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      “This is unbelievable. It’s impossible.”


Erin O’Reilly leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. She was tired, depressed, and had a headache that felt like somebody was trying to crack her skull open.

“I assure you, darling, it’s the simple truth,” Morton Carlyle said.

“We’re only scratching the surface, love,” James Corcoran added. “It gets ever so much worse as you go deeper.”

“We’ve been here for hours,” Erin complained.

“Three hours and forty-seven minutes,” Charles Markham said. The District Attorney had a reputation for precision, along with complete and perfect self-control. After almost four hours in the man’s presence, Erin believed every bit of it. He had yet to raise his voice or show any emotion whatever. Rumor had it, he could face down a child-murdering serial killer as politely and calmly as if he was talking to a bank teller.

“Feels longer,” Erin muttered. She was being surly and knew it, but was rapidly getting to the point where she didn’t care. She wondered whether this was why her partner Vic Neshenko acted the way he did. If so, it explained his liking for vodka.

“We’re at a point in the investigation where it’s important you understand the particulars,” Markham said.

“That’s why we’re having this meeting,” Phil Stachowski said gently.

Erin nodded. She understood; she just didn’t like it. A four-hour meeting was a form of slow torture, no matter what your career might be. For a street cop who thrived on action, it was like holding her forehead against a belt sander.

The meeting was being held in an NYPD safe house in Brooklyn, a brick two-story building that had been seized from a crooked contractor a few months earlier. It was in a good neighborhood, far from any known gang activity; an excellent place for a low-profile get-together of cops, city officials, and semi-reformed gangsters.

They were in the dining room, sitting around a nice hardwood table. On one side of the table sat Lieutenant Stachowski and Captain Holliday, representing New York’s Finest. Opposite them were Corky and Carlyle, the criminal contingent. DA Markham held court at the head of the table. Erin sat at the other end; cops to her left, gangsters to her right. Rolf, her K-9, snoozed under the table. The tabletop was littered with stacks of papers, photographs, and laptop computers.

“I know why we’re having the meeting,” Erin said. She gestured to the papers on the table.

“What I don’t believe is what I’m seeing here.”

“You didn’t know all of this?” Captain Holliday asked. One side of his mustache quirked up in surprise.

She shook her head. “I’d never actually seen Evan O’Malley’s ledger,” she said. “All I know is what I’ve been told. I thought…”

“You thought he was naught but a jumped-up street hoodlum,” Carlyle said.

“I knew he ran a lot of criminal shit,” Erin said. “And shady things like union racketeering. But there’s all sorts of stuff here on top of the gambling, prostitution, money laundering, smuggling, and drugs. Legitimate businesses. We’re talking construction, service industries, garbage collection, real estate, you name it.”

“You did know about the garbage business,” Carlyle said.

“Yeah, I guess.” After Carlyle had immigrated from Northern Ireland, he’d put his IRA bomb-making expertise to work in Evan’s service, blowing up the competition’s garbage trucks in what had become known as the New York Garbage War.

“It’s a lot to take in,” Phil said.

“That’s what’s so insidious about organized crime,” Holliday said. “They get their fingers into everything. They corrupt everything they touch.”

“And that is precisely why this ledger is invaluable,” Markham said, tapping the tallest stack of papers. “The money trail outlines every bit of O’Malley influence in New York. Every crooked business, every associate and earner, every dirty civil servant.”

“We’ve got three State Representatives in there!” Erin said.

“We nearly had a Senator, too,” Corky said cheerfully. “But you and I scotched that when we scuttled his reelection campaign. Marcus Ross was buyable; it seems Senator Locke is made of better stuff. She’s proven resistant to all overtures thus far.”

“We’re all glad to hear it,” Holliday said dryly. “The point, Detective O’Reilly, is that this is a sprawling, complicated investigation touching on numerous Areas of Service and levels of government. It’s been very difficult to collate all the necessary data and coordinate our response, particularly while keeping the O’Malley leadership in the dark.”

“However, I think we have everything we need,” Markham said.

“That’s it?” Erin said eagerly. “We’re done?”

She couldn’t quite believe it. Not after so many months of careful, dangerous undercover work. She’d expected more fanfare, somehow; some Hollywood-style pyrotechnics, or maybe a triumphant musical chord.

“We’ll fetch the champagne,” Corky said. “Cars, you’ve a few bottles in your cellar, aye?”

“Not quite,” Holliday said.

“What do you mean, sir?” Erin asked.

“We’ve played this operation very close to the chest,” Holliday said. “Outside of the people in this room, only one other man knows about it.”

Erin said nothing. Holliday was talking about Lieutenant Keane, Precinct 8’s Internal Affairs commander. But Holliday was wrong; at least three others knew what Erin had been up to. Vic Neshenko, Lieutenant Webb, and Erin’s dad had all tumbled to the truth. But telling Holliday about them wouldn’t do any good; it would just make him nervous.

“We need to expand,” Holliday continued. “We’re approaching the tactical stage of the operation.”

“We’ve identified seventy-three key individuals,” Markham said. “Together with a further eighty-five peripheral targets. We need to take them under close surveillance and prepare for a massive wave of simultaneous arrests.”

“We can’t take them a few at a time,” Holliday said. “If we try, the rest of them will spook and go to ground or flee. It’s got to happen like clockwork, within a fifteen to thirty-minute window.”

“That’s pretty tight,” Erin said.

“It gets worse,” Holliday said grimly. “There’s the financial aspect to consider.”

“We need to freeze all their accounts,” Markham explained. “We’ll lock down as many of their assets as possible. We can’t do that early, or we’ll tip them off.”

“And we’ll need a full report for the Commissioner,” Holliday said. “The PC will want—he’ll need—to hold a press conference within a few hours of the takedown. This will be front-page news all over the country and the Department needs to be ready for the follow-up and fallout.”

“Who gives a damn about image?” Erin blurted out. “That’s just political crap. Can’t we sort that out after?”

“Not if we all want to keep our jobs and advance in them,” Holliday said. “Do you want to be a captain someday?”

“God spare me,” Erin muttered. Everyone but Markham laughed. Even Holliday chuckled.

“I’m serious, Detective,” he said. “This is a career-making case. It’s commendable that you’re not thinking of yourself, but it wouldn’t hurt to spare a thought for your future. The PC won’t thank us if we blindside him. It would be inappropriate, unwise, and in direct violation of departmental guidelines.”

“Can I let you worry about the politics, sir?” she replied. “Since I’m not a captain yet?”

“That’s what I’m there for,” Holliday said. “But we do need to coordinate it, along with the rest of the operation. We’re talking, at minimum, three to four hundred officers.”

“Four hundred?” Erin repeated hollowly.

“That’s not counting multiple ESU teams,” Holliday went on relentlessly. “And a dozen or so ambulances with EMTs on standby, in case some of these guys don’t come quietly. Then there’s DA Markham’s people, writing up all the charges. We have to have most of that done ahead of time.”

“Otherwise my office may not be able to charge everyone within the proper window of time,” Markham said. “Captain Holliday is neglecting to mention the other legal personnel we’ll need.”

“All told, we’re going to have over five hundred people directly involved,” Holliday said.

“Some of whom will be compromised,” Carlyle said quietly.

“We’ll make sure nobody in the ledger is in on it,” Holliday said.

“All respect, Captain, that won’t matter,” Corky said. “Some of your lads are going to be bent, you can wager on it. They may not be directly beholden to Evan O’Malley, but they’ll be working for someone in the Life. It’s simple mathematics. Suppose, optimistically, two percent of your lads aren’t to be trusted.”

Holliday bristled at the suggestion. “Optimistically?” he repeated in ominous tones.

Corky ignored him. “That means, out of five hundred, at least ten lads will run their mouths. I’d wager word will get to Evan within six hours, eight at the most.”

“He’s right,” Phil said, forestalling the protest he saw forming on Holliday’s face. “As the number of people involved in an undercover op goes up, the probability of it being blown increases exponentially. Five hundred? As they say on the street, forget about it. It’ll get out as fast as Mr. Corcoran says.”

“Which is precisely why we need to move slowly and circumspectly,” Markham said. “We will conceal our preparations as much as possible. Only a very few people need to know our specific objective. The rest will only see little pieces of the puzzle until the very end.”

“How long will this take?” Erin asked, fearing she already had a good idea.

“A month, minimum,” Markham said.

Holliday nodded. “That’s reasonable,” he said. “In the meantime, proceed with business as usual.”

“With pleasure,” Corky said with a grin. Holliday scowled at him. The scowl bounced off the irrepressible Irishman without effect.

“Back undercover,” Erin sighed. “I guess I’m used to it.”

“Erin?” Phil said. “Can you handle this?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “It won’t be a problem.”

“One month,” Holliday said.

“Minimum,” Markham said. “It may be longer.”

“Don’t let it go too long,” Phil said. “Every day is a risk, and the risk is cumulative.”

The buzz of Erin’s phone made everyone jump. Even Rolf raised his head and perked his ears.

“Are you on call, Detective?” Holliday asked. It was about 9:30 in the evening. Erin had come to the meeting at the end of her shift. It had been a very long day.

“I’m not on duty, sir,” she said, taking out her phone and glancing at it. She saw Lieutenant Webb’s name on the caller ID. “But I’d better take this. O’Reilly.”

“Sorry to bother you at home,” Webb said. “But if they call me, I call you.”

“Shit rolls downhill, sir.”

“It does indeed,” Webb said. “I hate to interrupt, but if you’re not doing anything important, we’ve got some police work.”

“A body?”

“Three. I’ll text you the address.”

“Just a second, sir.” Erin muted her phone and looked at the others. “Are we just about done for now?”

“Yes,” Markham said. “I need to discuss logistics with Captain Holliday and Lieutenant Stachowski, but the rest of you can go.”

“Duty calls?” Holliday said.

Erin nodded.

“Lucky you,” Holliday said with a faint smile. “I only wish I could join you. On your way, Detective.”

Erin returned to her phone. “I’m on my way,” she told Webb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      “Back to base, sir?” Ian Thompson asked.


He fell in step beside Carlyle and Erin, scanning the darkened street for potential threats. He’d been walking the perimeter during the meeting, making sure no uninvited guests crashed the party. The early-December air was chilly and sleet was pelting down, but Ian showed no sign he felt the cold.

“Half a moment, lad,” Carlyle said. “Erin’s needing to go somewhere else.”

Erin checked Webb’s message on her phone. “I’ve got to get to Columbia Street,” she said. “Waterfront District. Can you swing by there and drop me off? You don’t need to stay; I’ll catch a ride north with Vic when we’re done.”

“Not a problem,” Ian said. He paused outside Carlyle’s Mercedes, waiting and watching while Carlyle held the door for Erin and Rolf. Only after Carlyle had climbed into the shotgun seat did Ian slide behind the wheel and start the car.

“You didn’t bulletproof this thing, did you?” Erin asked.

“It would’ve played merry hell with the petrol mileage,” Carlyle said. “Your own auto’s not armor-plated, come to that.”

“Most hits don’t happen in moving vehicles,” Ian said. “Mob guys want to get you, they’ll do it in a restaurant, on the sidewalk, something like that. Sometimes at a stoplight, but that’s a low-percentage play. Best way to avoid it isn’t armor, it’s keeping your head on a swivel. Situational awareness.”

Rolf settled on the back seat beside Erin, resting his head on her leg. She stroked his ears and watched the pattern of the freezing rain as the droplets spattered against her window.

“Body on the waterfront?” Carlyle asked Erin.

“According to my boss, there’s three,” she said.

“Columbia Street is O’Malley territory,” Carlyle said. “All the way back to Evan’s early days in Brooklyn.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” she said. “We get plenty of homicides that have nothing to do with the O’Malleys.”

“True enough,” he agreed. “I thought the meeting went rather well.”

“Nobody got killed,” she said. “And I feel like we’re all moving more or less the same direction. But five hundred guys to bring the case home? There’s no way we’re going to keep this mess secret.”

“We needn’t keep it completely under wraps,” Carlyle said. “So long as most of the lads only see their own wee bit of it, no one will be able to paint the big picture.”

“But if Evan hears that all his guys are under surveillance, won’t he come to the right conclusion?”

“Most of this won’t make it all the way up the chain,” Carlyle said. “The Mob isn’t a military organization, Erin. They haven’t an intelligence-gathering hierarchy. There’s no personnel files. Nobody’s comparing notes.”

“Militaries aren’t so great at intel either,” Ian interjected. “There’s a reason ‘military intelligence’ is an oxymoron.”

Carlyle chuckled. “Excellent point. What you need to remember is, nobody’s seeing the whole thing, save you and me and those lads back at the house.”

“You hope,” she said gloomily.

“I hope,” he agreed. “Because if I’m wrong we’re… what’s that acronym your lads are fond of, Ian?”

“FUBAR, sir,” Ian said.

“I know that one,” Erin said. “Saw it in a movie. It stands for Fucked Up Beyond All Recognition.”

“Affirmative,” Ian said.
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Flashing emergency lights made an oddly festive multicolored halo above the crime scene. It was the Christmas season and the blinkers reminded Erin of holiday displays. This scene was illuminated not only by the familiar blue-and-red police flashers, but by golden-orange lights indicating a construction zone.

“Great,” she muttered. “Road work.”

“Nothing wrong with a bit of urban renewal,” Carlyle said. “I’m sure you’d agree Brooklyn can use all the repairs it can get.”

“How close you want me?” Ian asked.

“Stop at the first squad car,” she said. “I can walk the rest of the way.”

“The weather…” Carlyle began.

“Look around,” she said. “It’s a damn parking lot. The closest roof is that truck depot over there. I’m going to be standing around getting wet anyway. No point putting it off.”

Ian pulled the Mercedes to a halt as a uniformed officer waved him to the side of the road. The gray sedan wasn’t a police vehicle, so he would’ve had a hard time getting closer in any case. Erin got out of the car, followed closely by Rolf. The Shepherd, shielded by his K-9 vest and his coarse outer coat of fur, didn’t mind the wet, clinging sleet.

“I’ll see Marian has a fine hot toddy waiting for you,” Carlyle said.

“What the hell is a hot toddy?” she retorted, but she’d already started closing the car door and didn’t hear Carlyle’s reply. Ian backed the car into a U-turn and headed back the way he’d come, leaving her to trudge through an inch and a half of slush toward the latest urban atrocity.

She found the rest of her squad standing around a jagged hole in the concrete of the parking lot, accompanied by a half-dozen men in reflective vests and hard hats. The lot was littered with construction equipment. Erin recognized an air compressor and jackhammer, an industrial-sized circular saw, and various hand tools like pickaxes, crowbars, and shovels. Lieutenant Webb held an umbrella; his trademark trench coat and fedora were, as a result, only a little damp. Vic was wearing a wool watch cap and fleece-lined jacket. He looked cold, wet, and grumpy.

“What’ve we got, sir?” Erin asked.

“You got here fast,” Vic said. “There’s no way you could’ve made it so quick from that hole-in-the-wall bar you hang out at.”

“The Barley Corner isn’t a hole in the wall,” she retorted. “It’s an upscale Manhattan business. How’d you beat me here?”

“I was visiting my mom,” Vic said. “Down in Brighton Beach, just a quick drive.”

“I was in the neighborhood too,” she said absently. “Maybe I caught the scent of fresh blood.”

“Unlikely,” Webb said. “There’s nothing fresh about these.”

“Old bodies?” Erin guessed.

Webb nodded.

“How old?” she asked.

“They’re way past their sell-by date,” Vic said.

“Doc Levine’s on her way,” Webb said. “She’ll have answers for us.”

“You said there’s three bodies?” Erin asked.

“At least,” Vic said.

“You don’t know how many?” she asked incredulously.

“Have a look,” he said, pointing to the hole. “Utility crew was breaking up the ground. City job, eminent domain. I think they’re trying to squeeze it in before the weather gets really nasty. They found these three poor schmucks in the cement and freaked out.”

“Wow,” Erin said, peering over the edge. Vic aimed a flashlight. The bodies weren’t fully unearthed; the work crew must have stopped when they’d realized what they’d found, and no wonder.

“Know what it reminds me of?” Vic said. “What’s that place in Italy that got wiped out when that volcano blew up? You know, back in the Roman Empire?”

“Pompeii,” Webb said.

“Yeah, that’s the one,” Vic said. “And the ash cloud rolled down the mountain and cooked everyone right where they were standing. They got basically petrified, and then people dug them out a couple thousand years later. It was like they’d been frozen in time. Freaky shit.”

Erin nodded. She felt a cold shiver down the back of her neck, but that might have just been the sleet rolling down her collar. The bodies were only visible up to the shoulders, but one had its hands raised. And she’d noticed something on the hands.

“Take a look there,” she said, pointing. “The wrists.”

“They’re tied together,” Webb said. “Looks like a zip-tie.”

“That makes it a homicide for sure,” Vic said. “As if there was any doubt. It’s not like three guys took a dive into cement by accident. And this is a lot thicker than it’d need to be for a parking lot. Somebody dug this hole extra deep and dumped the poor bastards in.”

“It’s worse than that,” Erin said. She swallowed, trying not to think too hard about the implications of what she’d seen. “Hands tied, standing up… these men were still alive when the cement got poured in on them.”

There was a brief silence.

Vic broke it. “Okay,” he said. “That’s pretty friggin’ horrible.”

“It’s murder,” Webb said. “If it wasn’t horrible, we’d be out of a job. Every murder victim is alive until someone kills them.”

“You’re a philosopher, sir,” Erin said.

“I’m a detective doing his job,” Webb said. He turned to the workmen. “Do you guys have something we can use to cover this hole?”

“I got a tarp in my truck,” one of the workers said.

“Could you get it, please?” Webb asked. “We don’t want the scene getting more contaminated than it already is.”

“No kidding,” Vic said. He stooped and picked up a handful of gray slush. “You know that song? The one about Bette Davis and her eyes?”

“What about it?” Erin replied.

“There’s a line in it about a girl being ‘pure as New York snow.’ I always got a kick out of that. Look at this shit. You say a girl’s pure as this, she’s probably turning tricks behind the 7-Eleven for drug money.”
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By the time Sarah Levine finally arrived, Erin’s teeth were chattering. She, Vic, and Rolf had retreated to the shelter of Vic’s Ford Taurus, but it was too late. She’d already gotten soaked to the skin and the sleet had sucked the warmth right out of her flesh. Vic had the heater going full blast, but the only thing that seemed to do was fog up the windows. The car interior steamed and smelled of wet dog.

The Medical Examiner parked her Prius between a pair of squad cars, got out, and walked straight to the excavation, paying no attention either to the weather or the people already on site. Give Levine a dead body, Erin thought, and she wouldn’t notice a nuclear explosion in the distance.

“Want to go talk to her?” Erin asked.

“You think she wants to talk to us?” Vic retorted.

“Not really. I think she wants to look at some corpses.”

“I say we give her a little quality time with the stiffs,” Vic said. “Extra stiff, on account of being locked in concrete for God knows how long. When do you figure they got stashed here?”

“When the concrete was poured,” Erin said. “Obviously.”

Vic rolled his yes. “I know that,” he said, speaking slowly. “I mean, how long do you think the concrete’s been here?”

She shrugged. “It’ll be in the city records.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Because I’m sure this was completely legal and aboveboard. You think they went to City Hall and applied for a body-dumping permit? Hey, do they actually have those, you think?”

“Of course they do, Vic,” she said. “That’s how cemeteries operate.”

“What makes a place a cemetery?” he wondered. “It’s not the dead bodies. Hell, there’s dead bodies everywhere. Half the tenements in the five boroughs would be cemeteries by that definition. That’d make this parking lot a cemetery. It can’t be that they’re holy ground, because then you’d have no place to dump the atheists. Is it the headstones? ‘Here lies So-and-So?’”

“Vic?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re being creepy.”

“I am?”

“Yeah. Stop it.”

“Sorry.”

“No you’re not.”

“So, what were you doing on Long Island tonight?” Vic asked, changing the subject rather than continue addressing his lack of remorse.

“Working,” she said.

“We aren’t working a case down here,” he said. “I mean, we weren’t until just now. And I’m pretty sure I saw your sugar daddy’s Mercedes driving away.”

“That reminds me,” she said. “I need a ride back to Manhattan when we’re done here. If you call Carlyle my sugar daddy again, I’ll kick your ass.”

“Love to see you try,” he said, grinning. “So, putting two and two together, if you were working, and if your… distinguished older gentleman was providing your transportation, that means it was that other thing.”

“Distinguished older gentleman?” she repeated.

“Yeah,” he said. “I like the acronym.”

“What acronym?”

He motioned with his head toward the panting German Shepherd in the backseat. “D-O-G,” he said, still grinning.

Erin smacked him on the shoulder. It had no effect whatsoever.

Knuckles rapped on the driver’s side window. Vic swiped his hand across the glass, clearing the condensation to reveal Webb. The Lieutenant motioned for them to get out. They complied, Rolf more cheerfully than the other two.

“Let’s see what the good doctor can tell us,” Webb said. “Then we might as well get indoors. This is a cold case, no doubt about it.”

“Cold enough,” Erin said, suppressing a shiver. “It’s thirty degrees out.”

“Ha ha,” Webb said.

“I thought you liked getting out of the office onto the street,” Vic said.

“As long as the street isn’t covered with ice,” Erin said.

A pair of unhappy-looking Patrol officers were holding the tarp a few feet above the hole so Levine could kneel there and conduct her initial examination. She’d brought a pair of floodlights and mounted them on either side. The ME was in a pool of bright LED light, surrounded by old corpses, and couldn’t have been more at home.

“What’ve we got, Doctor?” Webb asked.

“Three adult males,” Levine said without looking up. “Decomposition is not as advanced as might be expected, due to encasement in concrete.”

“So they’re mummies?” Vic asked.

“Of course not,” Levine said, sounding annoyed. “Mummification requires a process of embalming, including removal of internal organs. These bodies have undergone none of the necessary procedures. They were, however, entombed in a largely anoxic environment. Despite the considerable age of the bodies, soft tissue has not fully decomposed.”

“Yeah, we know,” Vic said, wrinkling his nose. The smell of death was wafting up out of the hole.

“Cause of death?” Webb asked.

“I have not yet ascertained it,” Levine said. “I see no external signs of traumatic injury, but all three will require a detailed postmortem examination.”

“What about the age of the bodies?” Erin asked. “Any idea how long they’ve been down there?”

“Not yet,” Levine said. “As I previously stated, decomposition has been retarded by the medium of suspension.”

“How about the concrete itself?” Erin asked. “Can you tell how old it is?”

“No,” Levine said flatly. “Concrete is effectively impossible to accurately date, except by wear and erosion, neither of which is sufficient for a determination in this case. However, I can determine that the concrete is of fairly high quality and was laid with skill.”

“How can you tell?” Webb asked.

“No cracking around the bodies,” Levine explained. “The concrete was wet-cured and consolidated.”

“Meaning what?” Vic asked.

One of the construction workers stepped forward. He’d been hanging out around the fringe of the site, smoking soggy cigarettes and talking things over with his buddies. “You know concrete, lady?” he asked Levine.

“I understand its chemical composition and industrial applications,” Levine said.

“Me too,” the worker said. “What she means is, if you want the concrete to set right, you gotta put curing blankets over it after you pour it.”

“Explain it to me like I’m an idiot,” Vic said. “What’s a curing blanket?”

“Like?” Erin echoed very quietly.

“It’s a sheet of curing paper or polyethylene,” Levine said.

“Yeah, what she said,” the worker said. “You put the blanket over top and you keep it wet. You hose it down for a while. That keeps the concrete from cracking.”

“How long is a while?” Webb asked.

The man shrugged. “You want it done right, four weeks.”

“You’re saying the killers came back to hose this place down for a damn month?” Vic said.

“I ain’t saying that,” the worker said.

“I am,” Levine said. “If the concrete had cracked, it would have allowed entry of water and escape of decomposition gases. These bodies would be fully skeletonized, unless they were very recently interred.”

Webb turned to the workman. “Do you guys know how long this slab’s been here?” he asked.

The man shrugged again. “Years,” he said. “Dunno how many, but it’s kinda worn down. Concrete gets a look when it’s been there a while, y’know? You get a feel for it. I had to guess, I’d say maybe ten, give or take.”

“Ten years is a possible timeframe, given the state of preservation,” Levine said.

Webb rubbed his temple with one hand, keeping his umbrella above his head with the other. “We’ve got a mass murderer who buried three guys alive and then visited the grave for a month, just to make sure the bodies were properly preserved?” he said.

“I can’t speculate as to the motive,” Levine said. “But that is a reasonable hypothesis for the chain of events.”

“There’s nothing reasonable about this,” Webb said.

“Oh, good,” Vic said. “It’s been a while since we had a total lunatic to chase down. Who was the last? Remember that wannabe serial killer kid?”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Erin said. “If this was a decade ago, our perp could be long gone. He could even be dead.”

“Nah,” Vic said. “This guy was careful. A guy like that doesn’t just die. He’s still out there. For all we know, he’s spent the last ten years putting other dudes in cement. Half the buildings in New York might have dead guys in the foundations.”

Erin made a face. “Thanks for that, Vic. I’m sure we’ll all sleep better thinking that.”

He smiled nastily. “It’s what I’m here for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      “Your dog smells like I feel,” Vic grumbled. “I’m gonna have to change my air filters.”


“This is a police car, Vic,” Erin said. “You’ve had plenty of worse smells in here. That’s why they waterproof the seat cushions.”

“You saying I can hose off your mutt?” Vic replied.

“He’s plenty wet already,” she said.

“Just like the rest of us,” Vic said. “As soon as I drop you off, I’m going home. I’m gonna climb in the shower and let it run until the hot water runs out.”

“Vic, you live in an apartment.”

“So?”

“You’d have to let the hot water run for a week straight.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that. You can tell the Lieutenant where I went. God, I feel like I’m never gonna be warm again.”

“You’re Russian. Aren’t you supposed to be immune to the cold?”

“Yeah, but I’ve got the right to bitch about it. That’s the great thing about living in a free country. If we were communist, I couldn’t complain, so I’d have to drink instead.”

“So you’re not going to drink?”

“Oh, I’m absolutely gonna drink. Stoli, straight from the bottle. While I’m in my nice hot shower.”

“Thanks for that vivid picture.”

“No problem. Here you go. The Barley Corner. Hurry up and get out; the meter’s running.”

Erin opened the passenger door. “Thanks for the lift.”

“What, no tip?”

“If you want to come in, I’ll get you a drink.”

“At the Mob bar with your gangster buddies? I’d rather chug drain cleaner.”

“Night, Vic.”

Erin slogged through the deepening slush to the Barley Corner’s front entrance. She would have preferred to go in the back way, so she could slip upstairs without attracting attention, but that would have required trudging three times as far through the wet, clinging stuff. Her toes were already squelching in her shoes. Even Rolf had lost a little of his perkiness. The Shepherd’s ears were laid back against his skull and his paws were dragging.

The light, warmth, and cheerful bustle of the pub were almost too much for her, overwhelming her numbed senses. She paused in the entryway and ran a hand through her hair, spattering the floor with icy runoff.

Carlyle and Corky, with their head start, had gotten to the bar long before. It appeared they hadn’t left it since. They looked warm, dry, and cheerful. Erin, damp and bedraggled, pushed through the crowd of patrons and bellied up to the bar next to Carlyle’s stool.

He stood up to greet her. “Evening, darling,” he said. “It’s no fit night to be out and about. Sit yourself here and we’ll fetch something to cheer you.”

Danny, the bartender, glided over to meet her. “Hey, Erin,” he said. “What am I getting you?”

“I don’t want a hot damn toddy or whatever the hell Corky was talking about,” she said.

“No problem,” Danny said. “Your usual, then?”

She hesitated. Normally she was a straight whiskey girl, but that didn’t feel quite right. Brandy, maybe; something with a little sweetness that would warm up her insides.

Her hesitation gave Corky all the opening he needed. “She’ll have a jackhammer,” he said.

“I will?” Erin asked suspiciously.

“Jack Daniels and amaretto,” Danny explained.

“Fine. But swap out the Jack for Glen D.” Glen Docherty-Kinlochewe was a very high-quality whiskey made in the Scottish Highlands, such a well-kept secret that she’d never seen it in any bar but Carlyle’s. Compared to Glen D, every other whiskey she’d ever drunk was bottom-shelf rotgut.

“Coming up,” Danny said, going to work with his hands. Inside a few seconds, he’d mixed her drink and slid it across the counter. If Danny ever gave up bartending, he could have a good career as a stage magician.

Erin took a sip. The amaretto gave an almond flavor to the whiskey, sweetening the Glen D’s fierce fire.

“Good, aye?” Corky said, watching her drink.

“Yeah,” she said, taking another sip. “That’s not half bad.”

“Corky’s expanding his alcoholic horizons of late,” Carlyle said.

“Is this like that time he tried drinking every cocktail on your menu in alphabetical order?” she asked.

“I’m just thinking what we’d serve at the wedding,” Corky said.

“Who’s getting married?” Erin asked.

“Nobody,” Corky said. “Leastwise, not yet.”

“You?” Erin exclaimed incredulously. “That’ll be the day!”

Corky kept smiling, but there was a hint of pain at the back of his bright green eyes. “I deserve that,” he said.

Belatedly, Erin realized the Irishman had been serious. She felt a little bad for hurting his feelings, but alarm overpowered her remorse. “You’re talking about…” she began, stopping short of mentioning the name.

“Aye,” Corky said. “It’s a foolish notion. Forget I said anything.”

He hadn’t said the name either, and with good reason. Teresa Tommasino was dead, legally speaking. The Brooklyn schoolteacher was the star witness to a brutal Mafia murder. Erin and Carlyle had faked her death, to appease the Mob and to get Erin in with the Lucarelli Family. Corky had taken the terrified woman under his protection and run off with her. Everything had gone according to plan, right up to the point where Corky had fallen in love with Teresa and tangled with a Mafia assassin. Erin wasn’t a hundred percent clear on what had happened to the mobster, but she could guess. Corky had come back to New York to draw attention away from Teresa, but he’d kept in touch with her. Apparently his attachment went even deeper than Erin had known.

“It’s dangerous,” she said quietly.

Corky grinned, recovering somewhat. “Danger’s the salt that gives the dish of life its flavor, love,” he said.

“For both of you,” Erin said.

Corky’s smile faltered again. “I’d do anything in the world for her,” he said, “except give her up. I can’t do that.”

“Well, be careful,” she insisted.

“I’m the soul of caution,” he lied.

“What’ve you been about this evening, Erin?” Carlyle asked, deciding it was time for a change of subject.

“Nothing urgent,” she said. “Some construction guys dug up a few ten-year-old bodies.”

“That’s dreadful,” Carlyle said. “Poor wee bairns.”

“Huh?” Erin didn’t understand. Then she got it. “No! I didn’t mean the bodies of ten-year-olds. I meant the bodies have been buried for a decade.”

“Ah,” Carlyle said. “That’s better.”

“Not much,” she said grimly. “They were buried alive. In concrete.”

“Jesus,” Carlyle said, crossing himself reflexively. “Who were the sorry blighters?”

“No IDs yet,” she said. “And they might be hard to identify. But it looks like a Mob murder. I don’t suppose you know about anybody who pissed off the O’Malleys about ten years ago and got on the wrong side of some guys in the construction business?”

“I’ll ask around,” Corky said. “I’ve plenty of mates in the labor unions.”

“Of course you do,” Erin said. “You have friends everywhere.”

“Better to be surrounded by friends than enemies,” he said cheerily. “Which reminds me, I’ve a call to make. Ta, love. Try not to miss me.”

He puckered his lips, kissed the air in Erin’s direction, and headed for the exit.

“Sometimes I wish I could hate him,” she said. “But I can never quite manage it.”

“Aye,” Carlyle said, smiling. “He’s one of a kind. And he’s a good source for you. He knows all the lads in the building trades. How are you so certain they’re the ones you’re wanting?”

“Because our killers knew concrete,” Erin said. “It’s important to keep it wet, did you know that? Speaking of which, I’m soaked. I’m going upstairs to get out of these wet clothes. Then a shower and bed.”

“I’ll be up directly,” Carlyle said. “Not to fret. It’s been a long night for you, but it’s nearly over.”

All cops were superstitious, to some degree. Those words should have been a warning for Erin not to tempt fate, but she was too wiped out to notice. She just nodded, gave Carlyle a light kiss on the lips, and went looking for that hot shower.
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A hand was shaking her shoulder, gentle but insistent. It might have been doing it for a while; Erin didn’t know. The hand pulled her toward wakefulness. She forced open eyelids that weighed about a hundred pounds apiece. Carlyle’s face floated above her in the golden light of the bedside lamp.

“Huh?” she said.

“Sorry to trouble you, darling,” he said. “But a lad’s come to see you.”

“What?” She was waking up a little more and didn’t like it. She felt drunk with sleep, and not the good kind of drunk. She couldn’t think clearly and her head still hurt.

“It’s about the bodies you found,” Carlyle said. “Shall I tell him to come back later?”

“Huh?” she said again. “No, I’ll… I’ll come down. Just a sec. Let me find my pants.”

Rolf, who had been curled at the foot of the bed, bounded eagerly to meet her as she sat up. The Shepherd, wrongfully assuming she was getting up because she wanted to, thrust a cold nose against her cheek and panted happily. He didn’t mind getting up in the middle of the night; in his experience, that was when some of the most exciting things happened.

“Okay, okay,” Erin said, fending the K-9 off with one arm. “Platz!”

Rolf sank obediently to his belly, tongue still hanging out, waiting to be told what a good boy he was.

Erin hunted groggily for her clothes, taking two tries to get into a fresh pair of slacks. The sheer number of buttons on her blouses discouraged her, and she was already getting cold outside the comfortable cocoon of her bed, so she pulled on one of her running sweatshirts. It was dark blue with big yellow letters on the front that spelled NYPD.

“A grand thing to wear in my pub,” Carlyle said with a wry smile. “Very subtle.”

“You may have a bunch of wiseguys downstairs,” she said, shaking out her hair and grabbing an elastic band to corral it into a ponytail. “But they already know I’m a cop. How many of them are still around? What time is it, anyway?”

“Quarter of two,” Carlyle said. “You’ve only been asleep a little while.” He was still wearing his customary attire; a charcoal-gray suit with a burgundy necktie. He was as well-groomed as if he’d just stepped out of a formal dinner, right down to the pocket square that matched his tie perfectly.

“Great,” she muttered. She located her shoes and thrust her feet into them. “I would’ve done better to stay awake.”

“Can I get you anything?” he asked.

“Is there time for coffee?”

“I can ask him to wait.”

“Never mind. Let’s go get this over with. Rolf, komm.”

The Barley Corner would close at two o’clock, so the crowd had thinned out considerably. A few of the regulars were still hanging around, sipping their last drinks and talking quietly. The big TV screens were dark. Danny was wiping down the bar. He gave Erin a smile and a nod, then went back to his work.

Carlyle steered Erin to the corner booth, where his contact was waiting. Erin rubbed the last of the sleep out of her eyes and tried to put on her game face. She was a detective, damn it all, and she intended to act like one.

Kyle Finnegan was sitting there, a glass of Guinness in front of him. His hair was uncombed and wild, his entire face slightly askew. The dent in his left temple, where a Teamster had once caved in his skull with a tire iron, gave him a lopsided aspect. His eyes were curiously unfocused, never seeming to look directly at her.

“Oh,” Erin said. “It’s you.”

“Knock, knock,” Finnegan said, rapping his knuckles on the tabletop.

“Who’s there?” she repeated stupidly, as if the two of them were back in grade school telling silly jokes.

“In the other devil’s name?” Finnegan said. “Faith, here’s an equivocator, that could swear in both the scales against either scale; who committed treason enough for God’s sake, yet could not equivocate to heaven: O, come in, equivocator.”

This was pretty typical dialogue from Finnegan. He was utterly insane; everybody in the O’Malleys knew it. Some of it stemmed from his brain injury, but according to Carlyle, he’d always been a little weird. Erin had wondered ever since she’d met him why Evan O’Malley kept him around. Carlyle had explained that in spite of his eccentricities, Finnegan had a razor-sharp brain, a knack for getting results, and a cold-blooded ruthlessness that was always useful to the Mob.

Erin would have felt a lot better if Finnegan was sitting in a padded cell instead of one of Carlyle’s booths, but she’d dealt with more dangerous and unsettling men without flinching. She slid into the seat opposite him. Carlyle sat next to her.

Rolf settled on his haunches but didn’t relax. The Shepherd kept an eye on Finnegan, his hackles slightly raised. He’d never liked the man. Something about him just smelled wrong.

“How’s it going?” Erin said.

“Midway between the cradle and the grave,” Finnegan said. He took a pull at his drink. “Does this taste a little funny to you?”

“I’m not the one drinking it,” she replied. “What’s it taste like to you?”

“Broken promises and slow decay,” he said. “I was wondering, if nobody hears you scream, is it the same as silence?”

“Are you okay, Kyle?” she asked.

“I’m not the one we should be worrying about,” Finnegan said. “And that’s all right, because you’re not worried about me. You’re worried about the dead, which makes no sense. The world belongs to the living.”

“But you’re alive,” she pointed out, trying to keep up with his bizarre ramblings. She wished she was better rested and her head didn’t hurt. It really was pounding, as if she was a slab of concrete and a construction worker was going to town with a jackhammer.

“Am I?” Finnegan answered. “You’re investigating a multiple murder, and you’re investigating me, so maybe I’ve been murdered. If I’m dead, it stands to reason you’d be interested in your professional capacity. Would you care to check my pulse?”

“I’ll take it on faith you’re alive,” she said. “You came here to talk about the guys we found in Brooklyn. Do you know who they were?”

“Tut, tut, good enough to toss,” Finnegan said. “Food for powder, food for powder. They’ll fill a pit as well as better. Tush, man, mortal men, mortal men.”

“You’ve Shakespeare on your mind tonight, lad,” Carlyle said. “First Macbeth’s Porter, now Falstaff?”

“Yond Cassius has a lean and hungry look,” Finnegan said, glancing in Carlyle’s general direction. “He thinks too much; such men are dangerous.”

“Enough screwing around,” Erin growled. “Have you got anything for me, or not?”

“You’re impatient for knowledge,” Finnegan said. “To see a world in a grain of sand and a heaven in a wild flower, hold infinity in the palm of your hand and eternity in an hour.”

She gritted her teeth. She hated riddles and had no patience for untangling Finnegan’s ball of words, which she guessed was ten percent pretention and ninety percent bullshit. “Okay,” she said, starting to stand. “I guess I’m going back to bed.”

“I know what you want,” Finnegan said, his eyes suddenly locking onto hers with startling clarity. “Justice for the fallen and to lay their spirits to rest.”

“You knew them,” she said. “Who were they? No games.”

“Everything’s a game,” Finnegan said. “Life’s a game, but it’s a casino game, so it’s rigged in favor of the house. Play long enough and you always get cleaned out in the end. Come for a ride with me. I’ve got some things to show you and we’ve got some things to talk about.”

“Can’t we talk here?” she asked. “It’s a miserable night out there.”

“It’ll be easier if you see for yourself,” he said.

Erin had no intention of going anywhere alone with Kyle Finnegan. Carlyle read it in her face before she could think how to reply.

“I’ve an idea,” he said. “Why don’t the two of you take Ian with you? The lad’s just finishing up for the night. Half a moment and I’ll speak to him.”

“Sounds good,” Erin said.

“You’re afraid,” Finnegan said as Carlyle walked away. “You think someone’s following you? Like one that on a lonesome road doth walk in fear and dread? And having once turned round, walks on, and turns no more his head, because he knows a fearful fiend doth close behind him tread.”

“I’m taking precautions,” she said. “That’s not the same as fear.”

“Fear is the flip-side of hope,” Finnegan said. “Both look to the future, and both are based on faith. One is heaven, the other is hell.”

“This is going to be a long night.” Erin said it under her breath, but she didn’t really care whether Finnegan heard her or not.

He looked past her face and smiled.
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