the game, right? Maybe Jasper’s pushing it too far, in danger of blowing their new arrangement, but he doesn’t think so. Because no matter how Ike feels about the beautiful nineteen-year-old approaching the table, there’s something he desires even more. Avenging Teddy’s death and putting the Maxwells out of business for good.

“Jasper, meet Violet,” the boss of Palmrey says, reaching out to clutch the young woman’s hand. “Vi, sweetheart, this is Jasper. He’s going to be very important to our firm, but tonight we want our new friend to have a good time. Think I can leave that with you?”

Violet tilts her head Ike’s way, the smile never leaving her lips, not even when he clasps her fingers a little tighter. “I’ve got another meeting downstairs, babe. How about you take Jasper to the office? See if there’s anything there you can tempt him with?”

She looks at first like she might respond, perhaps protest. But there’s clearly something she reads in Ike’s expression despite the shades hiding his eyes, because when he releases her hand she turns to Jasper and offers it to him instead. He obliges. And after tipping a salute to the dumbest gang boss in the country, he lets the guy’s woman lead him down a long corridor and into an office still signposted with Teddy Green’s plaque on the door. Gold letters on black slate. Classy.

The woman says nothing as she closes the door behind him and turns the key in the lock. Nor when she crosses the room and crouches in front of a large safe on the floor, taps in a combination, and from inside pulls out a plastic bag the size of a pack of playing cards. She shuts the safe door and checks it’s locked, then gets to her feet and clears a space on the room’s enormous mahogany desk littered with cardboard files and invoices. Jasper thinks old man Green must be turning in his grave at such disorganization, but then the young woman’s got the bag open and is laying out four lines of white powder and using the manicured nail of her little finger to straighten them. She gestures for him to help himself, but he tells her “Ladies first” and then watches as she inhales through first one nostril, then the other, then steps back for him to do the same.

He looks from her to the lines and back again. She raises her eyebrows.

Well, there aren’t too many perks in this job. Gotta take them when they come along.

He leans over the desk, presses a finger to his left nostril and inhales a line sharply into his right. “Fuck,” he exhales, eyes watering and sinuses burning as uncut, pure-as-it-comes cocaine hits his mucous membrane and works its way into his bloodstream. Ike wasn’t lying about one thing; his product is certainly kosher, even if nothing else about his business is. Or maybe this is just the stuff they use for showboating.

“Save that one for later,” Jasper says, already feeling his heart rate rising. At forty-seven years old and with a diet that by no one’s definition could be classed as healthy – his burgeoning midlife gut a testament to that – a collapse here in Teddy Green’s office wouldn’t be too much of a stretch of the imagination. But showing little regard for his age or physical wellbeing, Ike’s girl steps up close enough that he can smell her perfume and suddenly his head is light.

He stumbles backwards over his feet, thinking now would be a good time to start talking, but she keeps on coming until his back is pressed up against a filing cabinet and all words leave him. His heart’s damn near thudding out of his chest, his skin’s so warm he undoes the top button on his shirt and yanks at his collar. He doesn’t know if it’s the coke, or her hands reaching for his belt buckle, or the fact he can’t stop staring at her cheekbones, her pale throat, the stud in her lip, even when she gets down on her knees, unzipping his pants, wide brown eyes on his the whole time, challenging him to stop her. Which he should because… nineteen. He has a daughter her same age. And because she doesn’t want to do this, it’s just that Ike instructed her to. Also because this isn’t what he came here to do, it wasn’t part of the plan. But more crucially – much, much more crucially than any of that – he should stop her because—

“Holy sweet mother of…” His palm slams against the filing cabinet behind him, his legs weaken. “Please…” he gasps, eyes rolling to the ceiling, free hand reaching for her head. “Don’t. Please…” His fingers curl into her soft black hair. “Please don’t stop.”

 

*

 

The air is bitter in the alley at the back of the club, but Jasper’s so wired he doesn’t feel it. He only sees it, in the puffs of cloud he exhales with every breath.

“So?” he says into his phone. “It’s her, right? In the picture I sent you?”

She – Violet – didn’t say much, but she’d agreed to take a few selfies on her phone, seeing as the lens on his was bust, and then messaged him the pictures. One with the both of them in (strictly for his private collection), and the rest just of her. “Souvenirs,” he had called them, his heart still racing even after he’d zipped his pants back up. She had smiled politely, and he had wondered whether he should kiss her or something – what was the protocol in these situations? – but by then she was unlocking the door and taking him down the corridor back to the club. He had tried to talk with her at that point, but she said she had things to do and he didn’t push it. There’d be time for talking later. For now he had done what he’d set out to do. He’d established a connection. And, holy hell, what a connection it was.

“Well, that’s it then,” he says, on hearing the confirmation from down the line. “Now all’s we gotta do is sit tight. Wait for her to lead us to Daddy dear.”

In the chilly night air his nose starts to run. He sniffs, brushing at it with his knuckles as his dummy of a colleague prattles on, telling him all kinds of things he already knows.

“Are you serious, Matthews?” he exclaims. “Course I got her fucking number, you donut. You think I’m some kind of amateur?” He reaches for his pants and tugs at his crotch. That lip stud was really something. He could almost still feel it… “Look, I’m doing my part, out here in the field with a bunch of wackos, unlike you in a warm, comfortable office. So you just worry about what you’ve gotta do and leave my job to me, how’s that?”

Somewhere in a room above, a window cranks open. He peers up and sees a hand duck back inside, but no sign of who it belongs to. He steps farther down the alley and deeper into the shadows.

“What you talking about shirty, who’s getting shirty?” he hisses into the phone. “Jesus, forget it, who cares? Listen, I need you to get a warrant for a wiretap for this number I’m gonna send you once you’re done jawing.”

He hawks back a ball of bloody snot and spits it to the ground. Ike’s coke damn nearly tore his nose in half.

“I’m fine. It’s just a damn cold, a seasonal thing, it’s Baltic out here. What’s that? No, not his number, it’ll be her number. Violet’s, Vivian’s, whatever the fuck she’s calling herself these days. Shit, I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about Teddy’s bitch, his dubious morals and twisted business logic; he’s nothing but a sprat compared to what we’re after. I’m telling you, the guy’s an idiot. He has no idea that he’s sitting on a fucking gold mine. Chasing after Isaac Scott would be a waste of Bureau dollars – if his own damn product doesn’t finish him, the Maxwells will. The Greens’ tenure in the district is running on borrowed time and it has been since Teddy took one between the eyes. But such is the life of a master criminal. There’s no future in it. So forget about him, he’s just a means to an end. We’re going straight to where the promotions and commendations are. And it’ll be about fucking time, too.”

They end the call and Jasper leans back against the brick building behind him, pulls up the number Vivian sent the photos through from, and forwards it to his colleague. Agent Pete Matthews at FBI headquarters in Quantico, Virginia. Then he takes another look at her picture.

There’s a likeness if he looks hard enough, but he chooses not to, preferring instead to revel just for a moment in the way she’d made him feel. Alive. With energy, desire, pleasure. Hot damn, the pleasure. It had been a long while since he’d felt like that. And as he told himself in the office when she offered him the lines of powder, there aren’t many perks in this job. Twenty years ago he’d never have let it go that far, he was as straight as they come. But where does it get you in the end, clean living, toeing the line, yes sir bossman whatever you say? It gets you closer to death and looking back wondering when it was that everything got so fricking numb. Besides…

“Damn,” he mutters under his breath, tracing his finger over the photograph, the diamond in her lip. “Jimmy fucking Rosedale, former millionaire San Marino gang boss, now America’s most wanted – you might be a first-grade asshole, but you did one thing right. Your daughter is a goddamn peach.”

He drops the phone into the pocket of his jacket and tugs up his collar against the cold. “Though soon you’re gonna wish you never fucking fathered her.”

 

 




Chapter 1

Former homicide detective, Lawrence ‘Hoss’ Hoskins, pressed his forehead to the glass balcony doors of his apartment and, with his phone at his ear, stared down ten stories to the night-time city below, wondering where it had all gone wrong and what he could have done differently. Two years ago he’d been working for the Sykes County Sheriff’s Office, policing the streets of his beloved Pinefort City and thinking, at the age of thirty, he still had a long career in law enforcement ahead of him. Except back then he was also chasing down a serial killer, one that within only a few months would not only change the course of his career but his outlook on life. Irrevocably.

If he looked at his left wrist, Hoss would see the faint white scar where Carl Evertson had almost made him victim number six. There were other daily reminders, too. Like his preference for cold showers – Evertson had scalded him in a hot bath. An illogical fear of being trapped – Evertson had hog-tied him so that he was helpless to defend himself. And, of course, the private investigator license he carried these days instead of the badge – Evertson, though shot dead at the scene, making himself his own sixth victim, ensured Hoss could never be the same cop he was before, nor even the same man. In some ways it might be said he still worked in law enforcement, just not in the way he was meant to. Certainly not in the way his father would approve of if he was alive. Which, as of eleven months ago, he wasn’t. And which was the purpose of his eldest sister’s third phone call of the day, as Hoss found out when he finally caved in and picked up.

“I’m thinking City Hall would be the obvious choice of venue for a commemoration, Lawrence, seeing as that’s where he was sworn in as sheriff. Plus it can hold a decent number and I’m sure there are plenty who’ll want to attend. We’ll have to be ruthless with the invitations. VIP only. Which is why I need you to write me a list of people to ask. You’ll know more than I do—”

“It wasn’t City Hall.” Hoss cupped his free hand to the window to better see the progress of a black-and-white charging down Central Avenue in a blur of red flashing lights.

“What wasn’t?”

“He was sworn in at the sheriff’s office.” The cop car took a sharp right down York Street and disappeared.

“Are you sure?”

“Damn sure, Kate. I was there.”

“You were there?”

“Yup.”

“I don’t remember that. Weren’t you with the state police then?”

Hoss turned from the glass doors and dropped onto the cream-cushioned Scandinavian armchair he always kept facing the window. Its wooden frame rocked under his weight and he stretched out his long legs in front of him, the heels of his old work boots propping against the floorboards.

“Correct,” he answered, stifling a sigh. “But Dad insisted I should be there.”

“Well, sure, that makes sense. It was a special occasion. Not everyone makes sheriff.”

Jesus, he thought, sometimes she even sounds like him. Maybe that’s what happens when you’re the first born, you take on the characteristics of your parents. While, in contrast, the youngest goes as far as he can in the opposite direction. As for the middle child – well, perhaps they end up somewhere in between.

“What does Jen have to say about this?” he asked.

“About what?”

“This commemoration idea.”

“She’s all for it.”

“She is?”

Hoss couldn’t imagine his middle sister overcome with excitement at the prospect of a formal get-together in which to put her private grief on public display. But he could, though, picture his eldest sibling’s exasperation even without seeing it. Her sharp inhale was the clue.

“Lawrence, ten years since Dad became sheriff is the perfect time for us to hold his commemoration. Anyone can see that. And you know Jen, she’s happy to go along with anything.”

“You think she’d agree with you on that?”

“For god’s sake, this isn’t about Jen, or me, or you, it’s about Dad. Why do you have to be so obstinate all the time?” she snapped, and for a moment he had no comeback for that. Mainly because those were as near as damn it the words their father had said to him the last time they spoke.

Why do you have to make everything so difficult?

Patrick Hoskins had been leaving for a fishing vacation and wanted his son to check on the house while he was gone. But Hoss knew what that really meant. It was a way for his father to keep tabs on him even when he wasn’t around, to exert some kind of control in his absence. Just before Hoss could leave with a slam of the door, the very last thing his father had said was, Why do you hate me so much, Lawrence? He hadn’t been able to answer. But he had heard his father ask that same question in his head every day since, and he always would unless he could find a way to answer it.

“Do you remember the day Mom died, Kate?” he asked, staring through the window at the starless night sky while avoiding his own reflection. “Do you remember who was at her bedside? And who wasn’t?”

In the echoing silence that followed, he thought she wouldn’t reply, or might hang up on him. But then, in a quiet voice, she said, “He had his reasons, Lawrence. It’s been thirteen years. You’ve got to let this go.”

“His reasons? What plausible reason is there for not being at your wife’s side when she passes away? For leaving your children to carry the burden instead?”

“He was hurting, that’s why. And it’s not as if we were kids. He didn’t leave us to carry anything. We were just there.”

Hoss shook his head, unconvinced. He’d been nineteen. It had certainly felt like he was still a kid. “He was hurting. Right. Well, I’m sure Mom appreciated and understood that.”

“We’re none of us perfect, Law. So he couldn’t cope with it – are you going to crucify him for that? Should we crucify you when you run for the hills every time one of us tries to talk to you?”

“I don’t run for the hills. I’m busy a lot of the time. My work…” He stumbled, remembering he wasn’t a cop anymore and his time was his own these days.

“Your work. Of course. Do you know who you sound like?”

He could hear the smile in her voice. But he was a long way from returning the sentiment. “I’m nothing like him.”

“No?”

Hoss dug his tongue into his teeth and fought the urge to rip the phone from his ear and sling it across the room. If she was pressing his buttons on purpose, she’d just hit the one marked Danger. And she wondered why he didn’t always make himself available for family get-togethers.

“So those names?” she prompted, perhaps wanting to end this call now as much as he did.

“I’ll put something together,” he muttered, then hung up.

Getting to his feet, he dropped the phone on the coffee table, closed his eyes, and hauled in a long, slow breath to center himself. When he let it go, his eyes opened again. He felt better. Though not quite enough. He curled his fingers into a fist, pulled his arm back, and launched the punch at the armchair’s cushioned headrest. It went down easy, without even a fight. He took another deep, cleansing breath. Yeah. Better.

“So glad to see my Aikido training is paying off for you,” a voice across the room said. “I really feel you’re controlling your emotions with so much more grace these days.”

Hoss looked at his roommate. Joshua ‘Busta’ Rimes was in his usual spot, lying on his back on the couch with a book in his hands. Another action thriller, if the outline of a moody muscular male with a gun in his hand and destruction in his wake was anything to go by.

Aside from being younger than Hoss, fitter than Hoss, better-looking than Hoss, and British, Busta was a pretty decent guy and Hoss liked having him around. He had a way of lightening the mood under any circumstances, just by his cool-headed presence alone. And when you’ve spent half your life with cops and criminals, an easy-going nature was as glorious as a dip in a pool on a sweltering day.

Hoss righted the armchair, angling it to face his friend, then sat and propped his boots on the coffee table between them. “The lessons are helping, buddy, they really are. It’s just Kate. She unbalances my chakras. She’s like my father reincarnated. She always was, even when he was alive.”

“Bloody hell, mate, your chakras?” Busta said, his English accent coming to the fore even after almost eighteen years on US soil. “Did you get that from Cass?”

“Fletcher? Are you kidding me? She wouldn’t know her sacral from her elbow.”

“I’m surprised you do.”

“You’re teaching me well, master. First the Aikido, then the healthy eating and all the kind to the environment… kind of stuff. I’m a new man. Spiritual enlightenment is the natural next step for me.”

“Well, I guess the world’s your oyster now you’re not a cop.”

Hoss snorted a soft laugh. “The world’s something now I’m not a cop. I just don’t know what yet.”

“Could be worse…” Busta propped his thumb between the pages of his book and rested it on his chest. “You could be about to go five miles offshore to live and work in a self-contained living hell, for pitiful wages and downtime that consists of sitting in an eight-foot by six-foot room staring at the walls and slowly losing your mind and your will to live.”

“Ouch!” Hoss sucked air in through his teeth. “Do I sense some resistance to returning to the rig?”

“Whatever gave you that idea?” Busta rubbed his hand over his fair facial hair, breaking out a broad smile to cover his tracks before returning to his book. But the man who was once happy to spend his time in the cocooned ecosystem of the Sandowne Oil Field Rig, away from the mainland and away from society in general, had gotten less at ease with it over the past year. That was owing to several reasons, the most recent being the extended sick leave he’d been enjoying following an accident on the rig at the end of last year, when a heavy piece of industrial lead piping that wasn’t secured properly came down on him. Shattered ribs, a broken arm, almost having your lung punctured, and getting airlifted to hospital are all justified excuses for not wanting to return to the scene of the incident. There was a claim in progress to compensate him for the “inconvenience,” otherwise known as to avoid a more substantial lawsuit, but in the meantime he still needed money to live on. He still needed to work.

But another reason Busta was less enamored these days with the lifestyle the rig offered, and perhaps the most pertinent one, was Cass Fletcher. The London-born Brit had been love struck by Hoss’s partner in private investigation ever since he’d first laid eyes on her, but no one could be sure if the feeling was mutual. Thanks to an old hurt, Fletch was a closed book when it came to feelings, and was stubbornly living in the past. But if anyone could break her self-imposed emotional exile, Busta could. He was hard to dislike.

Hoss got up from the chair and went down the hall to the bathroom. The mirror was misted from his roommate’s post-workout shower and Hoss wiped it with his fist and peered into it. He tilted his head one way, then the other, brushing his fingers through his thick, neatly cropped brown hair in search of white. None yet. No signs of a receding hairline, either. Next he examined his eyes. Hazel, like his mother’s, a mixture of green and brown, sometimes one or the other depending on his mood. Right now they were a little on the dark side. There were a few lines and creases around his eyes and mouth, but that was to be expected; he was coming up on thirty-three this year. The training with Busta, though, was maintaining a healthy degree of muscle and holding the gut at bay. Which was all good news. Knowing what was genetically in store for him, he was happy that, for now, there was no resemblance to the old man. Not outwardly, at least.

He had joked about the whole chakra thing with Busta, but there really was something about his sisters that rubbed him up the wrong way. He could blame it on Kate’s obstinacy, or his impatience for Jen’s mother-hen nature, but if he were being honest he would have to look at himself before he looked at them. Kate wasn’t the only one who had implied he was like their father. Jen had done once, too. So maybe his denials were just that – denial. Was he like his father? Really? Patrick John Hoskins, former Sykes County Sheriff, former husband, former father, former pig-headed, inflexible, arrogant, know-it-all pain in the ass?

Christ, he thought, backing away from the mirror and eying himself with suspicion. Maybe they had a point.

Back in the open-plan sitting room, Hoss stopped by the sideboard and the whiskey bottle that had belonged to his father. Kate had passed it on to him when they’d cleared out the old family home to sell. It was some vintage kind, given to their father by the sheriff’s office on his retirement. Thirty-seven years of service, the gold and silver badge propped against the bottle confirmed. The badge had been something else his sisters had passed on to him, but this time at the behest of their father’s wishes in his will. Hoss often wondered why he had requested such a thing. Maybe he’d done so years earlier, when Hoss was a newly minted beat cop and his father still had high hopes for him. Or maybe that idea had come later, either when his short fling with a married lieutenant resulted in his transfer from state police to local, or after that, when his mistakes with Evertson couldn’t be papered over with just a shame-filled banishment to another department. Then the badge would be a message from beyond the grave. Look at what you could have had, son. If you’d only been good enough.

“Mate, your phone went off,” Busta said, on hearing Hoss behind him.

“Jesus, she never gives up,” he muttered, crossing the room and swiping the phone up from the table. But in the same moment he registered the name on the screen wasn’t his sister but someone he wanted to talk to even less, Busta said, “Someone called Dallas?”

“Right. Thanks,” he said, distracted. He took the phone over to the kitchen counter, thumb hovering over the closed envelope indicating a new text message. The blood was already draining from his face even before his thumb punched the screen and the message opened.

“Dallas. Is that the same guy who turned up here on Christmas Eve?” Busta asked from the couch. “That old work buddy you couldn’t get rid of quick enough?”

The text message was framed with the sender’s usual humor, but its context and request non-negotiable.

“Hoss?”

“Uh, yeah. Yeah.” Hoss moved from the counter and reached for his jacket hung over the back of a chair at the dining table. “The guy’s having a hard time right now. Wife trouble, you know?”

“Not really.”

“Plus he’s one of those that likes to make a meal of it.” Hoss zipped up the jacket, and passing down the hall to his room, he added, “He’s in town. I’d better go check on him.”

In the bedroom he opened the closet door and crouched to tap in the number on the safe to open it. Taking out his Smith & Wesson Shield, he loaded in a full magazine, closed the safe and the closet and reached behind him to slip the gun into the waistband of his jeans. As he passed back through the sitting room, the whiskey bottle and badge again caught his eye. He stared at them for longer than he should have. Then whipped open one of the sideboard doors, put both the bottle and the badge inside, and closed the door again.

Only once he was in the elevator heading to the foyer did he look at the text again.

Hey, Action Man, I’ve missed you. Meet me in the place we had our first date. I’m waiting for you.

The message claimed to be from someone called Dallas, but Hoss knew him better as JR. Jimmy Rosedale. Former East Coast gangster and ruthless, brutal murderer.

 

 




Chapter 2

The last time Hoss had met Jimmy in this same spot twelve months ago, he had been escorted to the meeting point by Jimmy’s sidekick, Chuck. Now, as he passed the deli at the end of the street and turned down Clarence Place to the embankment, he did so alone, but with the reassuring nudge of the pistol at his back. The pair of them may have established some odd kind of alliance back then, but that didn’t mean Hoss could trust him. How could he?

Jimmy and his uncle, Mo Sandero, had run operations throughout the San Marino Bay on the East Coast for decades. And by operations, that meant few of them legal but all of them lucrative. There was no bar, no nightclub, no beauty salon or tanning shop in the bay that didn’t have their names, their drugs, and their dirty money all over it. It was a billion-dollar organization that brought in cash from all over the country and beyond, allowing their empire a degree of protection from the authorities only too happy to see the area thrive. Well, that and the fact that everyone knew Jimmy as Jimmy The Drain, and not affectionately. The Rosedales and Sanderos played hard, but they also fought hard to protect what they had built. Anyone caught slighting them would have breathed their last, and it was well known around those parts that when Jimmy was done with you, what remained could be hosed down into the sewers. And that’s where Hoss came in. Because he had been the one who blew the lid right off their longstanding reign, though for now was still living to tell the tale.

It was dark down by the river. Making it the ideal meeting place. Jimmy was a wanted man. He’d been on the run ever since Hoss had discovered their unofficial burial ground and released those details to the San Marino PD. Jimmy’s uncle hadn’t been so lucky; he was currently serving life in a maximum-security prison somewhere in the Midwest. But that suited Jimmy fine. Turned out the aging patriarch had been an albatross around his nephew’s neck for far too long. That should have meant Jimmy grabbed the opportunity with both hands – took himself off the radar, disappeared to some obscure country, changed his name and his appearance, and never resurfaced on home soil ever again. Except here he was…

“Bout time,” came the familiar voice out of the darkness, edged with a subtle hint at a New York twang. “Thought for a minute you were standing me up here, Action Man. That woulda been embarrassing.”

Jimmy stepped out from beneath the bridge into the moonlight and cupped his hands to light a cigarette. Hoss slowed to a halt, listening carefully for any signal his date hadn’t come alone. When Uncle Mo was still a free man, he had issued Jimmy with the order to find and kill Hoss, but Jimmy feared that once he’d done the job he’d be next in line for letting an outsider get that close to their operations. It put Hoss in the odd position of being protected by a notorious gangster. Not a place he wanted to be, but he also didn’t want to be dead. Only, Uncle Mo was inside now and Jimmy was in the wind. There was no longer any reason for him to hold off on his payback.

“Hey, you remember our first time?” Jimmy asked, propping his elbows behind him on the metal railing and flicking cigarette ash to the slow-moving river below. “You. Me. Old Chuck.”

With his cigarette between his fingers, he made the sign of the cross and blew a kiss heavenward. “Rest in peace, you sexy son of a bitch,” he said, then brought his gaze back to Hoss. “Cancer took him in the end. Before the Feds, which was a blessing.”

Jimmy’s eyes didn’t shift from Hoss, even when they narrowed as he took a drag on the cigarette. When they met here the last time, the man far from his home on the East Coast had been in jeans, a dark tan leather jacket and cowboy boots, with a gold and onyx signet ring on his little finger. Even for a man in his late fifties, he’d looked every bit the gangster. Like he was starring in a movie about his own life, every move caught on camera. This time the ring was gone, he was wearing an Adidas tracksuit with a canvas overcoat, sneakers, and a grubby white Dodgers baseball cap covering his balding scalp. It was meant to be a disguise. Hoss should probably tell him he stood out like a sore thumb.

“What do you want, Jimmy?”

“You know what I want. I told you already.”

“I’m still law enforcement,” Hoss said, hand going to his back pocket. Jimmy was alert in a heartbeat and reaching inside his coat, but when he saw the PI license he relaxed.

“That’s just playing at being a cop, Action Man. You’ve moved on since then. Graduated to the real world, shall we say.” He propped the cigarette at his lips.

“What makes you think I haven’t called this in, Jimmy?”

Jimmy’s laugh was high-pitched and abrupt. He took one last drag, cheeks hollowing, and then flicked what was left of the cigarette into the river, exhaling a lungful of smoke into the night air. “I think we both know that’s not gonna happen.”

“Do we?”

Jimmy stepped away from the railing. Hoss held his ground, but in his mind his right hand went repeatedly for his gun.

“Well, see, I’m as solid as they come. You should know that about me by now. If we trust each other, I’ll take that all the way to the grave. I could tell you things about Chuck that would make your hair stand on end. But he was loyal to me. So you could cut off every part of my anatomy and I still wouldn’t spill. Same with you and me, big guy. We’ve got history I’d rather keep between the two of us. It’s our private business, you understand? But put me in front of a cop…”

He tucked his hands into his pockets and shivered, cool as you like, as if he hadn’t just issued a threat. “Goddamn cops scare the living shit out of me, if you wanna know the truth. I got beaten real bad by one when I was a kid and it kinda screwed with my head, you know? So if they start throwing around words like collusion, or harboring a fugitive, promising me all kinds of sweeteners, I might have a hard time keeping my mouth shut.”

Hoss always knew there would come a time when what he uncovered out in San Marino Bay would bite him in the ass. You don’t get to bring down a criminal enterprise of that magnitude and walk away from it. He’d thought for a while he could handle it. Could handle Jimmy making this uneasy alliance with him that would ensure they both stayed alive. But there would be consequences, he must have known that. How much longer could he really keep a lid on all this, because Jimmy was right, he couldn’t go to the cops, he couldn’t rat on the man, there was too much water under the bridge. Water that would be hard to explain, and not just to the cops, but to Busta, too. One of the bodies they’d unearthed in San Marino, a victim of the Rosedale system of punishment, had been Busta’s closest friend. And the fresh-faced Brit still saw Hoss as some kind of hero for finding him.

“I told you when you showed up at Christmas I couldn’t help you, Jimmy.”

Jimmy tugged at the baseball cap, tucking his other hand into his coat pocket. “Yeah, well. I was hoping you’d reconsidered by now. I mean, being as you owe me and everything.”

“Owe you? I don’t owe you a thing.”

Another sharp laugh burst from Jimmy’s lips. It sounded like a puppy testing its bark. “No? Only your fucking life. What, you forget about that?”

“You and your uncle were the ones threatening my life.”

“No, no, not that, not that. I mean that time my boys saved you and your broad’s skinny asses from being shot by a bunch of jumped-up hoodlums. Yeah, that’s right. I heard about it. Nothing gets by me, Action Man.”

Hoss looked away. Right there was the collusion the cops could press Jimmy about. Hoss had known that he and Fletch were being followed when they were working a case inherited from her old field training officer. He’d thought at first it was the East Coast gangsters out for revenge, but Jimmy denied it, said he’d send his own boys to tail the tails. Then, when the pair of them got cornered by heavies hired by the man they were trying to bring down, it was the crack long-distance sniper shots from Jimmy’s men that got them out of it. Hoss still woke in a sweat some nights, recalling his partner being pawed over by a cocky, big-palmed, greasy son of a bitch, while he could only stand by and do nothing. The first shot took the fucker out with precision accuracy. If it hadn’t come when it did, Hoss hated to think how things would have played out.

“She’s not my broad,” he said, turning back to Jimmy. “She’s my partner.”

“She wouldn’t be your anything if it wasn’t for me.”

Maybe sensing he was saying all the wrong things, Jimmy held his hands up and tried a different tack. “Look. When I saw you last, you said it was a bad time. I get that. You had a houseful of guests, it was your downtime, Christmas, yada, yada, all the rest of it. But the holiday’s done now, fun’s over, time to get back to the grind. So you got some other case you’re working just now?”

“That’s not the point.”

“I’ll pay you double. No, triple.”

Hoss stepped up to lean his forearms on the railing and stared down into the river that in the darkness was nothing but a black abyss. It didn’t matter what he said to try and get out of this. The ink on his deal with the devil had long since dried. He was cornered. Again, cornered.

“Listen, I’m serious here,” Jimmy said, dropping his voice and shuffling up beside him. “This is my baby we’re talking about. Whatever it takes, whatever you need, I’ll give it.”

Whatever he needed? He needed his past choices to stay in the goddamn past is what he needed. Hoss rubbed his hand over his eyes and held it there just for a moment, until he felt a nudge at his elbow.

“Hey, you know your problem, Action Man?”

He dragged his gaze to Jimmy. “Well, I’m looking at one of them, but I’ve got plenty more.”

“You still think of yourself as the rookie.”

Hoss snorted, but Jimmy went on. “How long were you a cop?”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Just… fucking humor me here. How long?”

“Nine years, give or take. But my old man was a cop. I grew up with the stuff. I’m no rookie.”

Jimmy flipped his palm as if Hoss had just confirmed it. “Is exactly what I’m saying. Even after all that, you still think of yourself as the rookie. So when you gonna step up, huh?”

“Fuck off with this bullshit—”

“What, Papa didn’t love you enough? Didn’t pat you on the head, tell you when you were a good boy?”

Hoss straightened and faced Jimmy square on. “Where the fuck are you going with this shit, Jimmy? It’s not helping your case here.”

“What I mean, Action Man,” he answered, mirroring Hoss, albeit almost a foot shorter, “is whose goddamn approval are you waiting for? I’m offering you big money. More than you made in a year as a beat cop, I can tell you that much. More than this detective thing does for you, too.”

“Yeah, dirty money.”

Clutching at his chest with his palm, Jimmy flinched back. “I’m offended you think so little of me after all this time.” He came closer again and lowered his voice as if they weren’t the only ones around. “You find my daughter and I swear to you, they’ll be the cleanest, freshest, crispest bank notes you’ve ever seen, and not one of them will lead back to me. You understand? Not one. I wouldn’t do that to you. I’d owe you everything I’ve got.”

Jimmy was close enough that Hoss could almost smell the anguish coming through the man’s pores. This could be the first time he had ever begged anyone for anything, and perhaps that bothered him just as much as his AWOL teenage daughter. But either way, Hoss knew the man wouldn’t give up. And with the kind of price on his head that Jimmy came with, there were few people left in this world who would help him. That made him desperate. Desperate was dangerous.

Hoss dropped his gaze to his boots. The same good, solid cop boots he’d worn chasing down miscreants on the city streets. “It’s not about the money.”

“Course it’s not. Course it’s not.” Jimmy tapped the back of his hand against Hoss’s chest. “It’s about the ethics with you. I get that. Cop through and through. So, hey, look at it this way. There’s a young girl out there who’s drifting in the wind and Christ only knows what kind of world she’s getting caught up in. She’s a good girl, but she’s vulnerable. More than that, she’s my daughter, and I’ve got a lotta enemies. It’ll only take one of them to figure out who she is, or for her to go running her mouth after too many Blue Lagoons and that’s it. They’ll crucify her just to get to me, you know they will. I can’t let that happen. Nineteen years old, Action Man. Just a baby.”

Jimmy was a man used to getting his own way. And while he might have been using every trick in the book to do the same thing now despite his precarious position, Hoss had to admit he was right. All Jimmy knew was that his daughter had gone to the West Coast, putting almost three thousand miles between herself and her former life. If she had more sense than her father, she would simply keep her head down in some modest house in suburbia, holding down a steady job and adored by an all-American good guy with his heart in the right place. If that was the case, this would be easy. But in the instance that she was running around in less auspicious circles, then just her name alone could get her in a lot of trouble. The Sandero/Rosedale empire may have operated on the other side of the country, but connections in the underworld ran far and ran deep, a complex network of veins and arteries that pumped drugs and weapons and humans wherever there were people willing to pay for them. Everyone involved in that life would know who Jimmy was and what he was worth. Alive he was leverage; dead he was a worthy scalp and tremendous kudos points. And in the absence of the man himself, his next of kin would do just as nicely. Either to draw him out, or to taunt him. To put it another way, Jimmy’s daughter was a dead kid walking. Through no fault of her own.

Hoss ran his hand over his mouth. “If I do this, it’s for her, not you. But then you disappear.” He glared unblinking at the man before him, disturbed by the relief he saw passing so easily over the pale, bloodshot eyes. “I’d get my license stripped for this, Jimmy. Shit, I’d get a lengthy jail term for this.”

“I know, I know, and I wouldn’t ask, but…” Jimmy rubbed his thumb over his forehead and Hoss saw his hand tremble. When he dropped it again, the respite in his eyes of a moment ago had already passed. “Look, I don’t care who the fuck you do it for or how you ease your conscience, just please, this is me begging you, get to my daughter before they fucking do. Please.”

Might be too late for that, Hoss thought, but gave a curt nod. “I’ll do what I can. And then we’re through, Jimmy. I don’t hear from you again.”

“Understood.”

They talked for a few more moments, Hoss getting all the information Jimmy could give him on his daughter. Which wasn’t a lot, but then, Jimmy had been out of town for a while. When they were done they walked in silence along the embankment until, just before they parted ways, Jimmy looked up to the banner strung between two street lamps that wished Pinefort City residents a Happy New Year. More than a week after the celebrations, one corner had come away from its ties and flapped loosely in the chill night breeze.

“I never liked the whole New Year thing,” Jimmy said, turning down his mouth at the city’s sentiment. “All the fucking fuss. For what? Nothing ever changes.”

He
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