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Chapter One

 


THREE YEARS AGO

 


The Early Bird Café was on West Slawson just
past the Port District line and over into the Flats. The sergeant
had units at both ends of the block, flickering islands of red and
blue amidst the scattered puddles of light escaping from Fred's
Lounge, the Three Brothers Bodega and The Early Bird Café
itself.

Morrie Epstein threw the Crown Vic into
“Park” and hurried after his partner. Four uniforms were working
the canvas but Epstein didn't expect anyone to admit hearing or
seeing anything. The Flats-District Watch Commander stopped the
detectives barely five feet inside the crime-scene tape.

“Cantrell and Epstein, Gang Unit,” Wes
Cantrell said, extending his hand. “What've we got?”

“Lieutenant Marty Fields. I'm afraid this is
probably going to end up belonging to you two. Eight dead, flat out
executions. The night manager is an ex-banger, Los Cincos. This is
their territory all the way down to 9th but lately we've
been hearing that the BG8s are trying to push in.”

Fields paused, expecting some confirmation
from Cantrell. Wes just stared past him at the far side of the
street as if the answer was hiding someplace in the shadows between
their patch of sidewalk and the Pacific Ocean a mile to the west.
It was Morrie Epstein who finally broke the silence.

“Word is that the BG8s have a new source of
meth, high quality stuff, and they're looking for new customers
anywhere they can find them. We're seeing corner boys being taken
down all over the west side. Were the Los Cincos dealing out of the
diner? Do you think the manager wasn't as ‘ex’ a gang member as he
claimed?”

Fields frowned and shrugged. “I don't know.
That's why we called you. Maybe he was dealing for the LCs and the
BG8s took him out because they wanted to send a message that
they're taking over the street. Maybe he needed money and the BG8s
gave him the franchise and this was the LCs way of dealing with his
treason. Or maybe the LCs were pissed that he tried to quit the
gang. Or they were jumping in some new members and this was the
recruits' coming-out party. Christ, I don't know. The only thing I
can say is that one way or another this sure as hell looks like a
gang deal. You don't blow away eight people for pocket change, a
bunch of cell phones and ninety bucks in the register. Somebody's
sending a message here and I'm thinking you're the guys who'll have
the best chance of figuring out who it's coming from and who it's
going to.”

A hint of a smile crossed Cantrell's lips. He
gave Fields a nod and turned toward the café. “OK, let's get to it
then.”

Epstein and Cantrell each wrote down the time
and their badge numbers then signed the log. The uniform on the
door handed them paper booties and pairs of latex gloves. The room
strobed with flashes from the Crime-Scene techs working a grid
pattern, photographing everything from the front door to the
back.

Cantrell and Epstein walked a snaking,
single-file route that dodged around slumped bodies and puddles of
blood. Five feet in, Epstein pulled on Cantrell's sleeve and turned
to the nearest tech.

“Before we go any farther have you guys done
your footprint voodoo?” The CSI looked like a kid barely out of
college.

“Don't sweat it, Detective,” he said and
turned away.

“Hey, kid!” Cantrell snapped and grabbed the
tech's shoulder. “My partner asked you a question. Did you lift any
shoe prints off this floor?”

The tech looked from Cantrell's hand back to
the detective's face. For a moment he seemed to be planning a
wiseass reply but he changed his mind when Cantrell started to
squeeze.

“We can't lift any usable prints in a place
like this. There's too much foot traffic, prints on prints on
prints, just one big mess unless somebody stepped in the
blood.”

“Did you find any prints in the blood?”
Cantrell asked, finally letting go.

“Not so far. If you see any let me know and
I'll document them.”

Cantrell stared, trying to figure out if the
kid was mouthing off, then decided he wasn't and headed back toward
the far end of the room.

The Early Bird was maybe twenty-five feet
wide and fifty feet deep. Eptstein calculated that at full capacity
it could seat twenty-five to thirty people at the tables and
another eight at the counter, but he doubted that The Early Bird
had been filled to the brim at any time since Clinton was
President.

A young Hispanic couple lay slumped over a
window table to the right of the front door. The man had taken a
round in the back of his head. The woman got one in the heart. A
body in a worn, black suit-coat over a striped shirt and black,
dress pants lay in a pool of his own blood opposite the nearest end
of the counter. The remains of a BLT and fries were scattered over
his legs. A little farther in, three more bodies clogged the aisle
between the tables and the counter — a face-down waitress shot in
the back and two men, one after the other as if caught while trying
to make a run for the restrooms and the back-alley door.

The first male, in his twenties, wearing
jeans, a yellow t-shirt and a black nylon jacket, took one bullet
to the spine and a second one in the back of his head. The next guy
was older, mid to late forties, dark slacks, and a long-sleeved
blue shirt under some kind of a sweater-coat. Epstein could see
brain matter where two slugs, ten millimeters or .45s, had slammed
into the back of his skull. The last obvious victim was an Hispanic
male in his mid to late thirties lying flat on his back, the soles
of his pointed-up shoes facing the door.

“Manager or cook,” Morrie guessed, nodding
toward the stained, white apron covering the victim's pants.

“Gang tat,” Cantrell added, pointing to the
ink running up the corpse's neck. Just barely visible above the
right collar was the top leg of a five-pointed star. “Five points,
Los Cincos,” Morrie said then reached down and pulled the collar
back with the tip of a capped ball-point pen. Two strands of
intertwined barbed wire circled the base of the manager's throat.
“He's done hard time and he knells before no man,” Cantrell
translated. On the side of the neck opposite the star was a capital
“L” superimposed over a “C”, the L's lower bar bisecting the C's
arc.

“He was still wearing the ink,” Morrie said.
“He wouldn't have lived long in LC territory if he had left the
gang without paying the ransom.”

“Yeah, well these animals make up the rules
as they go along. Maybe somebody decided that he was back in again
and he didn't get with the program.”

Morrie stifled a frown and turned to the
female tech shooting the bottoms of the manager's shoes.

“I count seven bodies. Where's number
eight?”

“Fry cook,” she said glancing up. “Back
there.” She waved at the pass-through window in the wall behind the
manager's station. “We haven't processed the kitchen yet.”

Morrie went to the end of the bar and peeked
around the corner. A tall, skinny Asian guy with a bloody mess
where his white apron should have been lay curled on the floor in
front of the stove. When Epstein turned around the woman was back
on her knees photographing the floor around the manager's open
right hand. Out in the street the brakes on the coroner's van
squealed as it pulled to the curb.

“Maybe we should pull back and give the M.E.
some room,” Morrie said but his partner had retreated to some
different world. “Wes, the M.E.'s here,” Epstein repeated.

“I heard you the first time. Fuck.” Cantrell
stared angrily at the bodies littering the café. “These people are
fucking animals. Jesus, not even wolves would do something like
this to their own kind. You know who's behind this, don't you?”

“We don't even have IDs on the vics yet.
Let's just—”

“Fucking Jorge Metranga. This shit has his
fingerprints all over it.”

“Let's take this one step at a time,
Wes.”

“Step one,” Cantrell half-shouted, “the BG8s
are moving into this block. Step two, this guy,” Cantrell pointed
at the dead manager, “was or is a member of Los Cincos so he's fair
game. Step three, this wasn't a robbery. It was a massacre, pure
and simple, a god-damn message to Los Cincos that BG8 is coming for
them. Step four, Jorge Metranga is a subhuman right down to the
EWMN, Evil, Wicked, Mean and Nasty, tattooed on the fingers of his
right hand. This is exactly his kind of play.”

Epstein didn't bother responding. Cantrell
wasn't asking for his opinion. He was telling Morrie how he planned
that this case was going to go down.

“I'll sketch the scene and the positions of
the bodies,” Epstein volunteered. “You want to check with the
uniforms and see if they got anything off their canvas?”

“Yeah, sure, you draw your little pictures,”
Cantrell said, “but tomorrow we're going to pay Jorge Metranga a
visit, with a warrant.” Epstein said nothing. His partner hadn't
asked a question after all. He'd just told him how it was going to
be. Morrie pulled out his pad and began marking where each table,
chair and body had come to rest.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


STILL THREE YEARS AGO

 


His name was Caesar Oskar Sinvenostros but
everyone in the LCs called him “Rana” — “The Frog.” He ran the
corner boys west to east from 9th to 14th and
north to south between Marisco Avenue and Platt Road. A black and
white found him sleeping in a Lexus parked in the alley across from
Chavez Park. It was three in the morning and most of the junkies
and hookers had begun their slow crawl back to their squats, but
the graveyard-shift cops still shined their spots on the alleys and
shadowed doorways in search of lingering trannies and bleeding
Johns. The black ES350 hadn't been there two hours before and the
plate reader popped it up as a stolen out of the Beach
District.

The patrol officers, Gary Delahante and
Eugene Moss, called it in then made a cautious circuit of the car.
Moss spotted the flattened, rear-passenger tire and gave it a quick
brush with his light. Delahante nodded and then both men made a
slow approach up the opposite sides of the vehicle. They found
Sinvenostros slumped in the front passenger seat, leaking saliva on
the leather upholstery.

“Police! Show me your hands!” Moss shouted
and centered his Glock on Sinvenostros' chest. Rana came awake with
a start, practically bouncing out of his seat. Instinctively his
hands flew up to his face, trying to screen out the glare from
Moss's light.

“Interlock your fingers on the top of your
head!” Moss shouted. He thought about repeating the command in
Spanish but Rana seemed to have gotten the message. Delahante swung
around to cover the suspect while Moss opened the door and threw
Rana face-down to the pavement.

“Manos a la espalda!” Moss ordered and
then slapped on the cuffs while Delahante kept his weapon pointed
at the center of Rana's back. Together they pulled him to his feet
and, mindful of the possibility of needles and knives, carefully
patted him down. Delahante frowned when he found a twenty-five
caliber baby automatic in Rana’s boot.

“I was just sleeping,” Rana said when they
pushed him back against the car.

“Do you always sleep with a gun in your
boot?” Delahante asked, holding up the .25.

“This is a dangerous neighborhood. You got to
have a little protection,” Rana answered in almost a whine.

“Is this your car?” Rana twisted around and
looked at the Lexus as if it had just now magically appeared behind
him. “Well, is it?” Moss demanded.

“No. I just saw it here and decided to take
nap.”

“You hear that partner? He just saw it here
and decided to take a nap.” Delahante laughed out loud.

“So, this is not your car, right?”

Rana hesitated a moment then gave his head a
quick shake. “It's not my car.”

“So, you don't care if we search it
then?”

“Do whatever you want. Like I said, it's not
my car.” Rana tried to shrug but the cuffs didn't let him get very
far.

Moss pulled Rana out of the way and Delahante
flashed his light around inside. On the floor behind the passenger
seat the beam picked up a small, black, nylon bag. Delahante
dropped it on top of the trunk and opened it up.

“Hey, partner, look at this.”

Moss pulled Rana to the back of the car and
both men peered down at the pouches of off-white powder at the
bottom of the bag.

“I think this could be drugs. How about it,
sir, are these your drugs?”

“I don't know nothin' about that stuff. It's
not my car.”

“Sure. It's not your car. You just happened
to be carrying a gun and sleeping in a stolen car with a bag full
of illegal drugs. Happens all the time. You're under arrest.”

“I can't afford to go away again,” Rana
whined. “I can't.”

“I guess you should have thought of that
before you stole this car and used it to make your drug run. Bad
luck about the flat tire.”

Rana looked nervously around. “Look, I can
help you out but we gotta do it before anybody sees me with
you.”

“You can help us? How are you going to do
that? We've got drug dealers coming out of our ears.”

“No, bigger than that. A lot bigger.”

“Good for you.” Moss started to drag Rana
back toward their unit. “You can tell us all about it at the
station.”

“No, wait!” Rana pleaded and dug in his
heels. “I know who did those killings at that café.”

Moss glanced at his partner and then looked
back at Rana.

“The Early Bird Café? Those killings?”

“Yeah.”

“So what?” Moss almost laughed. “Everybody
knows it was Jorge Metranga but knowing it and proving it are two
different things. You got any proof?” Rana shook his head and
started to speak but Moss cut him off. “There you go then.”

“No, I mean it wasn't Metranga. It was . . .
, it was somebody else. He told me so himself. And I know where he
hid the gun.”

Moss and Delahante exchanged a look.

“The shooter admitted it to you? Are you
saying that you'd be willing to testify to that?” Delahante
asked.

Rana looked back toward the street then
gulped a breath and nodded.

“You get me and my family into witness
protection and I'll tell you where the gun is and I'll testify. But
this,” Rana nodded toward the bag of dope, “all has to go away.”
Rana looked over his shoulder. “But it ain't gonna work if you
don't get me out of here right now. If anybody sees me talking to
you I'm a dead man and you won't have nothin'.”

“Not so fast. We need to see some good faith
here. If it wasn't your boy, Metranga, who was it?”

“Hey, I ain't no fucking BG8. I'm LC, man,
all the way.”

“You're Los Cincos?”

“Fucking straight.”

“So, who's the shooter? Some low-life punk
you've got a beef with?”

Rana glanced nervously left and right then
looked Moss dead in the eyes. “You gotta understand man, I got a
wife and kid and another one on the way. I can't go back inside. I
can't lose my family. I'd rather die than do that.”

“Yeah, you're father of the year. So, who did
it?”

“It was Guavo, man. Guavo capped them.”

“Guavo Hernandez? The leader of Los
Cincos?”

“He had to do something. That café guy, Jaime
Oscalante, he was dealing speed for the BG8s in our territory,
disrespecting us. Everybody had to know that you can't do that
stuff. Guavo, man, he had to send a message loud and clear.”

“Let me get this straight,” Moss said, taking
a step closer to Rana. “Your boss, the leader of your gang, the Los
Cincos, Ernesto “Guavo” Hernandez, personally told you that he
killed all those people at the Early Bird Café?”

“That's what I'm telling you.”

“And you know where he hid the gun?”

“Yeah.”

“And you'll testify to that in court?”

“If you get me and my family into witness
protection, yeah, I will.”

“I'm not buying it. I thought Los Cincos was
your family.”

“You married, man? You got a wife and a son?
You got a little baby on the way, all of them depending on you to
take care of them?” Moss paused, then gave Rana a tiny nod. “Then
you know, man, you know that you gotta do what you gotta do for
them. If that means Guavo's gotta go, then, well, he's gotta go.
It's like you guys are always telling us, 'If you can't do the time
don't do the crime.' Guavo, man, he killed those people, so I guess
it's all on him.”

Moss looked at his partner on the far side of
the trunk.

“Gary, what do you think?”

“We can't use the radio. I've got Cantrell's
number on my cell. . . . We'd better get this guy out of here.”

They made Rana crouch down on floor of the
cruiser's back seat all the way to the meet with Wes Cantrell.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


STILL THREE YEARS AGO

 


When he became a detective Wes Cantrell
initially held his off-the-books meetings at the Bellevue Motel on
Decker, a run-down dump of a place frequented by junkies, hookers
and drowning citizens one short step away from living in a
cardboard box. It didn't take him long to figure out that the
people he didn't want to know he was turning someone into a snitch
were probably living in the room next door. Now he had a deal with
the manager of the Super 8 at 15th and Wabash to use one
of the empty rooms for ten bucks an hour and the thanks of the
Metro Police Department.

The uniforms met Cantrell behind a deserted
strip-mall a couple of blocks down Wabash and transferred their
handcuffed prisoner into the back seat of Cantrell's personal Chevy
Traverse.

“You want us to back you up detective?”
Delahante asked.

“You search him?”

Delahante held up a ziplock bag containing
Rana's gun.

“I can handle him. Hang onto that in case
this doesn't work out.” Cantrell glanced at the prisoner and said,
“You ride in the back. If you make any trouble I'm going to shoot
you.”

Rana looked at the flat expression on the
detective's face and figured that he meant it. Five minutes later
Cantrell closed the deadbolt in Super 8 room 22.

“You wanna take these off?” Rana asked,
holding up his cuffed wrists.

“No.” Cantrell put a small tape recorder on
the dresser, clicked the button and recited the date and time then
continued, “This is Detective Wesley Cantrell. I'm with Mr. Caesar
Sinvenostros. Mr. Sinvenostros you have the right to remain silent.
. . .” Cantrell read the rest of the Miranda warning from a card
then looked up at Rana. “Tell me what you know about the killings
at the Early Bird Café.”

Rana stared at the recorder as if it was a
snake about to bite him in the face.

“Hey, man what about my deal? I want immunity
and witness protection for me and my family.”

“If your information leads to the arrest of
the people who did the Early Bird killings and if you testify
truthfully in any prosecution then you'll get immunity and witness
protection.”

Rana cocked his head to one side. “You can do
that? Don't we need a D.A.?”

“Relax. I'm authorized.” Rana still looked
concerned. “What's the problem?”

“Shouldn't there be papers or something? What
if I tell you what you want to know and then you screw me out of my
deal?”

“What are you worried about? It's all on
tape.” Cantrell pointed to the red light on the recorder. “Or,
those cops can book you for possession for sale. That will be your
third strike won't it? That's twenty-five years. Your call.” Rana
stared at the wall for three seconds then shrugged.

“Yeah, OK. It was Guavo who killed those
people.”

“Start from the beginning and don't leave
anything out.”

Rana slumped back in his chair and repeated
the story he had given Delahante and Moss: The BG8s were pushing
into LC territory and they had recruited ex-LC member Jaime
Oscalante, the night manager of the Early Bird Café, to deal
product out of the diner. This was not only a violation of LC's
territorial rights but it was also treason by a former member that
the gang had been nice enough to let out for only $25,000 instead
of the usual $35K because his cousin Rodolfo was the priest at
Saint Amelia's and he had made a personal request to Guavo to let
Jaime buy his freedom.

“A big fucking message had to be sent. That's
what Guavo said.”

“Eight people murdered. Some message.” Rana
shrugged. “Who else was there when Guavo said this?”

“It was just me and Puppet.”

“Puppet was there?”

“Yeah. You know Puppet? You guys busted him,
right?”

“Yeah, I know Puppet.”

“OK, he was there.”

“Puppet's dead,” Cantrell snapped.

“Yeah, well, that's The Life sometimes.”

Cantrell frowned, then moved on.

“You said that Guavo admitted the killings.
Tell me about that.”

“Man, he went all cowboy on them.” Rana
smiled. “He had two pieces — a .45 and a ten. He got a couple of
those things from the spy movies, those silencer things, so that
people wouldn't be running out the back door before he could finish
them off. He said he went in there shooting, you know, BLAM, BLAM,
BLAM,” Rana pointed his index fingers like guns firing, “except
that, you know, it was real quiet like because of the silencer
things. I guess it was more like POP, POP, POP.”

Cantrell made a face like he had swallowed a
bug.

“Where'd he tell you this?”

“At his old lady's crib man, the next day,
well, night.”

“So, all I've got is your word?”

“My word and one of the guns. You can match
that up, right?”

“You're saying that Guavo kept one of the
guns he used to do the killings?”

“The .45 man. Hey, that's a sick gun, like
all chrome plated or something and with that silencer thing it's
just like POP, you're dead, POP, you're dead. Guavo, he said he had
a real hard time getting that silencer made for the .45 so he
didn't want to just throw it away.”

“And you know where he keeps it?”

“I got my deal, right?”

“Yeah, you got your deal. Immunity and
witness protection.”

“That's what I want to hear,” Rana said and
smiled. “OK. He keeps it at his baby-mama's house. She's got like a
desk or something in her bedroom that has a big drawer on the
bottom that she can lock. That's where she keeps her money and
pills and stuff so her kids can't get at them. That's where Guavo
showed it to us, Puppet and me, then he put it in the bottom of the
drawer under some papers and stuff and locked it up. He's got a key
and she's got a key.”

“We'll have to bust him at her house, to
prove he had access to the gun.”

“You can get him there easy. Monday nights,
man. He fucks her every Monday night.”

 


* * *

 


“That's not my gun!” Guavo repeated for the
third time.

“It was in your girlfriend's house.”

“I'm not responsible for what's in other
people's houses.”

“You had a key to the drawer.”

“Because I put money in there for her.”

“Ten thousand dollars.”

“I'm a generous guy.” Cantrell just stared.
“I wouldn't have no fucking chrome-plated forty-five! That's a
fucking pimp's gun.”

“You're saying that it's not your gun because
it's too pretty? That's your story?”

“You planted it!” Guavo half shouted.

“How could I have planted one of the guns
used in the Early Bird Café shootings?”

“What?” Guavo snapped, his mouth hanging
open.

“When the ballistics come back they're going
to prove that this is one of the guns used to kill all those people
at the Early Bird Café.”

“No, that's bogus. I didn't have nothing to
do with that shit.”

“The word is that Jaime Oscalante was dealing
speed out of there for the BG8s. You couldn't let him get away with
that. You had to make a statement. And you did.” Cantrell held up
the evidence bag containing the .45.

“This is all bullshit! Nobody was selling
product out of there and that's not my gun.”

“I wonder if the jury will believe you.”

Guavo stared at Cantrell for half a second
then shouted, “Where's my fucking lawyer? I want my lawyer.”

“Good luck with that,” Cantrell said and left
Guavo to stew. A minute later Cantrell joined Morrie Epstein in the
electronics room.

“Did you see the look on his face?” Cantrell
asked with a grin. “That's not my gun!” Cantrell laughed out loud.
“Case closed on you, asshole!” he shouted at the monitor, then he
noticed Epstein's sour expression. “What's the matter with
you?”

“It doesn't make any sense to me,” Morrie
said, not taking his eyes off Guavo's image on the screen.

“What doesn't make any sense?”

Epstein turned away from the TV and looked at
his partner.

“None of it. If he wanted those people dead
he'd never have done it himself. He'd have sent in two or three of
his soldiers and they'd have shot the shit out of the place, Wyatt
Earp at the OK corral. Guavo personally going into that diner with
a gun in each hand blazing away with silencers?”

“He was showing people he still has his
balls.”

“And he kept one of the guns?”

“Maybe he wanted a souvenir, and it was a
fancy gun. Just the kind of toy those animals like.”

“He didn't get to be boss of the LCs by being
stupid enough to keep the gun after a hit like that.”

“He admitted doing it. We've got a witness,”
Cantrell shot back.

“A witness who parks a stolen car full of
drugs along our patrol route and then waits for one of our units to
roust him? And then he gives up his own man, Guavo, before he's
even booked? That stinks.”

“As far as I'm concerned, partner, it's the
sweet smell of success. Case closed. Animal off the street. This is
a win-win in my book.”

“What if he didn't do it? What if this is all
a set up? That means whoever really killed those people is going to
get away with it.”

Cantrell reached out as if to grab Epstein's
throat then growled and turned away.

“What the fuck is the matter with you? We've
got this asshole.”

“What if he's the wrong asshole?”

Cantrell took a deep breath and struggled to
keep his voice below a scream.

“The ballistics are going to tell the story.
If the slugs match then Guavo's our guy.”

“Unless Rana planted the gun,” Epstein
replied.

“Will you listen to yourself! Who are you,
Johnny Fucking Cochran? And where the fuck would a two-bit banger
like Caesar Sinvenostros get one of the actual murder weapons?”

“That's the million dollar question, isn't
it?”

“No, the million dollar question is: 'Have
you lost your fucking mind!'“

“I'm just—”

“Shut it!”

“All I'm saying—”

“I told you to shut it,” Cantrell said in a
soft, dangerous voice. “We've got a witness who heard Guavo admit
to the killings. We've got the murder weapon in a locked drawer to
which Guavo had a key. We've got a solid motive. We have a guy who
would kill you as soon as look at you, and has! He's skated on at
least five murders that we know about, but not this time. He is
fucking going away for this. This is happening and if you do one
little, tiny thing to fuck up this case I will destroy you. Do you
read me? I promise you Morrie, I will fucking destroy you. . . .
Now, are you on board with this or not?”

“I don't like this, Wes.”

“You don't have to like it. You just have to
live with it. Are you going to become a problem or not?” Cantrell
demanded, his face flushed, his neck pink and bulging against his
collar.

Morrie stared at his partner for a long
heartbeat then slumped and turned away. “It's your show, Wes. It's
all on you.”

“You just remember that, Morrie. It's my
show. Don't fuck with it.”

Epstein left without saying another word.

It took the jury less than four hours to
convict Ernesto Guavo Hernandez of eight counts of first degree
murder. Though he was sentenced to death, given the state of
California's justice system he would die in his cell of old age
before he ever got within a hundred yards of the execution chamber.
Two months after his conviction Wesley Cantrell was promoted to
Lieutenant and made second-in-command of the Gang Unit. Caesar
“Rana” Sinvenostros received a new identity and disappeared.


Chapter Four

 


TWO AND A HALF YEARS AGO

 


Six months after Guavo's arrest Morrie
Epstein parked his Crown Vic in front of Ready Storage Unit number
237. Epstein winced as he strained to roll up the door. Lately it
seemed that every day brought a new twinge or ache. I'm only
58, Morrie thought as he raised the panel the last few feet,
but that didn't ease the pain someplace below and behind his right
kidney.

The five by fifteen foot unit was about
three-quarters full. Epstein peered into the shadows, looking for a
few square feet of open space. God, do I really need this
stuff? Joanie had ragged on him for months that they had to buy
a new couch. Two-thousand dollars it had cost him and then when he
and Joanie split up she didn't want it. She said it wouldn't go
with her new place. Fuck it! He'd be damned if he would just throw
it away now. So, here it sat.

Morrie scanned the detritus of his married
life, the cartons of books that he would never read, the motorcycle
he'd bought amidst the hurricane of Joanie's threats and dire
warnings, the old computer from his home-office, a now obsolete
Pentium that he doubted he could even get to boot up.

Was this stuff worth a
hundred-thirty-seven dollars a month? he asked himself for the
hundredth time, but he already knew the answer. This was all that
was left of a life that had once meant something to him — a wife, a
home, some shadow of his now-fled youth. Throwing it away would be,
if not killing a piece of himself, then at least admitting that
that piece was already dead.

Morrie spotted a flat spot on top of the
compact fridge that he'd kept next to the computer so that he
didn't have to shlep to the kitchen past Joanie's accusing eyes
every time he wanted a brew. Yeah, the top of the fridge should do.
Morrie popped the trunk on the Crown Vic and grabbed the first
box.

“Detectives four-one. What's your
location?”

Four-one. That was Hardesty and Lakin. Morrie
looked at his watch. Half past twelve. Three to one they were in
line at the taco truck on Smithington and Brand. Their names should
be Extra Hot Sauce and Hold The Cheese.

Ignoring the ache in his back Morrie grabbed
the first box and worked his way through the locker. He set it on
top of the fridge then jammed it up against the back wall. The
second banker's box joined it a minute later. He had labeled them
“Early Bird Café — 1” and “Early Bird Café — 2” in black Magic
Marker.

Morrie stood outside the door for a moment
and stared at the cartons through the gloom. As soon as I get
some time off, I'll get to work on it, he promised himself. He
just needed a bigger apartment, one with an extra bedroom where he
could set up an office like he used to have at home, at what used
to be his home, and then he could retrieve the files and get to
work. The Early Bird Café. The Early Bird Massacre more
like, he thought sourly.

“Detective Two-Eight-B. Call the station,”
the radio ordered. Morrie had turned off his phone because he
hadn't wanted to explain where he was or what he was doing. As soon
as he powered it up the screen showed three missed calls, all from
his partner, Wes Cantrell.

Jesus, can't the prick leave me alone for
one fucking hour? Morrie was about hit the speed dial when the
display lit up with an “Incoming Call” message then changed to
“Detective Wesley Cantrell, Metro PD.”

“Where are you?” Cantrell demanded before
Morrie could even say “Hello.”

“Personal business,” Morrie said in a voice
that sounded more like a question than an answer.

“Well, wipe your ass and get back here. You
took the unit for Christ's sake and I want to get Garcia's
statement before it's siesta time.”

Epstein counted silently to three then said,
“On my way” and hung up. Five seconds later the phone rang again.
Morrie tapped the “decline” button and turned back to the
locker.

It had taken him hours to copy all the Early
Bird Café files without Cantrell finding out and now there they
were, shoved into the repository of his dead-end life. But not for
long or at least not forever. One of these days he was going to
pull them out and really solve the case. Eight people had been
murdered in cold blood and no matter what fucking Wes Cantrell said
Morrie didn't think the guy they'd grabbed for it had done it. That
meant the bastard or bastards who'd killed those people were still
walking around free in spite of the gold star Cantrell got for
closing the file. Morrie Epstein knew that he might not be the best
detective in the world but God damn it, Wes Cantrell or no Wes
Cantrell, he also knew that the guilty had to be made to pay and
that's what he was going to do. Someday. Someday.

Morrie Epstein reached up and felt another
deeper, sharper pain lance through his back as he pulled down on
the steel door.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


PRESENT DAY

 


“. . . and then we can either put the whole
collection on eBay or sell the stamps or coins or whatever they are
one-by-one, depending on how rare they are,” Steven concluded.

Chris Hunter had already heard Steven's plan
twice, the first time when Steven picked the locker off the storage
company's website and the second at dinner last night when he
explained the scheme to his guardian, Wendy Onorato, “Aunt Wendy.”
Chris resisted the urge to remind Steven that he had heard this all
before. That forbearance was another of the many lessons Chris had
learned from his mentor, Big Jim Donegan. When they had first
become partners Chris had complained about Charlie Graham endlessly
repeating his war stories. Big Jim had told Chris to let it go.

“But how will he know he's repeating himself
all the time if someone doesn't tell him he's doing it?” Chris had
asked. Big Jim gave Hunter one of his “Life doesn't work that way”
looks.

“Chris, there's little enough joy in this
world so if someone is happy and they're not hurting anyone don't
make it your job to rain on their parade.”

As they neared the storage facility Chris
flicked his turn signal and told Steven, “Well, let's not get ahead
of ourselves. First we need to have the winning bid.”

Steven smiled and peered at the oversize
numbers on the ends of the storage buildings.

“114, it's down there,” he said pointing at
the first row of tan, stucco structures. He had already reached the
front of the car before Chris was out of the driver's seat. Steven
gave Chris a quick smile and took off while Hunter limped along
after him. Boyish enthusiasm, Chris thought and wondered if
he had ever felt such carefree excitement, then he answered his own
question — the first Dodgers game Big Jim had taken him to. The
Dodgers had won, 6 to 4. He had been about Steven's age.

Chris awkwardly turned the corner on his
cast-bound ankle and spotted Steven at the edge of a small crowd
clustered around a man holding a clipboard.

“Do you have the money?” Steven asked for the
second time that morning. Chris just nodded and patted his hip
pocket. Clipboard Guy looked both ways, checked his watch then took
a step back.

“All right, let's get started. This is the
nine-fifteen auction for storage unit 114. The rent for unit 114
has not been paid and the amount owing, including interest and
penalties, is $517. The contents of unit 114 are being auctioned as
unclaimed property under the provisions of the California Civil
Code. The winning bid is payable immediately in cash or by
cashier's check. All bids are final.

“The Ready Storage Company makes no
warranties or representations as to the nature, title or value of
the contents of this unit. It will be the responsibility of the
winning bidder to remove the contents no later than five p.m.
today. If they are not so removed then the winning bid will first
be applied to unpaid rent and auction costs. The remainder of the
winning bid, if any, will then be applied to future rental charges
until the items are removed. Upon the exhaustion of the winning bid
the contents of unit 114 will be re-auctioned to a new buyer. All
liability for the removal of any toxic or hazardous materials will
be on the winning bidder. Who wants to start the bidding at
$517?”

Steven began to raise his arm but Chris waved
him off. Steven frowned but stuck his hand back in his pocket. A
fat man in a wrinkled white shirt nodded to Clipboard Guy.

“I have $517. Do I hear $550?”

A black woman with short-cut hair pointed a
finger like aiming a gun. Steven looked anxiously at Chris.

“Do I hear $575?”

Chris raised his hand. The boy seemed to
vibrate with excitement but it didn't last. It soon became clear
that Steven wasn't the only person who had decided that unit 114
held some kind of collectibles. In only a minute the bid rose to
$700. Though Steven's father had been a wealthy man all of his
money was in a blocked account administered by Chris Hunter and a
court-appointed lawyer. Last night Steven and Chris had agreed that
the maximum that they would bid would be $750.

“Do I hear $750?”

Chris gave Clipboard Guy a wave.

“I have $750. Do I hear $800?”

The fat man loosened his collar and
nodded.

“Chris, can we . . . .” Steven whispered then
stopped when he saw Chris shake his head.

“That's how people get into trouble at
auctions,” Chris told him. “Let's stick to the plan.”

Two minutes later it was over. The black
woman took it for $1,150. Chris looked at Steven and raised his
palms in sort of a shrug.

“Can we bid on the other one?” Steven
asked.

The other one. Chris knew what that meant,
the unit with the pile of old furniture, dog-eared books, sagging
cardboard boxes and a motorcycle.

“You know the odds are that it doesn't even
run?”

“I know, but it would be fun to fix it
up.”

“You won't be able to ride it for at least
two years.”

“If we fix it up it would be easy to sell. We
could make a good profit if we got it working.”

If we fixed it up. If we got it
running, Chris thought. Well, why not? It was something they could
do together. That was the important thing.

“All right, let's see how it goes.”

Five minutes later Clipboard Guy had finished
the paperwork on unit 114 and he headed for the middle of the
second row. Having missed out on the potential stamp and coin
collections most of the original bidders drifted back to their
cars.

When they reached the second and last unit up
for auction that morning the crowd had shrunk to Clipboard Guy,
Chris, Steven, Fat Man and a mid-twenties Asian guy wearing an
orange t-shirt with green lightning bolts across the back and the
words “Time City Attack” on the front. What it meant Chris had no
idea.

Clipboard Guy glanced around and then began
the process again. “This is the nine-thirty auction for storage
unit 237. The rent for unit 237 has not been paid and the amount
owing including interest and penalties is $453.” When he got to the
end of his spiel and called for bids Time-City T-shirt Guy raised
his hand but soon frowned and slouched away when the Fat Man pushed
the bid up to $600.

“I have $600. Do I hear $650?” Steven looked
anxiously up at Chris.

“$675,” Chris called out, jumping the bid
while looking at the Fat Man. They locked eyes for a moment then
Fat Man scowled and stomped away.

“$675 it is,” the manager said and shoved the
clipboard into Chris's hand. “Sign here.” Chris scratched his name,
handed over the cash and received a receipt. He gave Steven the key
and the boy popped the lock like he was opening a Christmas
present. A moment later the contents of unit 237 looked as bad as
Chris had expected. Steven quickly wormed his way over to the cycle
while Chris hobbled inside on his sprained ankle. He had little
hope of finding a handful of diamonds buried in this mountain of
rocks.

“It's a Honda CM450A,” Steven shouted. “I'm
going to look it up on my phone.”

Chris picked up a few of the books. Old
novels, some cookbooks, a coffee table book about French
Impressionists. God, were books worth anything any more? he
wondered. He spotted a mini-fridge that looked at least ten years
old. They'd be lucky if they didn't have to pay to dispose of it.
Chris played his flashlight across one of the cardboard boxes.

“Early Bird Café — 2”? The Early Bird
Café? Chris remembered the case. It had gone down near the end
of his first year on the Murder Police. Eight people had been
slaughtered for no apparent reason. Ninety bucks had been taken
from the till plus whatever the customers and employees had on
them. It had been labeled a gang killing. Big Jim had known one of
the victims. Chris remembered that Big Jim hadn't bought the
gang-banger theory but the Gang Unit got the case anyway.

Chris opened the box and saw that it was
crammed with Metro Police files. Behind it was a second container
marked “Early Bird Café — 1” and inside it were more folders and
three large binders, the Early Bird Café Murder Books. What the
hell were they doing here?

“. . . eighteen hundred dollars.”

“What?” Chris called back.

“If we fix it up, if it's in really good
condition, it's worth $1,800,” Steven shouted. Chris looked at the
boy's excited face and suddenly he didn't care that he'd have to
hire movers and rent a truck to haul all this junk away, that he'd
probably even have to pay the dump to take it. The smile on
Steven's face, the excitement in his voice made it worth whatever
it cost. Chris figured that he owed the boy a debt that could never
be fully paid in that Steven's father had been a double murderer
and that Detective Chris Hunter had been the cop who had killed
him.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


It took the better part of the day to sort
through the locker and then load up and dispose of all the junk. A
few of the books, an unexpected set of silverware, and a couple of
other personal items seemed worth keeping and, of course, the
Honda. The movers shoved it into the back of Wendy's garage where
it would stay until Steven had the time to clean it and figure out
what kind of shape it was in.

He'd ordered a set of manuals on his smart
phone before they had even cleared the parking lot. Chris had a
pretty good idea what he and Steven would be doing for the next few
Saturdays. That left only the two banker's boxes now stacked in the
corner of Chris' living room to deal with. Even though the Early
Bird Café case was long closed, the files exerted a strange
attraction on Hunter like an old prizefighter unexpectedly hearing
the clang of the round-one bell.

Chris thought back to the day the café
manager's wife had shown up at the squad, crying, fragile, and
asking to talk with Big Jim.

 


* * *

 


THREE YEARS BEFORE

 


It was just after lunch on a Friday. Chris
was typing up the notes from their interview with the ex-boyfriend
of a woman who had been raped and murdered in her own apartment.
Big Jim was idly fingering the victim's credit card bill, seemingly
lost in thought. Even after almost a year together Chris was still
trying to figure out Big Jim's investigative process. Half the time
it seemed as if Jim acted principally on instinct aided by
coincidence, even though Big Jim and most of the detectives on the
Murder Police said that they didn't believe in coincidence.

Chris caught movement at the entrance to the
squad room and turned to see a short, dark-skinned woman with big
hair and sad eyes making her way toward them. Chris saw Big Jim
look up, hurry to his feet and open his arms as the woman raced
forward and flung herself against Big Jim's chest.

“Fatima, I was so sorry to hear about Jaime,”
Jim said when she finally let go and took half a step back.

“Mr. Jim, it's not true what they're saying
about Jaime,” she said, rubbing away tears with her palms.

“What do you mean?”

“The police, they say that Jaime was selling
drugs, that all those people were killed because of him. It's not
true!”

“Who's saying he was selling drugs?”

“The policeman, the detective. Here, here.”
Fatima shoved a card into Big Jim's hand.

 


Detective Wesley Cantrell

Metro Police — Gang Suppression Unit

 


“He ask me, 'When did Jaime start selling the
drugs? Who gives Jaime the drugs?' I tell him it's not true but he
says people tell him so. I ask him, 'What people? Who tells you
those lies?' and he say he can't tell me. Can you ask him, Mr. Jim?
Can you find out who's telling those lies about my husband and make
them stop? Jaime was a good man. You know that. He work so hard.
You know he did. You got him that job and he never forget that.
Never. He wanted to make you proud of him. Now, everyone is blaming
him. They won't even come to the funeral. Except for Rodolfo, I
will have to bury him alone.”

“When's the funeral?” Jim asked.

“Tomorrow morning at Saint Amelia's.”

“I know Jaime was a good man. I'll be
there.”

“Thank you, Mr. Jim but can you find out
who's telling these lies about my husband? Can you make them
stop?”

“I'll make some calls. What time
tomorrow?”

“A la diez.”

Fatima Oscalante gave Jim a quick hug and ran
from the room.

“What was that all about?” Chris asked once
she was gone.

“Her husband was a banger with the LCs. I
interviewed him on a murder Frank and I were working and he helped
us, tipped us off to the shooter in a drive-by killing. The victim
was a ten-year-old girl. Innocent bystander. The LCs would have
killed him if they'd found out he'd talked to us. I met with him
off and on for a while and it was pretty clear that he was too
human to make it in that world so I helped him get out.”

“I thought that once a gang jumped you in you
were in for life.”

“Sometimes you can buy your way out. We
worked it through his cousin who's one of the priests at Saint
Amelia's. I knew the owner of the Early Bird Café from a case in
the neighborhood and I got him to give Jaime a job. Now it looks
like that wasn't such a favor after all,” Jim said with a little
shake of his head.

“Do you think it's true, that he was selling
drugs out of the café?”

“I don't know. People will surprise you.”

“What are you going to do?”

“It won't hurt to make a call.”

“Do you know Cantrell and his partner?” Chris
asked, Jim made a sour face. “What?”

“Epstein's OK but he doesn't tie his shoes
without Cantrell's say so.”

“And Cantrell?”

“I'll give him a call.” Jim read the number
off Chris' screen. Chris could only hear Big Jim's side of the
conversation but that was enough:

“I'm just asking you—” . . . “That's not what
I'm saying.” . . . “You're out of line, Cantrell.” . . . “If you
want to make this personal— hello? . . . Bastard!”

Big Jim slammed down the receiver. He caught
Chris looking at him, shrugged, then headed for Captain Burwell's
office. He only got about halfway there before Burwell came into
the squad room. The Captain halted when he reached Big Jim and
waved Hunter over to join them.

“I've got some concerns on the Early Bird
Café shootings,” Jim said while they waited for Hunter to arrive.
“Eight dead. Shouldn't that be an MCU case?”

Burwell frowned and ignored the question.
“You heard that Bobby Bennett is missing?” he asked in a
half-whisper when Hunter joined them just outside his office.

“All I heard was that he's not answering his
wife's phone calls. Graham and Swanson are on it aren't they?”

“It's more than just some missed calls,”
Burwell told them. “Nobody's seen Bennett for almost twenty-four
hours and he's missed some important meetings. The wife's worried
he's been kidnapped. We need to get into this now. Once she calls
the feds it'll be out of our hands.”

“Has there been a ransom demand?” Chris
asked.

“Nothing.”

“We should check his financials in case
they're trying to force him to clean out his own accounts,” Chris
suggested.

“Crap!” Jim muttered.

“You think he's already dead?” Burwell
asked.

“I don't like it that there's been no ransom
demand. They have to know that before they can get any money for
him they'll have to give proof of life. If they killed him while
they were grabbing him they'd just dump the body and
disappear.”

“I want you and Hunter to go over to
Bennett's place and see what you can find. Assuming the wife gives
you permission, Hunter, can you go through his financials, see if
he's transferred any funds in the last couple of days?”

“As long as she's got his passwords. I'll
want to talk to his financial manager, CPA, tax attorney and
whoever else handles his investments.”

“Go.”

“What about the Early Bird Café, Cap?” Jim
asked.

“We've got enough on our plate. Leave that
for the Gang Unit.”

“What if it's not a gang shooting? Those guys
have tunnel vision over there. It's eight bodies, Captain. It
should be an MCU case.”

Burwell hesitated then said, “I'll make a
call. That's the most I can promise. Now get over to Bennett's
house and see if you can get a lead on what's happened to him
before the feds show up.”

 


* * *

 


PRESENT DAY

 


Chris and Big Jim had headed out to Bobby
Bennett's mansion and that was the last time that Chris had thought
about the Early Bird case until yesterday. Now he was more confused
than ever. Why would somebody stash the Early Bird files in some
old storage locker? On the other hand, what business was it of his?
The case was closed. Still those boxes nagged at him like a piece
of gristle caught between two back teeth. And one of the victims
had been a friend of Big Jim's. Well, not exactly a friend, a
stray, a lost soul who Big Jim had helped like he had helped so
many others, like he had helped Chris himself. Screw it. If helping
Fatima Oscalante had been important to Big Jim then it was
important to Chris Hunter. It was certainly worth a phone call at
least.

Chris logged into the department's system.
Cantrell was easy to find. He'd been promoted to Lieutenant and was
the Gang Unit's Whip, the second in command. Epstein was another
matter. He'd retired almost two years ago and his contact
information was no longer on the active-duty roster. Chris would
have to call Pension & Retirement Services in the Human
Resources Division to get Epstein's current information. Chris
glanced at the clock over the stove. 11:15. He'd call Cantrell in
the morning. He put the cover on the file box and went to bed.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


 


Chris arrived early for his nine o'clock
appointment with the department's orthopedist. A nurse took his
temperature, checked his blood pressure then asked how his ankle
was. “Fine,” he said in the same tone that he had answered the same
question from the same nurse the week before.

“Dr. Khan will be in to check on you in a
minute,” she said and left Hunter to pass the time with a
five-month-old copy of Motor Trend. Fifteen minutes later
Dr. Khan bustled in and ordered Chris to “Hop up on the table.”

“Does this hurt?” he asked, fingering the
tendon at the back of Chris' left leg.

“No.”

“Tell me if you feel any discomfort,” Khan
instructed then gyrated Chris' ankle in as many dimensions as the
fiberglass walking cast would allow. Chris remained silent.
Eventually Khan let go and stood up.

“When can I get back to work?” Chris asked
him.

“I'm thinking that we should be able to
remove the cast in about two weeks and then we'll see what we will
see.”

“I'm not in any pain. Can't you just give me
a note or something so that I can get back to work?”

“Can you run on that ankle? No, I don't think
you can,” Khan said wagging his finger back and forth. “And what
would happen if you had to chase down some bank robber? I don't
think you would catch him, now would you?”

“I work in the MCU.”

“A serial killer then. If some emergency
happened, please God, and you tried to run you might trip or fall
down some stairs and break your arm or crack your skull and then
where would we be? No, no, no. You can go back to work when you're
ready to, as you gentlemen say, rock and roll.” Khan favored Hunter
with a wide smile. Hunter frowned and the doctor gave his shoulder
a friendly pat. “Relax detective. Your contract gives you thirty
days full pay if you are incapacitated because of a work-related
injury. You still have, ahhh . . . .” Khan flipped a page in Chris'
file, “twenty days left. We will get you back here . . . ,” the
doctor tapped a couple of keys on the terminal next to the exam
table, “two weeks from today at 11:00 a.m. The nurse will give you
an appointment slip when you leave. Then we will take the cast off,
I think, and see how you're doing. Don't worry, you will be back
catching the bad guys in no time flat.”

Khan smiled, patted Chris' shoulder a second
time and fled the room. Hunter slipped off the table and hobbled
out after him. When he got to the reception desk he called the
Ready Storage Company on his cell and asked the manager for the
name and contact information for the person who had previously
rented unit 237.

“We don't give out that information,” the
manager told him.

“I bought 237's contents at your auction last
Saturday. I just have some questions for the owner about some of
his stuff.”

“That information is confidential.”

“I'm a police officer.”

“Is this a police matter?” the manager
asked.

Was it? Maybe, Chris decided.

“Yes, it is.”

“Is it about drugs? Did you find drugs?”

“That information is confidential,” Chris
repeated back to him.

“I'll need to see some identification,” the
guy demanded, suspicion evident in his voice.

“Fine. Get out your records. I'll be there
sometime between eleven and noon.”

“We close from twelve to one,” the manager
warned Chris in a snippy tone. Hunter hung up.

Most of the city's police officers operated
out of the various district stations, Beach Division, Port
Division, the Flats, Park, Prospect, Central and the rest but the
administrative offices and city-wide commands, the Major Crimes
Unit, Robbery/Burglary, Financial Crimes, Violent Assaults, and the
Gang Unit were located in the Elwood P. Corcoran Public Safety
Headquarters Complex variously known as Headquarters, PSH or “The
Cork” depending on who you were talking to.

There were three buildings on the site. The
eight-story main structure that housed the detective bureaus and
the Chief's office was variously known as “The Cork” or “Cork 1.”
Human Resources, Administrative Staffing, and Computer Operations
were located in the easternmost five-story building, Cork 2, and
the Medical Examiner's office, the crime lab and
technical/scientific support services occupied a second five-story
building shoe-horned onto the northern edge of the site, Cork
3.

Chris' division, officially designated as the
Major Crimes Unit or MCU but referred to by its members as “The
Murder Police” was on the sixth floor of Cork 1. Hunter's
destination after leaving Dr. Khan's office that morning was Cork
1's third floor, the Gang Unit.

As the Gang-Squad Whip, Cantrell was
officially assigned a double-sized cubicle but with his Captain on
vacation Hunter found Wes Cantrell hunched over the steel desk in
the Commander's glass-walled office. Chris tapped on the window and
walked in when Cantrell looked up.

“Lieutenant Cantrell? I'm Chris Hunter,
Homicide.”

Cantrell looked at Hunter as if a large but
unrecognized insect had just flown into his office.

“What's up?”

Uninvited, Chris took the single chair in
front of the desk.

“I wanted to talk to you about one of your
old cases. I—”

“Didn't you used to partner with
Donegan?”

“Yes. I'm working with Larry Swanson
now.”

“Swanson, yeah, I think I know him. A bit of
a lush from what I hear, but,” Cantrell held up both palms, “that's
just a rumor, right?” Why is this guy going out of his way to
piss me off? Chris wondered. “What's wrong with your foot?”
Cantrell asked, pointing at the fiberglass cast.

“We were pressing a guy and he took a swing
at my partner. Larry bumped into me and my leg got twisted up when
I went down. It's just a bad sprain. I should be back to normal in
a couple of weeks.”

“So you got bored sitting around your
apartment watching soaps all day and decided to poke your nose into
one of my cases? Which one?”

Chris froze, confused about which asshole
comment to respond to first but Big Jim had always warned him that
getting into a pissing contest with a jerk only gets you stinky and
wet. Chris took a breath and forced himself to speak in an even
tone.

“I'd like to talk to you about the Early Bird
Café case. I—”

“Of course you do. Eight victims murdered in
cold blood. No prints, no DNA, no surveillance tapes and I closed
it in six days. That case got me my lieutenant's bars. There isn't
a cop in the department who wouldn't want a piece of that case.
I've got news for you, Hunter. If you're looking to get a gold star
on your forehead you can look someplace else. I got that collar and
the case is closed.”

“Technically, you and Morris Epstein got the
collar,” Chris corrected him, unable to restrain himself.

Cantrell gave him a sour look and nodded
toward the doorway. “Are we done here?”

“No, we're not. I ran across some case
files—”

“Early Bird Café case files?”

“Yes, and—”

“You pulled the files on my case, you little
prick? Who the hell do you think you are? Jimmy Donegan's not
around to wipe your ass for you anymore so you'd better watch your
step.”

“Look, Cantrell—”

“That's Lieutenant Cantrell.”

Chris took another deep breath and tried to
figure out how this had turned into such a train wreck.

“Fine, Lieutenant Cantrell. I have some
concerns that some of the official case files might be missing,
that somebody might have checked them out and forgotten to put them
back.”

“You're accusing me of tampering with the
official files? I don't believe this.”

“I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm just
asking if you've checked recently to see if they're all there.”

Cantrell gave Chris a confused look then
shook his head in disgust.

“Well, this fucking takes the cake. I've
heard about you, Hunter, how you went off the reservation with one
of Donegan's and Pignataro's old cases then supposedly solved it to
get yourself a pat on the head.”

“Supposedly solved it? What's that
supposed to mean?”

“You killed the guy, right. You never had to
bring him into court, never had to produce any evidence. You just
shot him and then told your boss that he was the guy who did it. I
guess you learned that trick from your big daddy. I seem to
remember Donegan doing the same thing to that serial-rape suspect,
killed him while resisting arrest.” Chris half rose out of his
chair but Cantrell ignored him. “Well, I brought my guy in alive
and I left it to the jury and he's doing hard time right now.”

“You can't talk about Big Jim that way,”
Chris said in a soft voice.

“Big Jim? Fuck Big Jim! That asshole tried to
steal my case but he didn't get away with it. You think I didn't
find out that he tried to get it transferred to MCU? Well, that
little trick didn't fly with my Captain. Jim Fucking Donegan got
shut down. Now you think you can get away with what your asshole
partner couldn't? Maybe he taught you to try to steal other cops'
cases but that shit isn't going to work with me.”

“Big Jim was the best detective this
department's ever had,” Chris said, leaning over Cantrell's desk.
“You can't disrespect him that way,” he warned in an almost
threatening tone.

“He and Pignataro were a couple of
over-the-hill farts who were living on favors and old-boy
connections.” Cantrell waited for Chris to lose his temper and do
something that could get him brought up on insubordination charges
but Hunter was so angry that it felt as if his jaws were wired
shut. “I'm calling records,” Cantrell continued after a little
pause. “If you so much as touch the box holding the Early Bird
files I'll know about it and I will fuck you up in ways you cannot
even imagine. You got that?”

Chris forced himself to stand up straight and
take a step back but he didn't trust himself to speak.

“Get the fuck out of my office,” Cantrell
ordered then bent back over the files on his desk.

If you're going to go after a guy, Big
Jim had once told Chris, don't talk about it. Just do it.
Hunter had written down Jim's latest piece of wisdom in his
notebook so that over the coming days and weeks he could collect
Big Jim's Rules and memorize them. He remembered that advice now
and left Cantrell's office without saying a word. Inside, he
promised himself that he was going to use the Early Bird Café case
like a hammer with which he would slowly pound Cantrell's
lieutenant's bars sideways up his ass.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


The Ready Storage Company's manager turned
out to be Clipboard Guy. His legal name was Irvin Schlosser. After
Chris badged him and asked for the paperwork on unit 237 Schlosser
hemmed and hawed and peppered Hunter with questions that Chris
refused to answer, citing the confidentiality of “police
business.”

“I can't have people dealing drugs out of my
units,” Schlosser whined.

“Of course not.”

“So this is about drugs.”

“It's confidential police business.”

“Was it speed? Were they making speed in
there? Do I need to get a hazmat team in to clean up the
place?”

“No.”

Schlosser stared at Chris and cocked his head
to one side. “So, it wasn't drugs? Was it guns?”

“Do you want me to get a search warrant and
cart all of your computers back to headquarters for the next few
days?”

“Jesus, you can't do that. It would ruin me,”
Schlosser complained.

“Then give me the damn rental agreement for
unit 237!”

Schlosser ground his teeth then slid a manila
file across the counter. “Everything's in there. He didn't look
like a crook.”

Chris opened the folder and saw the name
“Morris Epstein” on the top of the page.

“He wasn't,” Chris said and turned toward the
door.

“Hey, those are my official records!”
Schlosser shouted. Chris ignored him and headed for his car.

The address on the rental form was on
Carrillo Avenue in the Willow Glen area, which sounded nicer than
it was. Located at the south-eastern edge of the Prospect Division,
Willow
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