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     The Sam Archer thriller series  
 
    by  
 
    Tom Barber 
 
      
 
    NINE LIVES 
 
    26 year old Sam Archer has just been selected to join a new counter-terrorist squad, the Armed Response Unit. And they have their first case. A team of suicide bombers are planning to attack London on New Year’s Eve. The problem? 
 
    No one knows where any of them are. 
 
      
 
    THE GETAWAY 
 
    Archer is in New York City for a funeral. After the service, an old familiar face approaches him with a proposition. A team of bank robbers are tearing the city apart, robbing it for millions. 
 
    The FBI agent needs Archer to go undercover and try to stop them. 
 
      
 
    BLACKOUT 
 
    Three men have been killed in the UK and USA in one morning. The deaths take place thousands of miles apart, yet are connected by an event fifteen years ago. Before long, Archer and the ARU are drawn into the violent fray. And there’s a problem. 
 
    One of their own men is on the extermination list. 
 
      
 
    SILENT NIGHT 
 
    A dead body is found in Central Park, a man who was killed by a deadly virus. Someone out there has more of the substance and is planning to use it. Archer must find where this virus came from and secure it before any more is released. 
 
    But he is already too late. 
 
      
 
    ONE WAY 
 
    On his way home, Archer saves a team of US Marshals from a violent ambush in the middle of the Upper West Side. The group are forced to take cover in a tenement block in Harlem. But there are more killers on the way to finish the job. 
 
    And Archer feels there’s something about the group of Marshals that isn’t quite right. 
 
      
 
    RETURN FIRE 
 
    Four months after they first encountered one another, Sam Archer and Alice Vargas are both working in the NYPD Counter-Terrorism Bureau and also living together. But a week after Vargas leaves for a trip to Europe, Archer gets a knock on his front door.  
 
    Apparently Vargas has completely disappeared. 
 
    And it appears she’s been abducted. 
 
      
 
    GREEN LIGHT 
 
    A nineteen year old woman is gunned down in a Queens car park, the latest victim in a brutal gang turf war that goes back almost a century. Suspended from duty, his badge and gun confiscated, Archer is nevertheless drawn into the fray as he seeks justice for the girl. People are going missing, all over New York. 
 
    And soon, so does he. 
 
      
 
    LAST BREATH 
 
    A Federal manhunt is underway across the United States. Three people have been shot by a sniper, and he’s gone to ground somewhere in Washington D.C., his killing spree apparently still not over. As riots engulf the city and the manhunt intensifies, Sam Archer arrives in the city to visit his family. 
 
    Or so it would appear. 
 
      
 
    JUMP SEAT 
 
    A commercial airliner crashes into the Atlantic Ocean with hundreds of people on board. When another follows three days later, Archer and the rest of the team are assigned the case. At any moment, they know another plane could go down. 
 
    And to try and solve the case, Archer’s going to have to go 35,000 feet up in the sky. 
 
      
 
    CLEARED HOT 
 
    A female CT Bureau detective and colleague of Archer’s is shot in the head in an empty pool in Astoria. Archer learns she’s been re-examining a strange case from seventeen years ago. On the morning of Tuesday September 11th, 2001, a FDNY firefighter showed up to work and committed suicide.  
 
    But no-one has ever figured out why. 
 
      
 
    TRICK TURN 
 
    At a pre-July 4th carnival in New York, an eleven year old girl is almost killed when a knife slams into a wall, missing her by a hair’s breadth. No-one saw who threw the blade, but Archer and his NYPD team can guess why. 
 
    Her dead father was one of the most powerful mobsters in the city. 
 
    And someone seems hell bent on reuniting the girl with him. 
 
      
 
    Also: 
 
    CLOSE CALLS 
 
    In a collection of three stories, familiar characters from the Sam Archer thriller series look Death right in the eye and don’t blink first. Moments that forged the people they are today. 
 
    Moments they can never forget. 
 
    Their close calls. 
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    He was a big man and he could drink. Beer, wine, whiskey or vodka; it didn’t matter. He’d put away plenty of all four the previous night, in what had turned out to be a top ten all-time bender. After pinballing from bar to bar, downing drink after drink, he’d staggered home around 5am, doing his best to blot out what was about to hit.  
 
    But on what would prove to be the luckiest morning of his life, he woke up a few hours later feeling as if someone was pushing hot needles into the back of his eyes. He belched, the sour taste of stale pizza and cigarettes in his mouth, then only just made it to the bathroom before throwing up.  
 
    He waited a few minutes for the retching to stop, rinsed out his mouth then went back to his bedroom and slumped in a chair, holding a hand over his eyes to try to block out the morning light. It was a sunny day outside; several of the windows in the apartment were open, and he could hear the seemingly never-ending whine of police and fire truck sirens echoing in the air. They were particularly noisy this morning, but then again, the sirens were never silent in this goddamn city.  
 
    The clock told him he needed to be at work soon, but he didn’t move from his chair, lowering his hand and looking at the gun on his nightstand.  
 
    The assaults, the extortion, the lies, the blackmail and the solitary murder he’d gotten away with over the years were all about to be exposed. His house of cards was teetering and about to collapse.  
 
    His eyes studied the pistol resting in its holster.  
 
    Would offing himself be better than what was to come? The humiliation. The hatred. Seeing people lining up to stick the knife in and twist it. Being sent to prison, knowing what would happen to him in there. At least popping himself off would be quicker. 
 
    Then he jumped as someone started to beat on his front door: bambambambam. Shit, do they know already, he thought. He hauled himself to his feet and walked slowly over to the door, hesitating for a moment before opening it.  
 
    But it wasn’t the group of armed officers he’d been expecting; it was his partner.  
 
    ‘The hell do you want?’ the hungover man said. ‘You’re the last person I wanna see right-’  
 
    ‘Get your clothes on!’ the other man ordered brusquely, brushing past him. ‘Now!’ 
 
    ‘Yo, what you doing?’ the big man said, as his partner stalked into the bedroom, snatched up a pair of jeans from the back of a chair and threw them at him. He was about to launch into a tirade of abuse when to his surprise, his partner turned on the TV.  
 
    Holding his jeans, the man turned to look as the screen came to life on ABC 7 News. 
 
    He saw a plume of smoke flowing from the World Trade Center’s North Tower.  
 
    It took some seconds for what he was seeing to register. He stared at his partner who was checking out of the window. 
 
    ‘Every cop and firefighter in the city is heading downtown!’ he said, the hungover man immediately realising what had got his partner so wired. Forgetting his headache, he quickly pulled on the pants and a shirt before searching for his shoes. He swept up his gun, and less than twenty seconds later the two men were out the door.  
 
    The noise of sirens continued to flow into the empty apartment, the time on the clock reading 8:58am. 
 
    The date was September 11th, 2001. 
 
    The luckiest morning of the two men’s lives. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    ONE 
 
    ‘Do you believe in hero syndrome, Detective?’ a voice laced with a Queens accent asked, seventeen years later. 
 
    ‘Define it for me.’ 
 
    ‘People who seek recognition. Often by creating a drama that they go on to resolve. And get to be the star of the show.’ 
 
    The good-looking blond man studied the guy sitting opposite him. ‘That’s a thing?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is. You ever done that?’ 
 
    ‘Why would I?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been involved in some serious events. Quite a few, in fact.’  
 
    ‘None of my own making. And goes with the job.’ 
 
    Detective Carmine State of the NYPD Internal Affairs Division leaned forward in his chair. Detective Sam Archer of the NYPD Counter-Terrorism Bureau didn’t move in his.  
 
    ‘Six months ago, you were involved in a plane hijacking case,’ State told him. ‘It made international news.’ 
 
    Archer stared at him. ‘Are you implying I was behind-’  
 
    ‘No. But you suddenly got a very high profile. People around the world saw images of you taken on one of the planes.’ 
 
    ‘Unidentifiable. Face blurred out before it was used on TV and pulled from other platforms.’ 
 
    ‘You wanted that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. So did the Department; that’s how we operate. Doesn’t help in my business to be easily recognised. Ask Harry Ledger.’  
 
    State’s partner, a sullen-looking younger man called Mulroney, glanced down at Archer’s open police file. ‘Seems to happen to you a lot, Detective. Ending up neck deep in dangerous situations. I can’t recall reading a file quite like this.’ 
 
    ‘He’s good at what he does,’ Lieutenant James Franklin, head of the NYPD Counter Terrorism Bureau, interrupted from the other side of the room, having been listening to the exchange. ‘Are we staying on track here?’ 
 
    Archer kept his eyes on the two Internal Affairs detectives sweating him, but said nothing. Franklin seemed to know why the IA pair were here, but Archer didn’t yet. ‘Thirty one years old,’ Mulroney read. ‘A detective in New York for less than five years.’ He thumbed through the pages in the file. ‘In that time, you’ve clashed with Nazi meth cookers. Gun runners from Mexico. A corrupt SWAT team. Mercenaries, bank robbers, suicide bombers. The Russian mafia.’ 
 
    ‘We also saw that your sister is in a wheelchair,’ State added. ‘From an accident in your family home when you were a teenager, according to the note here.’  
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    State paused just long enough to irritate Archer. ‘How’d that happen?’  
 
    ‘Don’t answer that,’ Franklin ordered. ‘Not relevant.’ 
 
    ‘You want to come out and tell me what you’re driving at?’ Archer asked the two Internal Affairs detectives. ‘Nothing I like more than talking to you guys at 11pm after an all-dayer. But if you’ve got nothing relevant left to ask me-’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been receiving calls about this Bureau,’ State interrupted. 
 
    ‘From who?’ 
 
    ‘Confidential. But we were tasked with talking to all the detectives who work here. Find out a bit more about how you operate. And it’s been revealing to say the least.’ State pushed another file across the table. ‘Sergeant Hendricks and his squad have had six separate complaints made against them in the past year alone.’ 
 
    ‘Only six?’ Archer smiled. ‘All the cases were dismissed. Hendricks may be tough as two dollar steak but he’s fair. I’m not on his team anyway, so what’s this got to do with me?’ 
 
    ‘We’re wondering if you’re someone we should take a closer look at,’ State told him. ‘We’ve got plenty on your squad too, Detective.’ 
 
    ‘The same standard of complaints? Good luck with that. We don’t knock heads together.’ 
 
    ‘You saying Hendricks’ team does?’  
 
    Archer paused and looked at the IA detectives in turn. ‘You gentlemen never reviewed this Bureau before, right?’ 
 
    ‘Not personally,’ Mulroney replied. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not out there issuing parking tickets. We don’t deal with coyotes here. We go after the wolves.’ 
 
    ‘What are you implying?’ State asked. 
 
    ‘We toe the line best we can. But sometimes things can get messy. And violent. Not what we want but it happens. We have to match them in the fight if we’re gonna win.’  
 
    A silence followed. It was clear Archer was done talking. 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ State said. 
 
    ‘That’s it. I haven’t received any complaints about my conduct. So far as I’m concerned, you have no need to talk to me.’  
 
    The two IA detectives’ eyes bored into Archer, who stared back impassively, but it was becoming very clear that the intimidation tactics they usually deployed weren’t working here. Mulroney reached over and clicked off a recorder. ‘Preliminary interview’s over,’ State said. Archer rose from his seat. ‘Don’t leave the city any time soon. We’re gonna want you back for another round.’ 
 
    ‘Looking forward to it,’ Archer said. He nodded to Franklin, then left the conference room which was situated on the upper floor of the Counter-Terrorism Bureau.  
 
    The wooden walkway provided a vantage point and below, Archer saw the large figure of his detective partner, Josh Blake, drinking from a bottle of Gatorade. The air-conditioning in the Bureau was cranked right up, making the place feel like an ice box, but even so, all the people he could see were dressed in lightweight clothing due to the crazy heat. There’d been a power outage at 9pm which had lasted for an hour or so, but to everyone’s relief it had come back on and the building was cool again.  
 
    Wearing a navy blue Bureau polo shirt and light blue jeans, Archer moved down the stairs to meet his partner, who was up next on the IA chopping block. ‘Well, that was as much fun as I expected,’ he said, as they linked up.  
 
    ‘What did they want?’ 
 
    ‘Not entirely sure. Said they’re doing a review on us and Hendricks’ team.’ He glanced up at the second floor. ‘Some bullshit about complaints. Apparently, they feel our operating technique can be abrasive.’ 
 
    Josh rolled his eyes. ‘Ah, man, they’re gonna be here for weeks. Cases pass through their Division so goddamn slow.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and we’re just the start. They’re gonna work over Shep and the others when they get back. Something for them to look forward to.’ 
 
    ‘Did they start questioning Hendricks’ team yet?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t say. I’ll send the guys a message and find out after I get home.’ The two of them saw Franklin emerge on the walkway, waving Josh up. ‘My turn,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Don’t let them get to you,’ Archer said, thinking of the moment State had mentioned his sister. If they wanted to push his buttons, recent tragedy in Josh’s personal life was going to give the men plenty to work with. ‘They’re both the type.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t. You sticking around?’ 
 
    ‘I better get home and make sure my four-legged friend hasn’t overheated,’ Archer said. ‘Let’s get together this weekend. Grab a beer.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    Before he turned to leave, Archer looked him in the eye; he smiled briefly. ‘I’m glad you’re back.’ 
 
    ‘Me too.’ The pair slapped hands and bumped fists before Josh tossed the Gatorade into a trash can and walked to the stairs, while Archer headed to his desk.  
 
    Josh’s interview took almost thirty minutes, so by the time he got out it was past 11:30pm and Archer had gone. His partner had been right; the IA pair had tried to push his buttons and although they hadn’t succeeded, it had left him in a low mood. However, his work for the day was done and before long, he was in his car heading into the city, the night rotation now settled in at the Bureau.  
 
    Driving over the Queensborough Bridge, he saw the iridescent lights of Manhattan ahead, a sight which always helped lift his spirits. Internal Affairs had nothing on him, Archer or the rest of their squad, but he wasn’t so sure about their fellow five man investigation team, led by Sergeant Jake Hendricks. The two teams often worked closely together but had very different operating styles. Josh hoped they hadn’t made a mistake somewhere, because those two jackals from IA would be right on it. 
 
    The night was brutally hot, and he turned the temperature on the A/C down further before switching on the radio. He landed on some Duke Ellington jazz, his favourite, and the music soon restored his mood, the cold air blasting him from inside the Ford 4x4 as he drove over the bridge on his way home.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t only Josh feeling the heat. The people out and about on that sweltering Friday night were wearing variations of vest tops, shorts, t-shirts, dresses or light jeans. Ice cream trucks and flavoured ice vendors had been cashing in all day on the heatwave, many of them finally leaving their spots to head home to restock and rest up, ready for the morning rush. Air conditioners rattled and sweated condensation, working flat out in offices and apartments all over the city, but it was too hot to walk far. 
 
    Which meant parts of Queens, which otherwise would have been busy, were quiet or completely empty. 
 
    One such location was the huge swimming pool in Astoria Park. Despite the heat, it hadn’t been filled yet, which meant there was no chance anyone would be sneaking down for a midnight dip. Some empty Budweiser cans were scattered near the side closest to the East River, along with other trash and cigarette butts. A local graffiti artist had tagged the south wall with EazyPeazy, the wording slanted and slightly smudged.  
 
    The pool was 330 feet long, the biggest of its kind in the five boroughs, large enough to host Olympic trials.  
 
    But tonight, it was being used for something else. 
 
    A woman with dark curly hair stumbled as she was pushed forward across the base of the unfilled pool. Her wrists were secured behind her back with her own handcuffs, sweat running down her forehead as blood ran from her mouth, drops of it landing on the pool’s base and immediately turning a shade of dark brown.  
 
    Behind her, a man pulled her roughly to a halt, then clubbed her over the head with the gun in his hand.  
 
    Her legs gave way and she crumpled to the floor of the empty pool, toppling over before he pulled her back to her knees.  
 
    Around the swimming spot were escalating rows of concrete, resembling an old stadium or even a coliseum, with metal railings surrounding the top. The woman saw the dark outlines of two other figures armed with guns standing up there on guard, making sure there were no witnesses, no kids smoking pot or late-night dog walkers to see what was about to happen.  
 
    ‘Tell me what you know,’ the man behind the woman said. 
 
    ‘Everything,’ she replied, spitting blood onto the concrete.  
 
    As her knees throbbed with pain, she felt sweat run down her neck, the lingering taste of frozen mango in her mouth from the last meal she would ever eat, knowing her final moments were approaching. The closing pages of a tumultuous, occasionally tragic, thirty two year old novel.  
 
    Every smell and sound of the city was heightened in those moments. She heard a tanker’s horn on the East River a few hundred yards away, traffic rumbling over the bridges that passed over the park ahead and from behind, the drivers too high and far away to see what was happening below.  
 
    ‘Badass bitch, huh?’ the figure behind the kneeling woman asked, the words soaked with mockery. He was finishing taping an empty two litre soda bottle to the end of his pistol, the interior packed with steel wool: a quick makeshift silencer. ‘You ain’t gonna plead?’  
 
    Not bothering to answer, she looked at Hellgate Bridge a hundred and fifty yards in front and above her. Trains ran smoothly over it every day, just as they had fourteen years ago, when her mom and sister had been raped and then had their throats cut under the structure. The kneeling woman had come to this park hundreds, even thousands of times since, visiting the place where her family members had died.  
 
    Little had she realised that one day, she was going to die here too. 
 
    With that knowledge came an overwhelming regret. She briefly closed her eyes, not wanting her killer to see the tears that were forming there. She wasn’t going to give him that final victory.  
 
    ‘Look at me, bitch.’ 
 
    Regaining control, after a few moments the woman turned her head and stared defiantly up at the man who was about to kill her.  
 
    He lifted the gun with the bottle taped to the end higher, so they could make eye contact. 
 
    ‘You’ve been blindsided, pal,’ she told him. ‘You still have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it. And whatever you’re talkin’ about, it ain’t gonna buy you time.’  
 
    ‘My guys are gonna work it out and finish this. Then they’re gonna rip you and the others to pieces for what you’ve done. Know that. Remember it.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    She smiled, seeing her confident attitude was angering him, and realised her time was up.  
 
    Her mind went straight to that one regret.  
 
    Her father. 
 
    Daddy, her heart wailed, turning her head and looking back at the bridge ahead. I kept the- 
 
    Her killer pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    After they picked up the shell casing and made sure no other evidence had been left behind, the woman with the dark curly hair was left in the pool, blood from her head wound turning a shade of brown on the whiteish base as it soaked into the dust around her.  
 
    Thirty five minutes after she died, the Pogues and Kirsty McCall’s classic song Fairy tale of New York started to echo around the pool as a glow came from the woman’s pocket.  
 
    Her cell phone was ringing, but then a train passed over the Hellgate, drowning out the quiet tune.  
 
    The light from the phone continued to flash as whoever was calling tried again.  
 
    Then a text message showed up on the screen a few moments later.  
 
    IA get a chance to talk to you yet? it asked. Sam Archer was the name of the sender. 
 
    And the glow of the message illuminated the NYPD Counter-Terrorism Bureau badge on the dead woman’s hip. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
    ‘Right pal, there are two ways we can do this,’ Archer told Diesel, his young black Labrador, inside the bathroom of his Astoria apartment. He’d changed out of his jeans and polo into a grey t-shirt and a pair of shorts and was kneeling beside the dog as cold water poured from the showerhead above into the bathtub.  
 
    Diesel looked at the spraying water then back at his master; he didn’t move.  
 
    ‘You’ll hurl yourself into a freezing lake in December but won’t cool off in cold water on the hottest day of the year?’ Archer asked him. The dog continued to avoid eye contact, took a couple of steps back until he reached the wall, then sat down. I guess not. Music was coming from a portable, battery-operated radio that his sister had sent him for Christmas one year, which could be attached to the wall of a shower or bathroom by suction pad. It was the local rock station, the 11pm-2am 90s throwback show, and a Nirvana song had just ended, leading into a warning report from the disk jockey. 
 
    ‘…been calling in about that power cut and it’s gonna be another scorcher when the sun comes up,’ the host on the station’s late night show said. ‘Warmest day on record in our fine city is 106 degrees, but if tomorrow morning delivers its promise we’re gonna have a new champ. It’s so hot, we got Dr Fahrenheit in for the late night show. You’re saying there’s going to be rain too, Doc?’  
 
    ‘All this pressure’s gotta lead to a release,’ the morning show’s weatherman said. ‘That’s what we predict. Expect thunder, lightning and everything frightening tomorrow night just after dusk, people. But most importantly, stay cool out there. Lots of water, shade and don’t overly exert yourself if possible.’ 
 
    And if you’re covered in black fur, whatever you do don’t step under ice cold water, Archer thought wryly as the radio went to a Pep Boys advertisement. He didn’t know a whole lot about dog training but knew he didn’t want the animal he’d adopted to drop of heat exhaustion. The thermometer outside was still reading almost 100 degrees right now.  
 
    ‘Alright, get creative,’ Archer told himself, opening a cabinet under the sink and taking out a large towel, which he dropped into the tub. Soaking the material, he wrung out the worst of the water then draped it over the panting Labrador. To Archer’s surprise, he didn’t try to shake it off but tried to lick his face instead. Archer smiled and patted him, getting back to his feet as the 90s show came back and the Alice in Chains song Rooster started to play.  
 
    The cold water from the showerhead was spraying him with welcome droplets, the dog standing with the wet towel draped over his body but seeming happy enough now, apparently realising he wasn’t going to be forced into the tub. He was a rescue and had suffered severe mistreatment from his previous asshole of an owner, so Archer had been letting him off with certain trust issues. 
 
    Leaving the bathroom for the moment, Archer headed through his sitting room to the sliding windows and the small balcony beyond; he usually kept the panels closed, just in case Diesel saw a cat down on the street or took it into his head to carry out a Steve McQueen-style escape over the railing. He drew across one of the sliding doors and immediately closed it behind him, checking to make sure the dog hadn’t followed him from the bathroom. 
 
    Sam Archer had been a detective in New York for four years and had turned thirty one this past December. Blond haired, blue eyed and built like an athlete, he’d been born and raised in England, but his American father had been a cop in New York and after his death, Sam had left the UK and taken up the family baton. Just as IA had also pointed out in their prelim interview, his life in the last few years had been full-on and dramatic, with some unexpected twists and turns, but he wouldn’t have had it any other way. 
 
    During the time he’d been in New York as a man and in the many trips to the city as a boy, he’d never experienced temperatures like these. The wall of heat hit him as he walked out onto the balcony, the tiles beneath his bare feet almost too hot to stand on. The city had been suffering from the relentless heatwave for the past few days, all the humid air trapped as if in a giant bubble. Archer rested his forearms on the railing then immediately lifted them off again, feeling the burn, and looked down to the street below, hearing the same Alice in Chains song coming from another radio somewhere.  
 
    The fire department had left a hydrant open on the street below, allowing kids to play in it during the day, but now with the children at home, he saw three late night workmen stop by the gout of water. They put down their vests and hard hats before leaning forward into the spray and drenching their upper bodies, faces and hair. One of them pushed his friend slightly harder into the water, soaking him head to toe, and the third man laughed as his friend came up for air. 
 
    Archer smiled and looked up at the glow of Manhattan’s lights in the distance. He and Josh were working on their own this week, the rest of their team along with Sergeant Hendricks a few hundred miles west in Pittsburgh at an international elite police team conference. They were all in line for the IA treatment when they got back. However, Hendricks’ team were all still here, Franklin not wanting to deplete the CT Bureau’s strength too much, and as he’d told Josh he’d do, Archer had sent a message out to each of them earlier about the interview. He was listening out for his phone but hadn’t heard back from any of them yet. 
 
    His thoughts returned to his own interview tonight. Do you believe in hero syndrome? He’d known exactly what that asshole of a detective was talking about and yes, he had put his life on the line on many occasions since he’d been a cop, but no-one could ever accuse him of deliberately creating the situations he’d found himself in.  
 
    He turned, intending to check on the dog and re-wet the towel, but just as he reached the door, all the street lights below went out.  
 
    He frowned as he glanced over his shoulder, then turned back and saw all the lights in his apartment had also shut off.  
 
    ‘Not again,’ he muttered. He opened the sliding door, hearing nothing apart from the radio in the bathroom, and realised the air conditioning and fans had all stopped working; the light on the refrigerator door was off too, the place in total darkness.  
 
    Archer heard shouting from the street and looked back outside to see his wasn’t an isolated case. He checked back up at Manhattan again and saw the lights he’d been looking at only twenty seconds ago had all disappeared, the island now as black as night.  
 
    Power cut part two, and this one looked to be a big one. 
 
    Then in the quiet apartment he heard his cell phone buzz on the kitchen counter; a reply. He walked over to pick it up. However, the message on the screen wasn’t at all what he’d been expecting.  
 
    He read and then re-read the words, the glow of the phone in the dark sitting room illuminating the expression of shock on his face.  
 
    He looked through the screen windows into the night beyond, in the direction of Astoria Park.  
 
    He still hadn’t received any replies from anyone in Hendricks’ team.  
 
    The message he’d just received explained why at least one of them hadn’t responded. 
 
    He forgot all about the power cut for the moment. Using the light from his phone, Archer went quickly into his bedroom and found his thinnest set of jeans, which he changed into along with a white t-shirt with the Diet Coke logo in red on the chest. He reached for some sneakers, but then remembered the blacktop had been melting on the streets and picked up a pair of Timberland boots instead. Not ideal for the heat but better able to deal with the sticky grit and tar.  
 
    He tied the laces rapidly, then fixed his Sig Sauer P226 sidearm, spare magazines and cuffs to his belt. He swiped up his keys, a thin overshirt and dog leash from a hook by the door, then picked up Diesel’s water bowl, tossed the contents into his kitchen sink and tucked the bowl under his arm. The music in the bathroom must have covered the sound of his movements, Diesel not hearing otherwise he’d have gone ballistic when he heard the lead being lifted.  
 
    ‘We’re out of here, amigo,’ Archer, walking up to the bathroom door. ‘Let’s rock and rol-’ 
 
    Diesel was now standing in the tub, having clearly decided the shower wasn’t some kind of water torture after all, and was soaked head to paw. Archer turned off the shower then quickly pulled the curtain across just in time as the dog shook off. Archer quickly towelled him down, tossing the wet towel and the one soaked in water into a hamper, then attached the clip from the leash to the dog’s collar before the animal jumped out of the tub.  
 
    He opened the front door of the apartment and quickly went down the stairs with the dog trotting happily beside him, the light from his cell phone showing the way. 
 
    Diana Lucero’s body found in Astoria Pool half hour ago, the message from Franklin had said.  
 
    Rest of team missing. Report back here immediately. 
 
    Diana Lucero. A friend of Archer’s.  
 
    And a fellow detective at the CT Bureau. 
 
      
 
    Archer drove fast and when he parked outside the NYPD’s Counter-Terrorism HQ less than an hour and a half after he’d left it for the night, he saw a slim analyst called Rachel standing by the front entrance. It looked as if she was waiting for him, to have a private word before he entered the building.  
 
    ‘Who found her body?’ Archer asked abruptly, getting out of the car then opening the back door so Diesel could jump out.  
 
    ‘Some teenagers,’ she replied. ‘Told officers they went down to the park to have a smoke.’  
 
    He locked his car then he and Rach crossed the sidewalk to the entrance. Archer pulled his ID card and automatically tried to swipe his way in, but the card didn’t work due to the lack of power; he knocked instead, a passing analyst inside opening the door.  
 
    ‘Detectives from the 114th and night shift CSU are setting up down there right now,’ Rach explained as they showed their passes and entered the building. ‘Taped off the park for the night.’ 
 
    ‘And the rest of her team have disappeared?’  
 
    ‘Detectives Phillips, Bridges and Williams, not responding to attempts to contact them. After we learned of Lucero’s death, Franklin tried to call all three to break the news, but none are answering their landlines or cells. Officers went to their homes but there’s no sign of any of them, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘No-one has any idea where they are?’ 
 
    ‘No. Bridge and Mikey are both single and live alone, and Devonte’s wife assumed he was on duty.’ 
 
    ‘Thought Bridge had a boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘They broke up.’ 
 
    Archer stopped as he reached the analysts area on the ground floor. In his four years here, he’d never seen the building look like this, and even with the pressing matters at hand, it made him pause. The inside of the Bureau was normally an electronic nucleus, analysts working 24/7, but most of the screens in their section to Archer’s left were down, the analysts standing around unable to do much with their machines off. To make matters worse, the building that had been almost too cold when he’d left was now already getting uncomfortably warm.  
 
    If they didn’t get power back, it would soon be unbearable.  
 
    He observed a tech repair worker by the analyst pool, a radio in one hand and a flashlight in the other. ‘Alright, try it,’ the worker said into a radio receiver.  
 
    There was a pause, then some lights flickered and stayed on, computer systems and screens powering back up. 
 
    ‘It’s gonna be back-up generators,’ the tech said loudly so everyone could hear. ‘But we can’t risk overload. Nothing gets switched on that isn’t entirely necessary. That means the A/C too, guys.’  
 
    The people around him groaned then busily started setting up fans; one woman turned hers on too quickly, so it blew papers straight onto the floor, causing her to curse as she ran around her desk to pick them up. 
 
    ‘Ideal, right?’ Rach said. ‘Talk about shitty timing.’ 
 
    ‘The pool at the park hasn’t been filled yet?’ Archer asked her, as they both peeled off to the right. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘All city outdoor pools open on June 29th and get their water just before. Policy has them shut off until the day after public schools close for the summer.’  
 
    It was May 10th, so they were a still over a month away. ‘Her body?’ 
 
    ‘Still there but out of sight. With the police tape and forensic tenting near the pool, people will know something’s happened but not what.’ 
 
    ‘She lives in Manhattan,’ Archer said. ‘Was there any sign of her car at the park?’ 
 
    ‘No. But a Bureau Ford assigned to her and Devonte isn’t parked outside or at either of their homes. Keys weren’t in her pocket, so she might’ve driven down and her killer took it afterwards. I put a BOLO out for the plates.’ 
 
    They reached the large detective open-plan gridded desk area that occupied the south side of the building. Normally Archer would go to his own desk or take a winding flight of stairs ahead and go up to one of the conference rooms which IA were currently using for their series of interviews. The rooms were usually used as operational HQ and command posts. 
 
    Rach touched his arm and indicated to their left. ‘We’ve based ourselves down here. Slightly cooler than upstairs,’ she said quietly. ‘I need to get back to my laptop, but these guys will brief you.’ 
 
    As Archer walked into the ground floor meeting room with Rach and his dog, the first thing he saw was Diana Lucero’s body. With only the back-up power running, the room was dimly lit, so the photos fresh from the crime scene projected onto the wall showed up in stark contrast.  
 
    Archer stopped in the doorway, seeing exactly how his friend had died tonight a mile or so away.  
 
    She was face down on the base of the pool, blood dried on the white base around her. Her badge and holster were on her hip, her sidearm resting on the ground beside her. She wasn’t in work clothes, wearing Adidas sweatpants and a t-shirt instead, and her hands were cuffed behind her back.  
 
    Executed.  
 
    Archer saw six strangers with badges and guns on hips dotted around the room. They didn’t look settled in, which told him they’d probably only arrived shortly before he had. Archer had a fair idea who they were, which was confirmed when their team leader turned as the blond detective approached. Detective TJ Koechner had been to the Bureau several times in the past to head up presentations and seminars on hostage negotiation, a precautionary measure in case there was a situation when the Bureau’s detectives had to take point. The NYPD Hostage Negotiation Team was made up of active detectives from around the city who went through the necessary qualification, therefore always on hand as needed, and Koechner was their commander. 
 
    In his mid-fifties, Koechner had grey hair combed to the side, his tie a mud brown colour and the sleeves of his old, creased shirt rolled up like almost everyone else in the room; Archer immediately noticed the man was also unconsciously rubbing his arms, some form of eczema or psoriasis evident there. Hopefully not from stress.  
 
    ‘I remember you,’ Koechner said, stepping forward to shake Archer’s hand.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m a detective here. Archer. Call me Sam.’  
 
    ‘TJ.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Franklin?’ 
 
    ‘On the phone with the Department treasury, giving them notice.’ 
 
    ‘The treasury? About what?’ 
 
    ‘We got a call.’ 
 
    Before Archer could answer, Diesel leaned forward and started sniffing one of the negotiators, who gave him a quick chin rub. ‘Hope you guys don’t mind the dog,’ Archer said to Koechner. ‘It was too hot to leave him at home with no A/C.’  
 
    ‘Fine with me,’ Koechner said, which was just as well. The dog was staying; Archer was merely being courteous. He let Diesel off the lead, who checked out a few people before settling in the corner, resting his chin on his paw and watching his owner, who’d just seen the Internal Affairs pair, State and Mulroney, walk into the room. Don’t you two have a coffin to go sleep in somewhere, he thought, before ignoring them and turning his attention to the photo on the screen. Lucero was his focus right now, even if the presence of Internal Affairs observing their every move was the last thing any of them needed. 
 
    ‘Roll the recording again so he can hear,’ Koechner said, going over to Rach.  
 
    She did, and the room immediately quietened, everyone taking the chance to listen again. 
 
    ‘911, what is your emergency?’ a female operator said, the line from the recording peaking on the screen as she spoke. 
 
    ‘We have three of your people,’ a distorted voice replied. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir? Can you repeat that?’ 
 
    ‘Tell the Counter Terrorism Bureau we have Detectives Mike Phillips, Devonte Williams and Karen Bridges held hostage,’ the voice said slowly. ‘We’ll call their main line at 08:30 tomorrow morning. Be ready.’ Click.  
 
    ‘Sir, hello? Hello?’  
 
    The recording ended. Archer checked his watch and saw it was coming up to 2am. Six and a half hours to go if that call was genuine. There was no reason to think it wasn’t, particularly as no-one had been able to raise the three detectives.  
 
    ‘Searches?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Underway,’ Rach said. ‘Like I mentioned, we’re checking all the haunts we know of that Mikey, Karen and Dee frequent. Gyms, bars, laundromats, that kinda thing. Asking neighbours and anyone we can think of who they interact with. In case anyone saw them get picked up. So far nothing, except some pissed off neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God you guys got those back-up generators,’ Koechner said. ‘At least we have some computers back online.’ 
 
    ‘And some fans,’ another negotiator added. 
 
    ‘So they’re calling at 08:30,’ State commented from across the room. ‘Gives us some time to get our shit together.’ 
 
    Archer shot him a look. ‘Us?’ 
 
    ‘Save the hostility for later, Detective. You’re gonna need all the help you can get on this.’ 
 
    ‘They might jump the gun, of course,’ Koechner warned. 
 
    ‘How’s cell phone signal?’ Archer asked, ignoring State’s comment and withdrawing his own cell from his jeans before checking the screen. One bar. Normally he had four inside the building.  
 
    ‘OK, right now,’ Rach said. ‘But networks are already getting busy, Arch, even at this hour. They’re gonna be completely overloaded when people start waking up. Like during the blackout in 2003. Providers couldn’t cope.’ 
 
    ‘How bad are we talking?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we’ll be able to rely on them for long past sunrise.’  
 
    Koechner reached for his pocket instinctively but stopped mid-action and when he folded his arms instead, Archer noticed a nicotine patch on his forearm; the man was trying to quit the smokes. Possibly explained the skin breakout. ‘Rachel told me you and Lucero each belong to a separate five-person investigation team?’  
 
    Archer nodded. ‘Diana was one of Sergeant Hendricks’ people. Came here with him from the 75th Precinct. His whole team did, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘And they were due to talk to us before this shit happened,’ State said, walking over. 
 
    ‘About beating up drug dealers and causing mob hitmen emotional distress?’ Archer said. ‘I know where the complaints against them came from, so gimme a break, Detective. Whatever this is about, it’s much bigger than that.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been looking at Lucero’s file to get a character profile,’ Koechner said, pointing to the meeting room desk and the papers spread there detailing Diana’s professional career. ‘She sure had a tough time of it.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ another negotiator asked. 
 
    ‘Her mother and sister were raped and murdered under the Hellgate when she was a teenager,’ Archer told him. 
 
    Pause.  
 
    ‘Yeah, that qualifies,’ the negotiator said. 
 
    ‘The perp?’ the woman beside him asked. 
 
    ‘Four of them. Caught and still inside.’ 
 
    ‘Tough break,’ Koechner commented, as Archer nodded. He knew a lot more of the story from times talking over a beer with Lucero but wasn’t going to share with these people. The perpetrators had been four drunk bikers from an out of town MC, all caught, arrested and sent to prison in the aftermath, but the incident had sent eighteen year old Diana on a downward spiral: booze, cocaine and a lot of other substances had been involved. Right up until she’d died tonight, she’d suffered fallout from that incident in her life, her relationship with her father the main casualty. She’d not spoken to him in years, blaming him for what happened. Archer knew the wounds between them had never healed, but Diana had pulled herself back from the brink just in time and got her life back on track.  
 
    For this to happen. 
 
    ‘She was a good cop?’ Koechner asked Archer. 
 
    ‘Dynamite,’ he replied. ‘One of the best we had. What happened to her family gave her even more impetus. It lit a fuse which never went out.’ 
 
    ‘So you knew her well?’  
 
    ‘Yes, I did. We all did. We worked together a lot.’  
 
    The dark room focused attention on the images of Lucero’s final resting place, her reward for battling through all her struggles and serving her city as a police officer and then detective. Lying face down in an empty pool with crushed Budweiser cans scattered nearby and a gunshot wound to her head. Archer felt a sudden wave of anger rise inside him. Koechner reached to his pocket again for a pack of cigarettes that weren’t there. 
 
    ‘Any shell casings at the scene?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t met her team leader yet,’ the female negotiator who’d spoken earlier said. ‘The man you all keep mentioning. Jake Hendricks.’ 
 
    ‘Does he know?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘He knows,’ Koechner said. ‘He’s on his way back from Pittsburgh.’ 
 
    ‘Flying?’ 
 
    ‘Driving. No planes taking off at this hour, and especially not right now with the power out.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s gonna take him all night,’ Archer said. He checked the time again. ‘Rach, did you tell Josh?’ 
 
    ‘He’s got his kids til tomorrow afternoon. I didn’t think we should…’ 
 
    Archer nodded, understanding what she was getting at. ‘OK, we’ll talk to him after the sun comes up. I’m gonna get out there and help with the searches. Let me know if they call early. We’ve still got cell coverage for now.’ He moved over to Diesel and gave him a head rub. ‘Be good, homeboy. Stay here.’ The dog’s tail wagged but he seemed to understand and remained where he was. ‘Keep an eye on him for me?’ he said to Rach, who nodded and gave a brief smile. 
 
    ‘I’ve heard that Hendricks has got quite a reputation,’ Koechner said to Archer, walking with him to the door.  
 
    ‘One way of describing it.’ Archer replied. ‘Out of any cop in New York City that someone could’ve killed tonight, I’d say one of Jake’s people was quite possibly the worst to choose.’ 
 
    He stopped and looked at Koechner. 
 
    ‘Whoever killed her is gonna find that out fast when he gets back.’  
 
      
 
    The baseball bat was a Louisville Slugger and hit Karen Bridges’ left ankle with such force that she screamed at the top of her lungs, but no-one was in the building to hear it.  
 
    The figure holding the bat did the same with her right leg several times until he broke that ankle too. Another man gripping Bridges under the arms released her and she collapsed to the carpet, gasping in pain as she cradled her lower legs.  
 
    ‘Takes a bat…for you pussies to…put me down?’ she managed to grind out through the pain. 
 
    ‘For the love of Christ, would you just shut up!’ the man who’d been holding her said, lashing out with a final kick to the face.  
 
    It snapped her head back and finally rendered her unconscious. 
 
    The two men wearing balaclava ski-masks pushed them up now they saw the woman was out cold. They couldn’t have been any more different in appearance, one overweight and scruffily dressed, the other much slimmer and well-groomed. A large flashlight the big guy had brought with him was clicked on and dumped on the floor behind them allowing them to see what they were doing, their shadows projected onto the wall like a nightmarish Punch and Judy show.  
 
    The thinner man was the one who’d punted her, and he bent to carefully wipe the blood off his Italian loafer before picking the unconscious woman up and dumping her in an office chair. He had a band aid across his nose from a jagged cut and was sweating from the heat, sniffing constantly. The other was built like a tank, heavy with a gut that hung over his belt. He took a roll of tape and started winding it around Bridges’ torso, securing her to the seat. He bound her hands behind her, then looked at her bent ankles.  
 
    ‘No point in binding those,’ he laughed. 
 
    ‘Bitch is a goddamn hellcat,’ the slimmer man said, looking down at the unconscious woman. He and the other man both had scratches and bite marks on their arms. ‘Hope the guys had as much trouble with the others.’ 
 
    ‘Screw it. We got her here at least.’  
 
    The larger man wiped sweat from his forehead and dialled a number on his cell, the call connecting fast. ‘Yo, what happened to the power?’ he asked over the call. ‘We only just got her up here when it cut. Had to force the door open to get out of the elevator.’ He looked back at the 56th floor doors to their left, jammed apart. 
 
     ‘Went down across the city.’ 
 
    ‘Again?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. And if it stays off, it works perfect for us. Think about it. Investigating this shit is gonna be a nightmare. Gives us the time we need.’ 
 
    ‘The boss is one lucky son of a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘As ever. Let’s do this right and keep it that way. Get him off our backs.’  
 
    ‘You find Lucero?’ 
 
    ‘She’s dead. Took one to the back of the head in a park in Queens. Boss man insisted on coming over and doing it himself.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you find her?’ 
 
    ‘Bugged her car yesterday and followed her to Astoria. Lavesque took her ride. It’s already in pieces.’ 
 
    ‘Did she talk?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t say shit. He didn’t have time to work her over properly but said we can find out how much she knew anyway. Just gonna take a few hours. Unknown if she coughed to Hendricks about anything. That’s our only worry.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll handle that. Where are the other two?’ 
 
    ‘Secured. Did the bitch give you trouble?’  
 
    ‘And then some,’ he said, looking at the scratches on his arms. ‘We broke her ankles.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘We gotta go. If she comes round, means she ain’t going anywhere. And the bitch was asking for it; you shoulda tried keeping this cooze under control.’ 
 
    ‘What did you use?’ 
 
    ‘A Slugger I brought from home, just in case we needed it to bust her up. These people were never gonna come easy. We’re gonna strap her up and get outta here.’ 
 
    A chuckle came down the line. ‘I’ll pass it on to the boss. Enjoy the walk back down, fat boy.’ 
 
    Before the man with the bat could reply, the caller hung up, and the home run hitter put the cell away. ‘Power’s out across the city,’ he told the man still wiping off his loafers. He looked at the unconscious detective then at the makeshift necklace of plastic explosive laid carefully on the carpet. They were supposed to fasten the plastique to her. ‘Her death won’t mean shit if they don’t find her body. There’ll be nothing left of her.’ 
 
    They both looked over at the elevator doors they’d forced open, the cart lower in the doorway than it should have been. They’d been lucky it hadn’t stopped between floors. 
 
    The slimmer man smiled. ‘Push her back in there,’ he said, sniffing as he bent down and picked up the taped belt of plastic explosive they’d intended to wrap around her waist. ‘I got an idea.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
    ‘Detective,’ a voice said. ‘Detective?’  
 
    Archer felt someone shaking his arm and opened his eyes. Koechner was standing in front of him, inside the command post. Sunlight was streaming in from the windows in the main detective pit outside.  
 
    Morning. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Archer said, pushing himself up. ‘Didn’t mean to nod off.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all good. It’s gonna be shifts on this; I figured you might need the sleep anyway.’ 
 
    Archer had been slumped against the wall of the ground floor meeting room with Diesel’s head resting on his lap, his arm around the dog; he remembered sitting beside the animal three hours earlier. He’d been out until 4:30am helping the 114th, knowing it was probably a waste of time but feeling he needed to be doing something rather than just sitting around at the Bureau waiting for the call. He’d come back to base just before sunrise and must have dropped off as soon as he sat down.  
 
    ‘Any developments?’ he asked, hauling himself to his feet. 
 
    ‘No leads yet,’ Koechner replied. ‘But Hendricks is almost back. Like you predicted, he drove through the night.’ Archer nodded. ‘Your team cut their time at the conference short too and are on their way. They’re a few hours behind Hendricks, but they want to do what they can to help.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good.’ Archer poured himself a glass of lukewarm water from a jug on a table standing against the wall. Someone had dumped a load of granola bars and some fruit in a box alongside the jug; Archer never felt hungry when he woke up but forced himself to chew his way through several blueberry Nutrigrain bars, followed by a banana. Energy reserves and proper hydration were going to be important in this heat.  
 
    ‘How many calls do you get in a month needing your negotiation skills?’ Archer asked Koechner, as he refilled Diesel’s bowl from the jug. The dog rose, shook himself off and immediately started to lap at the liquid. Around the room, the other negotiators had stayed the night too, and were all either sipping coffee or talking quietly, preparing for the phone to ring. 
 
    ‘One a day, normally.’ 
 
    ‘Not this sort of thing on most occasions though, I guess.’  
 
    ‘No. It varies. Worst case scenario is something like this; a hostage situation on a deadline. Other end of the spectrum are emotionally disturbed individuals. A cry for help.’  
 
    Too late for Di, Archer thought, recalling her lying face down in Astoria Pool. Someone had changed the photo on the wall and he was grateful. It wasn’t pleasant to see in graphic detail how a good friend had died.  
 
    ‘I always presumed you guys worked alone. Before I came to one of your talks,’ Archer glanced at Koechner and smiled briefly. ‘Lone hotshots, like the TV shows.’ 
 
    ‘Zero lone wolves in my squad. We work as a pack. Decision by committee. Everyone here is a detective trained in negotiation. We get called in case by case.’ Koechner smiled back, wryly. ‘Only thing I’ve got in common with the stereotype is a rocky marriage.’  
 
    His smile faded and as the man continued to explain how they worked, Archer scanned the room, looking at the negotiators quietly talking with each other.  
 
    ‘To try to negotiate with someone in emotional pain or suffering a crisis, you have to have a large capacity for empathy,’ Koechner continued. ‘So we screen our detectives carefully. Conduct psychological tests and put them through tough interviews. Push their hot buttons. Everyone in here has proven emotional intelligence. But the number one skill we’re looking for is self-control. It saves lives and it’ll save lives today. We’re gonna get your colleagues back.’  
 
    He spoke the words with confidence, but Archer noticed the man unconsciously reaching for a pack of smokes in his pocket again. It seemed to be his tell, evident whenever he was nervous or uncertain.  
 
    ‘But what they did to Lucero sent a message loud and clear,’ Archer said. ‘Showing us the lengths they’re prepared to go to and who they’re willing to do it to. Executing a cop before they’d even made any demands. Whatever they want, it’s gonna have a high price.’ 
 
    Koechner didn’t reply and Archer checked his watch.  
 
    Eight minutes to go. 
 
    ‘What was going on in Pittsburgh?’ Koechner asked, changing the subject. ‘Why were your team and Hendricks there? You mentioned a police summit last night.’ 
 
    ‘My sergeant’s giving a presentation to chiefs and leadership from other cities about the possibility of setting up multi-national task forces. He wanted some of our people there to give testimonies from cases they’ve worked on; to illustrate how better co-ordination could benefit all of us. Policing in the 21st century. Hendricks went with them for the same reason. Left his squad here.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got those task forces already? Surely?’ 
 
    ‘Not between different countries. Shepherd wants to link up more officially with my old unit in London and police departments in cities across the East Coast and up in Canada. We’ve worked together on a couple cases recently.’ 
 
    ‘With those distances? How the hell can that work?’ 
 
    ‘Better sharing of intel. Closer co-operation. Ability to have someone on the ground immediately and have foreign police licenced to carry weapons in cities outside their jurisdiction. More tripwires and less red tape.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds interesting. Ambitious though.’ 
 
    ‘With permission from the top, it could work. And could save lives. That’s what we’re all about.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t want you there with him as well?’ Koechner’s eyes rested on some thin criss-crossed scars on Archer’s left arm, almost hidden by his natural tan. When Archer had pushed his hands through his hair just now, Koechner had noticed another scar, running down one side of the hairline on his brow. ‘You strike me as someone with some stories to tell.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ve got a couple,’ Archer replied, his half-smile making a brief reappearance. He glanced at State and Mulroney. ‘Just don’t tell those two.’ He gave Diesel some treats from his pocket and patted the dog. ‘Franklin wanted a couple of us to stay behind to hold the fort along with Hendricks’ team. Sixth sense, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Five minute warning, guys,’ one of the negotiators called out.  
 
    ‘Alright, let’s focus,’ Koechner said. ‘Get ready, everyone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Daddy, what’s wrong?’ Kayleigh Hendricks asked at that moment, inside her family’s home in Hoboken, New Jersey. All alone in the house on this Saturday morning, she’d been surprised when her father had arrived home unexpectedly five or so minutes ago, Jake now in the basement of their family home, an open gun safe beside him.  
 
    Kayleigh had followed him down, confused and scared by his unusually brusque attitude towards her. He’d hardly said a word since he’d walked in through the front door.  
 
    Working rapidly in silence, Jake Hendricks transferred the weapons into a holdall, checking they were unloaded before they went into the bag. A shotgun, two pistols, a sub-machine gun, boxes of shells and bullets.  
 
    ‘Tell me what’s going on,’ Kayleigh pleaded, moving down the last few steps from the kitchen. ‘I thought you were coming back tomorrow?’ She was sixteen years old, taking mostly after her mother in looks and height, meaning her father towered over her. Hendricks tipped the scales at almost two hundred and twenty pounds and stood six feet two inches, with black hair and dark brown eyes, a legacy of his Italian heritage. She was used to her father’s somewhat taciturn nature and was a cop’s daughter so was very familiar with the nature of his work, but even so she’d rarely seen that expression on his face before.  
 
    When she had, it had always spelled trouble.  
 
    Hendricks didn’t reply to her question. Instead, he loaded the last box of ammo, zipped up the bag and pulled the strap over his shoulder.  
 
    ‘Daddy?’ she said, her voice high. She stood between him and the stairs back up to the kitchen. ‘What’s happening? What went down with you and Mom? Where’s she been lately?’ 
 
    Hendricks closed the door to the gun safe, twisted the lock, then turned and stopped in front of her.  
 
    ‘I love you, sweetheart,’ he said, looking her directly in the eyes. ‘But move. I’ve got work to do.’ 
 
    She stepped to the side, knowing better than to argue. He went up the stairs and she watched him go.  
 
    Hendricks ripped open the front door and strode towards his car, the hot sun producing a dazzling glare off the windshield. He pushed the bag of guns into the back of the Bureau Ford 4x4, then opened the driver’s door, climbed in and inserted his key into the ignition.  
 
    He was about to twist it when he saw his daughter emerge onto the front porch of their family home, ashen-faced and staring in his direction.  
 
    In that moment, he felt a flare of regret and guilt. 
 
    His daughter. A brief light in the darkness that had engulfed him for the last eight hours. She was scared and needed reassurance. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment.  
 
    Then he let go of the key, pushed the door open and stepped back out, striding towards her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Now, Bri!’ the slim man from the high-rise last night had said seconds before to his companion, the home-run hitter. They were both sitting inside a car parked further down the street. ‘Now! Call it!’ 
 
      
 
    The cell phone timer was on a delay from the overloaded networks, and the explosion from the device they’d just planted under Hendricks’ car came ten seconds after the two men down the street saw him get behind the wheel. 
 
    The intention had been to send him sky high as he was moving off. However, they hadn’t calculated on him getting back out of the Ford, but it didn’t seem to matter. In the moment after it exploded, the shockwave from the blast caused the NYPD sergeant to bend into a boomerang shape as he was hurled across his lawn, landing in a heap as his 4x4 landed back on its wheels, its alarm going off.  
 
    ‘Daddy!’ Kayleigh screamed. ‘Daddy!’ 
 
    As she ran towards her father’s prone body, she was oblivious of the car at the end of the street driving away. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, the phone in the Bureau started ringing, the building’s main line, the strident sound putting an end to all conversation. Koechner looked at Rach, who gave a thumb’s up after pointing to her laptop, and the HNT team commander answered, his people ready. 
 
    ‘Hello?’  
 
    ‘Did you like what we left you in the pool?’  
 
    The voice spoke smoothly, distorted by some kind of device, just as it had been when the call had been made to the operator the previous night.  
 
    As he listened, Archer saw the HNT team start writing. One of Diana’s killers, he thought, feeling a fresh wave of anger wash over him. I’m going to find you, my friend. He closed his eyes and tried to pick up anything in the background of the call or an intonation to the voice that could give him a clue. It was a skill and trick that had come in useful before.  
 
    ‘No, I didn’t,’ Koechner said. ‘I’d like to prevent that from happening again. First things first, my name is TJ. Who am I talking to?’  
 
    ‘No names.’ 
 
    ‘What is it you want?’ 
 
    ‘Money.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘One million dollars, before 10am.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a lot to pull together so fast,’ Koechner replied, looking at a member of his team who nodded. ‘We can’t get that amount in so short a time.’ 
 
    ‘Your problem, not mine. One person delivers, at Grand Central, at 10 sharp. You’re late, Detective Bridges is next on the execution block. And if you think we’re playing around, why don’t you take a scrub brush down to the pool and help get that other bitch’s brains off the floor.’ 
 
    The call cut.  
 
    ‘Couldn’t trace,’ Rach said, looking at her laptop.  
 
    ‘They’re highballing,’ Koechner said. ‘Kidnappers always go for way more than they expect.’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t give you a chance to negotiate,’ Archer noted. 
 
    ‘We ain’t paying them shit,’ State said.  
 
    ‘What choice do we have?’ Archer responded. ‘And who made that your call, Detective? This isn’t your area of expertise.’ 
 
    ‘Is it yours?’ 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ Mulroney asked. Koechner looked at his team.  
 
    ‘Anything?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘He shut down your attempt to establish rapport,’ a woman on his team said. ‘Disguised the voice, no discernible noises in the background. No regional slang or obvious accenting under the distorter. Kept the call brief and ended it himself to maintain dominance.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone agree?’ he asked. The room did.  
 
    ‘What are their odds of following through?’ State asked. ‘No bullshit.’ 
 
    ‘Diana Lucero died but I think that was a statement of intent,’ Koechner said. ‘No-one in a hostage situation in the United States has ever been killed on a deadline. Little known fact.’ 
 
    ‘No-one?’ Archer said, surprised.  
 
    ‘It’s not exactly conducive to a kidnapper’s business model.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t answer his question,’ Mulroney retorted. ‘What are the odds?’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t a book-makers in Atlantic City, Detective. It’s not that simple. Remember, this was the first time we actually communicated with them. We need to build on that and try to get things rolling in our favour.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Create a relationship with whoever this caller is. Listen to what they’re saying, keep emotions low and try to increase rational thinking at their end. It’s not gonna be easy but that’s critical today, especially in this heat. Tempers rise even a hair, I start getting concerned. A punch could turn into a gunshot. A beating could morph into them dumping another body for us to find.’ 
 
    ‘What don’t we do?’ State asked. 
 
    ‘Avoid an action imperative and keep anyone from the political scene as far away from this thing as humanly possible. Only real break we’ve caught so far is TVs are down at the moment, which makes it easier to keep contained. With power out and cell phone networks becoming overloaded, that should help keep this quiet, for a while anyway. We don’t need Mayor Di Blasio or the governor coming over here and getting involved.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘They’re likely to feel like they have to make a decision or take it public when we just want them to stay the hell out of it. No grandstanding. It’s happened before.’ 
 
    ‘So we pay?’ State replied. 
 
    ‘We got one priority until we can crack some leads: that’s to keep Detectives Phillips, Bridges and Williams alive. We can get the cash back. We can’t do the same with them if these guys follow through with their threats.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re paying,’ Mulroney confirmed.  
 
    ‘And we’ve got eighty seven minutes,’ Archer said, checking his Casio. 8:33am. ‘Who can authorise the release of such a large amount? And from where?’ 
 
    ‘Franklin already got clearance from the Department Chiefs and Treasury after the call last night,’ Koechner said. ‘We were expecting this. He’s over there now in the city, signing off and getting written authorisation. We’ll tell them the amount they’re demanding and put tracers in the bag, but we need people in place at Grand Central. Watch who takes delivery and track where the money goes. Could very well lead us to our detectives. The Department is going to want every cent of that cash back.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll deliver it,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘Ho, wait a second, cowboy,’ State said. ‘Why you? Why not one of us?’  
 
    ‘One reason.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’  
 
    ‘I’m a lot closer to Hendricks and his team than anyone else in this room.’ 
 
    ‘You forgetting our conversation last night? About trying to be a hero?’ 
 
    ‘That’s got nothing to do with it. Diana Lucero was a friend. Mikey, Karen and Dee are too. This means a lot more to me than it does to any of you. I want to do whatever I can to help.’ 
 
    ‘Which is exactly why you shouldn’t be there. You’re too invested. We just talked about the danger of emotions getting hot. You end up doing something reckless, they could die.’ 
 
    ‘It’s exactly why I should be there. And if you know my history, you know my success rate. My emotions are irrelevant. I’m trained to deal with all sorts of situations.’ He turned to Koechner. ‘If you and Franklin agree, I want to be on the frontline with this.’ 
 
    Silence followed. The HNT team looked at Koechner, who nodded. ‘Someone has to drop off the money. Might as well be you. I’ll call your lieutenant. But we need to clear the cash release and get the Aviation Unit to take you into the city. Can we raise them?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Rach said. ‘Phones are still active, and radio isn’t affected.’ 
 
    ‘So make it happen,’ Koechner said. As she got started and the negotiators talked quietly together, he turned back to Archer. ‘You’re gonna need some help in Manhattan. But most of the Department will be dealing with the fallout from the heatwave and power outage. And your team are still on the road.’ 
 
    ‘My partner’s in the city,’ Archer said, thinking Josh’s day with his kids was about to get cut short. ‘Once you get the chopper on its way, put him next on the call list. His morning’s about to get a hell of a lot busier.’ 
 
    And so is ours, he thought, watching Koechner, his team and Rach get to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
    Josh wasn’t at home with his kids that morning. His wife had taken them to Colorado with her for an impromptu mini-vacation, well away from the East Coast’s heatwave. Instead, he was inside a house in New Jersey, working a roller covered in paint up and down the wall of a recently remodelled home.  
 
    The place was a thirty minute drive from the bridge into Manhattan and belonged to his team sergeant, Matt Shepherd, who’d bought it with a recent inheritance and had wanted it renovated before he put it on the market. Josh had offered to do the work in his spare time and Shepherd had agreed, insisting on paying his detective full-rate even though Josh had said he’d do it for free.  
 
    He found painting therapeutic, layering on several coats, transforming the room and giving it a personality.  
 
    That therapy had felt like a refuge to him lately. 
 
    It was approaching the first anniversary of the incident which had robbed him of his son. Nate had only been fourteen, his death in a large part due to Josh’s involvement with the Counter-Terrorism Bureau. Josh’s wife Michelle had never blamed her husband outright, but he’d blamed himself and their marriage had been irrevocably altered by their loss. He’d been on compassionate, then sick leave for over six months, including regular sessions with Department psychologists and therapists; he’d been cleared to return to duty very recently but didn’t see his family much these days. Michelle and the kids always seemed to be busy; their way of coping, he guessed. Policework was his. 
 
    So distraction when it came was very welcome. As he worked a fresh coat onto the wall, his cell started buzzing in his pocket; he put the roller down, quickly wiped his hands on a paint-thinner soaked rag, then pulled the phone out and saw Archer’s name on the screen. His detective partner had been one of the pillars in his life over the past year, keeping in constant touch, coming out to meet him when he’d needed company and always available to talk, day or night. He’d also been prominent in tracking down Nate’s killers, going after them with the focused determination that was so typical of him, and eventually making them pay for what they did. Archer was a tough, self-contained man with a lot of English reserve, but hurt someone he cared about, and he was relentless. Nate’s murderers had discovered that fast. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ Josh said.  
 
    ‘Bad news, partner. You’re gonna have to give the kids back to Michelle for a few hours.’ 
 
    ‘That’s OK. What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘I’m at the Bureau but I’m heading into the city shortly.’  
 
    There was a tone in Archer’s voice that Josh immediately locked onto. He’d heard it before.  
 
    ‘We’ve got a problem and need your help.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the deal?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Chopper’s gonna be here in two minutes,’ Koechner told Archer, who’d just finished explaining the situation to Josh as he stood by the stairwell to the Bureau’s roof. The HNT commander saw him end the call. ‘Can he help us out?’  
 
    ‘He’s in Jersey but he’s gonna head into the city now. Do we know yet what cut the power and why it’s so widespread?’ 
 
    ‘No, but because it’s Tri-State wide, we’re pretty sure it’s gotta be deliberate. Before he went to the city, Franklin came in while you were asleep and said he’s gonna need to put the rest of your team on it as soon as they get back while you and Detective Blake work on this. With our help.’  
 
    Archer checked the chamber of his Sig Sauer before slotting it into his holster, the two spare mags beside it with his badge. He pulled on a thin cream/grey checked shirt and rolled up the sleeves; with the heat, he’d have been fine with just the t-shirt, but needed the garment to cover the badge and weapon.  
 
    Then the two men heard footsteps hurrying towards them and turned to see Rach approaching from down the corridor. The usually unflappable analyst looked upset. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Archer asked. ‘Did they call again?’ 
 
    ‘There was an incident at Sergeant Hendricks’ home fifteen minutes ago,’ she told them quickly. ‘Fire Department suspect someone put explosives under his car. Jake’s daughter is saying it blew up when he was near it.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Koechner said. 
 
    ‘Is he still alive?’ Archer asked quickly. 
 
    ‘Waiting to hear. But phone networks are starting to go down all over the New York area as cell providers get overloaded, so comms are getting difficult. Just as we thought they would be.’ 
 
    ‘Do you or the other analysts have any idea what Hendricks and his team have been working on lately?’ Archer asked Rach. ‘Kidnapping the team, murdering Diana and trying to send Hendricks to join her? There’s something else behind this besides a money grab that we’re not seeing yet.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. But you know as well as I do, he’s got a long history, Sam. Same as all of you. And like you, they’ve gone up against some real bad people.’ 
 
    ‘Listening to you all over the past few hours, I’m getting a sense this particular team can be confrontational,’ Koechner said. 
 
    ‘Like a wrecking ball,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘So they’ll have made enemies.’ 
 
    ‘More than most,’ Rach said.  
 
    ‘Josh can check on Hendricks’ condition if you can contact him soon,’ Archer said, as Rach nodded. ‘The hospital isn’t far out of his way.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get you back-up in the city for the money drop,’ Koechner said, the three of them hearing the rumbling arrival of the helicopter outside. ‘You’d better get going.’ 
 
    Rach stepped forward and passed Archer a radio, earpiece and throat mic on a Velcro strap. ‘Only a matter of time before cell phones are out for good, so we’re gonna have to do it the old school way.’  
 
    ‘Do me a favour and find recent case files that Hendricks and his team have asked for,’ Archer told her, fixing the radio into place as she nodded. ‘If we get a lock on whoever comes to collect the cash, should we take them?’ he asked Koechner. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to make the call at the scene.’ 
 
    ‘You think they’ll follow through if we go for them regardless? You said no-one’s ever been killed on a deadline before in the US.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a difference between putting out a fire and playing with it. We’ll make the decision at the drop. Stay on your toes.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, just for a change,’ Archer replied, turning and taking the steps to the roof two at a time. He pushed open the door and emerged into the boiling hot May morning, the chopper already there waiting for him.  
 
      
 
    Back in Jersey, not far from where Jake Hendricks had been hit with the car bomb, some kids were playing in fountains in a park, standing over them and squealing as the water erupted from under their feet.  
 
    A woman was watching them, although she wasn’t really seeing the children.  
 
    Her mind was occupied elsewhere.  
 
    Unaware of what had happened to her husband this morning, Hendricks’ wife Melissa had her hands jammed in her pockets, her black hair loosely pulled back. Her face was badly bruised with some deep scratches, attracting curious glances from a few people as they passed.  
 
    She sensed the children’s mother looking at her and made a point of shifting her attention away from the kids, the bench all hers for the moment, no-one else close by.  
 
    Her phone rang, breaking her train of thought, and she answered. ‘Hello?’  
 
    She listened.  
 
    ‘Kay, slow down. Slowly. What’s wrong?’ Within ten seconds, Melissa’s bruises stood out even more as her face drained of all colour. ‘Where is he?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘Hoboken U Medical, Mom. It’s bad. Real bad.’ 
 
    ‘Stay right there. I’m on my way.’ Moments later, the bench where she’d been sitting was empty, and Melissa was in her truck, speeding away from the park.  
 
    Thirty yards away, a man looked up from a book he’d been pretending to read, his eyes following her as she ran for the vehicle. The same man who’d broken Bridges’ ankles the previous night with a baseball bat and who’d just tried to kill Melissa’s husband with the plastic explosive planted under his car. 
 
    He tossed the novel into the trash beside him and jogged towards his own vehicle. 
 
    He didn’t need to keep Melissa in sight to know where she was headed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
    Flying above the East River, Archer looked out of the Aviation Unit’s Bell 429 window, the pilot taking them low over the water towards the heliport on the east side at 34th Street. As they got closer to Manhattan, he could see the streets below clogged with cars, resembling fatty deposits in a network of arteries, while pedestrians packed the sidewalks. Sunlight glinted off buildings and car windows as well as the water below, and although Archer couldn’t hear them, he knew there’d be a constant undertone of horns blaring. The impatience of the city’s drivers was legendary but sitting in long queues in this heat, tempers would have reached boiling point long ago.  
 
    The Department was definitely going to have its hands full today. 
 
    ‘Guess the traffic lights went out too?’ Archer asked the pilot, wearing a headset so he could talk to him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, with the power outage. But you know the type who drive cars down there. They’re not gonna let a little thing like no red, amber or green stop them. Glad we’re up here and not on the street.’ 
 
    Not for long, Archer thought. He took off the Bell’s headset, then fixed up the radio Rach had given him. The receiver was clipped to his hip, the Velcro mic strapped around his neck, the earpiece hooked around his ear. ‘CT base, this is Archer. Radio check, over,’ he said into the mic, pushing the earpiece in tight and notching up the volume. 
 
    ‘This is CT Base,’ Koechner responded seconds later. ‘How me? Over.’ 
 
    ‘Loud and clear. How we doing at Grand Central, over?’ 
 
    ‘Plain-clothes officers are already at the station. ESU are on stand-by in case needed. Their sharpshooters are covering entrance/exit points from surrounding buildings. Department leave, and off-duty time has been cancelled. All officers called in to deal with the fallout from the power loss, but we take priority. Local precincts are on standby to assist. Over.’ 
 
    ‘Received. Out. You came from Manhattan, right?’ Archer shouted to the pilot, not bothering to put the Bell’s headset back on. ‘What was the status down there when you left?’  
 
    ‘I heard power outage’s shut down most of the city.’ 
 
    ‘Was the subway affected?’ 
 
    ‘Some lines are running on the back-up power installed after the blackout in ’03. Last I heard, there are over a hundred subway carts trapped between stations. Switchboard’s tallied almost two hundred stalled elevators that are stuck between floors in buildings too. Lot of them are in high-rises. Don’t envy being in one of those all night. Especially in this heat.’ 
 
    ‘Me neither.’ 
 
    As the Bell headed for the 34th Street heliport, approaching the western edge of the river, Archer’s mind turned to the three detectives who’d been kidnapped. It was generally acknowledged that Hendricks’ and Shepherd’s teams were two of the most dynamic and successful in the CT Bureau, so between them, were assigned the more challenging cases that came through. That often meant they worked together. Ten cops, colleagues as well as friends; a group of people who dedicated almost all their time to keeping residents of the city and beyond safe.  
 
    Franklin had tried hard to achieve a balance in his teams, wanting a spread of their particular skillsets; Hendricks had brought his detail from Cypress Hills, one of the most dangerous areas in the city. Mike Phillips was the tallest member of Hendricks’ team, standing six foot four in his bare feet. Swarthy and lithe, Mikey was from Sunnyside in Queens and the youngest of five, with three brothers and one sister. He’d told Archer once that he struggled to recall many occasions from his youth when he wasn’t either fighting his siblings or fighting someone else with them. His partner, Karen Bridges, stood five foot five with shoes, but was the dictionary example of it doesn’t matter the size of the dog. She was a talented kickboxer and despite their size differential, enjoyed sparring with Phillips at least twice a week. The pair were often seen at the Bureau together, bruised up or with the occasional black eye or busted lip as a consequence. Archer liked them both a lot. 
 
    Devonte Williams was the last detective in Hendricks’ squad and Diana Lucero’s partner. Dee had grown up in West Chelsea, but not in one of the fancy high-rises. He came from the Elliot Houses, now one of the last standing public housing blocks in that part of the city, surrounded by the growing signs of gentrification and an increasingly wealthy community. Dee still had a number of connections from his childhood and adolescence, many of whom hadn’t taken as straight a path as he had, but on more than one occasion, he’d been able to use those links to his advantage, receiving information or a tip that made breaking a case possible. In return, he assisted the neighbourhood whenever he could and did work in his time off on improving relations between the residents and police. He was married with a baby daughter. 
 
    The ability to scoop up those three elite detectives in one night showed an alarming level of proficiency and that, compounded by Lucero’s murder, demonstrated very clearly that the people behind this, whoever they were, were deadly serious. The news about Hendricks’ car blast in Jersey less than a half hour ago showed his toe tag should have been written too. The NYPD sergeant’s uncompromising reputation and intimidating physical presence had initially made the thought of him dying almost inconceivable to Archer, but he dismissed that thought almost as soon as it came into his head. No-one was indestructible. They were all equally vulnerable to violence no matter what their reputation, and whoever was doing this seemed intent on proving that. 
 
    ‘What’s your clock?’ Archer asked the pilot as they lowered onto the helipad. 
 
    ‘9:38.’ 
 
    ‘Gives me twenty two minutes,’ Archer confirmed, making sure the same time was displayed on his watch. The pilot landed, and Archer opened his door, patting the man on the shoulder. His name was Maniotti, and Archer had worked on operations with him before. ‘Thanks,’ Archer shouted over the noise of the rotors.  
 
    ‘Good luck.’ 
 
    Seeing a car waiting for him. Archer ran across the helipad, got inside the 4x4 and shut the door, a wave of ice cold A/C hitting him as the driver moved off.  
 
      
 
    Franklin had been occupied with a visitor on the second floor he’d met when he arrived back at the Bureau. He left the man with a glass of water in one of the conference rooms and went to find Koechner. ‘Are we prepared?’ he asked as Koechner put his phone away. 
 
    ‘Archer’s on his way into the city to deliver the cash. ESU and other officers are setting up out of sight.’ 
 
    Franklin nodded, but his eyes shifted up to the second floor.  
 
    ‘Come with me for a couple minutes,’ he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Diana Lucero’s father, Giovanni, had shown up at the Bureau five or six minutes earlier, arriving at the same time as Franklin, the man he’d particularly come to see. When the CT Bureau chief and Koechner arrived on the 2nd floor, Koechner saw a burly Italian-American sitting at the table inside one of the conference rooms, an untouched cup of water from the cooler downstairs on the table near him. He was wearing a thin shirt and jeans, but unlike everyone else, didn’t look overheated.  
 
    The man had an open A4 notebook in front of him, a pen in his hand, but as they walked in, he was staring at the table with vacant eyes. 
 
    A man who’d lost his wife and two daughters: all murdered. Two of them raped beforehand. 
 
    Franklin sat beside the man as Koechner took a seat opposite. After a pause, Franklin rested his hand on the bereaved man’s shoulder.  
 
    ‘We couldn’t be sorrier, Gio.’ 
 
    ‘You said it was quick?’ 
 
    ‘It was.’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    ‘When my wife and eldest daughter died, I was in a bar,’ he told the two men, his eyes not leaving the table. ‘Diana was staying with a friend in Long Island for the night, after going to a concert at Jones Beach. I was meant to pick Elena and Noelle up from one of my wife’s friends’ houses near the park. Drive them home. I was late, so they decided to walk instead.’ 
 
    Koechner and Franklin listened in silence. 
 
    ‘Back then, I had a problem, but I didn’t know it. One beer turned into six. Beer turned into shots. Six pm turned into midnight. That night, it was late when I realised I’d forgotten to pick them up.’ His eyes shifted to the pad in front of him. ‘After I got home, I saw they weren’t there. So I went looking. I got to the park and saw the red and blue lights. I was told they ran into trouble on the way home.’ He swallowed. ‘It wasn’t quick for them.’ 
 
    He stared straight ahead.  
 
    ‘Grief counsellor told me I might forget things about my family, and that I should write down all the good memories I had of Elena and Noelle,’ he told them. ‘I filled a notebook.’ 
 
    The other two men nodded, listening respectfully. 
 
    ‘When they were kids, we used to go to the beach in Delaware for a vacation, every summer,’ Gio continued. ‘Years before that, my mom taught me how to make pinwheels. I used to make them with Diana, and we’d take them out onto the shore and hold them up in the breeze.’  
 
    He glanced up at the two men.  
 
    ‘That’s always been my favourite memory of her.’ 
 
    ‘When was the last time you spoke to her, Gio?’ Koechner asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Three years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Three years?’ Franklin repeated, surprised. 
 
    ‘We hadn’t spoken since she graduated from the academy.’ He paused. ‘I asked her if we could meet. It was Columbus Day weekend, so I made her a special pinwheel. Red, white and green colours on some spindles, Stars and Stripes on the others. The Luceros are from Sicily. She was always proud of her origins. 
 
    ‘She met me. But she always blamed me for what happened. Never forgave me. When I gave the pinwheel to her, she threw it in the trash can beside us. Told me she never wanted to see me again.’ He shook his head. ‘Me getting wrecked in a bar while her mom and sister were being assaulted and killed. And I thought a pinwheel would make it OK.’ 
 
    Franklin and Koechner sat in silence, neither man knowing what to say. After a moment, Koechner rose and after resting his hand on Gio’s shoulder, left the room, knowing the Grand Central meet was fast approaching.  
 
    Franklin looked down at the blank, open notepad in front of the man, the pen resting in his large hand. 
 
    We’re going to destroy whoever did this, he thought, glancing up at the time on the wall. 
 
    The money drop was less than eight minutes away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SIX 
 
    Having come straight from the park where she’d been sitting on the bench watching the kids play, Melissa Hendricks slewed her car into the parking lot outside Hoboken University Medical Center and in a similar style to Archer’s exit from the Bell, was out of the vehicle almost before it had stopped moving, running through the sliding doors and going straight to the front desk. 
 
    ‘Jake Hendricks!’ she said urgently. ‘I’m here for Jake Hendricks! He’s my husband.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been admitted,’ the woman told her, doing a quick double take when she saw Melissa’s face. 
 
    ‘I know that, but where is he?’ she said impatiently. 
 
    ‘Mom!’ a voice called and turning, she saw Kayleigh, her face red and blotchy from crying. Melissa had been staying with a friend in Manhattan for almost two weeks and hadn’t seen her daughter since she’d left home. She ran over.  
 
    ‘Are you hurt?’ she asked as she hugged her. 
 
    ‘His car blew up,’ Kayleigh said, her voice shaking. ‘Someone tried to kill him, Mom. Someone tried to kill Daddy.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be OK. You know how tough he is.’ Melissa held her daughter for a few more moments. ‘Is your sister at softball practice?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, she left first thing this morning. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Kay, listen. I need you to do something,’ Melissa said, stepping back but still holding her daughter’s face with her hands to maintain eye contact. Kayleigh suddenly registered the state of her mother’s face and she frowned. ‘Go to school and get your sister. Pull her from the field and go straight to your grandparents’ house. Do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t. I want to stay here with you.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t. It’s not safe.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? What’s going on, Mom? What happened to your f-’ 
 
    ‘The men who did this to your father could try and do it to us next. In fact, I think they’re gonna try. Just get your sister and go. Tell Grandpa what happened to Dad and that I’m with him. I’ll keep you informed about Dad.’ She hesitated. ‘Tell Grandpa…just tell him to make sure you’re both safe. Did you bring your car?’ 
 
    ‘No, I came in the ambulance with Dad. But I don’t want to leave, Mom.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but you have to. This is important. You can take my truck. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have some news.’ 
 
    ‘Mom, what happened to your face?’ 
 
    Pause. 
 
    ‘Go, sweetheart,’ she said, passing her the car keys. ‘I’ll explain everything later. Please don’t argue.’  
 
    Kayleigh took the keys and stepped back, staring at her mother. Melissa fought the desire to say more.  
 
    If she started, she didn’t know whether she could stop.  
 
    ‘Go, Kayleigh Jane!’  
 
      
 
    Once they’d started to descend in the chopper, the sound of car horns had sounded like some distant but discordant orchestra tuning their instruments, but now in the middle of 5th Avenue in well over one hundred degree heat, the noise was far worse than on any normal day.  
 
    In the cop car heading for Grand Central, the red/blue lights flashing but progress still slow, Archer guessed a lot of people wanted to escape the heat of the city for the weekend and head for the slightly cooler and fresher air of the country, only to find their journey turning into a nightmare because of the power outage.  
 
    He checked the time and swore. ‘How long?’ the driver asked. 
 
    ‘Six minutes.’  
 
    Cars, trucks and buses were jammed solid up ahead, cyclists cutting through the spaces between the vehicles, the sidewalks packed with people.  
 
    ‘Forget this,’ Archer said. He took the heavy bag from the officer sitting beside him, the money having come with the car straight from the Treasury, and pushed open his door. ‘If I’m gonna make it, I’m gonna have to go on foot.’ 
 
    ‘Watch your back. That money gets lifted, it’s on you.’ 
 
    ‘Appreciated.’ As one of the cops got on their radio to report the change of plan, Archer headed off down the street, hefting the heavy bag containing the money over his shoulder to make it easier to carry, hoping that if anyone was to pay him any attention they’d assume he was only carrying a weekend holdall, no-one imagining for a moment that it contained a million dollars instead of clothes.  
 
    Having made sure the zip was sealed and holding onto it with a tight grip, he started to weave his way through the lines of vehicles, a cyclist zipping past and almost hitting him. ‘Asshole!’ the guy called. Archer raised a hand in apology then used his forearm to wipe away sweat from his brow. The city was seething, and the inescapable heat made the run towards Grand Central much harder than it should have been, the air so thick it made it hard to breathe. Stay cool out there, the weatherman on the late night show had told the city last night. Lots of water, shade and don’t overly exert yourself if possible.  
 
    When I get home, that radio is gonna be Diesel’s new chew toy, Archer thought.  
 
    He quickly weaved his way through the scores of people. Sweating, the A/C from the car already a distant memory, he checked his watch.  
 
    ‘Four minutes, detective,’ he heard Koechner say in his earpiece. ‘How you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Almost there,’ Archer said into his throat mic, running up Park Avenue and seeing the station come into view. He picked up his pace, using the road, cutting his way through the almost stationary traffic rather than the clogged sidewalk with its angry, overheated pedestrians.  
 
    Less than a minute later, he pushed his way through the Vanderbilt doors and entered the station. However, he felt no wave of A/C; the interior of the building was even hotter than the street.  
 
    ‘People on site have been given your description,’ Koechner told him. ‘They know you’re delivering the cash. Midtown South officers are in place to follow if whoever gets the cash leaves on foot.’ 
 
    ‘What about in the station?’ Archer asked, continuing forwards.  
 
    ‘We’ve got people watching to make an ID on whoever collects the cash.’  
 
    ‘Yeah, that might be a problem,’ he replied, arriving in the almost intolerably over-heated Terminal on the lower concourse.  
 
    On a standard working day, Grand Central 42nd Street served commuters travelling on Metro North as well as people heading for Fairfield and New Haven in Connecticut. Archer had carried out many a security operation here and knew that 750,000 to a million people passed through the Terminal every day. It was then he saw precisely why the kidnappers had chosen this place for the drop.  
 
    The power outage had left the main hall packed to a level he’d never seen before. He did a full three-sixty, looking around to see if anyone was paying undue attention to him, and spotted armed men and women in combat fatigues standing against the walls. National Guard; they often had people stationed here.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if they were clued in on this operation, but then saw one of the soldiers make eye contact with him through the crowd and his lips started moving as he spoke into a radio.  
 
    They knew.  
 
    Archer looked at the Departures board and saw almost all trains were cancelled, the few remaining in service presumably running on an alternate power source. Ticket lines were huge, people remonstrating loudly with employees at the booths, tempers fraying in the heat. A woman sitting on the floor against a wall was being tended to by EMTs, presumably suffering from heat exhaustion.  
 
    Crowds were everywhere, on both levels in the main hall. Archer glanced around but couldn’t pick out anyone who seemed to be looking for him.  
 
    This wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
      
 
    At the Bureau, the hot phone rang, on time to the second. Koechner answered, the call on speaker. 
 
    ‘Hello?’  
 
    ‘We said one man,’ the distorted voice said. ‘You lied to us. Bridges is going to die.’ 
 
    ‘We only sent one man.’ 
 
    ‘What about the grunts you got in the station, asshole? You think we wouldn’t notice?’ 
 
    ‘It’s standard practice for the National Guard to be on duty there.’ 
 
    ‘You should’ve moved them. Didn’t what happened to that bitch at the park make the consequences of disobeying instructions clear?’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t give us enough time. Sounds as if you know what it’s like in the station right now. There are way too many people to clear the place quickly.’  
 
    ‘Excuses.’ 
 
    ‘We can do this deal, and everyone gets what they want.’  
 
    The line went silent, probably for only around a minute but it felt a hell of a lot longer to Koechner.  
 
    His team and State and Mulroney waited. 
 
    Everyone seemed to be holding their breath. 
 
    ‘Your man with the money has to get to the west side in twenty minutes,’ the voice said, finally breaking the taut silence. ‘We can see him, so we know what he looks like. He comes on his own. No company this time. If he’s late or you involve anyone else, we’ll kill her.’ 
 
    ‘Where on the west side?’ 
 
    ‘23rd and 10th,’ he said. ‘And only him. Last warning.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside Grand Central, Archer heard the exchange through his ear piece. He kept looking around the Terminal, searching for anyone watching him or on a phone, but he was wasting his time; the place was just too full, and he had no idea who he was looking for.  
 
    However, they’d ID’d him, so they were here.  
 
    Somewhere.  
 
    ‘Get to the west side in twenty minutes?’ he said incredulously, studying the mass of humanity packing the station and blocking his way.  
 
    ‘We’re looking for a helipad near you.’ 
 
    ‘What about the subway? Maniotti said some of the lines are still running.’ 
 
    ‘They are, but there are delays.’ 
 
    ‘Is the 7 operating?’ Archer asked, picturing the train’s path across Manhattan. It could carry him right there if he moved fast. 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s active, Sam,’ Rach’s voice cut in after a brief delay. ‘There’s one due to arrive at Grand Central in forty five seconds. Can you make it?’  
 
    Before she’d even finished the sentence, Archer had turned and started pushing his way through the crowds towards the doors to the subway entrance, ignoring the angry shouts behind him.  
 
    A million dollars in the bag he was carrying and twenty minutes in which to deliver it. 
 
    Or another one of his colleagues would die. 
 
      
 
    Standing near a ticket line, having been watching Archer in the reflection of a closed booth, a man in glasses glanced to his left and saw the CT Bureau cop go.  
 
    In his hand, the man had a smartphone with a thin device clipped over the lower section and he slipped it into his pocket.  
 
    After waiting for a minute, he turned and headed for the exit, melding into the crowd as he walked past several National Guard soldiers. They didn’t give him so much as a second glance.  
 
    Once he was outside on the street, he waited until he was around the corner, then pulled a radio out of another pocket. The kidnappers had been planning on using cell phones to communicate, but after the power outage and worsening network disruption, they’d been given radios instead first thing this morning, essential for communication with them spread over the city. 
 
    ‘Get ready,’ he said into it. ‘He’s on his way.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
    Despite being unusually busy, the HU Medical Center was still much quieter than Grand Central, but Melissa was feeling just as wired as Archer as he ran for the 7 train. She was pacing up and down in the main waiting area, knowing her husband was only a few floors away; no-one had told her yet exactly what his condition was, and the worry was eating away at her.  
 
    Most of the seats in the waiting area were occupied, but Melissa wasn’t interested in finding anywhere to sit. The smell of disinfectant and the sound of shoes squeaking on the polished floors as the staff passed by in the corridors, reminded her of her previous hospital stays. She’d been an inpatient five times in her life. The first was after she’d been assaulted in Central Park when she was barely out of her teens, the next three were for the birth of her two daughters and son, and the fifth was when some gang members had tried to ambush her husband at home and had encountered her instead. Melissa had engaged them and been shot twice, a double tap of bullets clipping her. Marriage to Jake had never been dull. 
 
    However, she was discovering being stranded in a waiting room with no knowledge of what was happening upstairs had its own unique pressure. The sheer helplessness, unable to do anything but stand and pace or sit and try to read a magazine, while the life of the person you loved most in the world hung in the balance. How many people have waited here, feeling sick with worry? Melissa thought. How often did they get the news they wanted? 
 
    How often was it what they dreaded? 
 
    She saw a nurse she recognised from earlier appear from an inner corridor of the hospital and stepped forward to intercept her. ‘Do you know how Jake Hendricks is?’ Melissa asked. ‘He came in after an explosion.’  
 
    ‘You are?’ 
 
    ‘His wife.’ 
 
    The nurse looked at her for a moment. ‘I just came from the ICU. He’s still undergoing treatment.’ 
 
    ‘But is he gonna pull through?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t answer that yet, I’m afraid,’ she said sympathetically. ‘The doctor will update you as soon as they’ve finished.’  
 
    Melissa caught her arm as he she turned to leave. ‘What happens if the power goes out though? Like everywhere else?’ 
 
    ‘We’re on back-up generators. Try to relax; your husband is in good hands. Policemen and firefighters come in right at the top of the priority list.’ Melissa noticed the nurse looking at the damage to her face, a question in her eyes. 
 
    ‘But you can’t tell me how bad he’s hurt?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t comment on his condition. Like I said, a doctor will come and see you shortly.’ The nurse’s beeper went, and she left, disappearing through another door.  
 
    Melissa walked over to a chair and reluctantly sat down, frustrated, her dark hair blowing in the breeze a nearby fan was creating. Despite several of them placed around the room, it was still oppressively hot.  
 
    She tried to do what she was told, sit and wait, but anxiety continued to claw away inside her.  
 
    She needed to move.  
 
    Melissa rose again and made her way down the corridor. She’d seen the water cooler in the waiting room was in the process of being replaced, so she walked along the hallways, looking for another, or maybe a soda machine. Eventually, she found what she was looking for, a large red dispenser with the Coca Cola logo on the front and was relieved to see it glowing, obviously receiving power from the back-up generator.  
 
    She opened her bag and took out her purse, extracting a couple of dollars, then slid them into the machine with shaking hands. She pushed the button for a Sprite and a few seconds later, one dropped down into the slot with a rattle and thud. She took the can and tapped the unopened cap with her fingernail to calm the fizzing liquid inside, the metal ice cold against her hand, giving her a brief chill.  
 
    She pulled the ring and took a long drink. 
 
    ‘You got a spare single?’ a voice asked from behind her.  
 
    She jumped and turned.  
 
    A man was standing there, looking at her. He was pug-faced, about six foot tall and built almost as wide as the vending machine, dressed in a shirt and jeans. He looked to be around forty, his face creased, a silver chain around his neck. She could smell stale sweat and cheap cologne. Despite his size, she hadn’t heard him approach.  
 
    ‘All I’ve got is twenties,’ he added, showing her his open wallet.  
 
    ‘Er, sure,’ she said, reaching into her purse, feeling uneasy for some reason. When it opened, the parted zipper revealed a can of mace. She withdrew her wallet and passed the man a dollar. As he took it, she saw his eyes were on the pepper spray before he looked back up at her. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ He went to the machine and slid it into the slot. ‘What brings you here?’ 
 
    ‘My husband.’ 
 
    ‘Is he sick?’  
 
    ‘No. Yes.’ She felt the Sprite burning in her stomach. ‘He’s hurt.’ 
 
    ‘You get hurt too?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘Your face,’ he said, turning to look at her. 
 
    ‘That was something different.’ She felt increasingly uncomfortable with the personal questions.  
 
    She started to move away, but the man spoke again. 
 
    ‘It’s good that he gets you to carry that,’ he said, the machine feeding him the crumpled dollar back.  
 
    ‘Carry what?’ 
 
    ‘The pepper spray.’ 
 
    He tried to feed the dollar in again. Slightly unsettled, Melissa saw two members of staff down the far end disappear around the corner, the hallway empty for the moment.  
 
    The heavy-set man at the vending machine turned and glanced at her, then down the corridor.  
 
    As he fed the dollar back in, Melissa’s eyes moved to his bare forearms. She could see some scratches there, beginning to heal. But they looked somewhat fresh. 
 
    This time the machine ate the dollar bill.  
 
    But he didn’t push for a can of soda. 
 
    The man suddenly lunged at Melissa, his hand going for her throat, moving so fast she couldn’t get to the spray in her bag in time. He slammed her up against the wall with his palm and fingers around her windpipe, her eyes bulging, the can of Sprite falling to the polished floor and leaking out its bubbling clear contents.  
 
    His grip felt like an industrial press and she couldn’t utter a sound except a slight gargle. He leaned in and Melissa smelt coffee and the acrid stench of whatever he’d last eaten on his hot breath.  
 
    ‘You see what happens when you don’t do what you’re told?’ he whispered. 
 
    He came in even closer, the bristles from his cheek grazing her ear.  
 
    ‘What did we tell you, whore?’ 
 
    Her nails came up and she snapped her thumb forward, burying it into his eye socket. He shouted in pain, recoiling, his grip loosening. She pushed him hard and took off down the corridor, hearing him coming after her.  
 
    Panic and terror lent her wings as she ran for her life. Melissa felt him grab the back of her shirt just as she burst through some swing doors, which was enough to dislodge his grip. Despite seeing a couple of people ahead, she didn’t slow, catching sight of others outside and hurtling through the exit, desperate to get to the relative safety of a bigger crowd.  
 
    As she glanced behind her, she rocketed straight into a large figure, the impact throwing her backwards, but the man she’d cannoned into didn’t move and reached out to steady her.  
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Josh asked, having arrived less than a minute ago. ‘Melissa?’ 
 
    She grabbed at him before checking over her shoulder, realising she hadn’t been followed by her attacker. ‘A…man,’ she got out. ‘He…He…’ 
 
    Josh frowned as he looked over her head, not sure what she was getting at, completely taken aback by the uncharacteristic behaviour of this normally unflappable woman, who he knew well from his many interactions with her husband.  
 
    ‘What man? Who?’  
 
    He held onto her but looked beyond through the window of the door that had just closed behind her. Apart from a few people standing around, staring curiously at them both, there was no-one he could see acting oddly.  
 
    Josh kept hold of her for a few moments longer, then stood back and pulled his sidearm, keeping her behind him. He moved into the hospital, walking slowly, Melissa falling in behind him.  
 
    The corridors were empty; Melissa pointed to the left and Josh made a turn that took him into the long hallway where she’d just been attacked. 
 
    Melissa swore gently, still shaking as she drew level with Josh. He looked at her, then spotted the can of Sprite lying on its side against the wall further down the corridor, the liquid having chugged out onto the hard floor. 
 
    But there was no sign of the man. 
 
      
 
    ‘…is the last stop on this train. Everyone please leave the train. Thank you for riding with MTA. Remain alert and have a safe day.’ 
 
    Being one of the few services that was still running, the 7 line was very busy, people crammed in everywhere, and after the doors parted, Archer was out of it as if he’d been fired from a slingshot, checking his watch as he sprinted for the stairs to get out of the station and catch a head-start on the other passengers. It was even hotter down here than up top, so people were moving far slower than usual, and he knew if he was caught up on the escalators behind them, it could mean the difference between life or death for Bridges.  
 
    The way out of Hudson Yards 34th Street station involved a giant escalator and he hit it fast, going up the steps two at a time, the bag of money he was carrying starting to feel like a dead weight, the strap biting into his left shoulder.  
 
    A workman suddenly stepped sideways, knocking into him, and Archer felt his balance go as he lurched backwards, but he grabbed the rubber hand rail and caught himself just in time before continuing up the metal steps. 
 
    ‘…there, over?’ he heard Koechner say, as the radio signal picked up again now he was above ground. 
 
    ‘Just leaving Hudson Yards station!’ Archer replied, his thighs burning. He hit the last flight of steps then sprinted out back onto the street. He rarely came this far west in Manhattan and took a moment to see he was on 34th Street and 12th, now with less than three minutes to spare. The intention from the kidnappers to isolate him had worked, but the downside was he wasn’t going to make it in time on foot. There was no way.  
 
    He saw a circular, half-globe street camera above him on a streetlight; on a normal day, the analysts would be able to watch and track his every move, advise him where he could avoid the worst of the holdups, but he knew from when he’d been in the Bureau this morning that the entire system was down.  
 
    He looked around, hastily searching for an answer, then saw a moped left outside a deli. As he ran over, he pulled his police badge, running in through the open front door. 
 
    ‘I need to borrow the bike outside!’ he said in the deli, showing his shield. ‘Emergency! Keys?’ 
 
    The owner looked at him, then at a young delivery guy wearing a backwards cap leaning against the counter. After a brief hesitation, the kid fumbled into his pocket and brought out a set.  
 
    ‘I’ll bring it back!’ Archer told him, taking the keys. Getting on the bike, he pushed in the key and took off down the street.  
 
    The speed he could move on the bike gave him some hope, but he was still having to avoid pedestrians, other cyclists and car doors that suddenly opened in front of him as he weaved his way towards the rendezvous. 
 
    He made it to 23rd on a straight shot, then turned and started to speed east, heading two avenues over towards 10th.  
 
    ‘How you doing?’ Koechner asked. 
 
    ‘I should make i-,’ he started, but no sooner were the words out of his mouth than his journey came to an abrupt halt.  
 
    A cyclist had taken a turn on 11th and not paying attention, collided with Archer, sending him flying onto the hood of a taxi, the bike ending up under the wheels. He rolled off, landing hard on the concrete, but immediately pushed himself up, ran back to pick up the bag then took off down the street, knowing time was just about up. 
 
    ‘They’re calling!’ Koechner said. 
 
    ‘Answer!’ Archer replied, as he raced up to the cross section, his knuckles bleeding from the spill. ‘I’m here!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘He better be alone this time,’ the voice said down the line to Koechner, everyone in the meeting room back in Queens listening intently. ‘For Bridges’ sake.’ 
 
    ‘He is,’ Koechner said, looking at Rach, who had brought up a detailed map of the area on the wall; the local precinct had been informed about what was happening but had been ordered to stay clear. ‘There are the usual patrols on the streets today. We can’t do anything about that.’ 
 
    ‘We’re watching. Any of them approach, Bridges dies.’ 
 
    ‘OK. What next?’  
 
    ‘There’s a trash can on the north-west corner of the intersection. Tell your errand boy to put the money inside it. If any of your guys try to keep watch on the can or ambush anyone who comes to collect it, your three detectives go the same way as the bitch in the pool.’ 
 
      
 
    As before, Archer heard the call through his earpiece but didn’t move forward for the moment.  
 
    ‘He’s gone,’ Koechner confirmed. ‘Call ended.’ 
 
    ‘Am I cleared?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Do it.’  
 
    Archer scanned the area as he walked towards the trash can but couldn’t see anyone who caught his attention. He put the bag in the receptacle, but then he spotted a homeless man in tattered clothes across the street immediately take notice.  
 
    He had an unfocused gaze, presumably due to the brown-bagged tallboy in his hand, but those glassy eyes locked straight onto the holdall.  
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Koechner asked. 
 
    ‘Bag’s drawn attention already.’ 
 
    ‘Who? The pick up?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Archer said. ‘Unless they haven’t washed in the last year.’  
 
    ‘Homeless guy?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we need local precinct to hold him back. He’s gonna get one hell of an early Christmas present if he opens that zipper.’ 
 
    Leaving that amount of money resting inside a trash can wasn’t sitting easily with Archer, and he had no intention of just letting it go. As he backed away, he looked as if he was just shielding his eyes and checking out the road down 10th, but he was registering everything around him; all the cars, pedestrians, workers.  
 
    Someone was watching, the same as they’d been inside Grand Central somewhere.  
 
    They’d seen him, but he hadn’t managed to identify anyone yet.  
 
    They could be anywhere. 
 
    He’d made it across town fast, faster than most people could have hoped to, getting here from 42nd and Park in less than twenty minutes, and it was unlikely whoever had been watching him at Grand Central would have been able to follow him or make it over in the same timeframe. Even without the use of we in the phone calls, he’d already assumed there had to be more than one kidnapper. For a start, his three colleagues wouldn’t have gone quietly. 
 
    At least three, he thought: a man here for the pickup, one back at Grand Central and another watching the hostages.  
 
    They must have planned the RV to be here from the start. 
 
    ‘How we doing on back-up, TJ?’  
 
    ‘I got through to the 10th. We told them to keep clear.’ 
 
    ‘Get out of there, Detective,’ State suddenly interjected. ‘They said no-one should watch the can.’ 
 
    ‘Any of your guys. Their words. So no-one else will. I’m not gonna walk away and leave a million bucks in a trash can for anyone to find. I’ll back off but keep eyes on it.’ He looked at the homeless man. ‘It’s already received attention.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play with fire. Three lives are hanging in the balance here. Whoever picks up the bag won’t want to be seen.’ 
 
    Exactly, Archer thought. He knew State had a point, but he’d already weighed up his options and knew he couldn’t just turn his back on perhaps the only opportunity they were going to get of IDing the kidnappers.  
 
    And deep down, he knew it was because this was personal. They’d murdered his friend. He wanted to be right up there when they paid for that. 
 
    He realised the Highline behind him was where he needed to be for a better POV. The line was almost a mile and a half of elevated park and greenway built on an old rail track. It meandered through the area, with benches where people could sit and look at the views of the east side of Manhattan, but it also had the advantage of providing a traffic-free path.  
 
    Archer quickly took stairs up to the level above the street and found a tree to stand under, which provided a good vantage point. It allowed him to see the trash can on 10th and keep out of sight in some much-needed shade.  
 
    The bag was still there. 
 
    ‘How’s our homeless friend?’ Koechner asked. 
 
    ‘Local officers are with him now,’ Archer said, seeing the man remonstrating and holding up his hands with a what the hell did I do gesture as the cops led him away. ‘If our kidnappers call bitching about it, ask them if they wanted their million dollars going to his beer fund?’ 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ Archer heard Mulroney say. ‘There are gonna be consequences if they see you watching.’  
 
    ‘They won’t. They’ll be too focused on the money.’ 
 
    He continued to wait.  
 
    But the bag remained in the trash can, untouched.  
 
    Grateful for the brief respite despite the tension, Archer felt the burning in his legs start to subside and his breathing recover. He felt sharper as his oxygen levels stabilised and he started to take in his surroundings with more focus and clarity. There were a lot of people using the Highline to escape the crush of vehicles and pedestrians below.  
 
    But then Archer noticed someone who wasn’t moving.  
 
    A man was leaning against the rail up on the Highline facing the Avenue below, about forty feet away, studying what appeared to be a map of the city in his hands.  
 
    Nothing to warrant a second glance, just a tourist checking his way.  
 
    But Archer noticed things most people didn’t. The guy was north of two hundred pounds, dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, but it was the artwork on his arm that Archer was focusing on.  
 
    The stranger had the NY Yankees logo tattooed on his right arm in an elaborate sleeve of ink. You didn’t get a tattoo like that unless you were a serious fan of the team and ninety nine percent of them lived right here in the city.  
 
    Why the hell would a New Yorker need a map to get around Manhattan? Archer thought.  
 
    Sensing he was being watched, the Yankees fan’s head came up and he glanced around him. Archer eased back in the shade of the tree, confident the man hadn’t seen him although he was wearing shades, so Archer couldn’t see exactly where he was looking. 
 
    ‘TJ, I’ve got a potential,’ Archer said into his radio, losing sight of the man as a gaggle of tourists moved between them, blocking his line of sight.  
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Up on the Highline overlooking the trash can. Grey t-shirt, jeans, sunglasses, tattoos on his arms. Big guy.’ 
 
    ‘How sure?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty sure.’ 
 
    ‘We need better than that.’ 
 
    As the tourists passed, Archer saw the man with the Yankees tattoo was gone.  
 
    He stepped forward to the railing in time to spot the guy walking quickly down some stairs to street level.  
 
    ‘He’s moving,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘Follow him. But be careful.’ 
 
    The way to the stairs the man had taken was packed with people, so to save time Archer doubled back the way he’d come and reused the steps he’d taken to get up there.  
 
    He walked out onto street level, the sidewalks crammed with people, but Archer quickly picked the man up again. 
 
    ‘Where’s he headed?’ 
 
    ‘Downtown.’ Archer looked back at the trash, just as a guy from a local pizzeria dumped several empty boxes on top of the can, partially concealing the bag. ‘Bag just got covered. I’m watching but he’s walking away. Nothing in his hands.’ 
 
    ‘We just heard from the local precinct. They’ve got a couple detectives in a building across the street watching the can. If you’re sure he’s one of the kidnappers, follow.’  
 
    Instead of joining the other pedestrians, Archer started to move through the stationary traffic, knowing it would be much faster than fighting his way down the sidewalk. A few other people were doing the same, so even if the guy had glanced behind him, Archer was confident he wouldn’t stand out.  
 
    He focused on the man he was following, ignoring the seemingly-increasing wall of heat which felt as thick as if he was standing in a sauna. He made up enough ground to spot the man pass into Chelsea Market.  
 
    Archer ran back onto the sidewalk, but rounding a corner, bumped into a woman standing in front of a bakery with some cold gelato samples on a tray. He caught the woman to steady her as some of the small cups hit the floor, but by the time he entered the Market, he’d lost sight of the Yankees Fan. 
 
    They weren’t within eyesight of the bag anymore and that meant Archer didn’t have to be subtle.  
 
    He finally made it to the east side exit and leapt up on top of a parked car to get a better view, ignoring the looks and comments from passers-by.  
 
    He did a three sixty, but there was no sign of the man.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ Archer said in frustration, dropping down from the vehicle. ‘I lost him. The trash can?’ 
 
    ‘No-one’s gone near it.’ 
 
    Archer doubled back the way he’d come and less than a minute later, was at the intersection.  
 
    However, when he got there, he frowned.  
 
    The pizza boxes were still there, resting across the circular metal rim, but he noticed they were at a different angle now and lower, the tops of them only just visible.  
 
    As if whatever was propping them up had shifted. 
 
    ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m approaching the can.’ 
 
    ‘Do not do that!’ State ordered. ‘You’ll jeopardise the entire operation!’ 
 
     Archer ignored him and went to the can. He pushed the boxes away, then swore. ‘Too late for jeopardy,’ he said into the radio. ‘The bag’s gone!’ 
 
    ‘What? It can’t have. No-one’s been near it.’  
 
    Archer stared down at the empty trash receptacle, but then realised that all the other garbage that had been under the pizza boxes was gone too. They were only still there because they were almost too big for the can.  
 
    He looked at the base for a moment, then took hold of the can.  
 
    It should have been secured in place, but it moved slightly.  
 
    He tensed his arms and managed to push the heavy metal receptacle to one side. 
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ he said, looking at the hole he’d just revealed. 
 
    The smaller items of trash were littered at the base of a ladder, along with the tracer the NYPD had put inside the bag of cash.  
 
    ‘We just got played, guys.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
    ‘You have any idea who he was and why he attacked you?’ Josh asked Melissa, in the waiting room of the hospital at Hoboken University. She’d recovered fast, helped by the fact that he’d joined her as soon as he’d alerted various people about what had happened; the nurse running the station, a security guard and the woman from the front desk. Almost everyone else who’d been in the waiting room earlier had been dealt with, so the place was temporarily fairly empty. ‘Have you ever seen him before?’ 
 
    ‘Never,’ she said, after a hesitation.  
 
    ‘Do we have active cameras in the corridors?’ Josh asked the desk nurse, who’d just brought Melissa a cup of iced tea. Melissa swallowed some with some difficulty before setting the cup to one side on top of a copy of Us Weekly, partially obscuring Leonardo DiCaprio’s face. 
 
    ‘Power cut knocked them out,’ the nurse told him.  
 
    ‘But the vending machine is on?’ Melissa said. ‘Same as the machines treating Jake and your other patients.’ 
 
    ‘The back-up power is only being used for necessities. We keep one dispenser on for cold drinks. Guess it’s included in that remit.’ 
 
    ‘The Coke machine is more important than cameras?’ Melissa asked in frustration. 
 
    ‘In these temperatures, some would argue yeah, it is.’ 
 
    ‘Is Sergeant Hendricks…’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘He’s being treated right now,’ the nurse said briskly, before turning and heading back to her station. 
 
    ‘Man, someone’s sure coming after him with fire today,’ Josh said to Melissa. 
 
    ‘Did something else happen?’ she asked, turning to look at him. ‘What do you mean?’  
 
    ‘Diana Lucero was killed last night in Astoria, Mel. Her body was found in the empty pool at the park.’  
 
    Melissa’s mouth opened in shock. ‘Diana’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘She was shot once, in the head. And Bridges, Phillips and Williams are all missing.’  
 
    ‘That’s Jake’s entire team.’ She paused, clearly overcome. ‘What the hell’s going on?’  
 
    ‘So far it seems to be about money. People who took them called the Bureau this morning with a financial demand. One million dollars, in cash, delivered to a specific place to keep the three detectives alive. Sam Archer was taking the money into the city just after he called me to let me know about Diana and the others. Then one of our analysts told me about Jake and I came straight here.’ 
 
    ‘Diana. That poor girl. Oh Jesus, Josh.’  
 
    While he’d been talking, Josh had been studying Melissa’s face. ‘What happened to you?’ he asked, looking at the nasty bruising and partially healed scratches. He didn’t miss that she hesitated again and then glanced away. ‘Your face and neck are all torn up. Those marks weren’t inflicted today.’  
 
    Moments ago, she’d been totally engaged in their conversation, and he sensed her sudden withdrawal. Now she wouldn’t meet his eyes. 
 
    ‘Someone’s going for Jake and his team hard,’ Josh pressed, puzzled at her reaction to his question. ‘None of us, Archer, me, the others at the Bureau have got a clue why. If you can tell us something, anything, it could save the three missing detectives’ lives.’  
 
    He went to put his hand on her shoulder, but stopped, sensing the touch wouldn’t be welcome. She noticed his hesitation and they made eye contact.  
 
    Melissa Hendricks was as tough as her husband, so the sudden look of vulnerability on her face came as a shock.  
 
    ‘Archer and I can get these guys,’ he promised. ‘Just tell us who we’re up against.’ 
 
      
 
    In Manhattan, Archer was standing in the back of a deli on 10th Avenue getting some quick medical treatment and mentally beating himself up. An EMT who’d been called to the area by the local precinct was working on a deep cut to his forearm and torn-up knuckles from his fall off the moped, cleaning the damage as best he could and wrapping a bandage around his arm. The bodega owner was watching them from the aisle, trying to find out from another cop what was going on just as a detective from the 10th Precinct walked in. He was one of the pair who’d been on bag overwatch. 
 
    ‘Manhole under the trash can had been opened,’ the man said, walking down into the deli towards Archer. ‘Wasn’t no random drop. They must’ve set it up last night and relocated the can. Sons of bitches adapted it and put in a removable base. You couldn’t tell unless you had a real close look. Can’t believe we got suckered by that old bullshit.’  
 
    ‘What was under the cover?’ 
 
    ‘Maintenance tunnels connected to the A/C/E subway line. Cover was for the Transit Authority. Some of our guys are checking the passageways, but whoever took your money is long gone.’ 
 
    ‘Could they be the perps?’ 
 
    ‘The NYC TA? I guess. Could be anyone who knew where that tunnel led.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Narrows it down then.’ Archer went to his radio and briefed everyone at the Bureau with the latest information. ‘They must have planned that drop all along,’ he added at the end. ‘Would’ve taken a bit of time to set it up. Grand Central was a trick play.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were meant to be hot shit at this?’ State said. ‘You just put the Department a million in the hole.’ 
 
    ‘You want to come down here and give it a shot?’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention you might’ve just got your three colleagues killed if the guy you followed realised he had a tail,’ Mulroney added. 
 
    ‘I think he was a lure. They knew we’d be watching, despite what they said. I reckon they’d always intended for him to attract our attention.’ Archer had a clear image in his head of the big guy with tattoos. ‘Can we get anything on camera of him?’ 
 
    ‘They’re all down, Arch,’ Rach said. ‘Sorry. We’re on basically nothing here.’ 
 
    ‘Unless he’s a super fan or lost a bet, the ink tells us he’s from New York. Wouldn’t be a stretch to guess the others might be, too, and with this manhole cover stuff, I’m starting to become convinced. Could your team pick up any intonation from the caller that hints he could be a local?’ 
 
    ‘It’s hard to tell with the distorter,’ Koechner said. 
 
    ‘But?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, could be a city accent. But that doesn’t exactly help limit our suspects.’ 
 
    ‘How’s Josh doing?’ 
 
    ‘We got through to him, and he said he was gonna head to the hospital to see Sergeant Hendricks. No word yet.’ 
 
    ‘Can they take calls over there?’ Archer asked, rising and thanking the EMT who’d finished securing the bandage. 
 
    ‘Last we tried, yeah.’ 
 
    Archer walked out of the deli and headed towards a payphone. He pulled some quarters from his pocket and waited as patiently as he could for the two people in front of him to finish their call.  
 
    ‘OK, give me the number for Hoboken Medical.’ 
 
      
 
    It hadn’t taken Josh long to realise Melissa knew a lot more than she was saying and he could see she was trying to decide whether to confide in him when the desk nurse appeared. ‘Phone call,’ she said. ‘He says he’s your detective partner.’ 
 
    Josh walked over to the phone, Melissa coming with him, as the woman stepped away. ‘Arch?’ 
 
    ‘Right here, partner,’ Archer said, the noise of Manhattan in the background. ‘How’s Hendricks doing?’ 
 
    ‘Still waiting to hear. I’m with Melissa.’ Josh glanced around him and seeing no-one was in earshot, put the phone on a low speaker setting so the police sergeant’s wife could join in the conversation. ‘She’s listening. Someone tried to choke her here. She got away from him but only just.’ 
 
    ‘Her too? Are you okay, Mel?’ 
 
    ‘Still vertical.’ 
 
    ‘What about your kids?’ 
 
    ‘Kayleigh’s picking up her sister and they’re going to their grandparents. Kay’ll tell them what happened. Jake’s dad will protect them. He won’t let anyone get near the girls.’ 
 
    ‘And Jack?’ 
 
    ‘He’s at soccer camp in North Carolina. I called this morning to tell them what had happened. They’re keeping a close eye on him. Local cops down there have been informed and are attending his practices until we get a better idea what this is all about.’ 
 
    ‘What happened with the cash drop?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘I made it on time, but they’re running me around like some 80s B movie. I had to get from Grand Central to the Highline in twenty minutes. Only just got there with congestion the way it is.’ He paused. ‘I messed up. Made a play for someone they had watching the can but looks like he was just a diversion. They got the money out from a manhole under the trash. The city just lost one million dollars, courtesy of yours truly.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you did everything you could. Don’t beat yourself up. Have they called back?’  
 
    ‘No. And they might just decide to kill our people now they’ve got the cash. That was always the risk.’ 
 
    ‘What can we do?’ Melissa asked. 
 
    ‘Right now, not much until they contact us again. If they do. I guess we just have to hope they’re gonna release our people. Or ask for more money. We need to be ready for anything to avoid the others going the same way as Diana. Rach is rifling through files at the Bureau and double-checking what Jake and his squad have been investigating over the past few months.’  
 
    There was a pause.  
 
    ‘Why does Jake’s father need to protect the girls in the first place, Melissa? Why are they in danger? You got any idea why someone is doing this to his team?’  
 
    Archer was obviously unaware of the details of the scare she’d just suffered and didn’t know she had the marks on her face. But watching her closely, Josh noticed the directness of his partner’s questioning seemed to have helped her come to a decision.  
 
    ‘Is it just us on this call?’ Melissa said quietly. 
 
    ‘I’m on a payphone. No-one at this end except me.’ 
 
    Melissa glanced around them and saw there was no-one in earshot. ‘I’m never repeating this. And it stays with you two. Do I have your word?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Archer replied, as Josh nodded. 
 
    ‘OK. Listen.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
    ‘One-two-one combo!’ Melissa called to the class of women in front of her, eleven days earlier. ‘Last round, so let’s push it!’  
 
    Inside the Upper West Side gym, the women in the cardio kickboxing class threw punches and kicks in time to the music, Melissa at the front in the instructor’s position working up a good sweat. After the assault she’d suffered in Central Park all those years ago, which had led to her meeting Jake, he’d encouraged her to take up self-defence training. Cut forward sixteen years and Melissa now co-owned a gym. Her business partner Marcelo had been one of her jiu-jitsu instructors at another academy and had come up to her after class one day. He’d told Melissa he and his wife had recently inherited an old weightlifting gym from her uncle, who’d competed in the Mr Olympia competition a few times in the 90s but had died from a heart attack several months previously. Marcelo and his wife were interested in the idea of expanding the gym from just weightlifting to include martial arts; however, Marcelo knew his skills were confined to the grappling mat and that Melissa had a degree in business and accounting. The three of them had ended partnering up, Melissa handling the paperwork as well as covering the cardio kickboxing classes whenever she was needed.  
 
    They finished with a final combo, some jumping jacks and squats, then the music stopped.  
 
    ‘Round of applause for yourselves, ladies!’ Melissa called, the women clapping and cheering. ‘That’s the kind of work I’m talking about!’  
 
      
 
    On Tuesdays and Thursdays, Melissa was the last one to leave the gym, so forty minutes later, she closed the heavy door, secured it then pulled the metal grating down before attaching the thick lock.  
 
    She dropped the keys into her bag and zipped it up before turning and heading for the subway. 
 
    Her kids Kayleigh, Jack and Leah went to school in Jersey but had long ago started taking themselves home after the day finished. Jake’s hours were unpredictable, and Melissa had seen from a message on her phone before she’d left the gym that he was still at work tonight; that hadn’t been a surprise, as she knew he’d been fully engaged in something lately. The gym was a good earner for the Hendricks family, and their combined income provided a comfortable if not luxurious standard of living. The money would go a lot further if they moved further outside the city, but that wasn’t an option. Not only due to their work but because New York was in their blood. 
 
    As she took her phone out to check for more messages, a noise came from the street behind her.  
 
    A glass bottle tinkling.  
 
    Melissa stopped and turned.  
 
    Unlike Broadway and Central Park West, 9th Avenue was much quieter, with nowhere near as many cars and pedestrians. Streetlamps cast puddles of light but also served to make things in the darkness even harder to make out.  
 
    She couldn’t see anyone.  
 
    She continued on her way and kept walking briskly, glancing over her shoulder occasionally. The subway station was on Broadway, which meant she was going to have to cut down one of these side streets and leave a main avenue for at least a minute or so.  
 
    The assault on Devil’s Night all those years ago was always at the back of her mind when she was out late and alone like this. She’d since learned self-defence techniques, taken knife defence courses and done a lot of fight sparring, but at the end of the day she weighed a buck thirty five and was just pushing her late thirties, an unequal match for someone bigger, younger and stronger. 
 
    Her shoes made a faint sound on the sidewalk as she walked quickly down the street towards the subway, the noise echoing off the buildings around her, the sound seeming louder than usual. The night was hot, real hot, with a heatwave due next week, the close humidity not helping her breathing. 
 
    She stopped to check her cell phone, but then realised the echo of the footsteps behind her had continued. 
 
    She turned, quickly.  
 
    But still, saw no-one there. 
 
    Melissa had spent enough time around fight gyms and had been caught up in enough incidents due to her husband’s work to recognise when there was a level of threat. The air suddenly felt charged, the particles realigning as time seemed to stop.  
 
    She didn’t know what it was, who it was or how it was going to happen. 
 
    But something was very wrong.  
 
    She’d also learned from experience and had been told often enough by Jake, not to try to be a hero and tackle everything herself. One hand reached into her purse, withdrawing a can of mace, and the other took out her phone. Starting to jog down 97th towards Broadway and the subway, she heard the call to Jake start to ring. 
 
    ‘C’mon babe,’ she whispered, picking up her pace. ‘Answer me.’ 
 
    She heard more footsteps behind her and started to turn around.  
 
    But this time it was too late. 
 
    She found herself facing two men in ski-masks just as one of them enveloped her, trapping her arms as he stood face on. The man pinned them to her sides, his leg knocking her phone from her grip. It fell to the concrete and broke open, killing the attempted call as one of his hands went over her mouth to cover her scream. At the same time, she squeezed down on the can of mace, wanting to get some of it in the air in the chance the men might breathe it in, but the other figure stepped forward and swatted it out of her hand.  
 
    She turned her head and bit right in the middle of the balaclava of the man holding her as he bent forward, feeling his nose and crunching her teeth down as if it was well-done steak. He shouted in pain and punched her in the gut. She fell as he staggered back, but his friend took over and struck her hard in the face.  
 
    The blow made everything slow down. She tried to gouge his eyes with her nails or knee him in the groin, but before she could do anything he struck her again and this time her legs buckled beneath her.  
 
    The man dragged her down the basement stairs of a dark house. Nevertheless, Melissa kept trying to fight and scream but he covered her mouth again, her eyes wide with fear. He started to pull at her jeans as the one whose nose she’d bitten moved down the stairs to join them.  
 
    ‘No!’ Melissa screamed under the first man’s hand, thrashing as her bare legs were revealed. He drew a knife and cut open her jeans, the other man pinning her down as his friend undid his belt. Then she felt a gun pushed to her head and saw the man whose nose she’d chewed pull back the hammer, the other man lowering the knife and holding it steady.  
 
    The blade rested against her pubic bone, his eyes staring down at her in the low light. 
 
    The message was clear. 
 
    She stopped fighting. 
 
    * 
 
    Standing on the hot street in front of the payphone, Archer wasn’t aware of the queue forming behind him to make calls.  
 
    For the moment, he’d forgotten the heat, the three missing detectives, the money drop. Even Diana Lucero’s death.  
 
    ‘Where did you go?’ he heard Josh ask after she’d told them the men had left as soon as they’d finished. ‘…After. Did you call for help?’ 
 
    ‘Dialled a friend…from the gym. On my cell.’ 
 
    ‘Not Sergeant Hendricks?’ 
 
    ‘No way.’ Archer heard her voice break. ‘No.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Courtney Blaylock had been a member at Melissa’s gym for almost a year and an emergency medical technician for seventeen before that. She’d been one of the first responders after the Twin Towers collapsed in 2001 and had remained in the job ever since, despite the trauma of that day. Aside from her medical expertise, of all her friends Melissa knew Courtney was one of the most reliable; she pulled up on the street less than twenty minutes after Melissa had phoned her from her cell, having managed to put the device back together with shaking hands and get a call through despite the cracked screen.  
 
    Courtney jumped out of the car on 97th, and hearing movement from a basement set of stairs to her right, she looked down into the shadows.  
 
    Melissa was curled up in a ball, the glow from a streetlamp allowing Courtney to see the dreadful state her friend was in. Her jeans had been ripped apart, ugly scrapes and dirt visible on her bare skin, and those were just the injuries she could see.  
 
    Melissa’s top had also been ripped and she was bleeding from a wound to the head.  
 
    There was more blood on the stairs underneath her. 
 
    ‘Oh my God, Mel,’ she said, running over. 
 
    ‘I’m OK,’ Melissa replied, her voice thin. ‘Just get me outta here.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got to go to a hospital.’ 
 
    ‘No! No hospital!’ 
 
    ‘Then we need to call Jake.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
      
 
    Courtney lived on 108th Street by the top of Central Park and that’s where she drove Melissa. After she’d showered, Courtney helped her onto her guest room bed, dabbing at her friend’s face, arms and legs with an antiseptic-soaked cloth before she started applying band aids and bandages.  
 
    Although the temperature was well north of 80 degrees, Melissa was trembling uncontrollably.  
 
    ‘How many of them were there?’ Courtney asked. 
 
    ‘Ttt…two.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get a look at them?’  
 
    Melissa shook her head. She covered her face and started to cry, great gulping sobs.  
 
    Courtney stopped cleaning the wounds and hugged her.  
 
    On the desk across the room, Melissa’s phone started rattling, interrupting the moment. Courtney got up and passed it to her as Melissa wiped her eyes, who saw it was Jake, the letters of his name distorted by the spider-web cracks on the screen. 
 
    ‘He needs to know,’ Courtney said. ‘He can help you, Mel.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Melissa said. ‘He’ll kill them!’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘They told me…he’s why they did it.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘When one had finished and the other…was starting.’ She snatched a breath. ‘They told me to tell Jake to back off what he’s …looking into. What he…and his team…are looking at. Or it’d be my girls next.’ 
 
    * 
 
    In the present, Archer felt a searing rage rising inside him as he heard what she’d been subjected to. He also felt the compulsion to tell Melissa that how sorry he was but bit the words back. They sounded far too trite after her ordeal. 
 
    Instead, he heard an automated voice give him a warning and ignoring the mutterings of the people in the line behind him, slid another two quarters into the payphone slot.  
 
    ‘So what has he been looking into?’ Archer asked, deciding to concentrate on the one thing he may be able to help with. 
 
    ‘We don’t often talk about his work,’ Melissa said, her voice high and strained. ‘Very occasionally he asks me for my point of view. Or ad…advice.’ 
 
    ‘But?’ Josh said. 
 
    ‘Two days before it happened, Jake was gone all day Sunday. Said he had something work-related to handle, but I saw the gas on his truck was way down when he took me into the city the next day. He’d done a lot of driving. I don’t know where he went. I didn’t ask. I know he’s not able to talk about a lot of the things you guys work on.  
 
    ‘The next morning, the day I got…assaulted, he was reading something on our computer but forgot to delete the browser window when he left for work. Unusual for him, so I guessed he had things on his mind. I went on to check my emails but couldn’t help seeing what he’d been looking at.’ 
 
    ‘What was it?’  
 
    ‘A Post article from the NYPD. Some medal ceremony, in early August 2001. Two police officers were given awards for something.’  
 
    ‘You remember their names?’ 
 
    ‘One of them. Jake had zoomed the article in on him. Omari Jones. Black guy. Was in his early twenties at the time of the article.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ask him about it?’ Josh asked.  
 
    ‘No. But after…after it happened, I called Diana Lucero three days ago, when I was staying at Courtney’s. I told her I had to know what he’s been working on lately. She wouldn’t give it up, but I begged her. She must have sensed something was wrong.  
 
    ‘She said she could only tell me a bit, that Karen and Mike had been discussing a dead firefighter lately. Jake had gotten involved too. This fireman died in 2001, so she heard. She wasn’t overly involved and didn’t know much about it.’  
 
    ‘A firefighter?’ Archer said. ‘Who also died in 2001? Lucero didn’t mention this cop, Omari Jones?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just the firefighter.’ 
 
    ‘So you think she guessed something had happened to you?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Why she told me what she did. She was sharp as a thumb tack.’ 
 
    And maybe that call got her interested, Archer thought.  
 
    Before either Josh or he could follow up with more questions, the radio Rach had given Archer came to life again, Koechner’s voice audible over his earpiece.  
 
    ‘Archer, come in?’  
 
    ‘Here,’ he responded, holding the phone receiver to his shoulder for the moment. 
 
    ‘The kidnappers are on the line. Guy on the phone wants to speak to you. And he’s talking about killing Bridges, even though they got the cash.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
    ‘I’ve got to go,’ Archer told Josh and Melissa. ‘They’re on the other line. I’ll try to call you back.’  
 
    He replaced the receiver on its cradle, as Koechner put the radio on its side by the speaker-phone so Archer could communicate with the kidnappers.  
 
    He closed his eyes, clearing his mind, then took a deep breath and answered. 
 
    ‘I’m here,’ he said, walking away from the line of people queueing up for the payphone.  
 
    ‘You think you can play games with us?’ the distorted voice said. 
 
    ‘We did what you asked. One million in cash, paid in full.’ 
 
    ‘I said no cops. We saw two.’ 
 
    ‘If you did, you know they were there to move along a homeless guy who was about to walk off with your money. They didn’t interfere.’  
 
    ‘And you followed our guy.’ 
 
    Silence. They knew, Archer thought. Shit. So the Yankees Fan really had been a decoy. 
 
    ‘We gave you what you asked for, so it’s time you did something for us,’ Koechner interjected. ‘You need to release at least one of our detectives.’ 
 
    They heard a laugh. ‘We don’t have to do shit.’ Pause. ‘Still there, delivery boy?’ 
 
    ‘I’m here,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘The Bronx, Van Cortlandt Park. Twenty five minutes, asshole. You’re late, Bridges dies.’  
 
    They were still stringing them along with the threat of her death, but they hadn’t killed her yet. In a way, he’d called their bluff. However, Archer had a deep affection for Karen Bridges, and he felt his anger build at having her life being put on the line so nonchalantly by this asshole. 
 
    ‘You got ear wax over there?’ 
 
    ‘You want more money?’ Archer snapped before taking a deep breath, knowing he couldn’t allow emotion to get in the way.  
 
    ‘Not this time. Just you. Be there.’  
 
    Click.  
 
    ‘He’s gone,’ Rach said. 
 
    ‘A meet with no cash drop?’ one of Koechner’s negotiators said on the speaker call. ‘So what’s the purpose?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they’re planning on taking me too,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘As a hostage? Or to get you out of the way?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it’s for the pleasure of his company,’ Mulroney cut in. 
 
    ‘It’ll be revenge for Archer acting like an asshole and following the guy from the Highline,’ State added. ‘Dirty Harry and Scorpio shit. You just made yourself a target, Detective. I told you not to watch that bag.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty five minutes to travel over a hundred and sixty blocks?’ Archer said, ignoring the IA detectives which was becoming easier by the minute. ‘Where’s the nearest helipad to my position?’  
 
    ‘There’s one six blocks west of you,’ Rach said. ‘I’ll raise the Bell pilot who dropped you off at the east side heliport. We asked him to stay on call in case he was needed again. Are you sure you want to go up there, Sam?’ she added, and he heard concern in her voice. 
 
    ‘I have to, or Bridges is gonna be reunited with Diana Lucero.’ Archer checked his Casio. ‘I’ll do whatever I can to make it, but it’ll be tight.’ 
 
    ‘Try not to get taken,’ Koechner said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ll do my best,’ Archer said with a half-smile. He exited the bodega, rounded the corner and avoiding the sidewalks, started running through the stationary traffic once again.  
 
    We’ve got to find a way of locating our people, he thought. He knew Koechner had been trying to lighten the mood slightly, but Archer had no intention of allowing himself to be taken as a hostage too. Lucero’s death was proof of what they could do if they got their hands on him. 
 
    But right now, these kidnappers had the leverage, and were calling all the shots.  
 
      
 
    At the Medical Center in Hoboken, Josh had just returned from the coffee machine with another cup for Melissa when a door opened, and a doctor appeared. 
 
    He headed straight for them, his face unreadable. Melissa felt her heart skip a beat and her stomach pitch. She knew what the man was about to tell them in the next few seconds would change the course of her life. For better. 
 
    Or for worse. 
 
    ‘Melissa Hendricks?’ the doctor asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    ‘Your husband’s stable. He’s suffered concussion, burns and some broken ribs. But he’s fit and in good physical shape, which has made all the difference. I read what your daughter said to the desk nurse when Jake was admitted. If he hadn’t stepped out that car when he did, I’ve got no doubt that he would have been killed. He got very, very lucky.’ 
 
    Melissa nodded as she sagged in pure relief. Beside her, Josh exhaled long and hard, and smiled. ‘Jesus, Doc,’ he said. ‘Next time don’t look like that when you walk out of there.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Force of habit. But I need to remind you; this is good, but not all clear. It’s not as bad as we feared but he suffered trauma from the blast. We’re still monitoring him closely.’ He was looking at Melissa as he spoke, and Josh could see he was checking out the injuries to her face and neck. ‘I’ll keep you updated.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. The doctor turned and went back the way he’d come, disappearing through the door.  
 
    ‘That’s good news,’ Josh said to Melissa. ‘Real good.’ 
 
    ‘I hope the doc plays poker,’ Melissa said, slumping down on a chair, her legs giving way under her. ‘I thought that was it.’ 
 
    ‘Archer’s tied up in the city, and it sounds like the people who took Karen, Mike and Dee are going to keep him busy for a while,’ Josh told her. ‘But whatever Jake and his team were looking into, I wanna go try and learn more. Find out who this Omari Jones person is from that article you said Jake left on your computer at home.’ 
 
    ‘You sure you want to get involved?’ Melissa asked. ‘It doesn’t look like what they were working on is good for your health.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I do. And I want you to stay with me.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate it. But I don’t want to go too far from Jake. In case he wakes up.’ 
 
    ‘You need protection.’ 
 
    ‘I can handle myself.’ She read the expression on his face. ‘I know, but that guy this morning caught me by surprise. It won’t happen again.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure?’ She nodded. ‘Do you have any weapons?’ 
 
    ‘Where I’m staying, yes. Got spray in the bag too.’  
 
    ‘OK. But keep eyes in the back of your head.’  
 
    ‘I will. You do the same.’ 
 
      
 
    The sudden power and landline outage was causing chaos all over New York City, and the NYPD phone operators had been under siege all morning with calls from people who could still make a connection. Cases of looting, thefts, fights and other evidence of rapidly mounting civil unrest were coming in, as well as an escalating number of requests for ambulances.  
 
    Inside one of their Midtown switchboard centres, operators were bouncing from one call to another. Most of the city’s cell phone providers were now experiencing increasing problems due to overload, their service sporadic at best, so a lot of people were having to resort to using payphones when they could find one, just as Archer had been forced to do when he called Hoboken U Medical.  
 
    As Josh was preparing to leave Melissa and Archer had almost reached the helipad on the west side of Midtown Manhattan, another call came in. 
 
    It turned out to be the CT Bureau’s first glimmer of a break in the case. 
 
    ‘911, what is your emergency?’ an operator prompted. 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m with Hudson Elevators. I got someone on the line from one of our emergency elevator call facilities. I think you ought to handle this one.’ 
 
    ‘From the power outage? We’ve been getting them all morning, sir. What’s the building?’ 
 
    ‘119 Hudson Heights.’ 
 
    ‘How many in the cart?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll connect you. She’s saying it’s just her.’  
 
    Two seconds later, there was a click.  
 
    ‘Hello?’ the 911 operator said. 
 
     ‘…can you hear me?’ a female voice asked.  
 
    The operator adjusted her volume. ‘Yes, ma’am. You’re stuck in an elevator?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Detective…Karen Bridges….I’ve been attacked.’  
 
    ‘Did you say you were attacked, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I was…kidnapped from my home last night…at gunpoint,’ she said, her voice strained. ‘I’m stuck…in an elevator. And…tied to a chair. I need you to contact the NYPD Counter-Terrorism…Bureau right now. Tell them Karen Bridges…is on the line. Did the guy tell you where I am?’  
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am. 119 Hudson Heights.’ 
 
    ‘Get them to send someone…and an ambulance. Both my ankles are broken. Please hurry.’ 
 
    The operator hesitated a moment. She and her colleagues got a lot of hoax calls and this could be one of them.  
 
    But the operator was experienced, and the caller sounded genuine.  
 
    The woman made a fast decision and connected the call to the Bureau. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
    Archer crossed the gridlocked highway on the Hudson River side of Manhattan and jogged through the gate for the West Side Heliport, just as the Bell touched down on a helipad a hundred yards away. He could move much faster without a heavy bag of money to slow him down and made it to the chopper in seconds.  
 
    He pulled open the back door, his hair and shirt ruffling and flapping from the rotor wash and climbed inside.  
 
    ‘Arch, can you hear me?’ Rach said over the radio.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he responded loudly as he pulled the door shut and patted Maniotti on the shoulder, indicating the man could take off. 
 
    ‘We just heard from Bridges!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘She made a call from an elevator emergency line. She’s stuck in a high rise on the west side. 119 Hudson Heights. She’s injured. Both her ankles are broken.’ 
 
    ‘What’s our clock?’ he shouted to Maniotti as the helicopter lifted into the air. 
 
    ‘Nine minutes until you need to be at Van Cortlandt.’  
 
    ‘Fire department are on their way to try to get to Bridges,’ Rach said into his ear. 
 
    ‘They’re gonna have trouble getting through the streets with traffic the way it is right now,’ Archer said. ‘Even lit up. And elevators are out. It’ll take way too long to get to her if she’s on an upper floor.’ 
 
    ‘You concentrate on getting to Cortlandt Park on time,’ State cut in. ‘The fire department will make the rescue.’ 
 
    ‘Who suddenly put you in charge?’ Archer replied tersely. ‘Rach, is the boss there?’ 
 
    ‘He went back out to the Treasury. I can’t raise him at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll have to make this call. What’s to say they won’t just kill Bridge anyway?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t know that.’ State said. ‘Just stick to the original plan, Detective.’ 
 
    ‘Bridges’ location is the only break we’ve had so far,’ Archer said for Rach’s benefit, ignoring State. ‘We know where she is. And I’m getting more and more convinced they’re never planning on letting us get her, Mikey or Dee back.’ 
 
    ‘How can you assu-’ 
 
    ‘Diana’s death set the tone for the day. They’ll bleed us for cash until they know we’ve cottoned onto the fact they’re not letting any of them go. If they meant what they said, one of our guys would’ve been released earlier when they picked up the bag. Tell me I’m wrong.’ 
 
    Silence filled the radio. No-one at the CT Bureau argued the point.  
 
    Even the IA detectives were quiet.  
 
    Archer considered his options fast as the chopper rose above the Manhattan streets, the clock ticking. ‘You’re sure that building is where she called from?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what the elevator guy said,’ Rach told him. 
 
    ‘There are more risks than just the countdown, Sam,’ Koechner said, picking up on Archer’s thought process. ‘They could’ve booby trapped wherever she is. Or forced her to make the call and are in the building, waiting for us. If she’s wired up, we gonna have to raise bomb disposal. Eight and a half minutes doesn’t give us enough time to get to her anyway. I think our best chance is to obey their instructions, get you to this RV and hope they don’t kill her.’ 
 
    The chopper was now fully airborne and was pressing on uptown. ‘Can we make it to the Bronx?’ Archer asked Maniotti. 
 
    ‘Not to land and make it to Cortlandt Park in time, I think. They cut it too fine.’  
 
    ‘There’s no way I can make it to the RV before the clock runs out,’ Archer told Rach and the others. ‘We can try playing that off as an excuse when they call. Impossible time, setting me up for failure. But I can make it to Bridges.’ He made his decision. ‘I’m going for it.’ 
 
    ‘Where do I go?’ Maniotti asked. 
 
    ‘119 Hudson Heights.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll key it in.’ 
 
    ‘Rach, what does the building look like?’ Archer asked over the radio. 
 
    ‘It’s shaped kinda like a splinter. Just below the Silver Towers on 41st Street.’ 
 
    ‘I got it,’ Maniotti said. 
 
    ‘You get your ass to Cortlandt and-’ Archer heard State say, but he didn’t hear the rest of it as he turned the volume down. 
 
      
 
    Since the first settlers in New York had picked up a hammer and chisel, the city had undergone constant construction and development, with vast sums of money invested over the years. Right now, the west side of Midtown around 34th Street Hudson Yards was the largest private real estate development in the history of the USA. Structures had been sprouting out of the ground like giant concrete and steel saplings, or perhaps too many whack-a-moles depending on person’s point of view, and the building where Karen Bridges’ call had come from was one of those almost completed.  
 
    119 Hudson Heights was close to sixty floors high, with one side of the building resembling a giant glass splinter, just as Rach had described. Ninety seconds after they’d changed course towards the building, the chopper touched down on the empty roof and Archer pushed his door open.  
 
    ‘Come with me!’ he shouted to Maniotti. ‘I might need some help!’ 
 
    ‘OK, but I gotta shut down first!’ 
 
    Archer didn’t wait and ran across the roof towards the access door. ‘How long?’ he said, turning the volume back up on the radio.  
 
    ‘Seven minutes,’ Rach told him.  
 
    As expected, the access door that led into the building was locked. Archer whipped his Sig from its holster and fired two quick rounds into the lock before pulling the door open. He ran into the upper network of maintenance corridors, and raced down the stairs with no sound behind him, indicating the Bell pilot wasn’t following yet.  
 
    Archer hit the 60th floor and stopped, seeing a building plan on the wall beside a coiled fire hose hanging on a large hook. Rapidly checking it out, he saw there were two elevators. He snatched the end of the firehose from the hook and jammed it in the doorway leading to the corridor, to show to Maniotti where he’d gone.  
 
    119 Hudson Heights was a luxury apartment complex, and although a high-rise, was a world away in every aspect from a certain tenement block in Harlem where Archer had spent a late afternoon and evening with his ex-girlfriend and a child trying not to get killed. This place was silent but not quite completed, the uppermost floor still under construction, so no people to worry about from what he could tell.  
 
    Save one.  
 
    He reached the first elevator along the corridor, clearing around him with his pistol to make sure no-one was about to ambush him, then pulled a set of pliers out of his pocket that he’d found in the Bell on their short journey, guessing they could be useful.  
 
    He worked on prising the elevator doors open. They resisted but after ten seconds or so finally parted, allowing him to force them back, bracing himself in case air from the shaft sucked him forward.  
 
    There was a pull, but he was helped by the fact the doors hadn’t parted all the way.  
 
    He peered down but saw nothing but darkness. It looked as if the elevator for this shaft was all the way at the bottom.  
 
    ‘Bridge!’ he shouted into the shaft, his voice echoing. 
 
    He listened.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Archer wasted no more time and ran to the other elevator, prising the doors open.  
 
    ‘Five minute mark,’ Rach said over the radio. 
 
    As he peered down, Archer saw the elevator for this shaft was positioned somewhere around the 56th floor, only four down.  
 
    ‘Bridge?’ he called. 
 
      
 
    Tightly secured to the office chair she’d been dumped in hours ago, duct tape around her torso and her wrists secured, Bridges was digging deep, trying to ignore the agonising pain from her lower legs when she heard the shout.  
 
    Her eyes flared open.  
 
    ‘Bridge? It’s Archer!’ she heard the voice call. 
 
    ‘Arch!’ she shouted back. ‘Thank God. Help me, man!’ 
 
    ‘Are you alone? Is it booby trapped in there?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just me! I can’t see…any traps!’ she said, looking at the empty cart around her.  
 
    ‘I’m coming down.’ 
 
    ‘Thank Christ,’ she whispered, looking at her feet. On the wall beside her, a screw from the button plate jutted out very slightly; leaning sideways, she’d managed to use it earlier to rip the duct tape off her mouth, helping her breathe more easily. It had taken her almost an hour and left deep scratches on her face, but she didn’t care. She was finding it hard enough to stay conscious anyway and the pain helped, so rather than block it out she focused on it.  
 
      
 
    Taking care not to slip, and with a sudden sense of déjà vu, Archer stepped onto a service ladder and rapidly started to make his way down the elevator shaft, the sound of his boots on the rungs echoing in the narrow space.  
 
    He reached the top of the elevator and stepped carefully onto its roof, looking for pressure pads, trips or wires. They were on a countdown here and because it wasn’t going to be met, Bridges was going to die.  
 
    That meant she had to be killed somehow by a pre-set device or by someone on site and if they were nearby, his and Bridges’ shouting just now would have alerted them to his presence. 
 
    Time’s almost up, he thought, taking a deep breath.  
 
    He slowly drew up the hatch, keeping his head well back. 
 
    No shotgun blasted him from a hidden place in the elevator shaft; no Claymore mine exploded in his face.  
 
    Relief flooded him as he saw Bridges below, tied to an office chair. He quickly lowered himself down through the gap and dropped into the elevator cart, moving forward to check his fellow detective. Despite the pain, she looked like she’d never been so happy to see anyone in her life. 
 
    He immediately noticed the strange angles both her feet were resting in.  
 
    ‘They broke them, Arch,’ she said, seeing where he was looking. 
 
    ‘She’s here,’ Archer said into his radio, but heard no response and realised the signal must be down inside the elevator. He checked his watch. Just over three minutes to go. ‘Is whoever did this still on site?’ he asked Bridges. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. They left me hours ago. I haven’t heard any voices or…seen them since,’ she got out. 
 
    He’d already noticed the elevator had stopped just before it reached the 56th floor, so he turned to the doors to work on them with his pliers, but they wouldn’t give. 
 
    ‘Maybe they…jammed them?’ Bridges said, through the pain. 
 
    With time running out fast, Archer didn’t waste any more time on the doors, shoving the pliers back in his pocket. ‘I’ll be right back. I gotta check something.’  
 
    Using the handrail in the elevator as a lever for his foot, he jumped and pulled himself up through the hatch. He went back to the ladder and shimmied down below the elevator, wanting to take a look under the cart.  
 
    When he did, his worst suspicions were confirmed.  
 
    He saw exactly how they’d planned Karen’s death. 
 
    Moments later, as he stepped back onto the top of the elevator, he heard a sound above him and whipped his Sig out of its holster, but looking up, saw Maniotti’s head appear through the open doors on 60.  
 
    ‘Is she there?’ he shouted down. 
 
    ‘She’s inside!’ 
 
    ‘See anything?’ Bridges asked Archer from inside the elevator. 
 
    ‘They’ve rigged the emergency brakes,’ Archer told her, lifting his head and shouting the same words up to the pilot. 
 
    ‘Can we open those doors I can see nearest to you?’ Maniotti called down, pointing. 
 
    ‘No. I just tried and we’re running out of time!’ Archer shouted back, checking his watch.  
 
    2.33.  
 
    2:32.  
 
    2:31. 
 
    ‘Use the ladder!’ the pilot called. 
 
    ‘The explosion will probably take it out!’ Archer called back. He looked around the dark space and searched for an idea. 
 
    One came.  
 
    ‘Send down that firehose!’ Archer called up to the pilot.  
 
      
 
    Across Manhattan in a small, hot apartment, the man with the Yankees ink who Archer had chased through Chelsea Market earlier was counting cash. He was sitting across from the slim, style-conscious blond man who’d tried to car-bomb Hendricks that morning, the two of them carefully checking the bills retrieved from under the trash can on 11th Avenue and searching for any more tracers or dye packs. One had already been tossed away in the tunnels under the Highline when they’d collected the cash and made their initial escape. 
 
    Both men had a radio to hand and had just been given the heads-up regarding the new demands made to the police at the CT Bureau.  
 
    ‘You sent him to the Bronx?’ Yankees Fan asked the man handling the calls to the Bureau, the same man who’d slipped out of Grand Central under the National Guard’s nose. Across the table, the man in designer clothes with the bandage across his nose, concentrated on finishing counting the money before opening a closet door and storing it in a freestanding safe. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘What’s the point.’ 
 
    ‘We need him outta the way. He can kick his heels there for a bit. He’s getting to be a pain in the ass and we don’t want anyone running interference right now. And he almost got your fat ass at the market.’ 
 
    ‘No way he can get there in the time you gave them,’ the slim man replied. 
 
    ‘No shit. But it’ll keep him off our case and gives us a reason to send the hellcat the same way as Lucero. Show them we’re not messing, ready for the next drop. You got the receiver?’ 
 
    ‘Right here,’ Mr Dolce and Gabbana replied, looking at it resting on the table beside the cash. 
 
    ‘Time’s almost up. At 11:15 on the nose, push it. Let’s give ’em some more grief.’ 
 
    ‘Bri, how you doing at the hospital?’ Dolce and Gabbana asked. After car-bombing Hendricks but seeing him get out of the Dodge just before it went up, he and his colleague had parted, the larger of the two picking up Melissa Hendricks from the Jersey park where they knew she’d been spending her mornings recently and following her to HU Medical.  
 
    ‘I left. Rolled by Hendricks’ parents’ place. The two girls are there.’ 
 
    ‘And his wife?’  
 
    Tried to get her at the hospital, but she escaped. For now.’ 
 
    ‘Nice going,’ Yankees Fan said into the radio. 
 
    ‘Kiss my ass. You considered yet the consequences of being seen at the drop?’ 
 
    ‘That was always the plan. And it don’t matter. I’m gonna be the first outta here. Forget about me and get Hendricks’ woman. How are the rest of you doing with Phillips and Williams?’ 
 
    ‘Secured,’ one of the other men said. 
 
    ‘Copy that,’ followed another. ‘Left the black guy in a safehouse.’ 
 
    The radio went quiet. Across the table, Dolce and Gabbana checked his watch and rose. ‘I gotta go get my shit together for the next drop,’ he announced. ‘Leave you to it.’ 
 
    Yankees Fan nodded, recognising the signs and knowing it’d been a while since the guy had taken a bump. They hadn’t been acquainted long, but he’d quickly realised three things about the smaller man; he had expensive tastes, virtually no impulse control and a severe cocaine addiction. Nothing like being a cokehead in a heatwave, Yankees Fan thought to himself, looking at the other man. Then another thought occurred to him.  
 
    ‘Wait. You were out late last night on pick up,’ he said to Dolce and Gabbana.  
 
    ‘So? We all were.’ 
 
    ‘So, when’s the last time you went home?’  
 
    ‘What’s it to you?’ 
 
    ‘We keep routine, remember,’ Yankees Fan said, his eyes on the wedding band on the other man’s left hand. ‘I don’t have a family. You do.’ 
 
    ‘You wanna take my place, be my guest.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong, Romeo? Not working out?’ 
 
    The man sniffed, rubbing his nose unconsciously. ‘No. It’s not. Bitch has been threatening to leave me.’ 
 
    I wonder why, Yankees Fan thought. ‘So I take it you’re not gonna declare this shit when she takes you to court,’ he said with a laugh, holding up two stacks of cash. 
 
    ‘If she makes it that far. Her face shows up on a milk carton sometime soon, don’t be surprised.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re serious, I can make that happen,’ Yankees Fan said bluntly, seeing an opportunity to make even more cash.  
 
    The other man looked at him. The pair didn’t know each other well, and by the slightly uncertain look on his face it was clear he didn’t know if Yankees Fan was joking. ‘You for real? You’d get rid of her?’ 
 
    ‘If you pay me.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    Yankees Fan looked at the cash in front of him. ‘Fifteen k. Maybe twenty.’  
 
    ‘Too much.’ 
 
    ‘Better than losing all of it, pal. She disappears, you get to keep the rest.’  
 
    Pause.  
 
    ‘When this is over, we’ll talk,’ the smaller man said, heading to the door. 
 
    You already decided, Yankees Fan thought to himself. He glanced at his watch and the receiver resting on the table, then checked the clock. 
 
    11:13am. 
 
    Almost time for Diana Lucero to have some fresh company. 
 
      
 
    On top of the elevator fifty six or so floors up in 119 Hudson Heights, Archer watched as the hose snaked down towards him. He caught the end, taking care not to get clocked in the face by the heavy nozzle.  
 
    ‘OK, stop!’ he shouted, then dropped back down into the elevator. 
 
    ‘Minute thirty!’  
 
    Archer used the pliers to rip through the duct tape and pull it off, freeing Bridges. However, it had been wound tight and took longer than he expected.  
 
    ‘This is gonna really hurt, Bridge,’ he said hurriedly.  
 
    ‘Do it.’  
 
    He hoisted her straight up out of the chair and onto his shoulder in one smooth movement, causing her to shout in pain. Archer managed to shimmy her from a fireman’s carry to across his shoulders and moved the chair under the open hatch.  
 
    He climbed onto it, carefully balancing the extra weight, then lifted her up as far as he could so she could reach the sides.  
 
    With Archer supporting her, she managed to haul herself out of the elevator cart, rolling onto the top as Archer heaved her up from the upper calves, taking care not to touch her feet. 
 
    ‘Fifty seconds!’ Maniotti called. Archer jumped up after her and hauled himself through the gap. Seeing Bridges lying on her side taking deep breaths and knowing what was coming any second, Archer grabbed the end of the firehose and started weaving it tightly around and in and out of his feet.  
 
    ‘Take up the slack!’ he shouted to Maniotti.  
 
    As the pilot started to pull up the remaining hose, Archer jammed the nozzle between his ankles, locking it in place. It was designed to carry hundreds of pounds of water pressure.  
 
    He just hoped it could bear the weight of just over three hundred pounds or so of two people. 
 
    ‘I can’t pull you both up!’ Maniotti shouted. 
 
    ‘Don’t try. Wrap the hose round the dry-riser to secure it, then get ready to hit the stairs!’ Archer called back. ‘Don’t move until I call the floor! No idea where we’re gonna end up! And make sure you use that riser to stop it unravelling or we’re done!’ 
 
    ‘Copy that! Twenty seconds!’ the pilot called back. 
 
    ‘Hold on to me, Bridge,’ Archer said, reaching for his colleague and locking his hands around her wrists as she did the same with his and closed her eyes. 
 
    Just in time. 
 
    An explosion from under the elevator cart blew out a section of the base, taking a large section of the ladder attached to the wall with it, the noise momentarily deafening Archer and Bridges as it reverberated around the confined space.  
 
    As the elevator and pieces of the ladder immediately started to plummet, Archer gripped Bridges’ wrists hard.  
 
    They started to drop, then after a few feet, the hose snapped tight.  
 
    And held. Maniotti had done his job. 
 
    Air whooshed inside the elevator shaft as the cart dropped away from them to the floor way below. Seconds later, it hit the ground with a deafening crash.  
 
    Hanging upside down over fifty floors of nothing but darkness, Archer looked at the doors below him to his left, just able to make out the yellow numbering painted on them in the dim light. 
 
    ‘Fifty five!’ he shouted up at the pilot. ‘You’ll need something to force the doors!’ 
 
    ‘I got a knife!’ 
 
    Feeling the pull of the air from the shaft, Archer looked down at Bridges, straining from the extra weight on his arms and shoulders.  
 
    ‘Don’t drop me, Arch!’ she pleaded.  
 
    ‘I won’t!’ 
 
    After what felt like the longest forty seconds or so of his life, he finally heard what he’d been waiting for and moments later, saw the doors to 55 below him slowly open. They were roughly level with Bridges.  
 
    ‘Get ready!’ Archer warned Bridges, feeling the lactic acid in his arms build and burn.  
 
    He started moving their combined weight to build momentum and swing. After ten seconds or so and with Bridges’ cooperation, they swung closer and closer to the pilot like a pendulum, life tantalisingly close in the open doorway, certain death below in the elevator shaft. 
 
    Then he felt her start to slip through his grip from sweat. 
 
    ‘I can’t hold much longer!’ Archer said. ‘Has to be on this swing, Bridge!’ 
 
    ‘OK!’ 
 
    Archer swung back then forward and let go; holding onto the door with one hand, Maniotti managed to grab her with the other and hauled her though the gap, giving Bridges no choice but to land on her feet.  
 
    Her agonised scream echoed through the elevator shaft as the pair fell through the open doorway onto the 55th floor. But she was safe. 
 
    As he swung back and hit the elevator shaft wall, above him Archer heard shouts and looking up, saw back-up had finally arrived, torches shining down on him from the open doors on 60. 
 
    He was just able to make out the helmets of ESU officers as they peered down at him. 
 
    ‘Little help, guys,’ he called, blood running to his head.  
 
    Seconds later he started to get pulled back up, a foot at a time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
    Rach had got on the radio to ESU immediately after she’d told Archer where Bridges’ call had come from. The SWAT-style team, who prided themselves on the quickest response time of any division in the Department, had already been on standby near Grand Central after that first planned money drop.  
 
    Right now, Archer had never been more thankful for that, his feet back on the roof of 119 Hudson Heights. With their chopper having moved to another rooftop, making way for a medical helo ready to transport Bridges, ESU were now somewhere in the building below, working their way through the floors, searching for any of the other missing detectives or the kidnappers.  
 
    Archer’s forearms, biceps and shoulders were still on fire, but he worked out a lot in his spare time, physically preparing himself for the demands of his job which was just as well; he knew his level of fitness had probably just saved Bridges’ life. He recalled the unpleasant moment when he had her life literally in his hands, then shook it from his mind as a female paramedic approached.  
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Think I got taller by a few inches,’ he said with a smile. ‘But yeah. I’m fine.’ 
 
    She returned the smile and as she headed back to her colleague attending Bridges, Archer picked up his conversation with Koechner in Queens. He’d been keeping him and everyone else in the negotiation room updated. ‘Did they call, TJ?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘This time, they kept their word,’ Archer said. ‘With Lucero down and Bridges meant to follow, we should be two in the hole right now. Three if you include Hendricks. Any sign of Yankees Fan waiting for me at the park?’ 
 
    ‘Local precinct have detectives at the scene up there. Rach sent a description from what you told us, but no visual on him yet.’ 
 
    ‘Surprised they haven’t been in touch. Gloat over Bridges’ death.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be deliberate,’ one of Koechner’s female negotiators said. ‘They’ll want us to stew. Create uncertainty. They don’t know we found her, remember. They’ll probably hit us up soon and make more demands. But I think it’s bought us some time.’  
 
    ‘Could be a problem if they have eyes on the building,’ Rach said.  
 
    ‘Long as they don’t see Bridges, we should be OK,’ Koechner replied. ‘We don’t want them waxing Phillips or Williams in a fit of revenge.’ 
 
    ‘Cat got your tongue, Detective State?’ Archer asked, the temptation too strong to ignore. ‘You usually have so much to say.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not here, Arch,’ Rach said. ‘He and his partner were called back to division.’ 
 
    ‘A little bit of peace and quiet then.’ 
 
    ‘For a while.’ 
 
    Archer looked at the chopper, its rotors slowly spinning. ‘I’ll go talk to Bridge, guys. See what she can tell us. Maybe give us a description. Patch me in if they call.’ 
 
    ‘10-4.’  
 
    Archer took a moment to let the strengthening breeze flow over him, a pleasant change from the brutal, oppressive heat below. Then, squinting slightly in the burning sun, he walked over to Bridges who was propped up on a stretcher. She’d been given something strong for the pain, an oxygen mask over her face as they checked her ankles. Above the mask, her eyes latched onto Archer as he approached. She raised a fist hooked up to an IV drip and Archer bumped it with his own.  
 
    ‘You look a bit more relaxed,’ he said, smiling down at her.  
 
    ‘Dunno what they gave me, but it hits harder than Mikey in the ring,’ she said, her speech slightly slurred. The smile disappeared. ‘I’m gonna…get whoever messed me up, Arch.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll do it together. Just stay awake for a little bit, alright? I need to talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’  
 
    ‘Before you two do anything, we need to take her to hospital and set her ankles,’ the EMT said. ‘You’re gonna be in a wheelchair for a while, Detective. They smashed you up pretty good.’ 
 
    ‘Keep giving me this shit and I won’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘A couple minutes,’ Archer said to the medic. ‘Then she’s out of here, I promise.’  
 
    The EMT nodded, peeled off a set of latex gloves and walked away across the roof.  
 
    ‘When did they get you?’ Archer asked Bridges. 
 
    ‘Last night,’ she replied. ‘At home. I was gonna go meet Mikey for a couple of beers on 30th Avenue, at 10:30. Hour or so after that first power cut.’  
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘Two guys. Ski masks. One big, one small. Tried to fight them off but they cold-cocked me and brought me here. Elevator shut off just before we reached 56. They got the doors open with a knife and forced me out.’ 
 
    ‘Were they in short sleeves?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Why?’ 
 
    ‘You see any ink on their arms?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    So there are at least three of them, Archer thought. Then Melissa’s assault came to mind.  
 
    ‘Did they…’ 
 
    ‘Did they what?’ 
 
    ‘Rape you?’ he asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘No…I started fighting back so they whooped my ass. Broke my goddamn ankles with a baseball bat and must’ve dumped me back in the elevator when I was unconscious. Sons of bitches. It was so…hot in that elevator, I could hardly breathe. I thought I was gonna suffocate.’ 
 
    ‘That first power outage was a precursor,’ Archer said. ‘Another hit around midnight, which was why your elevator shut down when it did. Whole city has lost power.’  
 
    ‘Deliberate?’ 
 
    ‘From what I’ve heard, looks that way. Shepherd’s on his way back from Pennsylvania with the other three, and Franklin’s already put him and the team on it. See if they can track who’s responsible.’ 
 
    ‘But not you?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Josh and I are trying to find all three of you guys.’ He looked at her ankles. ‘And work out who did this to you.’ 
 
    ‘I was going at it with them verbally. Running my mouth, trying to shake them up, get them to make mistakes but they didn’t. I heard Long Island and Brooklyn accents. These pricks are from here, Arch.’ 
 
    ‘We suspected that, but I’m glad you just confirmed it. I’ll let HQ know.’ 
 
    ‘Any reason they chose this building?’ 
 
    ‘Rach believes it’s because it’s still empty, so no risk of being seen. Made it easier to kill you without witnesses.’ 
 
    ‘What did you mean, find all three of us? Not five?’  
 
    Archer took a deep breath. ‘They shot Diana in the head, Bridge. She was found in the pool in Astoria Park first thing this morning.’  
 
    Bridges stared at him. She tried to speak but no words came out. Then the tough-as-nails New Yorker’s eyes filled with tears, the first time Archer had ever seen that happen.  
 
    ‘It doesn’t end there either. Hendricks is in the ICU,’ he went on. ‘Someone tried to blow up his car this morning. He’s still alive. But they’ve got Mikey and Dee.’ 
 
    ‘Sarge is down? And the others? What the hell can they want?’ 
 
    ‘Money, apparently. I had to deliver a one million drop at the Highline an hour ago. Almost snagged one of the guys there to collect it.’ 
 
    ‘What did he look like?’ 
 
    ‘Big, Yankees tatt, short hair.’ 
 
    ‘Yankees ink?’ 
 
    ‘Which is why I suspected he was from NYC. And he and his friends will think they just killed you. Right now, we don’t have a lot of cards we can play. Saving you feels like we just hit a royal flush.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’d agree with that,’ she said, giving a sad smile. ‘Maybe Mikey and Dee are in high-rises like me? Means the kidnappers don’t need to be nearby.’ She took a breath, the drugs she’d been given slowing down her thought processes and her speech. ‘They can just blow the emergency brakes…let them drop.’ 
 
    ‘Any likely buildings are being checked as fast as possible, but it’s a huge task. We’re talking the whole of the city here. What have you guys been investigating lately?’ he asked, suddenly switching tack. 
 
    ‘We questioned a guy detained at LaGuardia after some comments he posted on Twitter about blowing up Trump Tower. But he was just a dumb college kid. Diana and Dee were helping out with the Memorial Day parades coming up. Mikey and I did some joint operations with ESU on some raids in Brooklyn. But no heavy hitters right now.’ 
 
    ‘Melissa said Lucero told her you guys were looking at a dead firefighter case. Some guy who died in 2001?’ 
 
    Her slightly glazed eyes were staring into the middle distance as he spoke. But he saw them sharpen in recognition.  
 
    ‘Yeah, that was Mikey’s deal. He’s been interested in it lately. Must’ve got Di involved too if she told Sarge’s wife about it. But it’s hardly enough to get us all either kidnapped or murdered, right?’ 
 
    ‘What prompted him to look into this thing?’ 
 
    ‘He said he had a run-in with his neighbour, couple weeks ago.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, run-in?’ 
 
    ‘He stopped a woman and a kid being attacked.’  
 
    * 
 
    ‘We don’t want no coward family in Astoria,’ the eighteen year old taunted while he and his friends threw eggs at a grey-haired brown-skinned woman and teenager on the sidewalk, just over two weeks ago. ‘You ain’t welcome here.’  
 
    The woman tried to protect the boy as produce from the grocery bag she’d just dropped was hurled at them. One of the teenagers threw a can at her and hit the woman on the side of the head, stunning her. As she fell, one of the other youths threw another can at the younger boy hard, hitting him in the back and knocking him to the ground.  
 
    The group walked over to them, laughing. The lead antagonist picked up a can of peaches, pulled the ring then poured the fruit and syrup all over the woman’s head, the liquid running down her face as she moaned in pain and tried to get back to her feet.  
 
    ‘You’re still living on this street next week, we’re coming back, pussy,’ one of them said before bending down, hawking and then spitting in the boy’s face. ‘See you in class.’ 
 
    ‘Yo, Kenny, head’s up,’ one of his friends said in warning.  
 
    The boy called Kenny turned and saw a tall, dark-haired man looking down at him.  
 
    ‘Whadda you want?’ Kenny started belligerently, but a second later he’d been hauled upright and pushed up against the wall.  
 
    The stranger grabbed hold of the small finger of Kenny’s right hand. ‘You live round here?’  
 
    ‘What’s it to y-’ 
 
    The stranger bent the finger, not enough to break it but coming close. Kenny’s friends took off down the street, opting to look after themselves and let their friend handle this one. 
 
    ‘You live round here?’ the stranger repeated. Kenny nodded. ‘So do I and I’m a cop. I ever see you even look in the direction of these two again, I’ll arrest you for assault. Juvenile centres get a lot of traffic at the moment, so I’ll see to it you go to man prison for a few months. Then we’ll find out how tough you really are, Kenny.’ 
 
    The teenage boy’s eyes bulged with fear. ‘Was just messin’ around,’ he muttered sullenly.  
 
    The stranger leaned in closer. ‘I’m not. If you see me again, make sure you run the other way. Clear?’  
 
    The youth nodded. The man let go of his hand, grabbed him by the collar and shoved him away roughly down the street. Kenny took off, the stranger watching him go. NYPD CT Bureau Detective Mike Phillips looked down at the woman sitting on the concrete, dirt sticking to the syrup they’d poured over her, the teenage boy with her still winded from being hit with the can.  
 
    ‘You OK?’ he asked, helping them both up. He looked at the cuts and scrapes on their hands and arms. Concrete was unforgiving and especially in a city, were oceans of germs. ‘You live in this building?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘We just moved in.’ Her eyes stopped at the badge on his hip. ‘You’re really a cop?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘You need to get washed up.’ 
 
    ‘I wish. We’re waiting for a plumber. Water’s shut off in our place.’ 
 
    ‘Come inside. You can use my bathroom.’ 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, the boy was sitting in a chair in Phillips’ living room as the woman, whose name was Priya Shah, was taking her turn in the shower. Phillips finished cleaning the cuts to the teenager’s face, using freshly bought supplies from a CVS drugstore, and saw Priya re-emerge, wearing a change of clothes she’d collected from her apartment.  
 
    ‘You’ll be OK,’ Phillips told him with a wink. The boy smiled back, but it seemed slightly strained.  
 
    ‘Can I go up to our place,’ he asked the woman.  
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ he said to Phillips. 
 
    ‘No problem. Hey, I meant what I said to that little shit,’ he added, trying to lighten the mood. ‘I see him, he’d better start running faster than Usain Bolt. But I don’t think he’ll bother you again.’ 
 
    That raised a genuine smile from the boy. ‘I’ll see you up there in a few minutes, Harp,’ Priya said, the boy nodding. 
 
    ‘Goodnight, Mike.’ 
 
    ‘Goodnight, my man.’ The teenager left the apartment, Priya watching him go. Phillips motioned for her to sit down and she padded through in her bare feet, taking a seat on the couch across from him, her silver-spun hair damp and pushed back behind her ears.  
 
    ‘Thank you so much for intervening,’ she said to Phillips. ‘I’m very grateful. That boy was frightening.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t so brave on his own.’ 
 
    ‘Harp just started going to school with them. They’ll see him in class.’ 
 
    ‘If they go near him again, let me know. But I don’t think they will. How’s your head?’ 
 
    ‘Sore. But I’ll be fine.’ 
 
    He rose and went to his kitchen. ‘Want something to drink? I got beer, wine….’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really drink alcohol. Do you have tea?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, yeah, somewhere,’ he said, rummaging through the cupboards. On the couch, Priya looked around the apartment, tentatively reaching one hand up to touch her head. The bump from where the can had hit it was already half the size of an egg. 
 
    ‘His name is Harp?’ 
 
    ‘Short for Harpal,’ she said. Phillips found a box of tea and put some water on to boil. It took a couple of minutes, but when it was ready, Phillips killed the heat then poured her a mug and brought the box over, all sorts of different coloured teabags inside. ‘Christmas gift from my mom,’ he said as Priya smiled. ‘Help yourself.’ 
 
    She took a vanilla rooibos and dropped it into the water. Phillips noted her eyes were dark brown and very expressive, same as her son, Harp. Indian or Pakistani, he thought. He’d been coming down the street when he’d seen the assault and had heard what the boys were shouting.  
 
    We don’t want no coward family in Astoria.  
 
    He had questions but didn’t want to rush her. 
 
    ‘How long have you been a cop, Mike?’ she asked, looking at the badge and gun he’d removed from his hip and placed on a side table.  
 
    He thought for a moment. ‘Eight years. Shit, yeah. Eight years. Time flies.’  
 
    ‘What rank are you?’ 
 
    ‘Detective. 3rd grade.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘I’ve watched the cop shows. Not everyone makes detective.’  
 
    He smiled. ‘No, I guess they don’t. When did you move in?’ 
 
    ‘Three weeks ago. Harp transferred to Demetrios High and I wanted us to live closer to Manhattan for when he goes to college. We came here from Flushing.’  
 
    ‘Is your heritage Indian?’ he guessed. 
 
    She nodded. ‘My parents moved here from Delhi. We’ve lived in Queens ever since.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep an eye out for you,’ Phillips said. ‘No-one in this building or on the street will bother you or your son again. Word will get out. Apart from that group of dipshits, people around here are decent. It’s a good neighborhood.’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘He’s not my son. But thank you for thinking I pass for being that young. I’m flattered.’ 
 
    ‘Is he adopted?’ 
 
    ‘Harp’s my grandson. His father…my son…died seventeen years ago, in 2001. Harp was born just after he passed away. His mom died when Harp was five.’ 
 
    Don’t want no coward family in Astoria, he’d heard the bully say. Phillips saw a chance to steer her towards the questions he’d like answering. ‘What did he do? Your son?’ 
 
    ‘He was a firefighter.’ 
 
    ‘Here in New York?’  
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And he passed away in 2001?’ Phillips asked. ‘In…September?’ he ventured. 
 
    She nodded. ‘On the 11th.’ 
 
    Phillips paused. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. I got a huge amount of respect for those firemen who died at the Towers. What they sacrificed.’  
 
    ‘He wasn’t at the World Trade Center,’ Priya replied quietly. ‘He was much further uptown.’ 
 
    Phillips frowned and put down his coffee. ‘Why? Another fire?’  
 
    Priya looked at him for a moment and put her tea down.  
 
    ‘He died at his firehouse, Mike,’ she said. ‘On 9/11, my son committed suicide. He shot himself in the head.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
    ‘So that was how he met Priya,’ Bridges said to Archer, who was now sitting beside her stretcher on the floor of the EMT chopper. ‘And heard about her dead son. Some firefighter who committed suicide on 9/11. 
 
    ‘Mikey was real intrigued. Told me all about it the next day. He talked with Priya for a while longer apparently. She seemed glad to speak about him. 343 other firefighters lost their lives that day, but none of them killed themselves at their own firehouse and he hadn’t even been downtown. I could see why it got Mikey curious.’ 
 
    ‘What was her son’s name?’ 
 
    ‘Jay Shah.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never heard of him. Which company was he with?’ 
 
    ‘Engine 35. Hell’s Kitchen.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Yo, I thought this place was Roman Catholic?’ Bridges said, walking beside her partner through Calvary Cemetery two weeks before Archer rescued her. The graveyard was one of the oldest of its kind in the United States, covering 365 acres from Maspeth to Woodside in Queens.  
 
    ‘It is,’ Phillips said. ‘But there’s another plot at the back. City can only bury people in so many places.’  
 
    ‘This guy was Indian, right?’ 
 
    Phillips nodded. ‘But his family are Christian.’ He passed through a gate and they entered a small area with several gravestones. It was the day after Mike’s meeting with Priya and Harp; as Bridges later told Archer, Phillips had mentioned the conversation to her and the story of Jay’s suicide had piqued her interest too. The pair had just completed a morning shift at the CT Bureau and he’d asked her to come with him to the cemetery. She’d started to rib him, but then realised he was serious.  
 
    ‘Why you wanna go out there?’ she’d asked. 
 
    ‘It’s not far out of our way. And something about that story. Firefighter who had all his shit together, according to his mom. Just started out in his career, baby on the way and a girlfriend. Happy guy. Then he offs himself in his firehouse when the planes were hitting the Trade Center.’ 
 
    ‘And he hadn’t been anywhere near the Towers’ Bridges had replied slowly. ‘So it wasn’t trauma.’ 
 
    ‘See why I’m interested?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but you’re not gonna find any answers at the cemetery.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘This was a long time ago, Mikey. What can you possibly hope to find out now?’ 
 
    ‘I’m curious, that’s all, and I got nothing else to do right now. You don’t have to come.’  
 
    ‘Place feels hidden away,’ Bridges said to him, half an hour later. She’d joined him, as he’d known she would. ‘Guy died on duty and they put him out here?’ 
 
    ‘Priya told me the city council allocated this plot,’ Phillips explained. ‘No-one actually said it, but she felt they wanted him out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘Make sure he was forgotten, you mean,’ Bridges said, the pair walking over to Jay’s grave. ‘No-one’s coming this way unless they really mean to.’  
 
    ‘Outta sight, outta mind.’  
 
    ‘I can see why. All his brothers run downtown to the Trade Center while he kills himself at their cleared-out firehouse.’ 
 
    Phillips nodded, looking at the headstone. Standing side by side, they studied the memorial to the young man’s life.  
 
    ‘When was his funeral?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘September 17th, 2001. Six days after he shot himself.’  
 
    To Phillips and Bridges’ left, sweeping waves of traffic on the Brooklyn Queens Expressway rolled by the field of flowers and monuments to completed lives, or those cut short like Jay’s.  
 
    Jaya Naveen Shah, the gravestone read. Dearly missed son, husband, father and firefighter.  
 
    Engine 35. ‘The Pride of the Kitchen.’ 
 
    3/4/1979-9/11/2001. 
 
    A forgotten firefighter, Phillips thought, looking at the gravestone.  
 
    ‘When you told me about this guy, it got me thinking,’ Bridges said. ‘About something I’d never considered before.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Other reported incidents in the city on 9/11. I checked out what else went down that day.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Virtually no crimes, which isn’t surprising I guess. Only other documented death apart from those lost at the Trade Center and Jay’s was a Polish guy who got shot in Bed-Stuy that night.’ 
 
    ‘They find who did it?’ 
 
    ‘Case still open,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Probably always will be.’  
 
    Bridges bent and carefully ran her fingers over the engraved stone lettering of Jay’s headstone. She stopped when the tips passed over Engine 35, dropping into the gaps.  
 
    Staying on one knee, she looked around the quiet plot of private land. A huge, long Roman Catholic cemetery ahead, separated by fencing and a gate, and a busy highway to their right.  
 
    ‘That day has had so much attention,’ Phillips said. ‘But I never heard his name before, Bridge.’ 
 
    ‘Me either. Sounds like he got lost in the glare of the bigger event. Not surprising. He won’t have been the first person that’s happened to.’ Bridges rose and stepped back carefully around the grave, until she was standing beside her partner again. ‘Why you taking such an interest in this?’ she asked. ‘It’s sad and all, but this guy died seventeen years ago, Mikey.’ 
 
    There was a brief silence.  
 
    ‘It’s bothering me, I guess. I like his mom and kid. Detective in me wants to understand why he did what he did. Something odd about it.’ His eyes went to the Engine 35 engraving. ‘You know where that firehouse is?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s on the west side. Why?’  
 
    ‘Think I’m gonna go over there. Talk to the guys. Some of them may have been around at the time; try to find out a bit more.’ He checked his watch then glanced at her. ‘You got a free afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘I’m meeting my brother and his kids for the Mets game. I gotta go home and get changed.’ 
 
    He nodded, looking at the gravestone. ‘OK. Let’s bounce.’ 
 
    She caught his arm as he passed her. ‘Be careful.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘A lot of the fire department guys don’t like talking about 9/11. They lost hundreds of men that day and this guy was one of them, but he didn’t die a hero. The crew at 35 might not take it too well if you show up asking about him. Even after all this time.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll watch my step.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Arch?’ Rach’s voice came over the radio, interrupting Bridges’ recounting the details of their visit to Jay’s gravesite.  
 
    ‘I’m here,’ he said. 
 
    ‘The kidnappers are calling.’  
 
    Archer jumped up and slid the chopper doors shut. He withdrew his radio and pulled the earpiece out, bumping the volume so Bridges could hear. ‘You’re dead, remember,’ he said to her, putting his finger to his lips as she nodded. ‘Alright, take the call,’ he told Rach.  
 
    ‘Hello?’ he heard Koechner say. 
 
    ‘Where was he?’ 
 
    ‘Where was who?’ 
 
    ‘The man from the Highline. He missed the deadline. He didn’t get to the park in the Bronx.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t make it,’ Archer said. ‘Still stuck in traffic.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t waste your time. Bridges is dead.’ 
 
    Archer looked at Bridges, who gave the radio a middle finger. ‘You son of a bitch,’ Archer replied heatedly then winked at his colleague.  
 
    ‘You all better learn from it. This was a lesson for how you acted at the Highline. You don’t follow our instructions, or try to intercept us, another one of your friends dies.’ 
 
    ‘We paid, you haven’t released,’ Koechner said, intervening. ‘It’s time you kept your word.’  
 
    Pause. They waited. 
 
    ‘We want another cash drop. Send someone else to deliver. Someone who can actually get there on time.’  
 
    ‘How much?’ Koechner asked. 
 
    ‘Two million this time, bills bagged like before, minus a tracker. Or Phillips joins his two lady friends.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t a cheque do?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘I’m starting to really dislike you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s mutual. Killing Bridges and Lucero was a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘And why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Because no matter what you do or where you go, we’re gonna hunt you down. We’ll never let up until we find you.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with that,’ the distorted voice said with a laugh. ‘Whoever delivers the money, be at Times Square in an hour.’ 
 
    ‘Where in the Square exactly?’ Koechner asked. 
 
    ‘Just be there. We’ll give you more instructions when we’re satisfied you’re not planning anything cute.’  
 
    The call ended.  
 
    ‘Can we pull that kind of money again?’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘We’ve been expecting another cash demand. Franklin’s already got funds ready to be released,’ Koechner said. ‘State and Mulroney are with him helping out and negotiating for more in case we need it.’  
 
    ‘We’ve gotta do something here,’ Archer replied. ‘We can’t just keep handing over cash and allow them to ride off into the sunset. Especially as there’s no guarantee they’re gonna let our guys go.’ 
 
    ‘Right now, we don’t have a whole lot of options,’ Koechner said. ‘Not until we find Detectives Phillips and Williams.’ 
 
    Archer ended the call, then looked at Bridges. ‘You can’t think of anything you’ve been working on that could have provoked all this?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing. Maybe they just found a good way of getting a shitload of cash and they targeted us? Seems to be working, if that’s what it is.’ She watched him re-fix his radio to his belt and put the earpiece back in. ‘Where you going? They said they didn’t want you at the drop.’  
 
    ‘It’s freed me up,’ he said. ‘I’ll keep my head down but I’m not gonna miss the opportunity. I’ve seen one of these assholes. If he shows up again, I can follow him and try to find out where they’re holding the other two.’  
 
    ‘He said not to try anything, Arch. That’s a risk.’ 
 
    ‘So was coming here to rescue you. If we’re gonna catch a break, we’ve got to start taking them.’ He leaned forward and gave Bridges a hug as she lay propped up on the stretcher. ‘Looks like I’m taking the stairs. Rest up, gangster.’ 
 
    She hugged him back. ‘Watch your ass,’ she said. ‘Find a way to contact me if you work anymore of this out. I’ll see if I can help or remember something. Sorry I couldn’t give you more.’ 
 
    ‘You gave me plenty.’ He left the chopper, then jogged towards the door that led into the building, the two bullet holes visible from where he’d shot the lock off earlier.  
 
    Once inside, he headed for the stairs and started to run down floor by floor, all that Bridges had just told him running through his mind as he started the long descent.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
    Five days after her rape and six before her husband’s car was blown up, Melissa and Courtney were sitting on a park bench not far from Courtney’s apartment at the top of Central Park.  
 
    Despite doing her best not to let fear overwhelm her, Melissa was struggling.  
 
    ‘Deep breaths,’ Courtney told her. 
 
    ‘Shit. I’m scared, Court.’  
 
    ‘You’re not gonna get jumped in a park in broad daylight. And with me beside you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Now breathe in slowly.’ Melissa did as instructed. ‘Now out.’  
 
    Since the attack, everything had been a first. Her first shower, her first walk, her first bagel; this was her first time outside. She still felt traumatised, not helped by the fact that she hadn’t been able to share her experience with anyone except Courtney. The knowledge she could never tell her husband weighed heavily on her, as the only thing she’d ever hidden from him was the cost of a dress or a face cream; never anything important.  
 
    She was also worried sick about her children’s safety.  
 
    ‘It’s been almost a week since you’ve seen Jake and the kids, Mel,’ Courtney said. ‘You know that I like having you around. But you can’t hide out here forever. What did you tell them?’ 
 
    ‘That you’ve been real sick and didn’t have anyone else to look after you. Jake wanted to come over; I managed to put him off. But I think he knows something’s up.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he does. It’s been five days since you last went home. He’s not stu-’  
 
    Court started to cough, and Melissa waited until the bout had passed. Her friend hadn’t worn a mask when she’d worked at Ground Zero all those years ago and like so many other responders, had discovered too late that the air had been toxic. She was experiencing her own fight. And has been, a lot longer than you, Melissa reminded herself. So stop being a wuss. 
 
    Once Courtney had recovered her breathing she looked at her friend. ‘You’re gonna have to tell him sometime. He knows you too well for you to hide this. And those men did that to you because of something he’s working on. If they’re capable of hurting you like this, what could they do to him? Or your girls and Jack?’ 
 
    Melissa couldn’t answer, because that was her dilemma. Her primary concern was to protect her family, but she was terrified of the consequences if Jake ever found out what had happened to her. When he was pushed to the limit, there was a ruthlessness to her husband’s character which even now, could catch her by surprise. She didn’t want him to risk his career by killing these men, but she knew very well that that’s precisely what he was likely to do if he knew what they’d done.  
 
    Especially if he discovered it was because of something he was working on.  
 
    But there was also another underlying reason. The fact he may not want her any longer if he were to find out, was chewing away at her. If this incident ended her marriage, she knew she’d never recover.  
 
    Courtney started coughing again and Melissa rubbed her back gently.  
 
    ‘I hate this,’ Court said once the attack had stopped. ‘Seventeen years later and that goddamn day is still hurting. Killing people…’  
 
      
 
    Inside Courtney’s 108th Street apartment, Melissa’s eyes opened, and she realised she’d been asleep. She’d been replaying that conversation in her head when she’d drifted off, the memories morphing into dreams. 
 
    And it was then that she felt a body lying behind her on the mattress.  
 
    Her heart racing, she rolled to her right without any warning and whipped her hand under the bed in one smooth motion. She pulled a knife she’d previously taped to the frame and leapt back away from the bed, spinning with the blade up.  
 
    Court’s dog, a St Bernard called Flapjack, was lying there, watching her with interest, clearly wondering what new game the human was playing. Melissa closed her eyes briefly with relief, managed a shaky half-smile, then returned the knife to its hiding place before collapsing back onto the bed. ‘Don’t scare me like that, Jacky boy,’ she told the dog, hugging him and resting her face in his warm fur.  
 
    She’d got back to the apartment half an hour or so ago. Once she’d been assured officers from Hoboken Police Department were posted outside her husband’s hospital room and his condition downgraded from critical to stable, Melissa had felt slightly more at ease than she had since the incident this morning by the soda machine. She’d wanted to stay and be there when Jake woke up, but doctors had told her they were feeling more confident about his condition as each hour passed and that they’d text and email her immediately if there was a change either way.  
 
    ‘You’ll be no good to him if you’re wiped out,’ the doctor had told her, seeing how exhausted she appeared. ‘Go home and get some rest.’  
 
    She’d heeded his advice, but largely because she hadn’t wanted to stay and risk Jake seeing the damage to her face; it was starting to fade but was still very evident. With Kayleigh having taken her car, she’d called a cab using the hospital’s landline and returned here to the apartment. Congestion on the bridges and highways was clearing slowly, people staying home due to the power outage and heatwave, and the journey hadn’t taken as long as she expected. But it felt good to get out of Jersey and back into Manhattan. Much as she’d wanted to go see her girls and in-laws, she knew she couldn’t right now. If she turned up the way she looked at the moment, it would provoke questions she wasn’t prepared to answer.  
 
    As soon as she’d arrived back at Courtney’s apartment, she’d made sure the front door and all the windows were secured before lying down, exhausted by the events of the last eleven days, topped with the overwhelming relief she’d felt upon hearing that Jake was alive and out of immediate danger. Then she’d nodded off. 
 
    ‘Sorry, boy,’ she said to the dog, the fur around his neck slightly damp from his drinking water. It prompted a thought to double check he still had plenty left in his bowl and she rose, going through to the kitchen. Seeing the level was a little low, she refilled it, running the cold tap for ten seconds or so to make sure the water was as cool as possible, then placed it back down. Flapjack ambled over and started lapping noisily at the liquid, sloshing some onto the floor.  
 
    The speed at which she’d drawn the knife from the bed and reacted to the possible threat just now gave Melissa a degree of comfort and she carried out a quick check around the apartment. She’d hidden weapons in various strategic places since she’d been staying here and was reassured to see they were all still where she’d taped them: two handguns and multiple knives. Courtney hadn’t been particularly thrilled when she’d discovered Melissa had raided her knife drawer and found out what she’d done, but she’d kept any further objections to herself, understanding her friend needed that feeling of additional security for her peace of mind. Melissa knew there were two pistols locked in a safe at the gym and had steeled herself to go over there and borrow them; after spending most of the sixth day post-assault mustering up the courage, she made sure she went at a time when the gym was closed and no-one was around, her taser in her hand and ready to use. 
 
    But she was well aware after what had happened to Jake and the attack by the soda machine this morning that she needed more firepower immediately to hand than a taser and pepper spray. She took one of the Glocks from inside a drawer in the kitchen, leaving the other duct taped to the underside of the coffee table in Court’s sitting room.  
 
    Holding the pistol, she glanced at the digital clock on the hall table. The numbers had frozen at 12:04am, the time of the power outage last night, so she went to her handbag and checked a replacement phone Court had loaned her. She now had her old SIM card inside it, so she could still be reached on her old number. It was past noon, twelve hours since the lights went out. She attempted calling her in-laws, but the cell wouldn’t connect. Josh had mentioned the networks were overloaded, like in ‘03 when they’d been down all day during the power outage. She walked over to the apartment landline and tried it, but that line was dead too.  
 
    ‘Dammit,’ she whispered. She felt panic start to rise as her isolation hit, feeling an overwhelming need to contact Kayleigh to make sure she and her sister had reached their grandparents’ house safely. The repercussions on her family from her sudden departure from Hoboken were starting to weigh heavily on her, bringing a sense of shame. That wasn’t the kind of behaviour anyone would expect from Melissa Hendricks; she faced her problems. She didn’t run from them, whatever the reasons.  
 
    Payphone outside, she thought. Her shoes were in the spare room where she’d kicked them off by the bed before she’d fallen asleep. Gun in hand, she walked back to get them. 
 
    But paused as she passed the closet.  
 
    After ten seconds of deliberation, she slid open the door and pushed aside some of the garments inside hanging on the rail, revealing a brown sealed box pushed back as far as it would go. 
 
    Melissa stared at it for almost a minute, Flapjack following her back into the room and reclaiming his position on the bed.  
 
    Eventually she laid the gun down carefully, reached in and pulled the box out.  
 
    The clothes she’d been wearing the night she was raped were inside; they were sealed in a couple of large rectangular transparent bags, the kind that laundromats sold all over the city. Her torn jeans, top and underwear. Some smaller fridge-freezer bags had individual swabs in them, labelled lips, cheek, thigh and vagina.  
 
    ‘The hospital would use a rape kit to take evidence,’ Court had told her that night, just after she’d gotten Melissa to take a Plan B morning-after pill. ‘Which is why you should go.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘Then let me take evidence to the cops.’ 
 
    ‘I said no! No-one’s ever gonna know about this.’  
 
    ‘What if they go on to do this to someone else, Mel? Someone we could have saved? How would you feel then?’  
 
    They’d argued for another couple of minutes but eventually Melissa had relented and agreed to the swabs, telling Court that if she betrayed her and took the evidence to the police their friendship would end immediately. Court had agreed to her ultimatum, bagged the swabs along with the clothes and snapped evidence photos of the injuries to Melissa’s face and body with an old smartphone.  
 
    As Melissa stared at the evidence left of the attack and a wave of self-pity threatened to wash over her, she suddenly felt her pride, conscience and anger start to rise.  
 
    How many times in the past has Jake protected you? Helped you? Been there for you?  
 
    She looked down at the contents of the box.  
 
    You gonna stay in here feeling scared? With your man laid out and your children at your parents-in-law’s house, wondering where you are and what’s happening. 
 
    Or are you gonna be a grown woman and do something about it? 
 
    Logic and a sense of balance started to return, and she found herself thinking with more clarity than she had for days. If whoever had assaulted her had known where she worked and where she lived, it was a good guess they knew she was staying here too. Marcelo, her business partner, did a lot of self-defence work with law enforcement and during the training often talked about the gift of intuition, something he said people today tended to dismiss as fanciful. But that was a mistake. Melissa had heard it called ‘the gift of being afraid’.  
 
    That fear served a purpose; it was hard-wired into people to protect them. 
 
    She’d felt it walking down the street, the night she was attacked, but by that point it had been too late to do anything about it. As she knelt in front of the box holding the evidence from her rape eleven days earlier, that same intuition told her these men had been watching her and knew she was staying here.  
 
    With the unsuccessful attempt on Jake’s life, one member of his team murdered, and the others kidnapped, it made sense that they’d keep eyes on his wife who they’d already tried to use as leverage, especially as it must’ve been clear to them by now that she’d ignored what they’d told her to do.  
 
    The man at the hospital had confirmed it. 
 
    And right now, she had a strong feeling they were somewhere close by. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
    Reaching Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant neighbourhood from where Josh had been at the hospital in Hoboken should have taken a relatively long time with traffic the way it was right now, but he’d ridden a water taxi down the Hudson and then used the radio in the cabin onboard to contact 911 and arrange for some transport at the other end. Detectives from the 79th Precinct had been waiting for him when he made it to Red Hook and at the moment Melissa was finding new, untapped resolve in Courtney’s apartment, Josh was in the back of an unmarked car, looking at a file the 79th had pulled at his request as they drove him up through the neighbourhoods of the borough.  
 
    Sections were lower income areas, but the heat didn’t discriminate. On almost every street they passed, residents were standing or playing under opened fireplugs to cool down, while others were waiting in line for flavoured ice, cold drinks or ice cream. However, Josh didn’t pay much attention to what was going on outside his window. The open folder he was holding was fully occupying his concentration.  
 
    ‘This man Omari Jones died in 2001?’ he said, studying the dead officer’s police file. 
 
    ‘Yeah. His story’s well known in the neighbourhood. He still gets talked about round here, even now,’ the detective behind the wheel said. ‘Probably ‘cos they never found who did it. He got wasted at home, few weeks before the Towers came down, right?’ he asked his partner, who nodded as Josh looked at the dead young man’s image on the file.  
 
    Omari was in uniform, looking ahead expressionlessly for an official Department ID photo. He was Haitian-American, and the two detectives were correct: his date of death was August 12th, 2001. He’d been killed sixteen days after his twenty third birthday. As Josh thumbed through the file, landing on CSU evidence photos from the scene of his murder, he saw the eyes that had looked so stern in the official NYPD ID photograph were vacant and half-closed.  
 
    A premature death, and a violent one.  
 
    Blood was pooled around Omari; he was wearing sweatpants, sneakers and a Reebok t-shirt, each article spattered or stained with red. He’d been killed in his kitchen, found with his back slumped against the wall, and judging by the damage to the stove in front of him, had been shot from behind through that partition wall, exit wounds in his chest.  
 
    An evidence number tag had also been placed beside a kitchen knife resting near his right hand.  
 
    He tried to fight back. 
 
    ‘Shot three times with a nine millimetre,’ Josh said out loud, reading the report. ‘No fire returned.’ 
 
    ‘His Department piece was still in its holster on a table by the door. Didn’t get a chance to use it.’ 
 
    ‘Must’ve placed it on the side when he walked in,’ Josh replied, looking at photos taken in the main room of the apartment. ‘They were lying in wait. He didn’t know he had company.’  
 
    The scattered pieces of a broken lamp were lying on the apartment’s floor. He thumbed through the remaining photos. 
 
    ‘Several shots hit the doorframe to the kitchen. No shell casings recovered,’ he muttered. ‘Whoever killed him must’ve taken them. Bullets lodged in the wall of his apartment though? Ballistics got something to work with, at least.’  
 
    ‘Never came back with a definitive result,’ the detective riding shotgun said. ‘Two of the bullets that killed him were mangled up by the oven plate after they exited his chest. But one lodged in the apartment’s brickwork. Rifling characteristics said it came back to a 9mm. This was 2001 technology, mind. If they ran it again, maybe they’d find out more, but they’ll be too swamped with current shit to spend time on an old case like this.’ 
 
    ‘And it remains open.’ 
 
    The driver nodded. ‘That’s why his story’s well-known in the neighbourhood. Guy was popular, so I heard, despite being a cop. He grew up here. And the murder was never solved. Like I said, everyone round here had a theory about what happened.’  
 
    His eyes flicked up to the rear-view mirror.  
 
    ‘Why you so interested, big man? No-one’s pulled that file for years, far as we know.’ 
 
    ‘It caught the eye of a colleague.’ Josh still wasn’t exactly sure why himself. As they pulled up at a red light, he looked at the street sign and saw they were only five blocks from where Omari had lived and died. ‘Thanks for the ride, fellas. I can walk from here.’ 
 
    ‘You sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m gonna ask around. Might be easier to get people to open up if they don’t see you two in the car. Can I hold onto the file for an hour or so?’ 
 
    ‘It’s all yours.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for the ride.’ Josh opened his door and stepped out, and once the light went green, the detectives’ car peeled off to the right and moved away down the street.  
 
    Bed-Stuy was a well-known neighbourhood both around New York and far beyond, mainly for being home to some famous rappers. The 79th and 81st Precincts were the designated law-enforcement presence, and each had a heavy workload. It was a hard area, tough people bred in tough surroundings, all concrete, brick and brownstone with very little greenery. From his position on the sidewalk, Josh looked at a large mural of the rapper Notorious BIG on a wall across the street, a crown cocked to the side of the now-dead lyricist’s head. King of NY was scrawled above the image along with lines of his lyrics, reaching all the way to street level.  
 
    As he glanced at the mural, Josh had the strange impression the musician’s eyes were following him, almost as if they were asking the NYPD detective what the hell he was doing there. It matched the look on the faces of some young men in their early twenties standing on a street corner, laughing at something as one of them bounced a basketball. As Josh started towards them, he heard a remix of music composed by the man painted on the wall, emanating from an old school battery-operated boom box. Where the hell did they get that thing from, he thought.  
 
    ‘You got stones wearing that shit round here, Breezy,’ one of them said as Josh reached them, nodding at the NYPD detective’s New Orleans Saints jersey.  
 
    ‘They’re my team.’ 
 
    ‘Not our team.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone got a problem with that, feel free to raise it,’ Josh said, stopping in front of the group. The young men weighed up the large Louisianan standing in front of them and kept quiet.  
 
    ‘We help you with somethin’?’ one of the others asked. 
 
    ‘How long you all lived here?’  
 
    The guy who’d challenged Josh’s choice of clothing seemed to be the leader. ‘What’s that gotta do with you?’ 
 
    Josh lifted the hem of his shirt, revealing his police badge. There was a collective groan and shuffling of feet. ‘Ah c’mon man, we didn’t do shit,’ one of them said. 
 
    ‘I say you had? I just want some information. Can you tell me anything about a guy called Omari Jones?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ another asked. 
 
    ‘Omari Jones. He lived here years ago. Got shot in August 2001.’ 
 
    ‘How the hell would we know anything ’bout that? We were little kids back then. Still in diapers and shit.’ 
 
    ‘I heard he still gets talked about.’ 
 
    ‘You deaf?’ the guy nearest the boom box said. ‘We was kids back then.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t mean you haven’t heard talk.’  
 
    The young man gave a dismissive shake of his head and turned away, taking the basketball from his friend and bouncing it as he walked off down the street. The others looked at Josh; he’d been a cop long enough to know when a conversation like this was a done deal. Nevertheless, he reached into his pocket and withdrew a card.  
 
    ‘I’m gonna go get a slice and a drink. But I want to find out a bit more about what happened to him. What you guys might have heard. I know how neighborhoods talk and how stories get repeated. And from what I got told, Officer Jones hasn’t been forgotten around here.’ 
 
    ‘What’s in it for us?’ one of them asked.  
 
    ‘Some cash. He might’ve been a cop, but he was a member of this community and a lot of the older folk would’ve known him.’  
 
    He tapped his card.  
 
    ‘Any of you suddenly remember something, call this number. Tell whoever answers that you want to speak to Josh. They’ll put you through to my cell. Or leave a number and I’ll call you back.’ 
 
    ‘Phones ain’t workin’, Po-Boy,’ one of them said. 
 
    ‘Payphones are.’ Josh left the card on the ledge beside the young men and walked away. One of them hawked and spat as the others laughed and shook their heads, turning the music up. The guy who’d spat ripped the card in two and left it on the sidewalk.  
 
    However, one of the group turned and watched Josh go. 
 
      
 
    The front door to the building where Omari Jones had died was propped open, an old janitor inside mopping the floor and listening to a battery radio. Josh walked in unchallenged and then made his way up to the 3rd floor.  
 
    He knocked on 3G, but no-one answered. He waited for a few moments, then went back down the stairs, seeing the janitor still doing his thing.  
 
    ‘Yo man,’ Josh said. ‘You got a master key?’ 
 
    The guy stopped his work momentarily, leaning against his mop. ‘Maybe. Who’s askin’?’ 
 
    Josh showed his badge. ‘I wanna take a look inside 3G.’ 
 
    ‘Now what you wanna go in there for?’  
 
    ‘Omari Jones used to live there, I heard.’ 
 
    ‘Been a long-ass time since that kid was a resident. Took yo time turning up to investigate.’ The old man cackled at his own joke. 
 
    ‘I want to see the space. But the person who lives there isn’t home.’ 
 
    The man sized Josh up for a few more moments, then propped the mop against the wall and waved for Josh to follow, not responding to his comment. They reached the 3rd floor and walked along the corridor to the apartment.  
 
    The janitor pulled his set of keys, selecting the one he needed.  
 
    ‘What about who lives here?’ Josh asked again. 
 
    ‘No-one does,’ the janitor said to Josh’s surprise, opening the door.  
 
    He found himself looking at a dank, stripped down apartment with a few pieces of old furniture standing around the depressing space.  
 
    ‘No-one’s been here in seventeen years?’ 
 
    ‘Course they have. People signed leases on and off, but no-one stuck it out. Never wear a dead man’s hat or clothes. Never live in the apartment where he was killed.’ The janitor flicked a rheumy eye around the apartment. ‘Some people say he’s still here, haunting it. I don’t believe in that shit but once word gets out, y’know? Last tenant moved out six months ago.’ 
 
    Josh nodded. The group of young men might have claimed not to know anything about Omari, but the neighbourhood still seemed to.  
 
    ‘Give me five minutes?’ he asked the janitor. 
 
    ‘Just close the door when you’re done. And don’t steal nothin’.’ He cackled again as he turned and disappeared down the corridor.  
 
    Josh remained still for a few moments, focusing. Some people say he’s still here, haunting it. He looked around and breathed in his surroundings, picturing where the furniture had been from the photos in the folder under his arm.  
 
    Evidence that a tragic act had been perpetrated here on an August day seventeen years ago.  
 
    It definitely gave the place an atmosphere. 
 
    Opening the folder, he tried to imagine how Jones’ last moments had played out, using the photographs as his guide.  
 
    He made the motion of laying a gun and keys where the side table had once been.  
 
    Walked forward.  
 
    The bedroom and bathroom were to his left, the kitchen space to his right separated from the rest of the space by a thin partition wall. Omari had ended up in there with a knife, his back to the wall, his gun still out here, too far away for him to reach when he was killed. 
 
    He didn’t know someone was already in the apartment when he walked in, Josh thought.  
 
    When he was taken by surprise, he didn’t have time to get his pistol, so he… 
 
    Josh looked at the photos of the smashed lamp, which had been lying right where he was now standing.  
 
    He snatched it up and threw it or broke it on someone. 
 
    Ran to the kitchen.  
 
    Shots hit the frame but missed him.  
 
    The wood around the door had long been replaced, now smooth and unmarked. Josh walked over, envisaging Omari on the other side of the partition in the kitchen with his back to the wall, cornered and nowhere else to go.  
 
    He extracted the photo of the young cop slumped against the wall with half-open eyes, blood pooled around him on the wooden floor.  
 
    A knife lying beside him. Pulled from a kitchen drawer.  
 
    Whoever had murdered him had shot into his back repeatedly through the thin wall.  
 
    Josh thumbed through the rest of Omari’s file. He saw that he and his partner had each been presented with an award at an NYPD medal ceremony a few days before his death, the presentation that Hendricks had been reading about on his home computer, according to Melissa. The folder also contained the after-incident report, which said the two young officers had risked their lives to save a workman from a construction accident. The Department’s official medal day back then had been in September, but Josh knew the ceremony in 2001 had been postponed until December because of 9/11. For Officer Jones and his partner to receive their medals in an early private ceremony at Police Plaza meant they must have done something really special.  
 
    Josh turned the page and saw a press cutting from the Post that had been clipped into the file. Omari and his partner, Chris Reeve, standing proudly side-by-side on stage beside Mayor Giuliani.  
 
    ‘I wanna talk to you, pal,’ Josh said quietly, studying the image of Omari’s partner. The seventeen year gap would make him forty years old now.  
 
    Josh’s head came up sharply as he heard footsteps approach down the corridor.  
 
    Then they stopped outside the door.  
 
    He drew his pistol quietly and tucked himself against the wall of Omari’s old kitchen, standing a foot from where the man had died. He had the sidearm resting against his leg, out of view; in normal circumstances, he would have considered his reaction over the top, but what had happened to Hendricks, Diana Lucero’s death and the three missing detectives were all warnings against complacency today. 
 
    The door was pushed back to reveal one of the young men from the street appear. ‘You lied, New Orleans,’ he said, seeing Josh as the cop exhaled then stepped forward, holstering his pistol. ‘You told us you were gonna go get a slice.’ 
 
    He paused.  
 
    ‘So I guess we’re even. We lied too. Everyone round this joint knows about Omari Jones.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
    ‘I hate high-rises,’ Archer muttered to himself, as he finally exited 119 Hudson Heights. Even though going down sixty floors wasn’t as testing as running up them and despite the fact Archer was certainly no stranger to working out, the stress on his body from the rescue and on his thighs from the descent, combined with the intense heat, had managed to sap a lot of his energy. He’d had an unpleasant flashback when he encountered members of ESU around the 40th floor, taking him back to that building in Harlem several years previously when he’d fought for his life with his ex-girlfriend Vargas and a group of US Marshals, but they’d already met him up on the roof and knew who he was. They’d nodded at him and Archer had continued to run down the steps unhindered. 
 
    He checked the time as he set off for Times Square. ‘How you all doing on time, Rach?’ he asked, using his radio. 
 
    ‘Delivery’s due in twenty eight minutes. The money’s being transferred by armoured car to the Square.’ 
 
    ‘Has Mayor Di Blasio been notified?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, and he’s not happy. He doesn’t want to authorise another payment to these guys unless it’s absolutely necessary.’ 
 
    I’ll bet, Archer thought, wiping sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his shirt. The breeze from the top of Hudson Heights was a distant memory now as he started to cut his way up 9th Avenue.  
 
    The Hudson Yards redevelopments were a few avenues over from the more populated areas, and as Archer reached them he saw a number of eateries and restaurants had staff posted outside them handing out free samples of food, the majority cups of ice cream, gelato or fro-yo with little spoons sticking out of the top, with the clear aim of enticing people inside. Steam was rising from grills in the sidewalk, the sun beating down from a cloudless sky, the predicted storm not due for another few hours. The air felt so thick you could almost swim in it. 
 
    Archer weaved his way through all the activity. Twenty eight minutes gave him plenty of time to get to Times Square. But then he remembered Bridges’ words when they were talking up on 119’s roof a short time ago and his geographical location jogged a recent memory.  
 
    One which for certain reasons, had lodged itself in his mind.  
 
    ‘Rach, where’s Engine 35?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘The firehouse?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll check.’ Pause. ‘It’s west side, near you. 37th and 9th.’ Archer glanced at the cross-street signs nearest to him and saw he was close. He had plenty of time in hand, and some questions he’d very much like to ask. Mikey had shown some interest in that particular firehouse and now he was missing. Bridge had gone to the cemetery with him after he’d spoken to her about Jay Shah, and she’d had her ankles broken with a baseball bat. Hendricks had seemed to be interested in some past case, the cop Omari Jones who’d died a few weeks before the Indian-American firefighter, but it wasn’t a stretch to imagine Phillips might have talked to his squad leader about Jay too.  
 
    Now the police sergeant was in the ICU and his wife had been raped with the threat his girls would be next if he didn’t back off his latest investigation. 
 
    Less than three minutes later Archer was standing across the street from the firehouse where Jay had killed himself seventeen years earlier. The bay door was rolled up and Archer saw a truck ready to go. A simian-built, ginger-haired guy with freckles and tattoos on both arms was running a cloth over the front of the vehicle, which was already gleaming. Despite the heat, the man was cleaning with vigour, sweat patches visible on his blue FDNY t-shirt; he clearly took pride in his work. 
 
    As the guy stood back to check on his progress, Archer approached, seeing some large transparent sheets hanging behind the fire truck screening off an area. Apparently, they had some construction work going on inside the firehouse.  
 
    ‘Help you with something?’ the firefighter asked, turning as Archer arrived alongside him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, maybe. I’ve got some questions about a guy who used to work here.’ 
 
    ‘Who’d that be?’ 
 
    ‘Jay Shah.’ 
 
    The guy’s manner instantly changed. He looked at Archer sharply.  
 
    ‘Why you asking about him?’  
 
    Archer pulled his badge from his waistband and showed the man. ‘You or any of the other guys here get a visit recently from any of my colleagues?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ the man said, still clearly distrustful although slightly less antagonistic. 
 
    ‘Someone’s tried to melt two of them today. Another from their same team was shot dead in Astoria last night. Their sergeant was almost killed this morning in Hoboken by getting car-bombed. The other three were kidnapped and one of them nearly just got flushed down an elevator shaft in Hudson Yards.’ 
 
    He saw his blunt approach was working. ‘You being straight with me?’ the fireman asked, the hostile expression on his face fading. ‘Someone’s really trying to kill these guys?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve already succeeded in one instance.’ Archer checked his watch. ‘And I’ve got to be at Times Square in twenty four minutes. I’m not here out of idle curiosity and I’m not playing games. If we’re gonna talk, we’ve got to do it fast.’ 
 
    The firefighter deliberated, studying Archer for ten seconds or so, then passed his chamois cloth to his left hand and extended his right to Archer.  
 
    ‘Sean O’Brien.’ 
 
    ‘Sam Archer,’ he replied, shaking the other man’s hand; he had a strong grip. 
 
    ‘Come in the shade, it’s too hot out here. Yeah, your man showed up.’ 
 
    ‘Was he tall? Dark-haired, kind of gangly?’ 
 
    O’Brien nodded. ‘Told me his name was Mike.’  
 
    He hesitated again. 
 
    ‘How much do you know about Jay?’ O’Brien asked after a few moments. 
 
    ‘Only that he died here.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t something we like to talk about. Was seventeen years ago and most of the guys here now weren’t around then. But people have long memories and that sorta thing…sticks.’  
 
    Archer waited as the man wiped his hands.  
 
    ‘Rep of the firehouse is real important to us. Calls come in, we wanna be the first ones at the scene. On that day, when firefighters from all over the city were giving up their lives to try and save people, to have one of your own do himself in the fire station? Yeah, Engine 35 stood out that day, but for all the wrong reasons.’ He wrapped and unwrapped the cleaning cloth around his knuckles as he spoke, evidence of his unease. ‘Didn’t exactly cover us in glory.’ 
 
    ‘I get that,’ Archer said.  
 
    As he spoke, three other firefighters suddenly emerged from the inside of the firehouse. ‘You good, LT?’ one of them asked, looking sharply at Archer and then at the badge on his belt. He was an older member of the house, sinewy with greying black hair, a sharp face and deep set eyes. The two men either side of him were younger and muscular. O’Brien nodded, and after a moment they turned and wandered off.  
 
    ‘Don’t mind them,’ O’Brien told Archer. ‘We don’t get on too well with the police in this neighbourhood. You know the way it goes.’ 
 
    Archer did; the rivalry between the NYPD and FDNY went back a long way. However, he wasn’t interested in that right now; instead, he was looking at some large board-style photo-frames that were resting against one of the walls, no doubt ready to be hung up when the construction work was complete. They were littered with cut-outs from every major paper in the NY area, detailing the activities of the firefighters here at Engine 35.  
 
    Archer knew from dealing with the fire department a few times in the aftermath of operations, that there were different kinds of companies in the FDNY with specific tasks. Ladder companies performed search/rescue, forcible entry and ventilation. Engine companies, like this one, were tasked with securing a water supply, then putting out a fire. Rescue companies were the elite, most highly-trained, and were almost like the FDNY’s SWAT team, called in in situations beyond the scope of a regular rig. 
 
    ‘Did you lose other men on 9/11?’ he asked, looking back at O’Brien. 
 
    ‘Not at the Trade Center. We got real lucky. Jay was our only casualty.’ 
 
    ‘How did you all escape that one?’ 
 
    ‘We were in the North Tower when the South came down. Radios weren’t working so we made an on-site decision call to evac. We just made it out. Lot of other companies didn’t.’ He paused again. ‘So there’s that.’  
 
    ‘You were a member of the firehouse back then?’ Archer asked.  
 
    O’Brien nodded.  
 
    ‘So you remember Jay.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I do. Hard as I try not to.’ 
 
      
 
    Seventy blocks uptown, as Archer and O’Brien talked inside Engine 35, Melissa left Courtney’s place and started walking down the street, dressed in a different set of clothes from the ones she’d worn to the hospital that morning. Court’s place was in front of the top of Central Park and as she walked, Melissa noticed people lying in the shade of trees, getting some fresh air while making the most of even the slightest breeze.  
 
    On the street corner ahead, there was an old payphone that on a normal day would’ve been regarded more as a relic of the past than a useful piece of technology, but this afternoon it was back in hot demand. Melissa joined the line for it and waited patiently until she was up next, then slotted in a couple of quarters and dialled Kayleigh’s cell, praying for a connection.  
 
    The black phone receiver was warm, and she pulled sunglasses down over her eyes before leaning her forearm against the payphone, looking at the street around her as she waited for a response.  
 
    She got through on the third attempt. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ Kayleigh said after four rings. 
 
    ‘Kay, it’s me,’ Melissa said. ‘Did you get your sister?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, Mom, I pulled her from softball. We’re here with Granny and Grandpa.’ 
 
    ‘Did you tell them what’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Hold on. Grandpa wants to talk to you.’  
 
    I’ll bet he does, Melissa thought as she waited, hearing a rustling down the line.  
 
    ‘What’s going on, honey?’ her father-in-law asked, his voice coming as a deep rumble down the phone. At sixty four years old, John Hendricks was still an oak tree of a man. It was clear where Jake’s physical size and presence had come from, and his father was still someone you’d do best to avoid crossing. It was why she’d sent her girls straight to him. 
 
    ‘Jake’s team are being targeted, Pop. One of his detectives was shot last night and the others have been kidnapped. Couple of detectives from Matt Shepherd’s team are trying to find them.’ 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    ‘I’m OK. The hospital said Jake’s out of danger.’ 
 
    ‘I know. We managed to get a call through to them. There’s an old payphone ten minutes’ drive away.’  
 
    A pause. 
 
    ‘Kayleigh said you’ve got marks on your face and that you haven’t slept at home for almost two weeks. Does it have something to do with this?’ 
 
    Melissa hesitated for a second. ‘I’ll tell you when I see you, Pop. But like I told you, I’m alright.’ 
 
    ‘We want to go to the hospital and see him.’ 
 
    ‘I really need you to keep the girls there for the moment. Do you still have the Remington Jake bought you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Keep that loaded and close at hand, too. Just in case. And please don’t use that payphone again.’ 
 
    ‘Which means there’s definitely something you’re not telling me, sweetheart.’ 
 
    ‘Queue is backing up behind me. I’ll tell you later, Pop. We’ll talk in person. I can’t right now.’  
 
    Not wanting to get into deeper conversation with her father-in-law, who like his son didn’t miss much and could be very persistent, she replaced the receiver with a ding, then headed off down the street.  
 
    The call was the first reason she’d left the apartment.  
 
    Now that was done, she could concentrate on the second.  
 
    She’d picked up the figure watching her from the shade of a tree in the Park when she’d been on the phone, her moment of recognition hidden from him under her shades. The guy who’d jumped her at the hospital, and one of the two men who’d assaulted her that awful night. 
 
    Rapist #1. 
 
    As she walked down the street, she stopped briefly beside a parked car’s side-mirror, pretending to check something in her bag. 
 
    In the reflection, she saw him cross the road behind her and start to head her way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
    ‘I was three years out the Academy when Jay was assigned to us,’ O’Brien explained, as Archer glanced at his watch before taking advantage of the opportunity to swallow some much-needed water from a bottle the firefighter had given him. He could spare three minutes for this conversation, five at most. Even though he wasn’t expected to hand over the cash in Times Square, he wanted to be there when the handover took place and do his best to get a visual on whoever collected the money. But right now, details were scarce on what Hendricks and his team had been investigating lately, and Archer wanted to make the most of every opportunity. That meant gleaning as much information as he could from this man was vital. 
 
    ‘So you’re a twenty year guy?’ Archer said.  
 
    O’Brien nodded. ‘Lieutenant, now.’ 
 
    ‘And you still clean the truck?’ 
 
    ‘Every shift. Make sure it’s done right. Sounds crazy, but I enjoy it. Gives me time to think and sets a good example. That’s why I was out here when your friend Mike showed up.’  
 
    ‘How did Jay fit in?’ 
 
    ‘At the firehouse?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Did he give any sign he was depressed? Or worried about anything?’ 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. ‘Early period was a little rough for the guy. Always is for a probie. We all go through it. You gotta earn trust and respect around here. Then we discovered what he could do on ice skates.’ 
 
    ‘Hockey?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Turned out he played for the Junior Rangers.’ For the first time since Archer had met him, O’Brien smiled. ‘We play a game for charity against you guys every year. 7-0 that year, and Jay scored five of them. To this day, it’s the worst beating we ever put on the cops. Best individual score any guy ever made on record.’  
 
    ‘Indian-American firefighter who was a beast at hockey. Sounds like Jay really was one of a kind.’ Archer hesitated for a moment. ‘Who found him the day he died?’  
 
    ‘Another guy on the crew called Donough,’ O’Brien said. ‘We were the first back to the firehouse from the Trade Center. Donough went out back to get cases of water to wash off some of the dust and rinse out our mouths. That was when he saw Jay’s body.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he?’ 
 
    ‘About where you’re standing.’  
 
    Archer looked down at the spot. They were behind the far end of the truck, almost in the doorway to the firehouse kitchen. He could see why it had taken a while to notice Jay’s corpse. The kit and stacks of supplies meant he would have been hidden from sight, and that wasn’t considering the utter fatigue and shock the men who’d come from the Trade Center would have been suffering from. 
 
    ‘Still keeps me up at night sometimes,’ O’Brien said. ‘Along with what happened downtown, you got one of our guys lying here with his brains blown out around him. That night and the following week, we spent our days back at the Trade Center searching for any survivors, while this place was locked off and became a crime scene.’  
 
    ‘CSU must have been too busy to come here, surely?’ Archer said. O’Brien nodded. ‘So who was sent instead? Evidence collection team?’ Archer knew they responded to events like burglaries and non-fatal crimes. 
 
    ‘You got it. Told us they didn’t have the tools to properly investigate the scene, but they did the best they could. Bagged and tagged the gun Jay used, as well as a shell casing.’ 
 
    ‘Did he leave a suicide note?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. Nothing. Each of us was questioned individually, but we had one hell of an alibi. We were all at the Trade Center when it happened.’  
 
    O’Brien picked up the cloth he’d been cleaning the truck with and started distractedly wiping his hands again.  
 
    ‘First your colleague and now you, coming here asking questions about Jay. This was a long time ago, Detective. Why the sudden interest?’ 
 
    ‘Mike’s partner told me that Jay’s death was pretty much swept under the rug,’ Archer said, avoiding providing an answer. He didn’t have any yet. 
 
    ‘It was. People were pissed about what he did. And it got nasty.’  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Jay was Indian, and brown-skinned, right? It stayed more or less local, but word passed around the Kitchen what happened. People started talking. Some of them weren’t too smart with what they had to say.’ 
 
    ‘How bad did it get?’ 
 
    ‘He got labelled a pussy. Coward. Failure. Someone tagged our firehouse with graffiti saying as much. Group of drunk dumbasses from the local bar claimed he was in on the attacks. And we all wondered why he’d done it. All those people running downtown to help after the first plane crashed, but our probie was so freaked out he shot himself in the head back at the firehouse.’  
 
    He sighed.  
 
    ‘Our house’s rep took a real shot after that. I gotta be honest man, to me it feels like it’s only recently recovered. Bringing this up again ain’t gonna go down too well.’  
 
    Archer nodded as he kept a close eye on the time, his focus on the money drops and getting Mikey and Devonte back. But this story was strangely intriguing. He could see why it had hooked Mike’s attention, his detective instincts telling him there was more to the case.  
 
    ‘I only found out about this guy this morning,’ Archer said. ‘But already, what he did doesn’t sound in character.’ 
 
    ‘How can you ever know, man? I’ve seen enough suicide and attempts at it to know you’re always left wondering why. If someone’s in pain and wants to get it done, they get it done. Or it’s a cry for help.’ He drank from his own bottle of water. ‘I’ve been called to plenty of jumpers. Virtually every time we’ve been on site, they’ve been talked down. They do it more for attention, I think, even if they don’t realise it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t shoot yourself in the head if you’re just looking for attention,’ Archer said. ‘It’s a bit final.’ 
 
    ‘I try to forget about that kid, best I can. We all do. Nine blocks up, there’s a station at 48th and 8th. They lost the most guys out of any single firehouse in the city that day, and our only loss shot himself. His name don’t get mentioned.’  
 
    Archer looked to his left and saw the three members of the crew who’d come out earlier were standing in the kitchen nearby, clearly listening to their conversation.  
 
    He made eye contact with the older one who’d spoken earlier; he didn’t look friendly.  
 
    Not needing to get into any sort of confrontation with a fireman with attitude right now, Archer glanced down at the spot where Jay’s twenty two year old life had ended.  
 
    The story was undeniably tragic.  
 
    Suicide.  
 
    On the day the city had needed the young man’s help the most. 
 
      
 
    In the shade of a tree at the top of Central Park, the guy from the hospital had picked Melissa up the moment she’d left Courtney’s apartment.  
 
    Ever since he’d raped her Tuesday of last week, he’d been keeping an eye on her, tailing her movements, feeling his frustration and anger becoming as hot as the outside temperature as he realised their assault on her had had no effect. The bitch hadn’t learned her lesson and her husband hadn’t backed off, so either she hadn’t talked to him or he was ignoring the advice.  
 
    He watched her leave the phone, pushed himself away from the tree he’d been leaning against and started to follow her, losing sight momentarily as she rounded a corner. Sweat was stinging the deep scratches and cuts on his arms from where Karen Bridges had fought and clawed at him, but he ignored the discomfort as he moved down the street. 
 
    He was only fifteen seconds or so behind the police sergeant’s wife, but once he went around the corner, he stopped dead. 
 
    She’d disappeared.  
 
    He pulled back and glanced around him, wondering where the hell she’d gone.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ he muttered. He tipped his sunglasses down and started to walk slowly down the block, checking the stores and a laundromat as he passed in case she’d ducked into one.  
 
    His laid-back, confident attitude started to melt like the tar in the cracks of the sidewalk, his ready anger rising again with each step he took when he couldn’t locate her.  
 
    He turned and retraced his steps, waited for thirty seconds or so, then moved back quickly around the corner one more time, scanning the sidewalks in case she’d been hiding; however, he was confident she hadn’t made him so why would she hide? 
 
    But he still couldn’t see her.  
 
    Somehow, he’d missed her. 
 
      
 
    Tucked in the entrance to a small bodega, Melissa watched the man turn and head back around the corner.  
 
    The same man who’d asked for a single at the soda machine and then slammed her up against the wall by the throat. 
 
    One of the two who’d raped her. 
 
    She’d never been a cop, but she’d learned a lot just by living with Jake all these years, and she’d absorbed the way he thought and the manner in which he and his team worked, like osmosis. In addition to that, her own intuition had told her this guy would try to outsmart her. He had that smug, obnoxious look about him.  
 
    She’d gone to ground and waited, even when it looked as if he’d given up. Just as well, as it turned out.  
 
    ‘I see you, asshole,’ Melissa whispered. She waited, watching him get increasingly frustrated as he looked for her, up and down the street. After waiting another moment or two, it was only when she saw him give up and head back up the street that she stepped out from where she’d been hiding.  
 
    And started to follow him instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
    New York City’s C train service had been a long-time recipient of abuse over the years and not without reason. Aside from constant delays, many of the rattling, old stripped-down metal carriages were in very poor condition, sometimes so bad that passengers could find themselves wondering if they were up-to-date with their tetanus shots. The trains were noisy and uncomfortable but because they also ran through Brooklyn and up the west side of Manhattan to the Bronx, were also always busy.  
 
    The C train was one of the few services running today, the MTA with back-up power on certain lines. As Archer was on his way to Times Square via Engine 35, Josh and the teenager who’d followed him to Omari’s apartment were sitting side-by-side in one of the C train carriages on a service heading uptown, having gotten on in Bed-Stuy. A window down the other end was open, the screeching brakes and whistling wind making their conversation impossible to overhear. 
 
    ‘Relax,’ Josh said, seeing the boy beside him constantly glancing left and right at the people closest to them. After the teenager had shown up at Omari’s old place, Josh had told him to meet him at the subway fifteen minutes later. ‘No-one saw you.’ 
 
    ‘Easy for you to say. They find out we talkin’, it ain’t gonna be good for me.’ 
 
    ‘How old are you?’ 
 
    ‘Nineteen.’  
 
    ‘So how do you have any information about Omari? You were two years old when he died.’ 
 
    ‘My brother’s twenty years older than me. I was an accident, as my momma keeps telling me. She had Jordan when she was fifteen and he knew Omari from growing up together on the block. Case came up again on TV a couple years ago, just before Jord got busted and went upstate.’ 
 
    ‘Why was it on the news?’ 
 
    ‘Was one of them local pieces. Omari’s momma was being interviewed, talking about never knowing why her boy got shot. She died last year, so I heard. Heart attack or somethin’. Rest of his family left New York and moved to D.C. I was watching the story with Jord, and he told me how messed up it was what happened to that cop. Said they used to run together before he got his shit clean. He was a good guy.’  
 
    ‘Run together? As in?’ 
 
    ‘Omari used to sling dope. Most kids do round the block. He spent years hustling and never got so much as a fine for spitting gum. Joined the NYPD and got killed in his own home less than a year in.’ 
 
    ‘Were your brother and his friends pissed? That Omari became a cop?’ 
 
    ‘Think some people were.’ 
 
    ‘Enough to get him killed?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Jord said they weren’t friends no more. Thought Omari sold out by becoming five-o.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re here, talking to me. Why?’ 
 
    The boy didn’t answer for a while, clearly conflicted. ‘I saw how things shook out for Jord. I figured you could help him out or somethin’.’ He shrugged. ‘And five-o or not, Omari was one of us. Even if he walked with people like you.’ 
 
    ‘Did he ever come after anyone in the area?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know. He must’ve known all the shit Jord and his old crew were getting up to, but he left them alone.’  
 
    The train suddenly started to brake as it approached Fulton Street. The kid rose.  
 
    ‘I’mma take the next one back or they’ll wonder where I’m at.’ He paused, awkwardly. ‘But maybe you could get someone take another look at my brother’s case. I dunno how that shit works. He ain’t no saint but he got set-up. That’s why he’s inside.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his full name?’ 
 
    ‘Jordan Washington.’ The boy grinned. ‘Like the President, he used to say.’ 
 
    ‘What did he go down for?’  
 
    ‘Robbery. He doin’ eight. But like I said, he didn’t do that shit.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Josh withdrew his wallet and offered the young man ten bucks. ‘I promised you some money. Lunch is on me.’ 
 
    ‘Not why I did it,’ he said, leaving the money in Josh’s hand.  
 
    The teenager left the train as the doors opened, quickly disappearing into the crowd. Josh watched from his seat, unable to hide a half-smile, then put the ten dollar bill back into his wallet, making a mental note of Jordan’s name. However, today he had a bigger priority and that was Omari.  
 
    Somehow that old killing was relevant and could well be at the root of what had happened to Hendricks and his team.  
 
    On his way to the subway, Josh had stopped at a payphone to call the CT Bureau and a quick search by one of the analysts had told him Omari’s partner, Chris Reeve, still lived in the city. He was five months into a renewed lease on an apartment a few blocks from the Canal Street station stop, just above Chinatown.  
 
    The train reached the station six or seven minutes later, and Josh wiped sweat from his forehead as he headed for the stairs. 
 
    It felt like it was getting even hotter. 
 
      
 
    Now standing outside Engine 35 and about to leave, Archer contacted Koechner using the radio. ‘How are the high-rise searches going?’  
 
    ‘Fire Department are doing a good job of clearing the buildings in Hudson Yards. ESU finished in 119 and are helping the firefighters work their way through others in the area. Got a lot of dehydration cases and faintings. Some people have been in elevators all night and it’s taking time getting them out.’  
 
    ‘But no sign of Mikey or Dee?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not. Looks like Bridges was the only one of our people hidden over there.’ 
 
    ‘We could use ESU’s help in Times Square.’ 
 
    ‘Their second team are there out of sight.’ 
 
     ‘You heard from Josh?’ 
 
    ‘He called from a payphone in Brooklyn not long ago, asking for an address. Old partner of a cop called Omari Jones, who was killed in August 2001.’ 
 
    ‘How’d he buy it?’ 
 
    ‘Shot in his own home.’ 
 
    So Omari died too, Archer thought. A month before Jay. 
 
     ‘Arch, the remaining phone lines are getting completely overloaded now,’ Rach added. ‘We’re almost at the point where the next time the kidnappers try to communicate, we’ll have to talk using two cups and a piece of string. If radio is next for some reason, we might lose comms with you at some point.’ 
 
    ‘Are you gonna try to be there?’ Koechner asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but I’ll keep my head down,’ he said, seeing he had just over eleven minutes left. 
 
    ‘Are you intentionally trying to jeopardise this operation?’ State interjected loudly, his words almost becoming a theme of the day. Archer closed his eyes briefly in annoyance. Seemed State had returned after being called to division and helping Franklin at the Treasury. ‘I keep telling you, that’s not wise. We don’t want to antagonise these people.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t be seen,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘Like at the Highline?’ 
 
    ‘This is Times Square,’ Koechner reasoned with him before Archer could respond. ‘It’s gonna be busier than Hell’s waiting room.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still saying it’s a bad idea.’ 
 
    ‘And like I keep telling you, unless you have a better one, it’s the only chance we have of at least trying to find out who we’re dealing with here,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘Get someone else to keep a lookout.’ 
 
    ‘Who? You?’ 
 
    There was no response and he ended the transmission, picturing them all inside the Bureau’s dark meeting room, which was hot but nowhere near as bad as out here, where thinking clearly and calmly was becoming increasingly challenging. 
 
    ‘If you’re on a deadline, you’d better take off, man,’ O’Brien said, having just joined him outside the firehouse.  
 
    ‘Thanks for being open and talking to me,’ Archer said, shaking his hand. ‘Can’t be easy.’ He looked at the building, Engine 35’s HQ. ‘Thought they’d have you guys clearing high rises with all these elevators stranded from the blackout. Some people have been in them all night, apparently.’  
 
    ‘Other platoon from the firehouse are doing that. Today was these guys here long weekend, but we were called in from leave. With this heat, we need to be ready in case fires break out today. When they break out.’ 
 
    Archer needed to get going, but quickly went back to the wall for one last look at the framed photo-boards. Fire company perform daring rescue, went one headline. Pride of Hell’s Kitchen tackle suspected arson. He saw photos of the members of the firehouse, both post-fire and also official photos of the firefighters in uniform. O’Brien was there, along with the other guys from his team; among them, Archer saw the three men who’d come out earlier to see who their visitor was.  
 
    Confrontational, but proud. An engine company determined to restore their reputation. He couldn’t blame them. 
 
    ‘We’ve been busy this year,’ O’Brien said, seeing Archer’s interest. ‘Some of the guys are due to get medals from Di Blasio in a couple weeks.’ 
 
    At the mention of a medal day, Archer remembered Melissa telling them about the article Hendricks had brought up on his home computer about the long-dead cop, Omari Jones. Three days after his ceremony, the young man had been killed. Archer looked past the FDNY lieutenant at the construction inside the firehouse. ‘The publicity got you a fresh lick of paint?’ 
 
    ‘City’s working through fixing up the station houses. We got bumped to the front of the queue after we got some press attention.’ O’Brien smiled. ‘Funny how that works.’  
 
    He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder.  
 
    ‘Not that someone in the house would’ve wanted us up that fast for renovation. Knocking down that wall was like hitting a piñata. All sorts of shit inside.’ 
 
    Archer frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Porno mags, old cans of beer, some uppers, half empty bottle of whiskey. Even an old handgun. Foreman said some of the bricks must’ve worked loose over the years and someone who worked here got creative. Used it as their private hide.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea who?’ 
 
    ‘No. And they probably don’t work here anymore. Or if they do, no-one came forward. Skin mags, a pistol, a few pills and a half bottle of Jack. Would you have owned up to it?’ 
 
      
 
    Two and a half miles downtown, Canal Street was the hottest Josh had ever known it. He caught the door to the apartment building where Chris Reeve lived from a resident just leaving, relieved to get off the sidewalks for the moment. Not only was it a busy thoroughfare, Canal was also where a lot of pop-up vendors sold their wares and with the temperature over triple figures and the crush of people, the place had felt unbearably claustrophobic.  
 
    As he reached the 1st floor landing, he passed a man and woman coming the other way. Josh nodded to them and kept going up another three floors.  
 
    He checked the piece of paper in his hand and moments later, found Reeve’s apartment.  
 
    Before he knocked, he noticed the bolt on the door had been twisted, meaning it couldn’t close and lock the occupant out.  
 
    He must be around, Josh thought.  
 
    ‘Chris?’ he called. No-one replied, and he pushed the door back gently, staying where he was, not wanting just to walk into the man’s apartment. 
 
    Maybe he’s downstairs loading a car up or something, Josh thought, but then cop intuition and previous experience kicked in. He’d been ambushed in apartment buildings before and the image of Omari slumped in his kitchen was seared onto his retinas like the aftermath of a flashbulb going off in his face. 
 
    His hand lingering close to his sidearm, Josh stepped quietly into the apartment. 
 
      
 
    The gloved hands holding the suppressed Sig MPX submachine gun inside the apartment tightened.  
 
    Two members of the group involved in the CT Bureau kidnappings were crouched in Reeve’s bedroom, ski masks over their faces and blue booties over their shoes to avoid leaving any DNA evidence. One was the caller from Grand Central, the same man who’d been handling all the disguised ransom calls to the CT Bureau. The other was a big Asian American man. 
 
    They hadn’t been there long, but the inside of the masks and gloves were already soaked with sweat. They heard the rattle of the shower curtain as it was pulled back, then glanced at each other, puzzled as they heard someone whistling a Notorious BIG song. When the boss had picked up on the sudden interest in the old Omari Jones case, they’d paid two Bed Stuy gang members to keep their ears to the ground; half an hour ago, one of their hires had got on a payphone, finally getting through to the cell phone number they’d given him. He’d told them some jacked black guy in a Saints jersey and with a police badge on his hip had just been in Jones’ old apartment building.  
 
    With the promise of more money, their guy had followed the cop, who’d gotten onto a C train before leaving it at Canal Street. After hearing he’d gone to Omari Jones’ old apartment holding a file, the pair waiting for Josh had already guessed where he was next likely to be going and had raced downtown, their suspicions confirmed when they got the call.  
 
    Their head-start meant they beat him to it by ten minutes, with the intention of killing Chris Reeve before he could talk to the cop, but the man hadn’t been home.  
 
    Wasting the black cop would do as an alternative and they’d left the door open to lure him inside. 
 
    The Grand Central caller, holding the Sig MPX frowned, looking at his companion who was gripping a Mossberg 590M shotgun with a ten round mag of shells attached. Wasn’t going to be subtle but they’d get out before anyone had time to react. 
 
    ‘What the hell’s he doin’?’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘Cooling off? Who gives a shit? Stitch him.’  
 
    Grand Central Caller rose and crept forward. He eased back the door to the bathroom and saw the white curtain was pulled across, the water pouring from the showerhead.  
 
    Without hesitation, he fired five quick shots, porcelain and dust spraying up into the air, jagged scorch holes appearing in the white curtain, the muzzle flash causing the edge of it to catch fire.  
 
    But there was no corresponding thud from behind the sheet.  
 
    Frowning, the man stepped forward and swiped the curtain out of the way. 
 
    ‘Drop it,’ came a voice from behind him, the man holding the MPX feeling the muzzle of a pistol pressed against the back of his balaclava.  
 
    He stood still for a moment, rapidly running through his options, then let go of the gun, steam from the water and smoke from the weapon swirling around them in the hot bathroom. 
 
    The submachine gun clattered to the floor, and Josh checked over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘You alone?’ he asked the man. 
 
    Instead of responding, Grand Central Caller spun round, but was unceremoniously slammed head-first into the mirror, shattering the glass. The man staggered but continued to swipe around him wildly. Josh saw he’d pulled a switchblade and jumped back but was a second too late, feeling warmth spread over his forehead as the knife hissed across it.  
 
    He hit the man with his pistol, knocking him to the ground, but as he pulled his cuffs to restrain him, he heard the double crunch of a shotgun being loaded.  
 
    Josh hit the floor as the wall and window in front of him exploded, the shotgun blast echoing around the building. As his attacker racked the pump and the man Josh had disarmed scrambled into the tub for cover, Josh spun round and saw another masked shooter appear. In return, the man saw Josh had his pistol up and jumped back before Josh could get a shot off; squeezing off two rounds, the CT Bureau detective leapt to his feet and cut out of the bathroom into the kitchen, then dove as part of the wall above him became a mist of splinters.  
 
    Josh was about to fire back again, but his vision suddenly blurred. He swiped his arm across his eyes, but it didn’t help and he realised he’d been sliced worse than he thought by the knife across his forehead. Blood was leaking down his face like he was Carrie White at the prom, an oily film forming over his eyes. ‘Shit!’ he whispered, pushing his left forearm up against the wound to try and staunch the bleeding and clear his vision.  
 
    Expecting to get blasted at any moment, he snatched a towel from Reeve’s kitchen rail, dragged it across his eyes, then held it to his forehead, still half-deafened from the shotgun blasts.  
 
    Over the ringing in his ears, he heard the front door slam back. He slowly moved towards the kitchen door; a shard of the bathroom mirror had caught in his Saints jersey and he withdrew it, cautiously using the mirror to see as much of the rest of the apartment as he could, knowing a well-aimed blast from the shotgun could take it out and his entire arm with it. 
 
    But there was no sign of the shooter.  
 
    Josh edged out, checking the other rooms apart from the bathroom quickly to make sure it wasn’t a ruse, still holding the towel to his forehead to try to keep the blood from flowing into his eyes. Staying on his guard, he used the mirror to clear the bathroom last; he saw some of his blood was on the floor, but that room was empty too, the window open, the sound of shouting coming from the building and a crying baby somewhere. 
 
    Splinters, plaster dust, blood and gunpowder stung his eyes and clogged the air.  
 
    But as quickly as the attack had started, it was over. 
 
    His two assailants were gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
    ‘We almost done?’  
 
    ‘No, we’re not almost done. After this, I have a manicure. And then you can take me to lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t wait,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    The man sitting near the door of the hair salon had two options and picked the safer one by not replying. Saturdays in America at this time of year were dominated by the beginnings of the baseball season, Cinco de Mayo and the blooming of spring, but today, two hundred and sixty miles west of Manhattan and Josh’s encounter with the two men inside Chris Reeve’s apartment, ATF Special Agent Noah Cowley’s weekend had not got off to a good start.  
 
    The Commons Shopping Center in Martinsberg, West Virginia was of the kind found in so many towns across America, with Target, Subway, GNC, Best Buy and Five Below all occupying retail space. Those were the stores that Noah tended to use anyway; for his wife, it was a completely different selection. Miranda spent most of her Saturdays coming here for beauty treatments and clothes shopping, and almost always expected him to accompany her. Anything for a quiet life, he rationalised, not prepared to deal with the complaining and unflattering comparisons she’d start drawing with her friends’ husbands if he didn’t do as she wanted. Ashamed of being such a pushover, he usually caved under pressure unless a good enough reason not to occurred to him in time, but most often, he ended up acting as her unwilling packhorse. 
 
    Cowley’s job wasn’t much of an escape from the mundane, either. He spent his workweeks ploughing through boxes of papers at the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearm’s National Tracing Center, producing answers to requests from law-enforcement agencies around the country and logging new purchases. It was essential but laborious work, so despite his days off frequently descending into tedious shopping trips or ‘honey-do’ lists, he looked forward to a break from his day job.  
 
    But fast losing the will to live sitting in the salon this Saturday morning, he was considering coming up with an excuse to go into work, just to get away from this crap. Before the unique hairdresser torture, they’d spent almost an hour in Bed, Bath and Beyond while Miranda picked out scented candles. Boxes of gun records would be more fun. When he heard his wife start to talk about the latest gossip from The Real Housewives of Atlanta, he’d had enough. ‘I’m going for a walk,’ he told her flatly and before she could protest, he was gone.  
 
    The heat from the salon and the humidity inside the Center from the recent hot spell made him want something cold to drink. There was a smoothie shop near one of the exits but after a morning spent candle shopping and watching his wife get her hair fixed up, he decided for the sake of his self-respect that he wasn’t going to be ordering a ‘raspberry fiesta’ or any similarly-named drink anytime soon. Starbucks would have to do, but he was getting to the point that he’d drink gasoline if it meant five minutes alone. He walked through Target into the chain coffee store on the other side, lugging the bags of shopping with him. The person ahead of him in the line had just finished paying when he reached the counter and a perky young barista with Emily on her nametag gave Cowley a wide smile.  
 
    ‘Good morning, sir! What can we get for you today?’ 
 
    ‘Iced coffee, triple shot of espresso, please.’ The amount of joe they drank at the Tracing Center had given him quite the caffeine tolerance. 
 
    ‘Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Pour some whiskey in there while you’re at it.’  
 
    Emily stared at him blankly for a moment, then realised he was joking. She laughed more enthusiastically than he thought the comment warranted and rang him up. ‘May I take your name?’ 
 
    ‘Noah.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Noah. It’ll come right up.’ She looked past him at the next customer. ‘Good morning, sir! What can we…’ 
 
    Another barista on drink duty went to work as Cowley dumped his bags by some empty seats; less than a minute later, he collected the beverage from down the counter and returned to the table, slumping into a seat.  
 
    After taking a moment to close his eyes, relishing the brief solitude, he took out his cell and called a saved number. ‘Hey, chief,’ a member of his team at the Tracing Center replied. 
 
    ‘Working hard?’ 
 
    ‘You know it. How’s the Commons?’ 
 
    ‘Hurting my credit card,’ Cowley said, looking at the shopping bags. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Just checking in. Any breaks this morning?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’re having a good one today. Patty found the 4473 for that Seattle homicide.’  
 
    The murder had involved two children and their father had been the suspect. ‘Was it Dad?’ Cowley asked. 
 
    ‘No, the guy Dad’s wife was having an affair with. He wanted the husband off the scene and the kids too, apparently. He’s the CEO of a hedge-fund. The press are gonna wine and dine on that one.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a Lifetime movie. You send it?’ 
 
    ‘Patty’s on the other line to them now. But we got a result on that trace you started running too, Chief. Boyles landed it this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Which trace?’ 
 
    ‘From New York. The Taurus.’ 
 
    Cowley sat up and pushed his coffee back. ‘Now I’m listening.’ 
 
      
 
    In the thick of the heat and human congestion in Midtown Manhattan, Archer’s radio chirped again, and he answered but didn’t slow down.  
 
    ‘Arch, you there?’ Rach asked. 
 
    ‘Almost. How long til the money drop?’ 
 
    ‘Six minutes. But listen; an ATF agent is on the phone. He’s calling from Martinsberg, West Virginia. He wants to talk to Hendricks.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure. I told him what’s happened and what we’re dealing with today. Said you and Josh were the last men standing, so he wants to speak to you instead.’ 
 
    ‘OK, hook me up.’  
 
    ‘Hello?’ a male voice said. 
 
    ‘How you doing,’ Archer replied, continuing to jink his way through the congested sidewalks. ‘My name’s Sam Archer. Our analyst said she gave you the lowdown on what’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and I’m real sorry to hear it. Jake’s a good guy. Hope you get whoever did it. But that’s not why I’m calling. My name’s Noah Cowley. I’m the supervisor at the National Tracing Center for firearms. Hendricks came out here to see me a couple weeks ago.’ 
 
    Melissa’s voice resonated in Archer’s mind from her payphone call with him and Josh earlier, explaining the timeframe of when she was assaulted. Two days before it happened, Jake was gone all day that Sunday. Said he had something work-related to handle, but I saw the gas on his truck was way down when he took me into the city the next day.  
 
    He’d done a lot of driving.  
 
    I don’t know where he went. 
 
    Martinsberg was over two hundred miles away, which could qualify. And Cowley had called Hendricks a good man; he seemed to be personally acquainted with him.  
 
    ‘He couldn’t have just called?’ 
 
    ‘Wanted to talk in person. Keep it off the record.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a guess what he wanted,’ Archer said, cutting down 40th Street, now almost at Times Square. 
 
    ‘Try me.’ 
 
    ‘A trace on a gun that a cop called Omari Jones was killed with.’ 
 
    ‘No. It was the suicide weapon for some guy named Jay Shah.’ 
 
    Archer frowned. Melissa had said, for some reason, Omari seemed to be the man who’d got Hendricks’ attention.  
 
    Why was he asking for a trace on the dead firefighter?  
 
    Mikey must’ve talked to him about it. According to Bridges’ story, Phillips had learned about Jay’s suicide from Priya on the night of Friday 27th April, two weeks ago yesterday. They were at the cemetery the next day, and Mike was set on going to Engine 35. He must’ve gone to Hendricks and told him about it later that day, Archer thought.  
 
    But then Jake was willing to drive to West Virginia the next morning, on a Sunday, to go to the ATF Tracing Center in person? A long way to go, for a seventeen year old suicide case. 
 
    And he’d been searching for this other dead man, Omari Jones, on his home computer, after he got back. The day before Melissa was raped. 
 
    Was the Omari murder related to Jay’s case somehow? 
 
    ‘The trace took almost two weeks?’ Archer asked, avoiding a shaved ice vendor who stepped back from his wheeled box to turn up a radio. 
 
    ‘These things take time, you know? Any time someone buys a firearm from a Federally licenced gun store, a form called a 4473 is supposed to be filled out. Name, address, DOB, photo ID, background check. It goes into a database, but not digitally. We’re required by law to conduct every search and store every file in hardcopy or microfilm.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t use computers?’  
 
    ‘Not allowed. Red tape and all. And then we gotta factor in human error.’ 
 
    ‘With your team?’  
 
    ‘With the cases that come in. Picture a standard murder involving a firearm, Detective, in any city in the United States. Someone gets shot and the gun is found at the scene. Whoever’s investigating the homicide gives us a call. They describe the firearm and give us the serial number. But a lot of the time, it’s the patent number or the ID of the importer. Or they misread zeroes for the letter O or ones for L’s or capital i’s. And some guns have the same serial number. Chinese, mostly, or some guns manufactured here in the 1960s. 
 
    ‘We call the manufacturer or importer and ask them who they sold the gun to. They’re federally bound to keep track of which batches or shipments went to which retailers, so we dial up the gun store they supplied. They’re also supposed to keep records of who they’re selling to.’ 
 
    ‘On the 4473,’ Archer confirmed as he reached 7th Avenue, which was jammed with traffic. He dodged his way through the vehicles and people, putting his finger in his ear so he could hear Cowley better over the noise of the horns and shouting. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m familiar with the process. My team have sent searches your way before. But I always thought you guys took your time because you had so many cases coming in.’ 
 
    ‘We do. But it’s not as straightforward as it appears. Or as easy.’ 
 
    ‘I can see why, if you can’t use computers.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and we get almost two million new gun records every month. And about a thousand trace requests per day. All on paperwork or microfilm. And I got a team of less than ten people. It’s why it took us so long to complete this trace for Hendricks. I could only assign one of my guys to it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your completion rate?’ 
 
    ‘Sixty, sixty five per cent, give or take. Some cases get put right to the front of the queue and I did that for Jake. He’s a persuasive guy. And from what one of my agents just hit me with, I think he was right on the money.’ 
 
      
 
    Fifty four blocks uptown, the thickset man who’d confronted Melissa at Hoboken Medical and then followed her back to the city had been undertaking a journey of his own. He’d driven down the East Side, arriving at an apartment building on 96th and Park, after a painfully slow journey through almost stationary traffic.  
 
    The slim, stylish man who’d left Yankees Fan to count the cash from the first drop had just stepped through the main door of the building a minute or so after the big guy pushed the buzzer. He’d showered and changed and was now wearing a black t-shirt with tailored jeans and fresh loafers. He had a bag slung over his shoulder and was carrying a motorcycle helmet. Karen Bridges’ kidnappers; reunited. 
 
    ‘The hell you doing here right now?’ he asked Melissa’s stalker, sliding a pair of sunglasses up over his bandaged nose. ‘You got other priorities.’ 
 
    ‘So do you. Why aren’t you at the money drop?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on my way. Thought I better come back and show my face or she’d get suspicious.’ Sniffing, Dolce and Gabbana checked over his shoulder at the front door, then led Melissa’s big attacker away a few steps. ‘What was the deal at the hospital? Could you get to him?’ 
 
    ‘They got him too well covered. Cops stationed front and back. If we’re gonna nail his ass, it’ll have to be when he gets out.’ He looked around them, but no-one was within earshot. ‘How we doing on the hostages?’ 
 
    ‘We killed Bridges. That’ll keep the Bureau busy and focus their minds. They know we’ve still got Phillips and Williams.’ 
 
    ‘We already got a mil. Why we going for more? We got other priorities here.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? May as well get what we can out of them while we can. Apart from the shit with Hendricks, this is working as good as we thought. Once we get what we want, we’ll wax the other two.’  
 
    A woman suddenly appeared in the doorway behind him and called out to Dolce and Gabbana, who ignored her.  
 
    ‘I gotta get to Times Square,’ he told the bigger man. ‘I’m on pick up.’ He patted the bag on his shoulder. ‘Leathers for the Harley.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s handling the call if you’re collecting?’ 
 
    ‘That rat-shit, Baszler. He should already be on site.’ 
 
    ‘What about Lupinetti?’ 
 
    ‘I was counting the cash with him. Heard from Nakata a half hour ago too. He linked up with Baszler, before he had to leave for Times Square. Said they were gonna get rid of that dead cop’s old partner, Chris Reeve, in case he talked. Word is the black cop from the CT Bureau is sniffing around.’  
 
    ‘God dammit, I don’t like this shit. They’re showing way too much interest. And we can’t just disappear when this is over. It’s gonna take some time.’ 
 
    The woman from the front doorway called out again. ‘Go back and find Hendricks’ woman,’ Dolce and Gabbana told the larger man. ‘She could give us more leverage if we need it. Her husband ain’t dead. If he wakes up and gets out, he’s gonna cause us problems.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I had her earlier. But she pulled one on me. Disappeared.’ 
 
    The woman started to walk over to the two men which ended the conversation.  
 
    ‘You know where she’s been staying. Go get her.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So what’s the origin of the weapon that Jay did himself with?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘According to the police report, it was a Taurus 9 millimetre. Stolen from a gun store in Rutherford, New Jersey, in October 1999. Owner went on vacation to South Beach and came back to find he’d been broken into. He told local PD he was missing four rifles, a box of Taurus 9mms and a load of ammunition.’ 
 
    ‘How did a Manhattan firefighter get his hands on it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not finished. Gun that the firefighter killed himself with isn’t the same one that was bagged and tagged at the firehouse.’ 
 
    ‘What? I’m confused.’ 
 
    ‘Stay with me. The gun from his suicide was noted in the initial crime scene report as a Taurus. But ballistics say that the bullet was almost certainly fired from a different pistol.’ 
 
    ‘How did that happen? Someone screwed up the report?’  
 
    ‘A simple mistake, I think. The Beretta 92 and Taurus PT 92 look virtually identical. They’re basically the same, except the safety for the Beretta is on the slide. On the Taurus, it’s on the frame. And considering the events of that day and the pressure people were under, I’m not surprised it didn’t get picked up. They wouldn’t be the first to mix up those guns. Potato, potata.’ 
 
    ‘An Evidence Collection Team cleared up the crime scene at the firehouse,’ Archer said. ‘They don’t make mistakes.’ 
 
    ‘They might’ve that day. This crime scene report was filled out on the night of 9/11, less than twelve hours after the Towers were hit. I think this team were gonna be distracted, no matter how professional they were. And gun-wise, this shit gets more confusing. Beretta used to license their firearms at a factory in Brazil, but Taurus bought the place and started licensing it as theirs. Now you’ve got an almost identical handgun being manufactured at a competitor’s former sweatshop. We’ve gotten Taurus/Beretta mix-ups a lot.’ 
 
    Archer stopped for a moment, seeing Times Square now just a few blocks away.  
 
    He was thinking rapidly, assessing this new information. ‘Noah, could you run me another search fast? Make it a priority?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do. Got nothing else going on today.’ 
 
    ‘This other man I mentioned, Omari Jones. He was an NYPD officer who was shot at his home in August 2001. Can you run a check on the gun that killed him too, if it’s on record? The analyst who you spoke to at the CT Bureau can send you the crime scene file from his death if it’ll help speed up the search.’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Why? Is it relevant?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know yet,’ Archer said, walking the last stretch into Times Square. ‘He died a month before Jay. But he got Hendricks’ attention. For some reason, these two deaths a month apart appear to be linked in some way.’  
 
    And if Jake was interested, so am I, he thought to himself. 
 
      
 
    Having followed her attacker downtown to the Upper East Side, Melissa was positioned at the mouth of 98th Street where she’d been watching the exchange between the two men, and quickly stepped back into the shadow of a shop doorway as the big guy drove past, wondering where he could be going in such a hurry.  
 
    To look for you, most likely. She shivered at the thought. 
 
    She’d been way too far away to overhear his conversation with the man in the designer clothes, whom she was now focusing on. Melissa studied him for a few moments, then switched her attention to a blonde woman who’d just walked up to him. At first glance, they were an attractive and polished couple, both looking as if they’d stepped off the cover of Tatler or Vogue, but Melissa wasn’t feeling the love. Quite the opposite.  
 
    As it immediately became clear, neither were they. Melissa could see from her body language that the woman wasn’t happy, and that impression was reinforced when the man whirled on her and an argument broke out, so loud Melissa could hear most of it. 
 
    ‘…going?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘To work.’ 
 
    ‘With that?’ she shouted, pointing at the bike helmet, a passing car’s horn drowning out some of what she was saying. ‘…another tax write-off?’ 
 
    ‘Watch your mouth!’ 
 
    ‘…watching our bank account, James! We can’t spend like this!’ 
 
    ‘We can’t,’ he snapped, looking up and down the street, clearly uncomfortable. ‘…earn this shit…do what I like!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you’ve made that abund-’ 
 
    Then he hit her. The strike caught Melissa as well as the woman by surprise; a stinging slap, hard enough to make her stagger. Her remonstrations ended instantly, but the man grabbed her by the arm and hauled her towards him, saying something to her quietly.  
 
    It was clearly a threat. 
 
    Melissa gripped the Glock in her bag, watching the exchange. The pair who’d assaulted her the night she’d left the gym had differed in size and shape. The asshole who’d latched up her neck this morning and who she’d followed down here was one, but two men had attacked her.  
 
    As the gun was pushed into her temple that night, she’d noticed the second man had been tanned, the lower end of his balaclava riding up. 
 
    This man had the same shade of skin.  
 
    He had the same build.  
 
    And what sealed the deal was the band aid across his nose. When they’d jumped her, she recalled sinking her teeth into the nose of the face hidden behind a ski mask and the yell of pain it had provoked.  
 
    She’d found Rapist #2. 
 
    He let go of the woman he’d struck, shoved her away from him then got into a car and headed off in the direction of downtown. Melissa’s eyes switched back to his companion, who she guessed was his wife or partner, who was now looking visibly shaken from their argument. Behind her, a young girl suddenly emerged from the apartment building and approached the woman.  
 
    Melissa watched her try to regain her composure as she smoothed her hair and forced a smile. Taking the girl’s hand, the pair crossed the road and walked into Central Park. 
 
    Melissa’s second attacker appeared to have a family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
    Sitting on a bench under the protective shade of some trees in Central Park, Rhian Carrera closed her eyes and took some deep, slow breaths.  
 
    She bit her lip to keep it from quivering, her face still burning from the hard slap her husband had given her. She wanted to burst into tears but couldn’t with her daughter around. She didn’t want to give the girl or her brother any more hints as to how bad things were between their parents right now. 
 
    ‘Careful, Jett!’ she called out, seeing her youngest attempt the monkey bars on a playground forty feet away. An iced tea she’d bought from a stall in her hand, Rhian checked her daughter wasn’t looking, then held the beverage to her cheek, cooling the red marks from the strike.  
 
    As she kept it there, she glanced over her left shoulder at the rest of the park, seeing some brave souls sneaking in some sunbathing or throwing a frisbee. They seemed carefree, just as she’d been once.  
 
    Happy.  
 
    Safe. 
 
    As she turned back to keep an eye on Jett, a woman joined her on the bench and Rhian instantly lowered the iced tea from her cheek. The stranger was wearing sunglasses, so Rhian couldn’t see her eyes, but they shared a nod of greeting. A Brooklyn girl, Rhian had once been very talkative, comfortable in all social situations, and had enjoyed meeting people, but her confidence had been slowly eroded during her marriage, not helped when her ambitious husband had made his family shift to this upmarket neighbourhood. It was then he’d also started to drink more. And develop other habits that didn’t help his temper. 
 
    Jimmy had always wanted to move up in the world, but Rhian had been perfectly happy where they were in Clinton Hill. She’d always known he liked the flashier things in life, but as the years passed he’d become increasingly materialistic. And violent. She guessed she just didn’t fit his image anymore for the ideal wife. She didn’t come from money. She was pretty without being ‘Manhattan society’ beautiful and although she always tried to dress well, nothing she did ever seemed to be enough.  
 
    She also had questions about his work and income, questions he refused to answer. 
 
    He’d always been quick to anger, but he’d only begun hitting her last year, around the time he started snorting cocaine. She knew she should have reported the beatings, but she’d been too ashamed to admit her marriage was a disaster to do anything about it. She kept telling herself it was because he was under so much pressure at work, always finding an excuse for him while hoping he’d change, but she knew deep down he never would. 
 
    But then he’d started hitting the kids too. 
 
    ‘Crazy hot, huh?’ she eventually said to the woman beside her. She’d made a quick decision to make the effort to talk to her, hoping she wasn’t going to be snubbed as she so often was now, in this cliquey area. ‘Can’t ever remember it being this bad before.’ 
 
    ‘Me either,’ the stranger said after a pause. Rhian noticed her voice sounded slightly hoarse.  
 
    Probably got a cold coming.  
 
    But at least she spoke to me. 
 
    A shout came from one of the boys throwing the frisbee and when the woman’s head snapped round to look, Rhian noticed some healing scratches and purple/yellow bruising on her cheek and neck.  
 
    Before she could stop herself, the words were out of her mouth.  
 
    ‘What happened to your face?’ 
 
    The woman hesitated a moment. ‘I fell over. Walking home from the gym.’ 
 
    ‘Looks nasty. Must have been painful.’ 
 
    ‘It was.’  
 
    Shouts and laughter from the kids by the swings made the silences less awkward than they could otherwise have been, but the periods of quiet were still charged with something that Rhian couldn’t quite identify.  
 
    ‘You’re married?’ the stranger suddenly asked Rhian. Her eyes were hidden behind the shades, but Rhian realised she must have seen the wedding ring on her left hand. 
 
    ‘Eleven years,’ she replied quietly, trying to keep her voice level.  
 
    ‘Got any kids?’ 
 
    ‘Two,’ Rhian said, smiling. ‘The girl swinging like Mowgli on the bars is mine. Jett, I said take it easy!’ she called again. 
 
    ‘Jett?’ 
 
    ‘After the singer.’ Pause. ‘Her father and I met in a record store in the Village looking for some Runaways records. Years ago.’ 
 
    ‘How cute.’ 
 
    ‘Jett’s a real tomboy, though,’ Rhian said, changing the subject. There was a pause. ‘She dislocated her shoulder last year, so I keep a close eye. Guess I can be over-protective.’ 
 
    ‘How’d she do that?’ 
 
    ‘Fell out of a tree,’ Rhian replied quickly. 
 
    ‘Who’s your other?’ 
 
    ‘Reese,’ she said. ‘He’s got an extra study class this morning. Behind with his grades.’ 
 
    ‘What does your husband do?’ the stranger asked, steering the question back to her spouse. 
 
    ‘He’s a cop,’ Rhian said, still feeling the sting of the slap he’d given her just now. ‘3rd grade detective, at a precinct downtown.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Any of the bullets go through?’ a detective from the 5th Precinct asked his partner, running a gloved hand over the wall of the shower in Chris Reeve’s apartment. The tiles had black holes in them from the bullets’ impact, the fabric of the curtain scorched and burned from the muzzle heat.  
 
    ‘Let’s just say, lady next door’s gonna need a new bedside lamp and table,’ his partner said, having just done the rounds. ‘When she gets home, that is. The super let me in. Lucky the resident wasn’t there.’ 
 
    Josh was listening to the exchange from outside the bathroom as he finished having the deep cut across his forehead stitched by an EMT. One of the detectives stuck his head round the door and looked at Josh. ‘Wanna tell us why two assholes with guns would be waiting for this guy?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if they were waiting for him, or me.’ 
 
    ‘You live here too?’  
 
    ‘No. I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘So how’d they know you were coming?’ 
 
    ‘I’m investigating something connected with the CT Bureau.’ 
 
    ‘Wanna bring us up to speed?’ 
 
    ‘Not right now. Take my word on that. Less you know about this, the better.’ 
 
    ‘Coulda been a burglary?’ the first detective suggested.  
 
    ‘With a suppressed sub-machine gun and a twelve gauge?’ His partner looked around. ‘Anything here to steal?’ 
 
    ‘Only some electronics,’ Chris Reeve answered, having appeared in the front doorway in time to hear the question. Keep his head still, Josh moved his eyes to look at the man, the first time any of them had encountered him. Omari Jones’ old partner. Reeve had aged from the newspaper clipping in Omari’s file, but nevertheless Josh instantly recognised him. The man was in shorts, polo shirt and sneakers, sunglasses on top of his head. 
 
    ‘You the homeowner?’ Detective #2 asked. 
 
    ‘I am,’ Reeve replied. ‘The officer out there just told me what happened. A group of men are running around the area with suppressed weapons and a pump action? And just pieced up my apartment?’ 
 
    ‘Potentially looking for you,’ Detective #1 added.  
 
    Reeve’s eyes shifted to Josh, as the EMT finished applying a bandage to the big detective’s forehead. ‘Go real slow,’ the paramedic told him. ‘I stitched it up, but you stretch or strain, the cut could open again. He got you good.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I got him too,’ Josh replied, recalling smashing the gunman’s face into Reeve’s bathroom mirror. He thanked the EMT, rose and approached Reeve. ‘Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘Getting some food before I head off for my girl’s parent’s place in Philly for the night.’ He walked forward and looked at the damage to the wall from one of the shotgun blasts. ‘You gotta be kidding me, man. What were they after?’ 
 
    ‘We’re trying to work that out,’ one of the detectives said. 
 
    ‘How you getting to Philadelphia?’ Josh asked Reeve. 
 
    ‘Driving. Car’s in the basement.’ 
 
    ‘You all packed?’  
 
    ‘Almost.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll help you take the rest of your stuff down,’ Josh told him, Reeve taking the hint that he wanted to talk alone.  
 
      
 
    Rhian hadn’t been looking at Melissa when she’d revealed her husband’s profession, so she didn’t see the shock on the other woman’s face. However, she had noticed Melissa’s hands were tightly clasped. The marks on her neck also didn’t look the kind of injuries you sustained from taking a fall on a street; her curiosity was aroused as she sensed the tension in this woman.   
 
    ‘What does your husband do?’ Rhian asked in turn. She’d noticed a wedding ring on the other woman’s left hand. 
 
    ‘He’s a cop too,’ she said after a pause. 
 
    Rhian smiled. Common ground. ‘Really? Which precinct? They might know each other.’ 
 
    ‘He was in Cypress Hills. And at the 1st, downtown.’ 
 
    ‘Jimmy’s at the 6th, in the Village. He’s with Homicide.’  
 
    ‘You said he likes…rock music?’ the other woman asked, her voice tight. 
 
    ‘He used to. We used to like a lot of the same things.’ Wanting to change the subject, Rhian slid a bakery bag she’d bought from the iced-tea vendor towards her new friend, thinking offering some food may help her relax slightly. ‘I picked this up earlier. You want some?’  
 
    The stranger looked down at the bag, nodded, then reached in and broke off a small piece of brownie. As she put it in her mouth and started chewing, Rhian noted she seemed to be in some discomfort. 
 
    ‘Your jaw hurt?’ 
 
    ‘A little. Does your husband have a partner?’  
 
    ‘Yes. He does.’  
 
    ‘Why don’t you like him?’ she stated bluntly, picking up Rhian’s tone in those three words.  
 
    The perceptive nature of the comment took Rhian by surprise, and she turned her head to look more closely at her companion. She paused, weighing up how honest she felt she could be without being indiscreet. Or how much she could say without bursting into tears. For some reason, she felt herself trusting this woman, even though they’d only just met.  
 
    It felt as if they had something in common; perhaps because both their husbands were cops. 
 
    ‘Corliss is a hard man to like. He throws his weight around, and isn’t a small guy. Sails too close to the wind. He…’ She paused. ‘Let’s just say Brian’s got as hot a temper as Jimmy does. They’re not good for each other. I feel like he’s a bad influence.’  
 
    And he’s helped transform my husband into a monster, she wanted to add, but didn’t. She wiped her hand on a napkin, wanting to get off the subject off James and his partner.  
 
    ‘I don’t know your name,’ she said, offering her hand. ‘I’m Rhian Carrera.’ 
 
    ‘Melissa D’Agostino,’ the other woman replied after a pause, shaking her hand. Across the park, Jett lost her grip on the bars and fell heavily. Rhian immediately leapt off the bench and ran over to her, kneeling to check her for injuries.  
 
    ‘What did I say? Are you OK?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine, Mom,’ she said, trying to wriggle free. ‘I’m fine. Stop fussing.’ 
 
    ‘I told you to be careful!’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘No more climbing frame. Use the other stuff, Rockstar, OK?’  
 
    ‘OK.’  
 
    Jett got to her feet then took off as Rhian rose, relieved she didn’t have to deal with any more dislocated joints. She turned and started back towards the bench, intending to continue her conversation with Melissa, pleased to have found another woman in the area she could actually talk to and had something in common with. 
 
    But Melissa was no longer there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY ONE 
 
    Josh and Chris Reeve walked past the NYPD officer standing guard in the 4th floor hallway, each carrying a few of Reeve’s possessions, Josh an iPad and charger, Reeve a bag of clothes. Some frightened-looking residents had come out of their apartments in the aftermath of the shotgun blasts and were now being spoken to by several other officers, who were handling their questions while asking a few of their own.  
 
    Someone had hooked up a battery-operated fan in the corridor and Reeve stopped by it, turning his face to the breeze. Josh had been studying him, trying to get a read on the man. Reeve wore spectacles, had put on weight over the years and lost a lot of hair, but there were still recognisable traces of the young man in the photo from his NYPD file.  
 
    ‘The corridor officer up there said you came here wanting to ask me about Omari,’ Reeve asked. 
 
    Josh nodded. ‘I got some questions related to an investigation. Found out he was your old partner.’ 
 
    ‘Omari Jones,’ Reeve repeated. ‘I haven’t heard his name in years.’ He looked at Josh. ‘He was a good man.’ 
 
    Josh had returned Omari’s file to the 79th before leaving Brooklyn to go to the subway to meet the teenager, but he withdrew a small piece of paper from his pocket that he’d retained.  
 
    He unfolded the cutting from the NY Post and showed it to Reeve. ‘You two were heroes.’ 
 
    Reeve took the newspaper cutting from the file and studied it for a moment, then looked back up at Josh. ‘Where’d you get this?’ 
 
    ‘His murder file.’ 
 
    ‘This was a long time ago,’ he said, his eyes shifting to the date at the top of the paper. August 9th, 2001.  
 
    ‘How long were you a cop?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘Just four years.’  
 
    ‘That article says you both got a medal from the Mayor.’ 
 
    Reeve nodded. ‘Made it on TV and everything.’ He smiled. ‘Back then, he and I felt invincible. Every cop in his early twenties thinks that way, right? Gonna save the world.’  
 
    Reeve took a final look at the cutting then passed it back to Josh.  
 
    ‘Omari soon found out the hard way that we weren’t. We were on stage getting medals from Giuliani. Three days after that photo was taken, he was murdered in his apartment.’ 
 
      
 
    High uptown on the Upper East Side, Melissa locked the door of the lone occupant restroom of a coffee spot and allowed herself to release the tension she’d been feeling, some tears sliding down her marked-up cheeks as she unclenched her fists and put her face in her hands.  
 
    Part of her wanted to scream. Another wanted to go back to Rhian and tell her everything. The woman was clearly deeply unhappy, as hard as she was trying to hide it. Both suffering from the same abuser.  
 
    What does he do, Melissa had asked. 
 
    He’s a cop. A detective at a precinct downtown. 
 
    ‘He’s a cop,’ Melissa repeated to herself quietly, wiping her eyes as she looked at her battered reflection in the single-occupant restroom.  
 
    A detective at the 6th, in the Village.  
 
    He’s with Homicide.  
 
    Jimmy Carrera and Brian Corliss. They were such commonplace, unassuming names.  
 
    Detectives James Carrera and Brian Corliss raped me.  
 
    She splashed cold water on her face and ran her hands through her hair before looking at her reflection again. 
 
    But now you’ve got their names. 
 
      
 
    ‘There was an accident at a construction site,’ Reeve said, while he and Josh walked out into the brutally hot underground basement parking lot. ‘Gas pipe ruptured, and a workman was trapped on one of the beams. We got him to safety.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Omari shimmied along the beam and managed to get hold of the guy before he fell. I backed up a truck below that had a load of dirt on the flatbed. Caught them both, then we got the hell outta there. Just made it to safety before the entire place went up.’  
 
    ‘Wow. Good job.’ 
 
    ‘People called it heroic, but we didn’t have time to think. Situation like that, you don’t really consider your own safety. Any of the other guys in the Department would have done what we did.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Josh said. ‘What happened next?’ 
 
    ‘Fire department showed up and took care of the blaze. All the workers made it out of the area alive. Me and Omari got a medal a couple weeks later. And like I said, three days after that, he was killed.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been a cop here for ten years,’ Josh said. ‘I remember the names of a lot of officers who’ve died unexpectedly on and off duty. But I’ve never heard of Omari before today.’ 
 
    ‘A month after he got shot, 9/11 happened. NYPD lost twenty three guys, not including Port Authority or cops from other agencies, and then you gotta factor in everyone else who was killed that day. He was just kinda…’  
 
    ‘Forgotten,’ Josh finished, unaware of the similarities his conversation with Reeve was sharing with Archer’s and O’Brien’s previous exchange at Engine 35 concerning Jay Shah. 
 
    ‘Yeah. That’s about it.’  
 
    ‘How long did you stay on in the Department after he died?’ 
 
    ‘Three more years. But I never forgot about my dead partner; just wasn’t the same, working with someone else.’ He took off his glasses and sighed as he used his forearm to wipe sweat from his face. ‘If he’d stuck around, I think I’d have stayed too. Maybe we could have made it to detective, like you. Or shit, maybe we both would’ve bought the farm by now. How can you ever know?’  
 
    ‘Who do you think killed him?’ Josh asked bluntly.  
 
    Sunlight was coming in from the parking lot ramp but even so, the place was relatively dark. 
 
    Josh’s question seemed to hang in the airless space. 
 
    ‘The 79th settled on it being a local job,’ Reeve explained. ‘He lived in one of the sketchiest neighborhoods in the city but he’d grown up there. Refused to move out when he got his badge. It wasn’t a secret that he used to run with some bad people before he left the gang scene.’ 
 
    ‘But a lot of those guys in the game were still around.’ 
 
    Reeve nodded. ‘Relocating wouldn’t have been a bad idea.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t he move? Did he ever tell you?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, it’s where he grew up. Used to say it was just as much his neighborhood as his old crew’s. He felt comfortable there.’ 
 
    ‘So that was your view?’ Josh asked, hearing a hint of doubt. ‘A gang member popped him?’ 
 
    ‘That was the official conclusion. But I don’t think him becoming a cop was the reason he got shot. Some of them may have been pissed about it but not enough to kill him. He was well-liked by most people.’  
 
    ‘So you don’t have a theory?’ 
 
    ‘Wish I did. Whoever shot him got away with it. Always bothered me.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone else you can think of who could shed some light?’ 
 
    Reeve hesitated and studied Josh before speaking further. He seemed to be weighing him up. ‘I know for a fact some of the older guys at the Precinct were jealous that we were on TV getting medals only a year into our careers. If you’re searching for a Hail Mary, maybe look into that.’  
 
    Reeve finished putting his belongings into his car and closed the door.  
 
    ‘I’d better go check if Starsky and Hutch up there are letting me leave. Then I’m gonna pick up my girl, hit the road and get outta here.’ He gave Josh a hard look. ‘Find those assholes who shot up my apartment, man. It’s freaking me out.’  
 
    ‘Can you think of anyone else who could tell me more about all this?’ Josh asked again. 
 
    ‘I haven’t spoken to anyone from the Precinct in years.’ 
 
    ‘You thought of someone when I asked the first time,’ Josh said. ‘Tried to cover it.’ 
 
    Reeve couldn’t help but smile. ‘You’re good.’  
 
    ‘Why I’m wearing a detective badge. And I want to help. Someone envious of Omari getting a medal didn’t kill him. There’s a lot more to this than that.’ 
 
    Reeve nodded but didn’t reply immediately.  
 
    ‘I’m holding back for a reason, man.’ 
 
    ‘You can trust me.’ 
 
    ‘I give you this name, you make sure nothing happens to this person,’ Reeve replied. ‘You seem like a good guy. But the day you come over to ask questions, my apartment gets shot to pieces. I don’t want this chick getting hurt.’ 
 
    Josh nodded. ‘I’ll protect her. You have my word. Who is she?’ 
 
    ‘Woman called Zoe Saluco. Talk to her, if she’s still in New York. She was a cleaner at our precinct.’ 
 
    ‘A cleaner?’ Josh was genuinely surprised. ‘Why did she come to mind?’  
 
    ‘Day before he died, Omari said he was worried about her. We used to see her around, but we only ever saw her running a mop. Wasn’t as if she was out on the street doing our job. So I thought it was a real odd thing to say.’  
 
    ‘Why do you think he mentioned her then?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno. This was seventeen years ago.’ He started back for the door to the stairs and stopped. ‘Those guys in my apartment let off a lot of lead, and I’m starting to figure it was you they wanted, not me. I don’t think that’s a coincidence with these questions you’re asking. Be careful, man. You don’t want to end up like Omari.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re right, that’s good. Means I’m getting somewhere.’ 
 
    Reeve nodded and offered his hand. Josh shook it. ‘Hell of a way to prove a point.’ Then he smiled. ‘Jones used to call me Superman, because of my name. Thought he was real original, too. Never told him that’s who my parents named me after. The actor.’  
 
    He paused.  
 
    ‘I’m not Clark Kent, but I like to think I could’ve done something if I’d been there the day my partner got shot. Maybe I could’ve saved him. You know?’ 
 
    The image of his son Nate’s body lying slumped on East River drive flashed into Josh’s head, the wheels of the bike he’d been knocked off rotating slowly in the breeze. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I understand that.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY TWO 
 
    ‘I’m on site,’ Archer told Koechner over his radio as he entered Times Square, the usual mass of people forcing him to slow his pace. He checked his watch and saw they were a couple of minutes away from the timing of the second money drop.  
 
    Being in the Square on a normal day was bad enough, with most New Yorkers avoiding the popular tourist site like the plague, but today sunlight was beating relentlessly off the large plate-glass windows of the buildings, the thick air making the place feel like an oven. The fact that all the usual billboards and flashing ads were powered down gave the place a rather surreal feeling, as if normal rules didn’t apply. Anything could happen.  
 
    But some things were still the same. Archer noticed the guy dressed as Elmo from Sesame Street had given in and removed the head of his costume: he was resting on the set of red steps in the Square, pouring a bottle of cold water over his hair as he sat beside several tourists. A cowboy in underwear and boots was strumming a guitar and singing a Santana song. Batman and Robin were each eating an ice cream from a truck.  
 
    Despite the seriousness of the current situation and the events of the morning, Archer’s lips twitched into a brief smile at the dichotomy. He pulled on a Giants baseball cap he’d just bought from a stall then moved deeper into the Square, merging into the crowd, the thousands of windows surrounding him making it feel as if he was in a giant 21st Century coliseum.  
 
    ‘Where’s the money?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘In an armoured and protected Escalade on 50th,’ Koechner said. ‘No info re the specific drop location received yet.’  
 
    Archer moved to his right and caught sight of the blacked-out vehicle.  
 
    ‘I’ll take the call on this,’ Koechner continued. ‘Far as they’re concerned, you’re off the case. We don’t want them to think different.’ 
 
    Archer knew what was coming next and wasn’t disappointed.  
 
    ‘He shouldn’t be there,’ State interrupted. ‘This is playing with fire.’ 
 
    Archer ignored the other man’s intervention as he scanned the area. ‘One minute, guys,’ he heard Rach say.  
 
    He had a lot of history with Times Square. It was a major potential terrorist target, so he’d spent many hours on operations with the Bureau protecting it or running surveillance. The most recent occasion had been last New Year’s Eve, not his favourite day of the year anyway for other reasons, but it meant he knew this part of town very well and that included all the potential attack and choke points. The noise, the crush, the cartoon characters in costume pressuring people to pay for photos could have proved to be a distraction, but Archer was familiar enough with the Square and highly trained, so was easily able to block it all out. 
 
    Because he wasn’t on drop-off detail, he could thoroughly scout out the area during the exchange. The only positive about the constantly-moving mass of people was it made it much easier for him to blend in and therefore harder for them to spot him. He saw the customary number of cops patrolling the Square and a designated officer out on the street with a whistle directing traffic, but neither was a cause for the kidnappers to get spooked. Midtown North had a Precinct HQ in Times Square itself, and this was entirely typical activity.  
 
    Archer also saw, despite the heat, several people wearing distinctive red jackets. The Guardian Angels were a volunteer unarmed group, originally formed in the 1970s to patrol the city’s subways in an attempt to prevent crime. They were a famous part of New York’s past and a now familiar sight, patrolling above ground as well as the subway, providing education programs and workshops for schools and businesses. Most of the Angels were trained in first aid, CPR, law, conflict resolution and basic martial arts, but they weren’t going to be of any help to the CT Bureau on this. Tackling these kidnappers and killers was way above the group’s paygrade. 
 
    The kidnappers had already demonstrated that they were very well-organised. The previous money drop alone had been an illustration of that, with the use of the decoy and setting up the trash can, let alone being able to spirit away three highly-trained CT Bureau detectives last night.  
 
    Archer knew to get these guys he was going to have to outsmart them, take risks, or experience a serious amount of luck. Perhaps all three. 
 
    And he was about to get another chance. 
 
    ‘Phone’s ringing,’ Koechner said. ‘Putting it near the radio. Everyone quiet!’ 
 
    Archer stepped into a store doorway and put his finger in his other ear. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Take the money to the northwest corner of the Square,’ the distorted voice ordered. ‘There’s a motorbike there, a Harley Davidson Fat Boy, duct tape over the plates. Loop the bags across the front bars and leave. No tricks or clever shit.’ 
 
    ‘We need a proof of life first,’ Koechner said. 
 
    ‘They’re alive. You’d have found their bodies if they weren’t, like you found the two dead bitches. That’ll change real fast if you don’t start moving.’  
 
    Archer watched the Escalade, which hadn’t moved. A Harley was a smart idea on the kidnappers’ part. Without CCTV and with the current level of congestion, the cops would struggle to keep eyes on it and even if they had their own motorbike cop ready to go, Mikey and Dee would be killed if they tried to pursue. However, he knew the Bureau also had a drone up high over the Square, the small machine their only real hope of tracking these guys above ground.  
 
    A few blocks away, the traffic officer’s whistle screeched as she attempted to direct vehicles on the south side of the Square. Archer blocked out the noise and honed his concentration on the call.  
 
    ‘Let me talk to one of our detectives you’re holding,’ Koechner said, his voice deliberately calm, as he tried to build a dialogue. ‘Like I told you, we need proof of life before we just hand over another two million. For all we know Phillips and Williams could already be dead. Give us the evidence we need and we both get what we want.’ 
 
    ‘Quit stalling. Money to the northeast side. You’ve got one minute to get that Escalade rolling or Detective Phillips gets a bullet to the head.’ 
 
    After a few moments, Archer saw the vehicle start to move, but the Escalade wasn’t his focus.  
 
    Instead, he was concentrating on a background noise he’d picked up on the call.  
 
    He turned and ran across the street but rather than go north east towards the money drop, he headed in the opposite direction two blocks south.  
 
    Without slowing, he cut down into the subway.  
 
      
 
    Anyone who’d used the NYC underground train system on a regular basis had encountered three particular activities; a Mariachi band with guitars and accordion, singing and strumming in a carriage, a group of teenagers shouting ‘Showtime!’ and performing acrobatics/break-dancing with the support rails inside a train as it rattled along between stations.  
 
    And a drummer playing inside one of the stations, the guy pounding away on upturned buckets, home-made cymbals and bongos.  
 
    What Archer had latched onto was the noise of some drums behind the distorted voice but also, the occasional shout that the guy whacking them gave. He’d heard that same shout many times and knew exactly where it was coming from. 
 
    Which was very close by.  
 
    Archer ran down onto the platform on the N/W line, hearing the familiar noise of the drummer as the lights from a train started to appear from downtown. The sound hadn’t been loud on the call, but it had been enough to tell him whoever was on the line with the CT Bureau was somewhere here.  
 
    He looked over at the other platform, which served the trains heading downtown instead of up.  
 
    The noise of the drums carried, which meant the caller could very easily be on that side rather than this.  
 
    Archer started to walk down the platform, his eyes quickly scanning everyone. His throat mic was visible, his badge and gun hidden under his shirt, but no-one paid him any attention, as virtually everyone was looking down focusing on their phones. Even if they couldn’t make calls or access the internet right now, they could still play games, read old messages, listen to music or just find another reason to remain glued to the devices, through sheer force of habit. 
 
    Like his colleagues in Shepherd’s and Hendricks’ teams, Archer registered a lot of things other people missed and just as at the Highline, his eyes latched onto a man further down the platform.  
 
    The guy was checking his watch, his body language slightly edgy, made more obvious by the fact the people around him looked relaxed as they stared down at their phones. He also had a mark on his forehead, what looked to be the beginnings of some angry discolouration and swelling surrounding a thin cut; and for some reason, his clothes and hair looked damp, too much from just sweat.  
 
    It all added together to make him stand out on closer inspection. 
 
    Archer also saw that he was wearing an earpiece. It looked like a set for a handsfree.  
 
    Why would he need one with cell service cut? Was he listening to music? 
 
    He couldn’t make a call right now anyway.  
 
    Unless he’s got some kind of gadget or jack that’s giving him a signal.  
 
    Archer’s eyes scanned the man and spotted another electronic device sitting over the mouthpiece of the headset, a small metallic block. A distorter, maybe. Archer wasn’t a tech guy, but it didn’t look like anything he’d seen before.  
 
    He stepped over to a magazine stall, continuing to watch the man.  
 
    This guy wasn’t as big as Yankees Fan from the Highline, but he looked to be a similar age, anywhere from late thirties to his early forties, black-haired and stringy in build with a thin, pinched face.  
 
    Archer saw the man turn as a train screeched into the station then headed towards the stairs as he checked his watch again.  
 
    He must’ve made contact during a gap in trains, otherwise Koechner and everyone else would have heard them on the call.  
 
    Clever boy. 
 
    He’s not in a rush to take a ride either, Archer thought. His eyes pinged off everyone around him like sonar, even though he thought he had his mark, but no-one else caught his attention like the man with the hands-free set. Stay or follow, Archer asked himself, knowing Mikey and Devonte’s survival could depend on the decision he was about to make. 
 
    A snapshot of Diana Lucero lying face down in the pool with a bullet in her head flashed into Archer’s mind. 
 
    He followed. 
 
      
 
    At Engine 35, Sean O’Brien was back to cleaning the rig but found himself brooding on his conversation with Archer. Behind him, the other guys from the platoon were sitting around the firehouse, a few reading morning papers, some having a quick snack, most of them not wanting to stray too far from battery-operated fans or engage in any unnecessary activity today. The fans weren’t cooling the air but at least they were moving it around a bit. 
 
    O’Brien tossed his rag away and walked back into the station, past the temporary construction area. Talking about Jay Shah had brought the young probie back to mind and O’Brien had told Archer the truth. The thought of that young man’s suicide still unsettled him, even after all these years. He’d liked the kid and the memory of the last time he saw him, the young man’s head a bloody mess, was something he’d never been able to forget. 
 
    ‘Yo, what’d that guy want, LT?’ one of the crew members asked as he came out of the kitchen with some iced coffee. His name was Nick Dragila, the last person other than O’Brien still in the firehouse from the 9/11 era, also one of the men who’d walked out earlier to see if everything was OK during the conversation with Archer. He and O’Brien went back a long time, but age had treated them very differently; O’Brien had thickened up a bit but still made an effort to keep himself in tip-top shape, whereas Dragila had become stringier, his face more gaunt, his spiky black hair greying prematurely. O’Brien knew his colleague had been hammered by a brutal divorce a few years ago, and it had led to a level of cigarette and alcohol usage that O’Brien had been forced to raise with him more than once. They weren’t friends, but as his boss, O’Brien had a duty of care for the guy as well as for the Fire Department; he didn’t want his colleague letting things slide to the point he got someone killed. ‘You all good?’ Dragila added.  
 
    ‘I’m fine. He was asking about Jay Shah.’ 
 
    Dragila frowned. ‘Jay? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Guy was from the Counter-Terrorism Bureau. Said some of his friends are in the shit today.’ He took an iced coffee that Dragila offered.  
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Some detective got shot in the head last night in Astoria. Her body was dumped in the empty pool. You remember that lanky guy who came round here, couple weeks back, asking about Shah? You and the boys almost got into it with him.’ 
 
    ‘The detective?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Apparently, he’s been kidnapped. And the rest of his team have been tak-’ 
 
    Suddenly the bell inside the house started to ring and everything else was forgotten as the firemen ran towards where their gear was hanging on hooks beside the truck. The other crews in the area were clearing high rises, which meant any incoming fire calls were Engine 35’s to respond to.  
 
    ‘Where’s the call?’ ‘O’Brien shouted to their driver, as he pulled on his bunker pants alongside Dragila. 
 
    ‘Corner of 37th and 11th!’ 
 
    Not far, only two avenues away, on the same street. Moments later, the men were jumping onto the rig, their driver pulling himself up behind the wheel.  
 
      
 
    At Times Square subway station, despite the fact there were only a few lines running, the underground passageway which connected the multitude of lines on 7th Avenue and Broadway with 8th Avenue was packed with a constant flow of people heading in all directions, and Archer melded into the crowd behind the man he was following.  
 
    ‘I think I’ve got the caller,’ Archer said into his radio. ‘Can you hear me, TJ?’ 
 
    ‘…Archer?’ his radio crackled. 
 
    ‘Is he still on the line?’ 
 
    ‘…peat?’ 
 
    Archer swore. ‘Did the guy on the phone call back?’ 
 
    ‘…t yet.’ 
 
    ‘Watch it!’ a large woman with purple hair suddenly shouted just as a momentarily-distracted Archer bumped into her. She twisted, glaring at him as he mouthed an apology to her but kept going, focused on his man. ‘I said watch where you’r-’ the woman shouted again, marching up behind Archer and rapping him on the shoulder.  
 
    He swung round and gave her a look that could have frozen ice on the sidewalks above their heads. She took the hint and immediately backed off, but when Archer turned back, he saw the man with the radio had also stopped.  
 
    And was looking straight at him. 
 
      
 
    On the platform on the 8th Avenue side of the station, a Guardian Angel was picking up some trash and putting it into a plastic bag he was holding. Another was chatting about the Knicks with four older black guys who often sang acapella at the station.  
 
    Above the noise of the screech of an uptown-bound C train that was pulling into the station, they heard shouting coming from the direction of the stairs. They looked up just as a man hurtled down onto the platform, shoving other passengers unceremoniously out of the way.  
 
    As the doors to the newly-arrived train opened, the Guardian Angel who’d been talking to the singers saw the man had an open butterfly knife in his hand.  
 
    ‘Hey!’ 
 
    As the guy ran past, the Angel went to intercept him, but the man slashed out with the blade and it cut the Angel right across the neck. His hand snapped up to his throat, his eyes widening in shock and he dropped, the attack happening so fast that most people around them weren’t even aware of it. 
 
    As Archer hit the platform moments later, he immediately took in the scene in front of him and knew he only had once choice. He ran forward, pulling off his over-shirt, and pushed it against the man’s neck, trying to keep him from thrashing around in panic as the other Angel ran over.  
 
    Archer looked up as the C train departed, making direct eye contact with the fleeing man, who was staring right back at him. Not in triumph at his escape, as Archer expected. 
 
    But in shock. 
 
    ‘Get police at 50th Street! Stop everyone getting off that train and call an ambulance!’ Archer ordered a cop who’d just run over, showing his badge with his free hand as the officer drew his weapon. The man paused to check out Archer’s badge before turning to run up the stairs, and in the meantime the blond detective continued to maintain pressure on the wound, pressing his shirt against the Guardian Angel’s neck, mentally kicking himself as he did his best to save the man’s life. 
 
    He hadn’t intended to arrest the guy, just follow him in the hope that he’d lead him to where they were holding Mikey or Devonte, but due to bad luck and the loudmouthed woman, his mark had seen him. 
 
    And he didn’t want to consider what the consequences of that were about to be for his two missing colleagues. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY THREE 
 
    ‘Did anyone make it to 50th in time?’ Archer asked twenty minutes later into his throat mic. He’d left the Angel with EMTs and had just reached the first sublevel in the subway at 42nd Street where he could only now get a clear radio signal. Once the CT Bureau had confirmed Archer’s order with the Midtown North Precinct, the station had been cleared of passengers, the trains on the few remaining running lines either held in other stations or rerouted. 
 
    ‘The service was kept in the station at Columbus Circle,’ Rach told him. ‘Officers went through carriage by carriage. No-one matched the description you gave. But the platforms were packed before they got there, and the doors had opened before the order came through.’ 
 
    ‘No sign of him?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘He must have slipped out somehow. Did they take the money on the Harley?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it was collected,’ Koechner said. ‘Some asshole turned up in leathers and a helmet. Only comfort is, he must have been cooking in this heat.’ 
 
    ‘Surveillance?’  
 
    ‘We tried to tail the bike from above, but our drone operator lost him in the heavy traffic around Herald Square.’ 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    At least now they have the money, Archer thought. It might buy us some time. 
 
    ‘Did this man you pursued see you?’ Mulroney’s voice cut in. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Consider me shocked, asshole. My partner was right. You took a huge risk and it didn’t pay off. They might kill Phillips and Williams now because of your bullshit.’ 
 
    ‘They’re calling!’ Koechner said before Archer could respond, who felt his gut clench. ‘Quiet! I talk. No-one else.’ 
 
    Click. 
 
    ‘So you had our guy tailed,’ the distorted voice said. ‘Again.’ 
 
    ‘No, we didn’t. We made no attempt to follow the money. Our man was just walking through the subway underpass when someone in front of him freaked out and slashed a man’s throat.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right, what a coincidence. You think we’re stupid? This was the same man who delivered the money at the Highline.’ 
 
    ‘But not in Times Square. You got what-’ Click and then a pause. ‘He’s gone,’ Koechner said. ‘Hung up.’ 
 
    ‘Bravo, Detective,’ State hissed, standing close enough to Koechner for Archer to hear. ‘You just don’t take advice, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Listen to me,’ Koechner cut in. ‘The fact he even located the caller so fast was a coup. And he’s the only one who’s seen two of these kidnappers. They know if they knock off Phillips or Williams, they’re running out of hostages to bargain with, and I’m almost certain they haven’t finished with us yet. Archer made a play. It didn’t work. Shit happens. We move on.’ 
 
    ‘It’s this hero bullshit again,’ State rebutted, not prepared to let it go and talking as if Archer wasn’t listening. ‘Same as D.C. last year, when he reacted to his partner’s kid being shot. He wanted vengeance and put other people in danger all because of his ego.’ 
 
    ‘Watch your mouth, Detective,’ Archer responded sharply, the mention of Josh’s son sparking his temper, already exacerbated by the heat. ‘Don’t go there.’  
 
    ‘Or what?’ 
 
    Archer realised he was being deliberately goaded and paused, taking a slow, deep breath.  
 
    ‘We’re not discussing a past case,’ he said slowly. ‘Right now, we need to concentrate on the job at hand.’ 
 
    ‘He’s gotta be pulled from this,’ Archer heard State say to Koechner. ‘Or the next time these kidnappers use a Slugger on one of his friends, it could be to the head, not the ankles.’ 
 
    ‘Taking him off the case isn’t our call. That’s Franklin’s.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll go find him.’ 
 
    Archer was more pissed than anyone that he’d lost his mark but knew it was down to bad luck, not bad judgement. If he’d followed the guy and ignored the wounded Angel, the Angel would probably have died. He turned down the volume, electing to let them hash it out and headed up the last flight of stairs to street level. Once up there, he walked over to one of the remaining Angels, who was beside an EMT.  
 
    ‘Is he gonna make it?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Missed his artery by centimetres,’ the EMT said to Archer. ‘But you saved his life. He’d have bled out before we got to him.’  
 
    Archer nodded then watched as the injured man was carried up and loaded into an ambulance. He looked down and saw he’d been hit with flecks of blood, which had left reddish-brown stains on his jeans and t-shirt. He knew it wasn’t really his fault the man had got cut but he felt responsible anyway. It’d been his choice to follow the other guy; was it reckless? Was State right? Archer thought about it dispassionately for a moment, but still came to the same conclusion; he’d made that decision knowing it was the only chance they had to find the two detectives.  
 
    But in a way, he knew the men from Internal Affairs both had a point, as irritating as that was; he was meant to be good at this, and bad luck wasn’t an excuse. Diana Lucero’s body was already at the morgue and these kidnappers hadn’t hesitated to try and make strawberry jam out of Bridges in that elevator. 
 
    ‘Carrying one of them butterfly knifes,’ the other Angel said. ‘Who was that sum’ bitch?’ 
 
    ‘We’re trying to work that out,’ Archer said. A street vendor’s ice box nearby had been abandoned, the owner presumably rushed out of the area along with everyone else. Archer reached into his pocket and pulled out a couple of dollars, then tucked them into the money box before taking a bottle of cold Poland Spring.  
 
    He remembered making direct eye contact with the man on the C train, surprised to see a look of panic and shock rather than triumph on his face.  
 
    He knows I saw him.  
 
    ‘He was in his forties,’ Archer said into the radio abruptly, turning it back up and interrupting whatever conversation they were having. ‘Wiry, almost scrawny. His forehead was marked up too. Looked like he’d been in a fight lately.’ 
 
    ‘Let us have every specific you can think of,’ Koechner asked. 
 
    Archer did, recounting the man’s clothing and his ferrety appearance. ‘How’s Bridges, Rach?’ he asked afterwards. 
 
    ‘She’s at Beth Israel on the west side getting her ankles set. She’s got a tight security detail.’ 
 
    ‘Hendricks?’ 
 
    ‘Still unconscious, I believe.’ 
 
    ‘Detective?’ Franklin’s voice interrupted, and it made Archer stop with the bottle of water an inch from his mouth. The boss of the CT Bureau. Oh shit. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    Pause.  
 
    ‘The gentlemen from Internal Affairs are correct. The stakes are too high to take risks here. Make your way back here. You can assist from the command post.’ 
 
     Archer’s heart sank, and he swore in frustration. What Franklin said went. ‘10-4. Out.’  
 
    He released his radio, staring directly ahead. Mikey and Devonte were still out there somewhere, and they needed to locate them as a priority, which he couldn’t do from base. But Franklin had given the order. He knew his boss was a fan of his, appreciating the work he’d done in the past, but he guessed the IA guys had been working on him.  
 
    Am I too close to this to have lost perspective?  
 
    Not usually given to self-doubt, he considered it for a moment. 
 
    Several Midtown North cops were gathered nearby and after a few moments he walked over to them. ‘You guys know if the fire department is still working on clearing high rises at Hudson Yards?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, but it’s not quick work. Some of them have been redirected. Big-ass fire just broke out not far from there.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Corner of West 37th and 11th. Some Chinese take-out joint went up.’ 
 
    ‘I passed that corner on the way here,’ Archer said, remembering his route from Jay Shah’s old firehouse. ‘That’s in Engine 35’s area.’ 
 
    ‘Then they’ll be the ones tackling it.’ The man wiped his brow. ‘Don’t envy them, in this heat.’ 
 
    Unwilling to head back to the CT Bureau but knowing he had to obey Franklin’s order, Archer stood still for a moment, then turned to face the direction he’d come from.  
 
    The buildings were blocking his line of sight, so he started walking south until he reached 42nd. 
 
    He could just make out smoke in the sky. 
 
      
 
    NYPD colleagues and their families tended to get to know each other extremely well, many of them remaining in touch even after Department members were transferred to other Precincts and Divisions. Ralph D’Agostino was one such man for the Hendricks family. He’d been a fellow officer with Jake and Matt Shepherd when they’d all been rookies at the 1st Precinct and had stayed good friends with the two men and their wives ever since.  
 
    D’Agostino was a large character, one of eight kids, the entire brood brought up in a three-bedroom apartment in Little Italy, confirming every stereotype people had about Italian-Americans in New York. To this day, whenever the D’Agostinos met up for barbeques or birthdays, from the moment the first of them arrived it was a sure-fire countdown until mountains of food were served, arguments about the Yankees started and after a couple of drinks, the brothers ended up wrestle-fighting on the back lawn, their wives and girlfriends rolling their eyes as they ignored them and carried on with their conversation. 
 
    D’Agostino was good at his job. Like Jake and Shep, he’d also made detective and was one of the few people Melissa felt she could fully trust, which was why it was his name which had sprung to mind when Rhian Carrera had introduced herself and she’d had to reciprocate. She hadn’t wanted to give the woman her real name, in case Rhian mentioned to her asshole husband that she’d met a woman called Melissa Hendricks in the park. D’Agostino was a sound man, no bullshit and as open a book as you could ever wish to read. That’s why she’d called him from a payphone and asked him to meet her on the Upper East Side as soon as possible. She knew he worked at the precinct covering the area.  
 
    Ralph walked into the upscale grocery store, checking down the aisles for Melissa, his badge on a chain around his neck. From the street outside, Melissa watched him for a few moments, making sure neither of them had been made by Corliss, Carrera or anyone she thought looked suspicious. The fact there was no reason Ralphie should have been followed never occurred to her in her current state of mind.  
 
    Not seeing Melissa, D’Agostino turned and started to walk outside when she intercepted him in the doorway.  
 
    ‘There you-,’ he started, then stopped mid-sentence, looking at her face. ‘Yo, what the hell happened?’ 
 
    She led him back into the store, all the way down to the far end, where she could see anyone approaching and well away from the checkout area, where the man behind the register was serving a pair of wealthy-looking women buying groceries.  
 
    ‘Jake’s team has been getting hit today,’ Melissa told him quietly. ‘Someone’s come at him hard, Ralph.’ 
 
    ‘How bad?’ 
 
    ‘One detective killed. Three others missing, last I heard. And Jake’s in the ICU in Hoboken. Someone stuck a bomb under his car this morning.’  
 
    ‘What? I hadn’t heard. Holy Christ. How is he?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like he’s gonna be OK. He’d just got out of the car when the bomb went off, so it’s nowhere near as bad as it could’ve been. They sent me away to rest.’  
 
    ‘Which you’re clearly doin’,’ he said, looking at her with concern. ‘Were you caught up in it?’ he asked, examining her face. 
 
    ‘In a way,’ she said, which wasn’t a complete lie. ‘Listen, I need you to help me out with something. A detective from the 6th Precinct in the Village, called Jimmy Carrera. Works in Homicide. Can you get information on him and his partner for me? Other man’s name is Brian Corliss.’ 
 
    ‘I can try. But why?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t tell you right now but it’s important, Ralphie. I think it may have something to do with what happened to Jake. I wouldn’t have asked you otherwise. I’m serious.’ 
 
    ‘How soon do you need it?’ 
 
    ‘Within an hour?’ 
 
    ‘That’s gonna be a bitch with the power out. Our computer systems are down.’ He scratched the stubble on his chin, looking at her. ‘Jake’s based at the CT Bureau. Even though he’s laid out, can’t you get that information through them?’ 
 
    ‘Not with this,’ Melissa said. ‘Whoever tried to kill him wants him to back off whatever he’s been investigating, and Jake doesn’t talk to a whole lot of people about his work. Don’t need to tell you that.’ 
 
    He understood what she was implying. ‘You think someone’s keeping tabs over there?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. But I don’t want to take the risk by asking them for information. He survived one attack, Ralphie, and got lucky. They’d make sure they’d get him next time.’ 
 
    He thought about what she’d asked. ‘I got a buddy at the 1st Precinct who me, Jake and Shep went to the Academy with. I heard they got some back-up power there. No promises, but gimme an hour and I’ll see what I can do. Where should I meet you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll find a phone and call you on the same number I rang earlier,’ she said. ‘Did you get the other info?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ He withdrew a piece of paper. ‘She works part time at the Public Library. Hours suggest she’s there right now, unless she skipped work today because of the heat.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give it a shot.’ 
 
    ‘Want a ride?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, I’ll take a cab. I just need you to get that info on those two detectives.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on it.’  
 
    She watched him leave then put her sunglasses back on and waited near the front of the grocery store. It took several minutes, but she saw a taxi heading downtown with its light on and quickly stepped out, whistling and raising her hand. She thought she’d missed him, but the car slowed, and she ran across the street. 
 
    ‘Bryant Park, please,’ she said. ‘Stop outside the Public Library.’ 
 
    ‘Gonna cost you more than usual, lady. Traffic’s bad.’ 
 
    She closed her door and sat there waiting in silence.  
 
    He took the hint and they moved off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY FOUR 
 
    ‘Get back!’ a cop from Midtown North shouted, as firefighters attempted to take control of the raging blaze on the west side in Midtown. The building was six floors high, the lower level a Chinese restaurant, the upper five apartments, and it was burning like a giant block of dry kindling.  
 
    The barking horn of another fire engine temporarily drowned out all other sounds as it arrived at the scene; a ladder company of firefighters jumped out and immediately got to work. 
 
    ‘Let go of me!’ a young woman shrieked on the sidewalk, struggling against the people holding her back. ‘My boyfriend is in there!’ 
 
    ‘Which floor?’ a firefighter asked. 
 
    ‘Five!’ 
 
    Archer had just arrived on the scene and saw several fire trucks were on site, Engine 24 and Ladder 21 printed on their rigs, two of the other companies from the area. Engine 35’s truck was there too, gleaming from O’Brien’s work with the chamois less than an hour ago. The firefighters’ protective jackets had their names printed in yellow along the lower hem and he picked out O’Brien giving orders to a group holding a hose connected to a fireplug, although the water didn’t seem to be doing much to tackle the blaze. Hortiz, Talarico, Dragila, Pascarita and O’Connell, the names read. The men from the firehouse, stepping up again.  
 
    As O’Brien met the driver of the newly arrived fire truck, Archer stepped back a pace as the heat from the building hit him. He shielded his face as he watched the firefighters doing their best to beat back the flames, their trucks hooking up to the fireplugs, each member of each rig working in rehearsed co-ordination as screams and cries from the residents filled the street. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sir, would you like a free sample?’ a barista in an apron asked a passing pedestrian, standing outside a Staten Island coffee shop as the fire raged in the housing block across the bay in Manhattan. She had a tray of cold drinks in her hands and was offering them as people walked by.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ the man said, taking a peach/mango blend and continuing on his way.  
 
    ‘Stay cool!’ the barista called.  
 
    ‘Always do!’ he replied. 
 
    ‘We’re gonna need to make some more,’ the girl’s manager said, arriving beside her and seeing the depleted tray. She was an attractive woman, mixed-race, with wavy shoulder-length hair and hazel eyes. Zoe was printed on her name tag. ‘I’ll go work up the blender.’ 
 
    ‘OK, boss.’  
 
    Zoe turned and walked into the store. A few people were sitting at tables, but nowhere near as many as during a working day; one of them was a young boy who was perched on a chair, quietly using some crayons on a picture book. Zoe went to the counter and took an orange juice from the powered-down refrigerator, the lingering cold in there fading fast but still giving its contents a slight chill. She opened the register, trapping a single and dropping some coins into their slots, then closed it, picked up a straw and took the juice over to the boy. He was currently working on filling in a lion.  
 
    ‘Drink it slow,’ Zoe told him, putting down the OJ and ruffling his head. ‘Your mom’s orders.’ The boy paused, sipping the juice, but then went back to the task at hand, the orange crayon spilling out over the lines but the friendly cartoon lion looking cheerful enough nonetheless.  
 
    As she stood beside the child, a new customer stepped in through the open door. Zoe went back behind the counter, smiling professionally as the man approached. He was African American, in a black and gold New Orleans Saints NFL jersey and jeans, and was crazy muscular, but she wasn’t overly intimidated, feeling his aura even before he made it to the counter: a gentle giant. She noticed he had a bandage wrapped around his forearm and what looked like a heavy-duty band-aid across his forehead, the latter almost entirely hidden under a Mets baseball cap.  
 
    ‘Afternoon, sir,’ she said, smiling. ‘Did you get a free sample outside?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll catch one on the way out,’ he said, his eyes dropping down to her nametag. ‘What do you recommend?’ 
 
    ‘Our fridge and freezer are busted, but the milk’s still good. I can make a cold drink.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever’s your best seller.’ 
 
    ‘You got it.’  
 
    She turned and took a cup from a stack before opening the freezer. There were berries and chunks of mango in empty plastic containers and she used a scoop to take a sample of each. She added some non-fat milk, then paused and dropped in an extra scoop of protein powder on top of the regular portion. Guy that size knew his way around a gym and would need the extra nutrition in this heat.  
 
    She set the blender going, whirring the mixture, then stopped it and took off the cover. Across the cafe, the boy at the table colouring in Leo the Lion had started blowing bubbles in his drink.  
 
    ‘Is he your boy?’ the customer asked, seeing her checking on him. ‘I saw you with him.’ 
 
    ‘No, my colleague’s,’ she replied, nodding to the woman outside on the street. ‘Do you have kids, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Two daughters,’ he said after an infinitesimal pause. She finished pouring the man’s drink and capped it, bringing it back to the counter. She rang him up and as he passed over $5, the movement revealed a badge and gun on his hip. They’d been hidden by his loose shirt.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she said, passing over his change, tensing slightly, as she always did around cops. He dropped his change in the tip jar and put away his wallet.  
 
    But he didn’t turn to leave. 
 
    ‘Getting a drink isn’t the only reason I’m here, Zoe,’ he said after a pause. 
 
    Her smile remained fixed in place. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a detective with the NYPD. I wanted to talk to you about someone.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Omari Jones. Do you remember him?’ 
 
    The friendly expression in her eyes suddenly faded.  
 
    And with the now fixed smile, she looked frightened.  
 
    ‘I don’t know who that is.’ 
 
    ‘You worked together in the same building once. You were a cleaner at the NYPD’s 5th Precinct, so I heard. I met a man called Chris Reeve earlier. He told me that I should come talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t help you, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    A customer walked up behind the big man. Zoe was straining so hard to keep that smile on her face that she started to shake.  
 
    ‘Hi, sir, how can I help you?’ she said, switching her attention from Josh to the new customer, making it clear the conversation was over.  
 
    Josh hesitated for a few moments then turned and moved out of the store.  
 
    Zoe’s eyes followed him, but the look of fear in them remained. 
 
      
 
    ‘Which floor is he on, LT?’ Dragila shouted to O’Brien outside the Garvey building, stepping away from where he’d been helping the men on the hose. Behind him, EMTs were assisting people suffering from burns or smoke inhalation.  
 
    ‘Five!’ O’Brien shouted back, seeing Ladder 21 beside him extending the ladder on their truck up towards the upper floors of the building, while Engine 24’s and 35’s crews continued to hose water, doing their best to make inroads in tackling the flames.  
 
    Unnoticed among the onlookers, Archer watched the firefighters.  
 
    They were all here, just as they’d been on that Tuesday morning seventeen years ago when they’d rushed downtown to save people at the Trade Center.  
 
    And right now, same as that day, their firehouse was empty. 
 
    As he shielded his face from the heat then wiped newly formed beads of sweat from under his eyes, Archer considered all he’d learned today about Jay Shah’s suicide, the assault on Hendricks’ team, their kidnappings and the mystery behind this cop called Omari Jones, whose case Rach had told him Josh was now investigating. 
 
    Archer turned from the apartment building and started walking east.  
 
    Before he headed back to base, he wanted to check one final thing out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY FIVE 
 
    The cab carrying Melissa hit a clean run down 5th Avenue and having delivered its fare, was now pulling away from outside the city’s Public Library at Bryant Park. Melissa walked up the steps to the old building and made her way inside, pausing at the doors to check behind her in case her new friend Detective Brian Corliss had picked her up again.  
 
    She saw no sign of him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t watching; that son of a bitch moved quiet for a big man. Twice he’d got the drop on her, and one of those occasions had ended in her with her pants around her ankles, a gun to her head and the most traumatic experience of her life.  
 
    She was determined he wouldn’t get to her again. If he did, she had a feeling this time it would go even worse for her. 
 
    The famous library overlooking Bryant Park proved to be just as hot as everywhere else today, and a flushed and frazzled-looking receptionist with greying hair was sitting at the front desk waving a leaflet in front of her face.  
 
    Melissa approached her. ‘Hi. I’m looking for someone who works here. I’d like to leave a message for her.’ 
 
    ‘Name?’ 
 
    ‘Priya Shah.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Priya? She’s here right now, doing an inventory. Look for her in Anthologies.’ The woman pointed at Melissa’s sunglasses and smiled. ‘Don’t need the shades in here, honey.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep them on anyway,’ she said, walking onwards into the library. 
 
    As far as Melissa was aware from what she’d seen on the computer screen, Jake’s interest had been focused on the dead cop Omari Jones. But as she’d told Archer and Josh earlier, post-assault she’d called Diana Lucero and used all her persuasive powers to wheedle some information out of her; but rather than mentioning Omari which she’d been expecting, Diana told her Jake and his team had been talking about a firefighter who’d committed suicide on 9/11/2001. For whatever reason, although apparently unconnected, both deaths had caught their attention. 
 
    Now, with Diana Lucero murdered and Jake car-bombed, it looked as if someone would go to any lengths to stop their latest investigation in its tracks. Diana had told Melissa on that same call, it had been Jay’s mother who’d told Mike Phillips about his suicide. 
 
    And if the team were in danger, Melissa felt this woman could well be too. 
 
      
 
    Ralphie had traced Priya Shah through public records; he’d told Melissa Priya had been employed by the library for the past three years, the woman still working despite reaching the age when most people would have retired.  
 
    Priya had just moved from Anthologies and was now in the Geographical section, double-checking the stock and serial numbers of all the old atlases and dusty travel memoirs that were slotted in the shelves, making sure there were none unaccounted for.  
 
    She double-checked a form, then saw she’d made another mistake, and admonished herself before starting the row again.  
 
    She was distracted, her mind on her son instead of her work.  
 
    Jay’s favourite subject in high school had been Geography; when he was a boy, his class had held a contest to find out which student could name the capital cities of as many countries as possible. He’d won with eighty two, and he’d only been nine years old.  
 
    Priya paused, holding an old copy of Gulliver’s Travels that someone had slotted in this section by mistake. She rarely talked about his suicide, knowing the shame it had brought on the FDNY that day. But the questions she’d been asking herself since the day he’d died continued to surface, even after all this time.  
 
    Why didn’t he say something?  
 
    Should I have asked him how he was doing? If everything was OK?  
 
    What did I miss?  
 
    Could I have done more? 
 
    Jay had been her only child and her pride and joy. During the winters when he was growing up, she’d bring him here to Bryant Park and they’d wander around the festive pop-up stalls before going out on the ice. He was only five years old on one of those first excursions, and that had been when they’d both discovered he was a natural on skates.  
 
    Within a year, he’d begun playing hockey, demonstrating a real skill for the sport. Priya had watched all his games as he’d grown up, driving him to camps and development leagues, but then also backed his decision, despite her disappointment, when he told her he wasn’t going to try to make the NHL; her son wanted to do something that served his community instead and that had made her even prouder. However, Jay wasn’t perfect and had made his share of mistakes. She’d supported him when he accidentally got his girlfriend pregnant with Harpal before he became a firefighter. She’d done her best to take a step back and not be the interfering mother, only to find herself stepping up again when Jay left a bereaved girlfriend and infant son behind after that terrible day he died. And now it was just her and her grandson, Laila having been killed three years after Jay, when a Hunter college student too busy texting her boyfriend had jumped a red light in Flushing and knocked Laila down. 
 
    Jay had never suffered from depression. His father had passed away when he was very young, but because he couldn’t remember him, that had never seemed to overly trouble him. Nevertheless, something in his life had been so bad he’d shot himself and his mother had ended up burying him in an empty plot beside the highway towards JFK airport. Seventeen years he’d been gone now, but the pain had never lessened. A therapist had told her it would come and go like the waves on a beach, but in Priya’s case the tide had never drawn back. She’d just learned to live with it and tried not to get dragged under in the surf of her grief. 
 
     ‘Priya?’ a voice said, interrupting her thoughts. The Indian-American grandmother looked up and saw a woman in sunglasses standing a few feet away. Sunlight streaming in through the windows made some angry scratches and some nasty bruising on her cheek and neck stand out.  
 
    The woman remained still for a few moments, then removed the shades. Priya saw she was attractive with strong features, slightly marred by the ring of bruising around her eyes and nose.  
 
    Priya also immediately recognised the slightly strained and haunted look in those eyes. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘My name’s Melissa Hendricks,’ she said. ‘I gotta talk to you about your son.’ 
 
      
 
    For the second time that day, Archer was travelling back towards Times Square on foot, but on this occasion, he only went a few blocks.  
 
    He arrived outside Engine 35 once again, but unlike last time the place was deserted, the truck that O’Brien had been polishing now at the fire on the corner of 37th and 11th.  
 
    Archer walked into their empty base and saw that the remodelling towards the rear of the station seemed to be some sort of extension; there was exposed brickwork, sledgehammers leaning against walls and protective plastic sheeting hanging from wooden frames. A few face masks had been left on the ground, some greasy balled-up sub wrappers and an empty bag of Lay’s potato chips tossed in a trash can, a radio plugged into the wall that wouldn’t have worked today.  
 
    He stopped and stood where O’Brien said the young fireman had taken his life on 9/11.  
 
    A brilliant hockey player, who got along with everyone in the firehouse.  
 
    A popular young man with no apparent issues.  
 
    Lots of friends from high school, a girlfriend and a baby on the way.  
 
    A guy with everything to live for. Who then shot himself in the head on a day when his fellow firefighters from the house were downtown, doing their best to save people trapped in the World Trade Center.  
 
    It didn’t make sense. 
 
    Archer went to his radio to confirm he was on his way back to Queens, but then he paused, looking at the renovation work. 
 
    Knocking down that wall was like hitting a piñata, he remembered O’Brien saying. All sorts of shit inside. Porno mags, old cans of beer, some uppers, half empty bottle of whiskey. Even an old handgun.  
 
    Foreman said some of the bricks must’ve worked loose over the years.  
 
    When he’d told him that, Archer had been too focused on the upcoming Times Square money drop to really take in what the FDNY lieutenant was saying.  
 
    But they’d found a handgun behind the brickwork? Why would a pistol have been placed inside the wall of a firehouse? Who would keep it there? 
 
    ‘Rach. Question,’ he said, getting on the radio. 
 
    ‘Shoot.’ 
 
    ‘Are the Department’s inventory logs still accessible online?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I can get to them. You mean, for evidence?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly. Or even lost property.’ 
 
    ‘I’d need as much information as you could give me.’ 
 
    ‘A Fire Department lieutenant at Engine 35 in Hell’s Kitchen told me a pistol was found in the walls of their firehouse during some recent remodelling work. Can you find out if it’s come our way?’ The alternative was one of the construction guys or firemen had kept the gun, but Archer was hoping they’d followed correct procedure and handed it in. 
 
    ‘I’ll check. Wait one.’  
 
    The radio went silent for a while.  
 
    ‘Found it. Bagged and tagged, almost three weeks ago.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of gun is it?’ 
 
    ‘Beretta 92D. It’s downtown, at the Property Clerk Division by Wall Street.’ Archer heard a snippet of conversation in the background when Rach stopped talking. 
 
    ‘-needs to get his ass back here.’ 
 
    ‘He’s on his way.’ 
 
    ‘Clearly, he’s not!’ 
 
    Archer smiled briefly, amused by the frustration he could hear in State’s voice, but then Koechner got on the line and he stopped smiling. ‘We got another money drop order, Detective,’ the HNT leader told Archer. ‘Further uptown, on the west side. This time they want five million.’ 
 
    ‘That’s some serious escalation. We’ve already paid them three.’ 
 
    ‘You got it. ESU are handling the exchange but you’d better get back here. Franklin’s asking where you are.’ 
 
    ‘Tell him I’m on my way.’ Archer walked out of the empty firehouse but came to a dead stop on the sidewalk outside, as the possible relevance of that pistol found in the wall occurred to him. 
 
    If he followed up this train of thought, he was going to go directly against his boss’s orders.  
 
    And if he was wrong, the result could be suspension or even the loss of his badge.  
 
    There were going to be life and death consequences to the decision he was about to make and twice today he’d been unlucky, at the Highline and Times Square. Three strikes and it would be game over.  
 
    No more second chances. 
 
    But if he was right… 
 
    The possibility made his decision for him. He started running west, back through the hot streets, hoping the Bell pilot Maniotti would still be at the west side heliport. He needed a ride and it wasn’t back to base.  
 
    Despite what had happened at Times Square, he was almost certain he’d ID’d the guy making the calls to the Bureau, plus he’d followed his gut instinct and saved Karen Bridges from certain death at Hudson Yards.  
 
    And if he was correct about this idea, there was a good chance he could save Mikey and Devonte too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY SIX 
 
    ‘Mike’s been kidnapped?’ Priya repeated quietly, shocked. She and Melissa were standing in an aisle at the back of the Public Library. The place was totally deserted, almost certainly because of the double whammy of the heatwave being made so much worse by the power outage; no-one wanted to hang around inside a hot and stuffy building on a day like today.  
 
    However, the silence meant their voices could carry, so not taking any chances, they were speaking in hushed tones. 
 
    ‘He and the rest of my husband’s team. Apart from one who was murdered last night.’ 
 
    ‘That’s terrible. Why?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not sure. For some reason, they seem to have started drilling down into what happened to your son and another young man who died a few weeks before him, in 2001,’ Melissa told her. ‘A police officer from Brooklyn, called Omari Jones. Cold case murder.’ 
 
    Priya’s eyes scanned the damage to Melissa’s face and neck. ‘Is what happened to you related?’ 
 
    Melissa didn’t answer for a moment. She didn’t want to share what had happened but realised there was no alternative if she wanted Priya to reciprocate with information.  
 
    ‘After I left work last week, two men jumped me before I could get to the subway,’ she said quietly. ‘I was assaulted by them in a basement stairwell. They said it was a warning shot to my husband. He needed to back off what he was investigating or next time it’d be my two daughters.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Priya said. ‘You poor girl. I’m so very sorry.’ She frowned. ‘But they still attacked your husband anyway? Despite you warning him off?’ 
 
    ‘I’m almost positive the men who raped me are cops, Priya,’ Melissa said, evading the question. 
 
    ‘Pardon me?’ 
 
    ‘One of them found me at the hospital where Jake’s being treated. He tried to choke me, but I managed to break free and get away. Then he followed me to where I’ve been staying since the assault. I spun it around and started tailing him. He met a man outside an apartment building on the Upper East Side this afternoon. I recognised them both as my attackers. 
 
    ‘I followed this second man’s wife. Struck up a conversation with her. She told me her husband is a Homicide detective downtown, at the 6th Precinct. James Carrera. Also confirmed he’s got a partner she doesn’t like. If he’s the same guy who met up with him this morning, and I think he was, that means the guys who assaulted me are NYPD. I’ve got a friend trying to get me information on him and the other man.’ She checked her watch. ‘Can you spare some time?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’m due to finish soon anyway.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve gotta make a call from a payphone outside. Come with me. Please?’ 
 
      
 
    Uptown, the rat-faced man who Archer had almost caught in the subway at Times Square was stationed in a building looking down at the intersection at 72nd Street and Amsterdam.  
 
    He checked his watch; the countdown for the third delivery of cash was almost up.  
 
    The street below had a trifecta of approaches, and a plethora of observation points. The NYPD had coughed up the first two instalments, but Mr Grand Central/Times Square was curious to see if they were going to keep going, especially with this one being for five mil. See if these threats after the death of the bitch in the park had been worth the time, effort and risk they’d taken to set it all up.  
 
    The group had settled on various locations for money drops, and this was #3 of a potential six. Soon he’d order them to drop the money down the garbage chute of a building on 71st Street, just around the corner. The building was an old Masonic design, with a built-in underground passageway, and would allow him the chance to loop around, collect the cash, then get out from under the NYPD’s nose, leaving the building on 72nd Street and driving away with the cash in his car already parked there. 
 
    ‘Minute-half,’ he said into a radio. 
 
    ‘Cops?’ Yankees Fan replied. 
 
    ‘Showing up,’ he said, seeing an ESU sharpshooter taking up position on the roof of a building on the east side. ‘They’re cranking up the heat. I’ll play it as I see it. What about you?’ 
 
    ‘About to rock and roll but we gotta move fast. Then we can end this. We’ll kill the hostages and split the cash. Call it clean.’ 
 
    ‘Make sure you get the right one or this doesn’t end.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’d never have thought of that. Focus on your own task, asshole.’  
 
    The rat-faced man was alone this time, running collection by himself with the other men occupied elsewhere, and stepped back slightly from the window; he’d managed to keep the stress out of his voice. He’d been too shit-scared to tell the others that the blond guy on the subway had made him as he’d escaped on the C train. Call it clean.  
 
    This wasn’t clean. He knew what his colleagues were capable of and didn’t want to think about what they could do to him if they thought there was a chance they could be compromised because of him.  
 
    That blond guy hadn’t been wearing an Angel red jacket, but he’d been wearing a throat mic.  
 
    A federal agent, perhaps.  
 
    Or a cop.  
 
    He knew their guy acting as a distraction at the Highline was leaving the city for good before the end of the month, after he got his split of the cash, which was why he’d volunteered. Helped him too that the cameras were out, and no footage captured save for some possible shots detectives watching that first money drop might have taken. But in shades, and in a crowd? He’d have enough time to get out of New York before anyone worked out who he could be. 
 
    But unlike the other guy, the ratty man wasn’t going anywhere for a while, so he needed his anonymity. Being seen was a major deal. 
 
    He looked straight at you.  
 
    He can ID you.  
 
    The only part of the bigger plan so far that had gone wrong. 
 
    But it had gone wrong and that was a serious problem. 
 
      
 
    Downtown at the NYPD’s Wall Street Property Clerk Division, a desk sergeant called Santoro was holding a cold water-soaked flannel to his forehead. Another officer appeared through a side door holding a battery-powered radio, after using the restroom.  
 
    ‘Weather report says we’re getting thunder and lightning tonight,’ he said. ‘Let’s rock and roll outta here early, Santo. No-one’s brought us shit today, no-one’s collecting anything and the heat’s bad enough. I don’t wanna get a soaking too.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right,’ Santoro replied. ‘What happens when someone finds out we’ve punched out before shift change because you don’t have an umbrella?’  
 
    The other officer pointed to the desk’s radio system, which was tuned to police frequencies, allowing Santoro to flip through the channels. ‘You hearing any action?’  
 
    ‘Been some arrests uptown and in Brooklyn for fighting. Some car jackings and lootings on the west side. Some guy got his throat slashed in Times Square. Department’s gonna get a load of reports of burglary and theft in the next few days too. Guaran-fricking-teed.’ 
 
    ‘Not our problem, though. C’mon Sarge. No-one’s gonna come down here and log lost property today.’ 
 
    Lowering the flannel from his brow, Santoro shook his head. ‘Department called in every badge and gun to work. We can’t just skip out on our post. Where’s Parl?’ 
 
    ‘He’s out back. Fire exit door’s playing up again. He’s trying to fix it.’  
 
    Before Santoro could reply, the main door to the Clerk Division from the street opened and three men entered the building. They were wearing sunglasses, t-shirts and jeans, the two on the outside propping up the one in the middle, who was sagging between them. He had sleeved tattoos on each arm, a big guy, and seemed to be having trouble walking. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Santoro asked, from behind his desk. 
 
    ‘He’s overheated,’ the man on the left said. ‘You guys got any water?’ 
 
    The officer who’d been so keen to leave walked over as they lowered the man to the ground. Behind the desk, Santoro took a warm bottle of water from a shelf behind him, opened the waist-high access panel to his protected desk and came over.  
 
    ‘How long’s he been like this?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Just happened,’ the other man said. Santoro and his fellow officer were too busy tending to the man on the floor to notice his two companions step back.  
 
    The officer went to remove the man’s sunglasses, but the tattooed guy’s hand suddenly snapped onto his wrist and stopped him.  
 
    Confused, the officer looked at the man.  
 
    ‘Yo, you alright?’ 
 
    A second later, the cops were grabbed from behind, an uncapped syringe buried into each man’s neck.  
 
    Despite being taken by surprise, the two Clerk Division officers tried to resist but the powerful drugs kicked in fast.  
 
    The men’s eyes lost focus and closed as their bodies went slack.  
 
    Yankees Fan was already back on his feet, pulling a roll of duct tape from a pocket. As Jimmy Carrera checked the front doors, fresh from his money pick up in Times Square, the third man, the large Asian American from the ambush on Josh at Chris Reeve’s apartment, withdrew a handgun from the rear waistband of his jeans. ‘Ryan, you find anyone else?’ he asked over a radio receiver he pulled from his pocket. 
 
    ‘One more. He’s down. I’m going for the lockers.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    The Asian American shoved the radio back, then headed over to the front entrance and checked outside as Yankees Fan dragged the two unconscious Clerk Division staffers out of sight one at a time.  
 
    Remaining where he was, Carrera pulled his radio.  
 
      
 
    ‘Time’s up,’ the man overseeing the drop at 72nd and Columbus said, looking down into the circle. 
 
    ‘Did the money show?’ Carrera asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said, watching a couple of officers standing by the subway steps, as instructed. Each was holding two large duffel bags. ‘How you guys doing?’ 
 
    ‘We’re here, now. Leave them there. They’ll think they spooked us with ESU on site. We need the distraction and they’ll have all eyes on that cash for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Leave it? Are you crazy? Walk away from five million? I can get it and get out.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll have so many transmitters and tracers hidden in it, you could use that haul to power a high-rise. It was always meant as a distraction. Walk away. Now. Boss’s orders.’ 
 
    The man looked down at the intersection, not overly sad that he didn’t have to go collect the cash and risk being seen again.  
 
    However, before he left, his eyes searched the intersection for the blond man from the subway, the same guy he’d seen at that first set-up at Grand Central.  
 
    The man who was occupying all his thoughts right now. 
 
    Who the hell was he?  
 
    And more importantly, where was he? 
 
      
 
    On a standard working shift, there would have been more officers in the Property Clerk Division, but the increasing levels of unrest caused by the intense heatwave and power outage had meant every available cop was out on the streets.  
 
    That meant there were only three officers in the building. The cop who’d been dealt with while working on a fire door at the back had had a set of keys on him, giving the man called Ryan who’d put him out the access he needed to the evidence locker.  
 
    Ryan was in his late thirties, with almost white blond hair, arctic blue eyes and an unhealthy pallor accentuated by patches of sunburn on his face and neck. As he entered the locker, he wiped blood off his gloved knuckles on his dark shirt, careful not to leave any trace on the key or the door.  
 
    He quickly found what he’d come for and secured the locker room again, an evidence bag in his hand.  
 
    ‘You find it?’ he heard Carrera say over the radios they were using. 
 
    ‘I got it! You out front?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, move your ass.’ 
 
    Ryan double-checked the locker room was secured, left just as he’d found it, then turned and started to jog down the corridor towards his colleagues at the front desk. 
 
    He never saw what hit him.  
 
    As he passed a corridor that led to the men’s toilets, Ryan ran straight into a fire extinguisher swung at head height, the blow timed to perfection.  
 
    The clang that followed sounded like Big Ben in London announcing the hour and by the time Ryan hit the ground, the person who’d laid him out was already moving in on him. 
 
      
 
    In front of the building, their weapons holstered, the other three men were waiting impatiently. 
 
    ‘The hell is he doing? Making pina coladas?’ Yankees Fan asked Carrera a minute later. ‘Let’s go, Ryan!’ he said into the radio. ‘Move your ass!’  
 
      
 
    Inside the Division, Archer flipped the guy over, pulled his wallet from his pocket and quickly checked its contents. Ryan Lavesque, the driving licence and cards said, the DOB making him thirty nine and living in Flatbush, Brooklyn.  
 
    It was then that Archer spotted a transparent evidence bag tucked into the back of Lavesque’s waistband and pulled it out.  
 
    He’d approached the Division from the rear of the building, intending to walk round and use the front entrance when he’d spotted the fire door ahead of him jammed open. That was unusual enough to alert him, so he’d edged inside, immediately spotting a pair of feet to his right.  
 
    After a swift check around him to make sure he wasn’t about to be jumped, he’d bent to check the unconscious officer, seeing Parlovich on his name tag, a syringe on the floor beside him. Whatever he’d been injected with had put him out cold, but he’d also taken one hell of a beating, his face freshly bloodied up either before or after he’d been jabbed. 
 
    As Archer checked the man’s pulse and moved him into the recovery position, he heard a voice say, ‘I got it. You out front?’ Those three words and the unconscious officer were enough to convince Archer that his theory formed at Engine 35 was proving to be right on the money.  
 
    But he had to move fast. 
 
    He heard the guy approaching down the corridor and realising from those few words the man had spoken that he wasn’t on his own, decided he didn’t want to get into a fight when he’d be outnumbered.  
 
    It was then he’d spotted the fire extinguisher on the wall. 
 
    Right now, the piece of evidence Archer was looking at was a black handgun; reading the description on the bag quickly, Archer saw it was the weapon O’Brien said the remodelling team had found in the wall at Engine 35. A Beretta 92D.  
 
    According to the form on the bag, it was due for analysis at the CSU lab in six days.  
 
    Beside him, Lavesque began to groan and stir; his arm lifted, and he suddenly grabbed hold of Archer’s belt. The CT Bureau cop ripped himself out of the man’s grip, picked up Lavesque’s radio and then ran back towards the fire exit behind him, with the gun in the evidence bag in his hands.  
 
      
 
    Losing patience, Carrera, Yankees Fan and the Asian American had just entered the corridor to see what was keeping Lavesque and found him trying to get back to his feet, blood covering his face and the floor around him. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ Yankees Fan said, as they looked around. ‘Where’s the gun?’ 
 
    ‘My face. He hit me when-’ 
 
    ‘Where is it?’ Carrera shouted, looking all around them for the evidence bag.  
 
    Drawing their handguns, they ran towards the open fire door and reached it in time to catch a glimpse of a man in white t shirt and jeans sprinting to the end of the street, the evidence bag in his hand.  
 
    ‘Oh shit, it’s him!’ Yankees Fan said, recognising the man from the Highline.  
 
    He raised his own weapon to shoot but was too late, as the figure cut around the corner.  
 
    ‘Who the hell is that?’ Carrera asked as they took off after him. 
 
    ‘The asshole from the first money drop!’ Yankees Fan told him. ‘The one who was tailing me!’  
 
    The three men chased after him, but when they rounded the corner, all they saw were a few pedestrians and a Mexican woman closing a Chipotle restaurant.  
 
    The cop had disappeared.  
 
    And he’d taken the Beretta they’d come down here to retrieve. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY SEVEN 
 
    The Lower Manhattan area was quieter than usual today, partly because of it being the weekend, but also because of the heatwave and the city-wide power outage.  
 
    However, the streets in the business district were still relatively busy as Archer sprinted in a northeast direction, putting distance between him and the Clerk Division while he tried to work out what to do next. Only when he was satisfied that he’d lost his pursuers did he duck down an alley on Madison Street, giving him a chance to suck in some much-needed air and gather his thoughts.  
 
    He examined the Beretta in his hands, then reached for his radio to report in what had just happened. 
 
    He felt nothing but belt.  
 
    He looked down, checking his waistband, but it wasn’t there.  
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ he whispered, remembering the man he’d hit with the extinguisher, Ryan Lavesque, reaching out and gripping his belt. He must’ve dislodged the radio. Instead, Archer withdrew the radio he’d taken from Lavesque from his jeans pocket and considered shifting channels, but then realised the men, whoever they were, were most likely to be talking to each other on whatever frequency this was set to.  
 
    He turned up the volume but couldn’t hear any communication on it, so stuffed it back into his pocket for the time being and removed the Velcro throat mic around his neck, useless without the radio.  
 
    Catching his breath, he considered his situation. He’d disobeyed a direct order from Franklin by going to the Division and still wasn’t entirely sure of the importance and relevance of the Beretta he was holding, but it was valuable and significant enough for those guys to break into an NYPD Property Clerk evidence locker to retrieve it.  
 
    He’d gone down there to check out his theory and had walked in on a raid.  
 
    Unlike the rest of his day so far, his timing had been spot on. 
 
    He turned the gun over in his hand; the transparent bag containing it had a series of printed information points on the left side. Case Number, Description of Enclosed Evidence, Submitting Agency. The details matched the gun pulled from Engine 35’s wall.  
 
    But the spaces beside Victim’s Full Name and Suspect’s Full Name were blank.  
 
    The gun found beside Jay was a Taurus 9mm, Archer thought, according to ATF agent Cowley in Martinsberg. But the ballistics report said the bullet looked to have been fired by a different gun, assumed to be an error. 
 
    What if it was this gun?  
 
    How does a man shoot himself, then hide the gun in a wall with another found beside him? Archer thought, his suspicions concerning Jay Shah’s fate sharpened even further. 
 
    He didn’t commit suicide. The man was murdered. 
 
    Underneath a Chain of Custody box was space for Crime Lab Personnel, but as yet that part of the bag’s form was unfilled, due for the lab next Thursday according to the date on the bag. Archer saw the gun still had its serial number on the side, not scratched off with a file or removed with acid as was so often the case, a scratch mark on the top-slide the only other distinguishing feature. You need to contact Cowley again immediately, he told himself, looking at the digits. Run a trace on this weapon and see who it belongs to.  
 
    Moving to the end of the alley, Archer checked for any unwanted company; he didn’t see anything suspicious, but he did catch sight of a payphone two blocks down.  
 
    Checking carefully, he moved out and when he reached the payphone, tucked the evidence bag under his arm. He pulled his wallet and took out some quarters, but then picked up the receiver and saw why there’d been no queue for the phone. The receiver had been ripped from the box.  
 
    Letting out a few expletives, he put the receiver down and looked east, where Maniotti would be waiting after delivering him from Midtown. Archer immediately started heading in that direction.  
 
    Unless he could find another phone, he couldn’t call this in, so he’d have to show Franklin, Koechner and the others in person instead. He also couldn’t tell them much yet which could mitigate the trouble he’d be in.  
 
    But everything told him he’d just lifted something very, very important. 
 
      
 
    Uptown, Melissa was having more luck with a payphone. She was on the line with Ralph D’Agostino in an emptying Bryant Park.  
 
    ‘I got some info for you,’ he told her. 
 
    ‘Let me have it,’ she said, making a writing motion to Priya, who nodded and delved into her bag. She passed Melissa a pen and a scrap of paper. 
 
    ‘James Carrera’s been with the NYPD for thirteen years. Born on Long Island, got a couple of kids and a wife. Made detective six years ago. Works at the 6th Precinct.’  
 
    ‘His wife’s name is Rhian? Kids called Jett and Reese?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s them. And his record isn’t pretty. He’s been suspended twice for misconduct, got investigated for property theft on another occasion and Internal Affairs had a serious investigation against him and his partner four years ago.’ 
 
    ‘What was the case?’ 
 
    ‘A woman said he and another man raped her in the back of their police car out near Chelsea Piers.’ 
 
    Melissa felt her gut twist. ‘His partner?’ 
 
    ‘His name is Brian Corliss. They’ve been together ever since they both made detective, but he’s got more crosses against his name than Carrera. They’re still badged but neither of them are the type you’d want doing PR work. IA also investigated them for stealing evidence and other breaches but again, they beat the rap. Devil’s own luck, those two.’ 
 
    ‘Other details?’ 
 
    ‘Carrera’s a 3rd grade detective, yet he lives on the Upper East Side and has a second home on Long Island. That’s gonna require a lot of capital, and unless his wife is wealthy, he’s been earning money off the books somewhere. His partner doesn’t seem as flashy, but he’s a dirtbag too.’ 
 
    Melissa remembered the stink of the big man’s breath as he’d slammed her up against the wall in the hospital in Hoboken. The same acrid stench on her neck a week earlier, the face covered by a ski mask as he’d raped her. ‘Is Corliss big? Overweight?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Looks like Tony Soprano if he had more hair and an extra couple chins.’ 
 
    And he’s been accused of rape before, she thought. ‘Tell me about this rape case, Ralphie. The one that IA investigated from the woman in the car.’ 
 
    ‘The plaintiff filed charges saying the two cops raped her at gunpoint in the back of their squad car, but she waited two months to report it.’ 
 
    ‘And they defeated it?’ 
 
    ‘No evidence. She wasn’t pregnant or had any physical signs of abuse after the eight weeks. Rape kit wasn’t done. No marks on her body, or vaginal tears.’ For the first time, Melissa appreciated Courtney’s insistence that they keep evidence from her own assault. ‘With no hard evidence, proven alibis for the two detectives they’d produced and her word against theirs, she didn’t stand a chance. Case was dismissed due to lack of evidence and get this. They sued her for damages.’  
 
    Rhian Carrera flashed into Melissa’s mind, the woman who was clearly frightened of her husband. She also wondered at the fate of the woman who’d tried to pursue justice for this car assault against her by Carrera and Corliss; it would have taken a lot of courage to report the incident, which was very possibly why it had taken her a couple of months. Melissa was now an unfortunate member of a club who could understand that better than almost anyone.  
 
    ‘Can we find the plaintiff and talk to her?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Not unless you got an Ouija board. The woman got into a hot bath and slit her wrists four days after she learned they were suing her.’ 
 
    Melissa gripped the receiver tight. ‘God dammit. Poor girl. With all this shit against them, how are these two still badged?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got some successes in there too. Cleared a lot of cases and helped take a load of Irish mobsters off the street, guys from the Devaney crew. Solved murders. And none of the serious complaints against them have stuck. Prosecuting guys as streetwise as these two is like trying to pick up an eel covered in Vaseline.’  
 
    Melissa closed her eyes. ‘There’s gotta be more cases or accusations against them. Things that have been buried.’ She swallowed. ‘Rape most often isn’t a one-off crime.’ 
 
    ‘The rest of Carrera’s official slate is clean, but Corliss was also questioned several times about an administrative aid from another precinct who filed an assault complaint. Woman called Penny Georgiou, from the Ditmars area over in Astoria. Nothing ever came of it.’ 
 
     ‘Tell me she’s still alive.’ 
 
    ‘She is. Georgiou left the Department and works as a secretary for a law firm. I checked her out; she lives on 67th Street towards the Hudson.’ 
 
    ‘You got her address?’ 
 
    ‘Right here,’ he said, giving it to her.  
 
    ‘If she filed something like that and it wasn’t proved, she’d have known she’d get the hard treatment from the rest of the precinct,’ Melissa said. ‘They may have thought she was trying to score some kind of pay-out.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t file the complaint; one of her colleagues did, for her. Georgiou was the one who eventually had it dismissed.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get this from your contact at the 1st?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he hit me up with what he had. Looking at these files, I’d say both these men have their eyes on lieutenants’ badges. And way this Department is run, I’d say they’re getting close.’ 
 
    Not if I have anything to do with it, Melissa thought. ‘Thanks, Ralphie. Do me a favour and stay near this number.’ 
 
    ‘You bet. But listen…’ The normally talkative man hesitated. She realised he’d probably put two and two together with her questions focusing on rape and sexual assault, having seen the marks on her face.  
 
    ‘I’m OK,’ she told him. 
 
    ‘Call me if you need some help. And lemme know when Jake wakes up.’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ Melissa replaced the receiver as she and Priya looked at the details Melissa had scribbled down. Penny Georgiou. Hudson and 67th, the scrawls said, followed by her address. 
 
    ‘Who is she?’ Priya asked. 
 
    ‘Someone I want us to go talk to.’ This woman was still alive, in the city and had filed a serious sexual assault complaint against Brian Corliss before having it dropped. Although she needed to know what this woman may be able to tell them, part of her wasn’t sure she wanted to listen. 
 
    But a picture was starting to be painted of the two men who’d raped her. 
 
    And she wasn’t going to stop until she’d ripped the canvas to pieces. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY EIGHT 
 
    ‘I don’t believe this shit,’ Yankees Fan said in disgust to Carrera, Lavesque and the Asian American, whose name was Nakata. ‘Where the hell did he come from?’ 
 
    ‘He must have followed me in,’ Lavesque said, holding his forehead, a large bump already visible, his nose rapidly swelling. Once they’d realised there was no way they were going to catch the guy, the other three had wasted no time getting back to the Prop Clerk Division, knowing they had to remove any incriminating evidence they may have left behind.  
 
    With the three men who they’d put out still unconscious, they scrubbed away all traces of Lavesque’s blood off the floor, using some Clorox they found in a storeroom. They’d dumped the Clerk Division officers in a restroom out of sight, knowing they wouldn’t come round for another couple of hours at least.  
 
    ‘You know what this means?’ Yankees Fan said. 
 
    ‘We’re not cooked yet,’ Carrera snapped. ‘He lost his radio.’ He held up the device Archer had been using all day to communicate with the CT Bureau. Lavesque had found it on the floor when the others had lit off after the guy who’d hit him. 
 
    ‘And he’s got mine,’ Lavesque added, using a tissue to stem the flow of blood from his broken nose. 
 
    ‘It’s locked, so he can’t change the frequency and contact anyone without entering the right code,’ Carrera said. ‘It’s no use to him. But more important, that means he can’t talk easy to his people right now. And he’s still stuck in Manhattan somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘How’s any of this gonna help?’ Nakata asked. ‘He’s got the gun and he can use a payphone to call in back-up,’  
 
    ‘He won’t know what he’s got yet.’ 
 
    ‘Maniotti, are you in contact with Archer?’ a voice said suddenly over the radio Lavesque had accidentally pulled.  
 
    Silence fell as Carrera turned up the volume. 
 
    ‘I’m at the Wall Street heliport. Brought him down here almost twenty five minutes ago.’ 
 
    ‘You were supposed to bring him back to Queens.’ 
 
    ‘He said he had something to check out down here first.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So Corliss has assaulted at least one other woman,’ Melissa said to Priya at Bryant Park, the two women moving into the shade. ‘This Penny Georgiou chick from Queens. Former file room worker at an NYPD precinct. I want to go find her. Can you come with me?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a seventy one year old grandmother, Melissa. I can’t be chasing around the city in this heat. And I can’t see how I can be any use to you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that, so much.’ She hesitated. ‘These guys killed one of my husband’s best people and raped me. If they find out you and I talked, they could do something to you. I don’t want that to happen.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t know anything.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t matter. These men seem to like targeting collateral.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s a matter of my safety?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And if this man Brian Corliss finds you again?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll fight him off.’ 
 
    ‘Like you did the first time?’ Priya suddenly caught herself. ‘I’m sorry. That was rude.’ 
 
    Melissa didn’t reply for a moment. ‘What do you think Jay would want us to do?’ she asked. 
 
    Priya closed her eyes. ‘To be careful.’ 
 
    ‘You care about Detective Phillips, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He’s a good man. And he helped us.’ 
 
    ‘His life is on the line. He’s been kidnapped and is being used as a hostage for ransom, Priya. We’re not in immediate danger but he definitely is. If we can learn more about why Corliss and Carrera want Jake and his team to back off their current interest, maybe we can do something to help the Bureau get Mike back. And this has got something to do with what happened to your son somehow. I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    Priya’s deep brown eyes looked at Melissa. ‘If I come with you, I need to get my grandson before we go anywhere. That’s not negotiable.’ 
 
    ‘That, I understand. Where is he?’ 
 
    ‘At home in Astoria. I want him close until the police get Michael back. If you say I could be in danger, then so could he.’ 
 
    ‘OK, let’s go get him.’  
 
    The two women headed to where Priya had parked in a space running alongside Bryant Park. 
 
    In her hurry, Melissa failed to notice Brian Corliss sitting across the street, watching them from his car. 
 
      
 
    The closest helipad to the Wall Street Property Clerk Division was located at the Downtown Manhattan Heliport, located on Pier 6, where the Bell had landed after bringing Archer from Midtown.  
 
    The AU pilot Maniotti heard his radio going again, communication from the CT Bureau, and against his better judgement, ignored it. He’d worked with Archer before and had a lot of respect for the English/American detective. That, coupled with the fact Archer had explained he wouldn’t be disobeying orders if it wasn’t serious and lives weren’t on the line, had meant Maniotti had allowed himself to be persuaded to ignore any transmissions until the Bureau detective got back. He’d also been ordered back to Queens by Franklin, which meant it wasn’t just Archer who’d ignored a direct order from a superior.  
 
    ‘It’s a pit-stop,’ Archer had assured him. ‘I’m going straight to Queens after this.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and I’m going straight to the unemployment line,’ Maniotti muttered to himself now, looking at the tall buildings in front of him. He was beginning to regret his decision, having let his liking for the cop persuade him to do as he asked. His wife had just had their second child and he knew the repercussions could be serious for him too if they decided to hang Archer out to dry.  
 
    To be considered for the Air Unit, a person needed to be a sworn NYPD officer with three to five years’ experience and possess a private helicopter pilot’s licence. Maniotti had dropped a lot of money and practice time on getting the latter, telling Sandra it was a good investment and that not only would the pay be better, but that he’d also be much safer up in the skies than on the street. That debt meant he couldn’t afford to get suspended or fired. 
 
    He took a deep breath. Remember Detective Lucero.  
 
    What she sacrificed for this case.  
 
    He’d been briefed on what had happened to Diana when he’d been ordered to the CT Bureau this morning. Then Archer had given him the lowdown just after they’d saved Karen Bridges at Hudson Heights.  
 
    Whoever was doing this had to be stopped.  
 
    Where are you, Archer, he thought impatiently, scanning the streets ahead for the blond police detective.  
 
    Let’s get the hell out of here. 
 
      
 
    Tragically, those thoughts were the last Maniotti ever had. 
 
    As their car pulled onto East River Drive, the men who’d just left the Clerk Division saw the chopper and pilot at the heliport on the pier. Sighting his weapon and without hesitation, Yankees Fan shot Maniotti from inside his car with the SIG MPX Baszler had almost wasted Josh with at Chris Reeve’s place on Canal Street.  
 
    Firing from the back seat with the window open, he stitched him with three rounds, the cracking drill of the gunshot report echoing around the streets. There was a suppressor attached to the end of the sub-machine gun, the hot air also helping to muffle the sound, but not completely, as the reports cracked off the surrounding buildings near East River Drive.  
 
    However, the gated heliport was isolated from the street, so no-one saw the man go down. 
 
    Almost no-one. 
 
      
 
    At a corner eight blocks up, Archer had been about to run across the highway towards the helipad when he registered the sound of gunshots. 
 
    He watched as Maniotti dropped where he stood, and he stopped in his tracks.  
 
    As well as being a friend, the pilot had flown Archer and his team on various operations, and even from this distance he could see the man was dead.  
 
    While people looked around them in confusion, having heard the muffled crack-crack-crack of the shots, Archer swore as he ducked back down the street he’d just emerged from and leant against the wall, closing his eyes. He knew Maniotti was a family man, and over the last few hours, the pilot had played an important part in getting him to the city for the initial scheduled money drop at Grand Central and then helping save his and Bridges’ life at Hudson Yards.  
 
    He’d also risked getting into serious trouble by assisting him in disobeying a direct order from Franklin by bringing him here.  
 
    And it had gotten him killed. 
 
    The massive wave of regret and guilt that washed over Archer was followed immediately by an even more ferocious determination to see this through. He needed to able to look Maniotti’s widow in the eye when this was all over. 
 
    He glanced down at the bagged Beretta in his hands. This gun had to be hugely important if these men were going to the lengths they were to get it back. 
 
    He looked across the river at the Counter-Terrorism Bureau in the distance, seeing the building on Vernon Boulevard on the other side. They’d be trying to talk to him, but he’d already discovered the radio he’d taken wasn’t going to enable him to make contact, the device jammed to prevent any switching from the channel it was set to.  
 
    Archer’s eyes shifted to the Queensborough Bridge. Getting to the Bureau on foot would take him an hour at least, and by the time he got there either Mikey, Devonte or both might already have been killed in retaliation for his actions in making off with the Beretta. There was no point in attempting to get back to Queens just yet.  
 
    He turned and moved back along the street he’d just come down, towards the Lower East Side and deeper into Manhattan.  
 
    For the meantime, he was going to have to try and work this out himself.  
 
    But he needed to come up with some solutions fast. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY NINE 
 
    On Staten Island, Zoe Saluco was about to close up her coffee shop for the day and had two things on her mind of vastly different importance. Stains on her countertop and the arrival of that black cop in the NFL jersey at the store an hour or so ago.  
 
    Earlier that morning, a Sharpie had leaked ink all over the counter and she was currently doing her best to get it off using rubbing alcohol, wiping a cloth over it at a pace that could best be described as frantic. Although the store was still open, the last of her customers had gone, having cleared her out of all her cold drink stock; iced teas and coffees, frozen fruit for smoothies, bottles of juice and water. Everything had been sold, the heatwave providing her best seventy two hour stretch of takings all year.  
 
    Her sole barista working today had left too, taking her son and his colouring book with her and promising she’d be in tomorrow, if the power was back by then. Otherwise there was no point if Zoe couldn’t chill what little stock she had left. 
 
    As Zoe worked at the marker stain, she heard the doorbell ding and saw a customer had come back, just before closing.  
 
    With a sinking feeling, she’d known deep down he would.  
 
    He was three times her size, and she realised resistance would be futile.  
 
    The cloth dropped to the table from nerveless fingers as she clutched her hands together to stop them trembling. 
 
    Josh closed the door behind him but stayed where he was. He held up his hands.  
 
    ‘I just want to talk to you,’ he said. ‘Please.’  
 
      
 
    In Manhattan, the radio Archer had lifted suddenly burst into life. ‘We’re getting that gun back, asshole,’ a voice warned. ‘How hard on yourself you want to make that process is up to you. You leave it where we tell you and you won’t get hurt.’  
 
    Archer didn’t answer. He was currently in a FedEx office on the bottom edge of the Lower East Side, having caught the place just before closing. Although they had no power, the store had been open all day taking mail; the young man about to shut up shop had been irritated when Archer walked in, but then the CT Bureau detective had shown his badge and dumped the Beretta in the evidence bag on the checkout desk. The store employee’s eyes had almost popped out of his head, his attitude changing fast once Archer explained what he needed.  
 
    Archer was about to reply to whoever was on the radio, but then realised something.  
 
    They forgot to use the voice distorter.  
 
    I’ve got them rattled. 
 
    ‘Too late,’ he said, pressing the radio’s switch. ‘I just saw you kill my pilot.’ 
 
    ‘We got men on the bridges, so you won’t make it outta Manhattan,’ the voice replied, in a heavy Long Island accent. ‘You’re gonna do exactly what we say, or we’ll kill both your friends.’  
 
    ‘Something tells me you really don’t want the lab seeing this pistol. So I’ll do you a trade.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not doin’ a deal with you.’ 
 
    ‘Cut the shit. The gun for my colleagues. Simple exchange.’ 
 
    Pause. 
 
    ‘You can choose one. Who do you wanna save?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take both. I give you this, we call it quits.’ Silence. Archer pictured the men considering their options.  
 
    ‘How do we know this ain’t a set-up? You might be at the local precinct already, working up a trap.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not. You know this radio is encrypted and I can’t change the channel. Cell service is down, and your friend ripped off my radio receiver earlier. It’s just us.’ 
 
    ‘You could use a payphone.’ 
 
    ‘You seen the queues for them lately?’ During the silence that followed, Archer quickly assessed his best options. ‘Lower East Side,’ he said, taking control for the first time in their dealings with the kidnappers. ‘Be there in thirty minutes and I’ll tell you where we can trade. You try to screw me, or if Mikey and Dee aren’t there alive and unhurt, I disappear, and this gun goes straight to the lab.’ 
 
    ‘Give us a location. Be specific.’ 
 
    ‘Like you were at Times Square? Just go to the Lower East Side,’ Archer said, not wanting to give them the chance to set up an ambush. ‘I’ll contact you before the meet with more information.’ 
 
      
 
    The radio transmission ceased; Carrera looked at the other men as they sat in their car five blocks from the Pier. Yankees Fan was cradling the MPX he’d killed Maniotti with, the car smelling of gun smoke. Lavesque was resting his head back on the headrest with his eyes closed, blood caked around his nostrils. Nakata was behind the wheel, his face like thunder.  
 
    ‘We get that pistol back and put a clip through him,’ he said. ‘I’m not getting jerked around by this guy.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t show up with at least one of his friends, he’ll never deal,’ Yankees Fan said. 
 
    ‘So let’s go get Williams,’ Carrera said, Nakata starting the engine. ‘I got a plan.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside the FedEx office store, Archer finished jotting down the ATF Gun Registry phone number from a computer search the store employee had run on his laptop, which was surviving on battery power only, and folded the paper before putting it in his pocket, the young man watching him with fascinated interest. The radio the cop was carrying had no headset, so he’d heard the entire exchange. Suddenly he didn’t seem to care about keeping the store open past closing. 
 
    ‘Internet’s still functioning,’ Archer confirmed, looking at the computer search the kid had run. 
 
    ‘I’ve got Mi-Fi. Mobile broadband.’  
 
    ‘So you can make calls over the internet, right? Skype?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    Archer was about to ask him to dial the CT Bureau, but then stopped himself, intuition telling him to hold back; he’d learned long ago to trust those impulses. ‘I want you to do something for me,’ he said instead, taking the pen and copying down the serial number for the Beretta. When he was finished, he pointed at the homepage for the ATF Office in West Virginia which the man had searched for him earlier. ‘Call these people and ask for Agent Noah Cowley. Tell him Sam Archer from the NYPD needs him to run this serial number urgently. It’s a Beretta 92D and related to what we talked about earlier. I need the result as fast as he can get it. Make sure you give him this exact serial number too. No mistakes. Got it?’ 
 
    The young man nodded as he took the paper and quickly made some notes, clearly thrilled but a little scared. ‘How can he contact you? Cell phones aren’t working.’ 
 
    ‘Tell him I’ll call him,’ Archer said, picking up the Beretta before turning and heading for the door. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sir, Shepherd and his team just confirmed they’ve arrived upstate, as you ordered,’ Rach told Franklin. ‘He said they’re working with other agencies to locate the source of the power outage. It’s looking like the grid was hacked from people in the Yonkers area. They think they’re getting close.’ 
 
    Franklin nodded but was clearly focused on problems closer to home. ‘When’s the last time Archer or Blake made contact?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Almost an hour ago,’ Koechner told him.  
 
    ‘You can’t reach either?’ 
 
    ‘Archer’s not answering the radio,’ Rach said. ‘Last we spoke, he told me he was on his way back here.’  
 
    ‘What about Detective Blake?’ 
 
    ‘Tamrah told me he called the analyst team earlier from a payphone in Chinatown asking for the whereabouts of a woman called Zoe Saluco,’ Rach said.  
 
    ‘Who’s Zoe Saluco?’ Mulroney asked. 
 
    ‘I checked her out. Apparently, she used to work as a cleaner at the 5th Precinct. She now owns a coffee shop on Staten Island.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s he interested in her?’ 
 
    ‘Let me go get my crystal ball,’ Rach replied, her patience wearing thin. 
 
    ‘We need to get someone to go round to this store and check if Josh and the Saluco woman are there,’ Franklin stated. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. But after he called, we also heard from detectives on Canal Street. They said Josh got ambushed in some apartment by two men. One with a shotgun, the other with a sub-machine gun.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Whose apartment?’ 
 
    ‘A man called Chris Reeve. Used to be NYPD. Left in 2005, works in sales now for a company based in Midtown East. Josh is OK, but apparently the attack was intense. Half the place was shot up.’ 
 
    ‘What the…what is going on out there?’ Franklin asked, exasperated. 
 
    ‘Archer should’ve been back by now too,’ Mulroney said. ‘What is he, stuck in traffic? You got him a ride with the Air Unit.’ 
 
    ‘Put the word out to the precincts in the Midtown and Downtown areas, right now,’ Franklin told Rach. ‘We don’t keep this private anymore.’ 
 
    ‘How much do we tell them?’ Rach asked.  
 
    ‘That we’re involved in a hostage recovery situation,’ Franklin replied. ‘Give them Archer and Blake’s descriptions.’ He pondered a moment. ‘Phillips’ and Williams’ too, with the barebones of what’s happened. I want to know what the hell is going on. Looks like local uniforms are the only people we can rely on to tell us.’ 
 
    And I want to know why Archer disobeyed a direct order, he thought. For him to do that, he must have had a very good reason.  
 
    Or he was now in very serious trouble. 
 
    ‘Kidnappers have gone quiet,’ Koechner said after a pause, several of the hostage negotiators nodding in agreement. Franklin realised he was right. 
 
    Maybe they were busy too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
    Zoe lived above the coffee shop and Josh was now sitting in an armchair in her apartment, watching the woman brewing some coffee on a small camping stove. The place was small, hot and sparsely-furnished, decorated in similar colours to the store downstairs, the smell of the vanilla-coconut roast permeating the room providing a kind of sensory transition.  
 
    Feeling sweat stinging underneath the heavy-duty band-aid covering the cut on his forehead, Josh watched her finish preparing the brew, before dropping some of the last cubes of ice she’d retrieved from a cool-box downstairs into the mugs.  
 
    ‘You manage the store?’ he asked, remembering she’d been a cleaner when Reeve had known her seventeen years before in the NYPD. 
 
    ‘I own it,’ she replied. ‘Was always good with my money.’  
 
    She passed him a mug of the iced coffee, then sat down on the couch beside the chair Josh was sitting on, cradling her own drink. She looked ready to bolt so he was aware he had to tread very carefully. This was her apartment, her coffee and her story. And he was extremely curious. Just his presence alone earlier seemed to have frightened her and she was still clearly unsettled. 
 
    ‘Omari Jones,’ she said quietly. ‘You wouldn’t believe how much I think about him. But I haven’t heard his name in years.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what his partner Chris Reeve told me.’ Josh sipped his coffee, which tasted extremely good for a rushed job. ‘Omari sounded like a good guy.’ 
 
    ‘He was.’ She took a nervous sip from her mug.  
 
    ‘Chris also told me Omari mentioned you during a conversation they had on patrol, day before he died. Omari was worried about you.’  
 
    Josh saw ripples appear in her coffee.  
 
    ‘Chris said to his knowledge, you and Omari weren’t friends or anything.’ 
 
    ‘We weren’t.’ 
 
    ‘So what happened, Zoe?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did Jay always want to be firefighter?’ Melissa asked as Priya drove them into Astoria to collect Harpal before they went to see Penny Georgiou, the woman who’d lodged an assault claim against Brian Corliss some years ago and who hopefully could tell them much more about him and his partner, James Carrera.  
 
    ‘No. For a while, it looked like he could make the NHL.’ 
 
    ‘Why the change? Did he get injured?’ 
 
    ‘Said he didn’t feel he’d be contributing much, playing a game for a living. Scouts said he was throwing away his talent. He said he didn’t care.’ She turned onto 31st. ‘Look in my purse. Side pocket.’  
 
    Melissa did as she was asked and found several photos. One was of Jay playing for the Junior Rangers, pushing forward on the ice with determination on his face, the puck on his stick. The photo underneath showed him not much older standing proudly with Priya and who had to be his pregnant girlfriend, in his full gear, Prob Firefighter on his helmet. It looked like his graduation from the fire academy. 
 
    ‘I saw him win too many games, leagues and tournaments to count. But I never saw him happier than that day he passed fire school.’ 
 
    It was the first time Melissa had seen a photo of Jay and he suddenly seemed that much more real to her. A face to the name.  
 
    A strong young man, standing with his family.  
 
    A man who gave up a professional career in sports to serve his city.  
 
    She studied his face, that broad smile under the helmet, searching for any hint of pain, sadness or distance in his eyes. 
 
    Why did you kill yourself, Jay? 
 
    She just saw a happy young man and felt a wave of sadness engulf her, knowing how his life had ended not long after this photo had been taken.  
 
    Priya turned onto the street where she, Harp and Phillips lived. ‘It’s my fault Mike, your husband and his people got drawn into all this. And that you were assaulted. I never should have told Mike Jay’s story. This poor woman who was killed in the park would still be alive otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t know that. And this is what they do, Priya. They all signed up for this. And the people the Bureau have got on it will get the missing detectives back. They’re good. Very good.’ 
 
    ‘So you think they’ll find Mike alive? Are you sure?’ 
 
    Melissa opened her door and took a step out. ‘The best we can-’ 
 
    For a big man, Detective Brian Corliss moved fast and quiet. Melissa could already attest to that. Having followed them from the library, quickly climbing out of his car as soon as he’d seen the women parking outside the apartment building, he was almost on Melissa. 
 
    This time however, he had a knife in his hand. 
 
    Priya caught sight of him running up behind them in her side mirror.  
 
    ‘Mel!’ she screamed in warning, her right hand slamming the car into Reverse before she put her foot down. Melissa was caught completely off guard, the car door knocking her back into the car, but Corliss had been so focused on his quarry he hadn’t anticipated the move either. The car rammed into him and knocked him backwards, the knife falling from his hand and clattering onto the road beside him.  
 
    The vehicle hadn’t been moving fast enough to cause any real damage, so Corliss was able to roll then pick himself back up. He started round towards Priya’s side. She saw him coming and fumbled desperately with her seatbelt, managing to release it just as he ripped her door open.  
 
    She threw herself across to the passenger side but was too slow and he slapped a hand around her ankle. As he hauled her backwards towards him, Melissa took action. ‘Close your eyes!’ she shouted, as she leant over Priya.  
 
    Priya did as she was told just as Melissa gave Corliss a full dose of pepper spray. Priya heard his roar of anger and felt him let go of her ankle. She wasted no time scrambling out of the passenger side as fast as her seventy one years would allow, while Melissa leaned back in and yanked the keys out of the ignition.  
 
    ‘Hurry!’ she screamed at Priya, as Corliss staggered away from the car, his hands wiping frantically at his eyes, roaring in fury. Priya raced towards her building, Melissa beside her, while Corliss lurched around the car towards them.  
 
    ‘I’m going to kill you this time, bitch,’ Corliss snarled, stumbling after them, his eyes red and watering, his nose running. 
 
    Priya got the door to the apartment building open on her second attempt, and pulled Melissa inside with her, slamming the door behind them. Just as Priya hit the lock, Corliss hit the glass, his knife back in his hand, creating a spider-web crack.  
 
    Behind them in the apartment building, a door opened and they both spun round, seeing an old woman emerge from her apartment.  
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Go back inside!’ said Priya, fear sharpening her tone. 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me what to do, lady. I live here!’ 
 
    ‘So do I!’  
 
    ‘So what’s going on?’ 
 
    The banging and shaking stopped. Ignoring the old broad, Melissa and Priya turned back to the door and waited, looking at each other. 
 
    Moments later, they saw a car drive off.  
 
    ‘Was that him?’ Priya whispered.  
 
    Melissa waited a few minutes then undid the door and eased it back, the pepper spray going first. Her pistol was in her bag in the car.  
 
    She edged out from the porch onto the street, checking both ways.  
 
    Corliss was gone. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Not sure that’s your shade, Clark Kent,’ Omari said, watching Chris Reeve wipe a damp tissue over his face seventeen years previously, in August 2001. The white cloth came away a colour of very light brown. Noise of other guys coming into the locker room hastened the process and Omari smiled as he saw his partner quickly scrub off the rest of the foundation the TV people had applied.  
 
    The pair were in the 5th Precinct locker room, changing out of their uniform. The medal ceremony at Police Plaza had been followed by a trip to the Precinct’s favourite bar, but they’d only stayed for one beer, neither man being a big drinker and aware they were still in uniform.  
 
    Omari laced up his boots and closed his locker, spinning the dial. Several other officers had also just finished changing, the night shift boys taking over, and Omari slapped palms with two of them as they passed through.  
 
    ‘Wanna grab a bite?’ he asked Reeve. ‘I’m hungry.’ 
 
    ‘Not tonight, bro. I gotta head out to Connecticut tomorrow and pick up my little sister from summer camp.’ Omari swung a shirt over his t-shirt as Reeve picked up his bag. ‘Don’t forget to buy a copy of the Post in the morning. Not often you get famous in New York.’ 
 
    ‘Think it might help you get laid?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m Superman,’ Reeve said, grinning. ‘You think I need help with that?’  
 
    Omari rolled his eyes and laughed. ‘Later,’ Reeve told him. Alone in the locker room, Omari felt his empty stomach rumbling and burning slightly from the pint of beer he’d drunk at the medal ceremony afterparty. There was a 24 hour deli down the block; a Reuben with slaw and a bag of chips on the way home would do the trick.  
 
    He patted his pockets for his cigarettes but then realised he’d loaned them to the desk sergeant. Picking up his bag, Omari walked out of the locker space and headed up the stairs.  
 
    ‘Looked good on TV, kid,’ the night desk sergeant said. ‘You heading home?’ 
 
    ‘About to,’ Omari said. ‘You got my-’ 
 
    ‘Ah shit,’ the sergeant said, feeling his own pockets. ‘I left them upstairs on the roof. Usual spot. Sorry, man.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Sarge,’ Omari said wryly, before heading back into the Precinct. He started walking up the stairs. His boots had padded soles, which meant his footfalls were silent. He pushed open the fire exit door and spotted his packet of American Spirits leaning on a shelf. He reached forward to scoop it up. 
 
    ‘Christ, Dino, leave some for the rest of us,’ he muttered, looking at the half empty pack. A distant siren whined in its up-and-down crescendo, the odd blast of a horn coming from the streets below. Omari stopped for a moment in the doorway, looking downtown, then flipped the lid on the pack of smokes and sparked one.  
 
    As he smoked it, enjoying the light breeze on the warm night, he saw figures in numerous windows pulling late hours. The two World Trade Center Towers loomed higher than all the others, many of the floors with lights still on. Done good for a street hustler, he thought, recalling the moment earlier that afternoon when Mayor Giuliani had put that medal around his neck, cameras flashing as people clapped.  
 
    It had been the proudest moment of his life and he was still high off the feeling. 
 
    He’d never sold anything more serious than weed when he’d been a teenager in Bed-Stuy, but even then, he’d known he’d been one of many circling a drain. The change in his life, the moment when he’d turned his back on that world, had come when one of his friends had gotten stabbed in the throat during a heroin buy when the junkie didn’t want to pay.  
 
    He’d bled out on the street and it had been a huge wake up call. Omari had stopped selling dope that same night. 
 
    Now he was getting awards for bravery from the mayor on TV. As he dragged on the cigarette, he withdrew the medal from his pocket and studied it, feeling that unfamiliar sensation of pride. It had been elusive growing up. He couldn’t wait to show his mom and aunt. They’d had friends over at their place a few blocks from where he lived to watch the ceremony and were waiting to see him tonight when he got back.  
 
    Which meant he needed to get going. It was late. He stubbed what remained of his cigarette out in an old bean can they kept up there for that purpose, then closed the door behind him, his stomach now full-on growling for food.  
 
    He trotted down the first flight of stairs and started on the second.  
 
    But then he stopped. 
 
    A noise was coming from the corridor, a quiet thumping.  
 
    Omari frowned, his hand on the rail lining the stairs.  
 
    The second floor was where a lot of the Precinct’s case files were stored, but it was usually quiet up here, especially at night.  
 
    He shrugged, figuring it was a detective moving files or something, but then stopped as his foot reached the next step.  
 
    Certain noises came from file rooms, like the rustling of paper and the rattling slide of lockers being opened and closed. 
 
    This was different.  
 
    Omari backed up from the stairs, turned and walked quietly down the corridor.  
 
    The noise was emanating from one of the storage rooms, but he was surprised to see the lights were off inside.  
 
    The door was slightly ajar, and he prodded it back with his fingers. 
 
    At the moment Omari walked in, Zoe Saluco was bent over a table, her cleaning uniform up around her waist, pure terror on her face. A man in a shirt with a detective’s badge hanging down around his neck was standing behind her, his pants around his ankles.  
 
    Another detective, facing Omari, had his belt undone, clearly waiting his turn. To keep her quiet, he had his gun in Zoe’s mouth and a clump of her hair gripped in his hand.  
 
    The sound Omari had heard was the knocking of the table against the wall.  
 
    The two detectives stared at him in a frozen tableau.  
 
    Omari remained stock still, staring right back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY ONE 
 
    ‘Who were these men,’ Josh asked Zoe quietly. 
 
    ‘They weren’t from our Precinct,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know their names. I’ve never wanted to know.’  
 
    ‘So why were they there?’  
 
    ‘They came to look at some of our case files the night before. I was mopping the floors and noticed them looking at me. They showed up again the next evening when I was working upstairs.  
 
    ‘Then…one of them… …put a handgun to my head. Told me to stay quiet and do what they wanted.’ She swallowed back tears. ‘They said if I ever told another soul, ever, they’d rape me again. But use one of their pistols to do it. And…at the end…pull the trigger.’  
 
    Zoe’s was the second account of rape Josh had heard in the past few hours. She covered her face and started to cry, great heaving sobs, as if an inner dam had burst. Josh was wary of touching her but felt he couldn’t just sit there and do nothing. He compromised by moving over and sitting beside her; but as he joined her on the couch, he discovered the story wasn’t quite yet finished. 
 
    ‘I found out I was pregnant before the end of the summer,’ she said. ‘Knew that if I told anyone, those men would carry out their threat. I quit working at the station. Move….moved out here.’ She cleared her throat. ‘But then I miscarried.’ 
 
    ‘What did Omari do? After he walked in that night.’ 
 
    ‘He stood there l….looking at us for a few seconds. Then one of the detectives told him to get the hell out and close the door.’ 
 
    ‘Did he talk to you about it? Before he was killed?’ 
 
    ‘He never had the chance. But I know why he died. I’ve always known. Eye witness to rape at gunpoint by two police detectives inside a precinct? Those two killed him because of what he saw.’ She sobbed. ‘And I never told a soul. Not one person. Do you have any idea how that makes me feel? The guilt. All these years.’  
 
    She sniffed as she sat back upright, taking a tissue from her pocket, not looking at him. Beside her, Josh recalled Melissa’s account of her assault and her statement that she was never going to talk about the incident again after she’d informed him and Archer that one time. The pain in her eyes and voice, the marks on her body, the trauma the attack had caused still clear; just like Zoe. Melissa had demanded her account stay private, and Josh was going to respect that, but he needed to reciprocate with some information.  
 
    ‘The wife of a colleague was raped at gunpoint last week,’ Josh said carefully. ‘They got her when she was walking home at night. Issued threats afterwards, just like what happened to you. But this time they wanted her to pass them on to her husband.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a cop’s wife?’ she asked, finally lifting her eyes and looking at him curiously as she clutched her tissue. ‘That’s different than just some cleaner. Why’d they target her?’ 
 
    ‘Her partner’s been investigating something lately.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Omari’s death.’ 
 
      
 
    On the Lower East Side, Archer checked his watch and saw it was three minutes until the deadline for the meet he’d instigated.  
 
    The sun was halfway through its descent towards the horizon, but the temperature was still north of a hundred degrees. Archer was standing by the corner of an opening to Rivington Street on the Lower East Side, and this time it was him using a crowd of people as a screen. There was a block party going on, some kind of street festival, and the avenue was throbbing, the atmosphere directly counter to the high stakes he was playing. The day had been a tough one for Archer as well as everyone else involved in the hostage rescue, but with no-one else in the city aware of the drama unfolding around them, the vibe here at least was one big cultural celebration and party.  
 
    The bars with back-up generators were open and doing good business, people walking around eating or drinking at stalls or chatting in the street. It was too hot for dancing. Archer had come across the party on his way to the helipad before he’d seen Maniotti get killed and had chosen it deliberately as the meeting point for the gun/hostage exchange to help lessen the chances of a double-cross or an attack with so many witnesses.  
 
    But that had been another tough decision to make, bringing with it its own risks and responsibilities. Potential casualties, he thought, the Bell pilot’s fate fresh in his mind. He was gambling with the fact the kidnappers wouldn’t want to telegraph who they were or take the risk of getting too confrontational, their images ending up on scores of smartphones.  
 
    They’d want to keep well under the radar.  
 
    He just had to hope they’d bring his colleagues as demanded. 
 
      
 
    He was closer to one of those colleagues than he realised. 
 
    ‘You try something, I hit the switch and you can bleed out,’ Ryan Lavesque told Devonte Williams, as their car stopped five blocks away from the RV; the group had just retrieved the detective from where they’d been holding him in an empty apartment in the East Village. Lavesque was holding an unopened spring knife against the detective’s lower back, right about where his liver was. ‘Understand?’ 
 
    Devonte nodded as he looked sideways at Lavesque’s busted-up face. The CT Bureau detective had some facial injuries of his own, with a fat lip and swollen left eye after the beating he’d taken last night when they’d snatched him on his way home, but he was far from defeated. Instead of replying, he remained silent, trying to work out why he’d been brought out here.  
 
    And looking for any weaknesses he could exploit. 
 
    In the front seat, Carrera picked up his radio, Nakata behind the wheel. ‘Where do we meet?’ he asked. ‘Be specific.’ 
 
    ‘Come out to 2nd Avenue from Delancey. Slow. No guns.’ 
 
    Devonte felt a rush of hope as he recognised the voice and the accent. Their weapons loaded, Lavesque pushed open his door then dragged Dee after him, keeping that knife against his lower back.  
 
      
 
    At the corner of Rivington, Archer saw them emerge onto the street and for the first time that day, discovered Devonte’s location.  
 
    He felt a surge of relief as he saw Dee, apparently unhurt apart from some superficial damage, and he was walking, so clearly hadn’t been given the same treatment as Bridges. He had a man either side of him; one Archer immediately recognised as Lavesque, whose face he’d smashed with the fire extinguisher earlier, the guy keeping a tight grip on Dee’s shoulder. Their body language told him Lavesque probably had a weapon to the kidnapped detective’s back. The other man was a big Asian American Archer recognised as one of the men chasing him after he fled the Prop Clerk downtown.  
 
    Dee looked tired and pissed off as they walked to the rendezvous, the crowd too busy having a good time to pay any attention to the three men. Where’s Mikey, Archer thought, Dee only part of the deal. He’d asked for them both.  
 
    Fully expecting a double cross, he scanned the street around the men, then the rooftops and upper windows of buildings looking down onto the block party. He didn’t intend to walk into a trap and he’d seen four men in the car when they’d shot Maniotti across the highway.  
 
    Right now, he could only see two of them. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ a voice over his radio said, as Archer spotted a third man appearing from a side street, heading straight for Dee and the two men holding him. He was in a white t-shirt, expensive looking jeans and loafers. The newcomer had a band aid across his nose, deep-set eyes and looked mean as hell. 
 
    ‘Not all of you. I asked for Mike too.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get him yet. Here’s how we play this. You got one thing we want. We have two. Show yourself right now or we kill your man in front of you. My guys have a switchblade against his back and you can watch him die. And after he’s gone, remember, we still got the other one.’  
 
    Although he could see them, they hadn’t located him yet and Archer saw the man with the bandaged nose scanning the area, obviously trying to visually ID the man who’d made off with the pistol they so desperately wanted.  
 
    ‘Or maybe we should open fire on the street here. Come to think of it, that’s not such a bad idea. You wanna be responsible for that?’ 
 
    Archer didn’t reply, dismissing the last threat as bluff and an attempt to panic him. The last thing these guys wanted was mass murder with all the attention that would immediately focus on them. The whole area would be in lock-down and crawling with cops in minutes. He pulled back against the corner and looked at the Beretta in his hand.  
 
    All this to get you back, he thought, studying the pistol.  
 
    Why?  
 
      
 
    Carrera released the switch on the radio and waited. Street revellers passed by the three men, talking and laughing, totally unaware of what was going on right in their midst or the rising level of danger. 
 
    ‘You think he called for backup?’ Lavesque asked Carrera. 
 
    ‘If he did, we-’ 
 
    ‘Hands where we can see them,’ a voice ordered from behind.  
 
    The three kidnappers stiffened, then turned, managing to keep Devonte in front of them.  
 
    They saw two NYPD officers from the local precinct had got out of their squad car parked thirty feet away and were looking at the men. Each had his right hand on his Department sidearm.  
 
    ‘You just messed up, pal,’ Carrera muttered into his radio. 
 
    ‘I didn’t call them.’ 
 
    ‘Hands up,’ one of the officers repeated. 
 
    ‘Stand down!’ Nakata hissed at the two cops, thinking fast. ‘We’re detectives working undercover!’  
 
      
 
    Archer swore, watching the confrontation. He’d told Carrera the truth; he hadn’t called for backup.  
 
    But after these men’s actions over the last sixteen hours and knowing full well what they were capable of, he knew how this was gonna go for Dee and the two officers if he didn’t intervene fast. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re detectives on an operation, you asshole,’ Nakata said.  
 
    ‘Let’s see some ID.’ 
 
    Carrera pulled his police badge and flashed it. ‘Get outta here!’ he snarled. 
 
    The officers didn’t move. ‘What happened to your face?’ one of them asked, nodding at Lavesque.  
 
    ‘And yours?’ his partner added, looking at Carrera and the bandage on his nose. ‘What is it, a requirement to get your ass kicked to work undercover?’ 
 
    ‘Someone resisting arrest,’ Lavesque replied brusquely. 
 
    ‘They resisted pretty hard,’ the first cop said. He studied the four men in front of him. ‘We got a call about a hostage situation going on today. Counter-Terrorism Bureau are looking for some of their people.’  
 
    ‘And?’ Carrera asked. 
 
    The second officer lifted his chin towards Devonte. ‘He matches the description, and he’s got you two holding him either side.’  
 
    ‘What happened to his lip and eye?’ the other cop asked. ‘He resist arrest too?’ 
 
    ‘You’re compromising this operation!’ Nakata snarled. ‘Beat your feet, asshole!’ 
 
    Standing between the men, Devonte had made eye contact with the second officer, but made no effort to communicate, sensing Lavesque was watching him closely. If he did anything, the switchblade jammed against his liver was going to open.  
 
    A loud bang suddenly came from down the street, a balloon bursting in the heat. Lavesque, Nakata and Carrera instinctively snapped round, but Devonte didn’t break eye contact with the cop. 
 
    And he mouthed help. 
 
      
 
    Archer saw the confrontation with the cops had started to catch the attention of some people closest to the standoff, so stuffing the Beretta into the back of his waistband, he drew his Sig and began to slide his way through the people around him towards the five men, all the time watching out for an ambush. 
 
    It was as he drew nearer, he saw one of the officers pull his sidearm. 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Archer hissed, starting to push his way through the crowd.  
 
      
 
    The officer who Devonte had mouthed help to was bringing up his pistol when a single shot hit him in the middle of the chest.  
 
    The crack of the report instantly killed the block party vibe, and once people looked around and saw the cop go down, there were screams of panic and everyone started running in all directions.  
 
    Archer stopped dead and was trying to locate where the shot had come from when he was suddenly smashed to one side. As he hit the tarmac hard, he saw he’d been tackled by a big Polynesian who he’d spotted earlier working a grill on the block. The man was trying to wrest his Sig P226 from him; he thinks you pulled the trigger on that shot.  
 
    Down the street, the kidnappers realised the time for subterfuge was over, and Devonte felt the pressure of the switchblade move, his captors going for their own weapons as the other cop reacted to his partner getting shot by also drawing his sidearm. Dee also knew it was his best chance to escape.  
 
    He turned and front kicked Lavesque in the chest as hard as he could, sending him crashing into a stall to their right. Nakata went to grab Dee, but he was already turning and head-butted him, his hands still bound. However, Carrera moved fast, shooting the other cop in the chest and then smashing his gun over Devonte’s head, stunning him. 
 
      
 
    The huge grill cook was the only have a go hero to try and stop Archer, other people getting out as fast as they could; although it was against NYPD policy, Archer applied a fast chokehold on his attacker, knowing he had no time to waste. After struggling for a few moments, the cook went limp, unconscious but without any lasting damage. Easing him aside, Archer swept up his Sig Sauer and got back to his feet just in time to see a dazed Devonte getting dragged towards a car by one of his captors in a rear chokehold.  
 
    The two cops who’d confronted them were down, but he could see both were still moving, only winded having taken bullets to the chest. Vested up, he thought. Thank God. 
 
    As Archer started to run, desperate to intercept Devonte before he could be driven off, he saw Yankees Fan suddenly emerge from a building down the street, a Sig Sauer MPX sub-machine gun in his hands. The man who’d shot the first cop. He was scanning the area and Archer saw the moment the man’s eyes locked onto him. He immediately changed course and dived down another street just as Yankees Fan took off after him; although the mass of people was thinning rapidly, there were still too many in his way to shoot.  
 
    Yankees Fan rounded the street corner and ran straight into Archer, who was waiting for him; he slammed him up against the wall, ripping the MPX out of the big man’s hands by twisting the gun and creating torqueing pressure. However, Yankees Fan recovered fast; he was thick-set, pushing his late forties or early fifties, and had fists the size of hams, and even before the MPX had hit the concrete, he was swinging a wild punch at Archer’s face that would have broken his orbital bones if it had connected.  
 
    But Archer was much faster. Ducking, he retaliated by kicking out one of the man’s knees as hard as he could, causing him to yell in pain as it buckled, the tendons snapping. As the two men fell and grappled, Yankees Fan managed to hit Archer on the jaw, but as he pulled back to hit him again a lot harder, found he couldn’t move his arm.  
 
    Too focused in trying to overpower the cop, he’d missed the moment Archer in a quick move, had handcuffed their wrists together. 
 
    Yankees Fan pulled at the cuff, but it was too late.  
 
    A split second later, Archer pulled his arm down hard and the metal of his Sig Sauer pistol crunched into Yankee Fan’s jaw, laying him out.  
 
      
 
    Back on the main street, Carrera and Lavesque stuffed a dazed Devonte into the back of their car, one of the two cops who’d confronted them already calling for back-up. Behind the wheel, Nakata floored it and careered down the now emptied-out street, knocking over food stands and driving over abandoned drinks.  
 
    ‘Frank, you get him? Frank?’ Carrera shouted into his radio.  
 
    ‘I saw him going after the cop!’ Nakata said. ‘Right here!’ 
 
    He braked at a street corner and they looked down the street.  
 
    There was no sign of their man or the cop. Sirens were getting louder, and they saw the two cops behind them they’d shot dragging themselves back to their feet.  
 
    ‘Book it!’ Lavesque said, Nakata already stamping his foot down and speeding away. Minus the gun. 
 
    And now minus one of their guys. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY TWO 
 
    Unaware of what was going on across town, Priya had just parked up on 67th and 9th Avenue, but as she reached for her door handle, Melissa caught her other arm to catch her attention.  
 
    ‘Wait a second.’  
 
    They remained where they were as Melissa checked the pedestrians walking each way up and down the street. She was holding onto her handgun, hidden inside her bag on her lap, so Harp didn’t see it as she peered through the windscreen. He’d locked onto their unusual behaviour and had been wondering what the hell was going on ever since the two women had erupted into the Shah’s Astoria apartment and hustled him out, telling him he had to come with them immediately and that they’d explain on the way. So far, they hadn’t.  
 
    On the ride over, Melissa couldn’t help noticing how closely Harp resembled his father from that photo Priya carried of Jay playing for the Junior Rangers. He struggles with what Jay did, Priya had told her after they’d left the Library earlier. He thinks his dad was a coward. Inside the car, Melissa glanced at the boy before looking out the rear window then checking the side mirrors again. Twice today, Detective Brian Corliss had seemingly materialised out of nowhere, the level of his aggression increasing each time. With that escalation, Melissa didn’t desire a third encounter anytime soon. When he’d attacked in Queens on the street, he’d told her he was going to kill her, and she was sure he meant it. 
 
    ‘Where do you think he went?’ Priya asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t care, long as he isn’t anywhere near us,’ Melissa said, scanning the street.  
 
    ‘Who’re you talking about, Grandma?’ Harp asked.  
 
    ‘In time, honey.’  
 
    Satisfied Corliss was nowhere around, Melissa reached for the door handle. ‘Let’s see if she’s there.’  
 
    All three got out of the car, Melissa and Harp waiting while Priya fed the meter. When they got to the door, Melissa saw Georgiou on the buzzer, Penny her first name. A woman who according to Brian Corliss’ police file, had accused him of rape eight years ago.  
 
    Melissa was about to press the button but then stopped. Even though close to a decade had passed since that reported incident, if this woman really had been assaulted that seriously, it was highly likely she could be wary about letting people she didn’t know into the building. A lot of city dwellers were. Melissa moved her finger up the list and buzzed someone else. No-one answered, so she tried another while Priya watched their back from the front doorstep. People of both sexes and all ages were passing on each side of the street, moving slowly in the late but still unpleasantly hot afternoon sun. 
 
    But there was no sign of Corliss.  
 
    ‘Yeah?’ a voice crackled over the intercom. 
 
    ‘Hi, I locked myself out and I’m not feeling so good in the heat. Can you let me in?’ 
 
    ‘Do you live here?’ 
 
    ‘In number 9. My husband has my keys and he isn’t gonna be home for a while.’ Pause. Melissa searched for more reasons, and pictured Flapjack panting from the heat earlier. ‘My dog is up there too, without A/C. Please.’  
 
    After what seemed like a long delay, the door clicked open and the three of them moved inside. Melissa led the way up the stairs, going slowly so she could check each corridor for anyone ready to jump them. As unlikely as that was, she needed to do it for her peace of mind. Priya and a puzzled Harp followed, and a minute or so later they found Penny’s apartment.  
 
    Letting go of the Glock, Melissa knocked several times, then heard footsteps. There was the sound of several locks being undone, then the door opened on the latch; an inch of a woman’s face showed in the narrow gap.  
 
    A frown appeared on the part of it that they could see.  
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You’re Penelope Georgiou? From Ditmars, in Astoria?’ 
 
    ‘I might be.’ 
 
    ‘My husband is a detective with the Counter-Terrorism Bureau,’ Melissa said, deciding the direct approach would be best. No bullshit. It was a family trait. ‘He’s been pursuing some lines of enquiry about certain…activities that might have been going on in the Police Department.’ 
 
    ‘Activities?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Going back a few years.’ 
 
    ‘So why are you here for him, lady? Are you a cop too?’ 
 
    ‘No. But someone tried to kill him this morning and he’s in the ICU at a hospital in Jersey,’ she said. ‘The same people murdered a member of his investigation team last night in Queens.’ 
 
    Pause. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. But what’s any of this gotta do with me?’ 
 
    Melissa spoke quickly, hoping Penny didn’t shut the door until she heard what she had to say. ‘You lodged a harassment claim against someone who…who-’ She snatched a breath. ‘Who we think might be involved. He has a history of assaulting women and a load of other stuff. His name is Brian Corliss. He’s a homicide detective downtown in the Village.’  
 
    Penny smiled. However, Melissa was watching her carefully and at the mention of the man’s name, there had definitely been a reaction.  
 
    ‘You’re mistaken, honey. No-one assaulted me. Especially no cop.’ 
 
    ‘But you lodged a complaint of harassment.’ 
 
    ‘Which I rescinded. And there are degrees of severity with sexual assault, you know.’ 
 
    ‘You still made the accusation.’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t. A colleague did. She couldn’t mind her own business.’ Penny wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘Look, I dunno how you found out about that, but it’s got nothing to do with you. Your husband shouldn’t be discussing police investigations with you.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t. I found out through someone else. I’m just trying to help while my husband is laid up. See if anyone else was assaulted.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone else?’ Penny asked sharply, her one visible eye scanning Melissa’s facial injuries, who realised she might have just given too much away. ‘Look. I can’t help you. It’s too hot for this. Go away or I’ll call 911.’  
 
    She shut the door firmly and they heard the series of locks being secured again. Melissa glanced at Priya somewhat regretfully, then after a moment the two women turned and headed slowly back towards the stairs, Harp trailing behind them.  
 
    ‘She’s lying,’ the boy suddenly said with teenage bluntness.  
 
    Melissa glanced back over her shoulder down the corridor.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she said quietly. ‘She is.’  
 
      
 
    Inside her apartment, Penny was leaning against the wall beside the door.  
 
    Her hands were trembling and although beads of sweat were evident on her skin, she felt ice cold.  
 
    She made it to the window in time to make sure her unwelcome visitors had gone but caught a glimpse of her reflection in the clear pane of glass.  
 
    That smile she’d worn when they’d been here hadn’t left, frozen in place.  
 
    But her eyes resembled those of someone who was screaming inside.  
 
      
 
    ‘Do we know of any other survivors from Corliss or his partner that we could try to talk to?’ Priya asked. 
 
    ‘For now, only her,’ Melissa said. ‘But we’re getting out of the city. I don’t want us running into him again before Jake wakes up. I’ll take us to my in-laws. We’ll be safe there.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better drive then.’ Priya passed Melissa the keys before getting in the shotgun side; Harp climbed into the back, not protesting at this strange behaviour for the moment. But after what she’d said upstairs, Melissa knew he’d be asking questions soon and they had to come up with some proper answers.  
 
    She closed her door and was about to start the engine when Priya caught her hand, a reversal of when they’d arrived. ‘Look.’ 
 
    Melissa tensed, then seeing where Priya was looking, turned towards the apartment building and saw Penny running out towards them. She lowered her window as the other woman approached who then stopped a short distance away from the car, crossing her arms. 
 
    ‘You all look hot,’ Penny said after a few moments. ‘Come upstairs and I’ll give you a cold drink.’ 
 
      
 
    When Yankees Fan recovered consciousness, he was lying inside a subway station.  
 
    As his senses returned, he saw he’d been propped against a wall. He went to move but found his wrists were secured behind him, metal digging into his bones.  
 
    Handcuffed. 
 
    Archer saw the moment the man came to and knelt on one knee in front of him, the guy’s wallet in his hands; Yankees Fan looked at the tiles on the wall, 2nd Avenue printed on them, a station on the Lower East Side. The sound of distant police sirens and noise from up on the street level was filtering down to where they were. 
 
    But the place was deserted.  
 
    ‘Station’s closed off,’ Archer told him, easily reading the man’s thoughts. ‘No trains running on these lines today. Cameras are out of action too. So it’s you and me.’ 
 
    ‘You just got your last two friends killed.’  
 
    ‘I’m not so sure about that. Not now I’ve got you and know who you are.’ Archer took a New York driving licence out of the man’s wallet. As he studied it, Yankees Fan leant forward and tried to slide his hands out of the cuffs. With one hard shove, Archer pushed him back against the wall.  
 
    ‘You think I’m worth to my guys what Phillips and Williams are worth to you?’ Yankees Fan spat. ‘Waste of time cuffing me up, asshole.’ 
 
    ‘I think what you know is worth a lot. Your friends won’t want you talking to me.’  
 
    Archer held up an NYPD ID and corresponding badge.  
 
    ‘Detective Francisco Matteo Lupinetti. Homicide Division, at the 16th Precinct; Hell’s Kitchen. How long you been a cop, Frank?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a fake.’ 
 
    ‘No. This is as real as it gets,’ Archer said. He nudged the Beretta in the evidence bag at his feet. ‘And so is this. Is it yours?’ 
 
    ‘Never seen it before.’ 
 
    ‘Then why were you and your friends so desperate to get it from lock up before it goes to the lab for analysis?’  
 
    His eyes didn’t leave Lupinetti’s, who stared back at him and didn’t answer.  
 
    ‘That gun was found in the wall of Engine 35,’ Archer continued. ‘A firefighter died there on 9/11, in what I’m now beginning to think were some seriously strange circumstances. Another young guy, a cop, was killed in Brooklyn in his own home a month earlier. My friends showed interest in both, and now they’re all being either attacked or killed. You and your boys bumped off Diana Lucero and are now using the rest of her team as barter for cash.’ He looked at Lupinetti’s badge. ‘Are you all cops?’ 
 
    Lupinetti tested the cuffs again but couldn’t feel any wiggle room. Then something Archer had said struck him. ‘That’s why we’re down here,’ he replied. ‘You can’t risk taking me to the nearest precinct because you don’t know who to trust, do you? We could have people anywhere.’  
 
    ‘No, reason we’re down here was I couldn’t drag your fat ass another twenty feet, let alone to the nearest precinct. You gotta lay off the calzones and beer.’ Archer smiled mirthlessly. ‘You’ll find that easier when you’re in prison.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not telling you shit,’ Lupinetti spat, sweat staining the neck line and pits of his t-shirt, the station like a sauna. Archer took another look towards the entrance to the subway to make sure there was no sign of Frank’s friends, then his eyes went back down to Lupinetti’s ID and the Beretta. 
 
    And the man’s injured right knee. 
 
    ‘Last time I’m gonna ask,’ Archer said, rising. ‘Whose gun is this?’  
 
    ‘Kiss my ass.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Witnesses are saying they saw three men with what sounds like one of your missing detectives,’ a sergeant from the East Village Precinct said over the radio to Franklin, everyone else in the meeting room listening in. ‘Two of our officers heard your APB and confronted them. Shots were exchanged.’ 
 
    ‘Casualties?’ Franklin asked.  
 
    ‘Our guys were hit but they’re OK. They were wearing vests. One of them got a couple broken ribs but that’s the worst of it.’  
 
    ‘Was there any sign of a blond man there?’ Rach asked. ‘Good looking, wearing a white t-shirt with the Diet Coke logo in red on the chest?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. A woman from a t-shirt stall said she saw someone fitting that description fighting with a couple guys. Some Samoan grill cook who rushed him and then another guy with tattoos on his arms.’ 
 
    ‘Cook thought he was the shooter?’ Koechner asked. 
 
    ‘What he said. Still a little dazed but was doing his civic duty and all. Your man slept him, but this woman is saying she saw him getting into it with another guy. Sounded like your man was winning that one too.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sweeping the area?’ Franklin replied.  
 
    ‘Already started.’ 
 
    ‘What’s Archer up to?’ Rach asked. ‘Why do you think he’s gone dark?’ 
 
    ‘He better have a good reason,’ Franklin snapped.  
 
    ‘He usually does when things go south.’ 
 
    Franklin looked at her for a moment before turning back to the radio. ‘Can you ask this woman for a better description of the man Archer was fighting?’  
 
    ‘We already did that, she told me he was a big guy. Had sleeves of tattoos on each upper arm.’ 
 
    ‘Man from the Highline drop,’ Koechner said to Franklin quietly.  
 
    ‘And there’s no sign of them now?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not. But if he was that big, even if your guy overpowered him, they can’t have gone far unnoticed.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY THREE 
 
    Penny’s offer of something to drink had been an obvious ploy to get them to come back inside but once Melissa, Priya and Harp were in her apartment, she followed through and handed round some sodas from the fridge, the cans barely cold but the gesture appreciated nevertheless. 
 
    There was an uneasy silence once Melissa and Harp pulled the rings on their drinks and took a sip. Putting her Pepsi to one side, unopened, Priya saw Penny glancing at her grandson. ‘Is there somewhere he can give us some privacy for a moment?’ Priya said, interpreting the other woman’s hesitation. 
 
    ‘Sure, in there,’ Penny said. ‘It’s my spare bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘Take five, Harp.’ 
 
    Though he was clearly curious about what was going on, Harp also seemed keen to get away from the charged atmosphere; he had a PlayStation handheld console to entertain him and the three women heard the device power up as he closed the door.  
 
    As the teenager left the room, Melissa glanced at the front entrance.  
 
    She saw there were two additional locks on this side, as well as the latch and main lock.  
 
    ‘My brother and one of his friends were staying with me for a weekend, back in 2011,’ Penny told them abruptly, immediately getting Melissa’s and Priya’s attention. ‘I lived downtown, on West 4th. They were on the roof of the building listening to the Mets game, sipping beers out of plastic cups. They got ticketed by a couple cops who responded to a noise complaint for public drinking. Quotas to fill, I guess. 
 
    ‘My bro was going back to college the next day and asked me if I’d cover the fine and that he’d owe me. I worked in filing and paperwork for the Department back then, so knew that if he didn’t pay, he’d get called to court. So I went to our local precinct. Desk sergeant was handling his case, but there were two detectives standing nearby and must’ve overheard what I said. They were looking me up and down like I was on sale in a window, but hey, welcome to the city, right? Nothing unusual there. Paid the fine and left.  
 
    ‘Less than a week later, I got a knock on my door, late at night. It was the same two guys. They told me they had a search warrant and forced their way in. Reappeared a minute later with a baggie of coke from my bathroom.’ 
 
    ‘Was it yours?’ Priya asked. 
 
    ‘Never touched that stuff in my life. They planted it. They put…put handcuffs on me and shoved me in their car, but we didn’t go to the station. We stopped over on the west side by the water. They told me there was a way we could make this go away. I refused, so they decided to…take what they wanted anyway. They kept the cuffs on…the whole time.’ 
 
    Melissa felt that tightness in her own throat again. ‘But you stepped up,’ she said. ‘Made a complaint.’ 
 
    ‘No, I told you earlier, my friend did after I spilled what had happened to me. I didn’t say rape at first. Called it sexual harassment.’  
 
    She paused.  
 
    ‘I didn’t…want people knowing what they’d done to me. How bad it was. I was so ashamed.’ 
 
    I know how you feel girl. 
 
    ‘Internal Affairs showed me photos of all personnel from that Precinct and I identified the two men. Brian Corliss and Joseph Nakata were their names. Fat white guy and a big Asian dude. Both detectives at the 6th, apparently.’ 
 
    So not Carrera, Melisa thought. Another player this time. 
 
    Must’ve been Corliss’ partner before he and Carrera paired up. 
 
    ‘The two men were questioned, and two days later, I got a phone call saying if I didn’t drop it, my brother would have an accident next time he came to visit. So I pussied out. Dropped the charges.’  
 
    Her tough-girl façade had been slowly melting away, as those carefully suppressed emotions began to surface. 
 
    ‘Since then, it hasn’t mattered what I’ve accomplished in my life, it’s always there, in the background,’ she said tearfully. ‘I’ve never had a relationship since it happened....’ 
 
    She swallowed, her mouth dry, as tears started to spill down her cheeks. 
 
    ‘They took everything from me. My pride. My dignity. My self-respect. Everything.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How many of you are involved in this, Frank?’ Archer asked, standing above Lupinetti, the pair still alone inside the 2nd Avenue Station. ‘Raping women. Murdering police detectives. Kidnapping my colleagues.’  
 
    Lupinetti stayed silent, so Archer lifted his foot onto the detective’s knee.  
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘Nice try. You won’t do tha-’ 
 
    Archer shrugged. Slamming his hand over Lupinetti’s mouth, he pushed his foot down, both men hearing the tendons of Lupinetti’s injured knee crunching. It sounded like snapping the wishbone on a cooked turkey. The big cop screamed under Archer’s hand, who withdrew it a few moments later.  
 
    ‘Want to recons-’ 
 
    ‘Seven of us,’ Lupinetti gasped after a moment, once he’d got his breath back. He bent to one side and dry retched, but Archer grabbed him by the collar and slammed him back upright. 
 
    ‘How do you know each other?’ Archer asked. Lupinetti hesitated again and Archer applied more pressure on the knee with his Timberland. 
 
    ‘We came up together from the street,’ he said hurriedly. ‘Officers to detective.’ 
 
    ‘You’re at the 16th?’ Archer replied, looking at Lupinetti’s badge. ‘Hell’s Kitchen?’ 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    ‘What about the others?’ 
 
    ‘All over the city.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the deal with the gun?’ Archer asked, seeing Lupinetti glancing at the Beretta, sweat beading his face and chest, staining the neckline and pits of his t-shirt. 
 
    Again, that hesitation. Archer moved his foot.  
 
    ‘OK, OK! If it hits the lab…’ he gasped quickly. 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll make sure we all go down.’ 
 
    ‘How? Whose gun is this?’ 
 
    ‘Amount of dirt we all got on each other, all the evidence, we’re seven walking, talking plea bargains,’ Lupinetti said, not answering Archer’s question. ‘And who that gun belongs to told us he’ll sell us out in a heartbeat to save his own ass if we don’t do what he says and it gets to CSU. If he goes down, we all do.’ 
 
    ‘Why the hostages? That’s got nothing to do with the gun.’ 
 
    ‘Hendricks’ squad were getting close,’ Lupinetti told him, his face screwed up with pain. ‘Your girl Lucero cracked it and we had to shut her up. Decided the only way was to kill her and the rest of her team, insurance in case she’d talked to them. Then we figured we might as well screw as much money from the city before we waxed them and peaced out, one at a time. Left the police department. We all knew it was gonna be way too hot to stay after this. People trying to find out who was behind it. But we couldn’t all disappear at the same time. Too obvious.’ 
 
    His words gave Archer a chill, but he maintained his neutral expression, not wanting this asshole to see how worried he was. ‘Which of you raped Melissa Hendricks?’  
 
    Lupinetti glanced at him. ‘You know about that, huh? So she did tell someone.’ 
 
    ‘Her husband’s gonna know about it too, soon enough. Good luck with that one.’ 
 
    ‘We thought that would stop the investigation. Bitch didn’t do as she was ordered. Then we found out Lucero had had time to dig deeper. Hendricks’ woman’s silence got your friend killed.’ 
 
    ‘You messed with the wrong man. Even if she had told him, he would only have focused harder. And now he’s gonna come after you like a missile.’ 
 
    ‘Not any time soon. We almost got him this morning. He won’t get lucky again.’  
 
    Archer’s foot went back on Lupinetti’s knee. ‘Who raped her? You?’ 
 
    ‘That was Jimmy Carrera and his partner,’ he replied hurriedly. ‘They volunteered. Jimmy’s the one with the bandage over his nose. Who you were talking to on the radio.’ 
 
    ‘Which one was his partner?’ 
 
    ‘Brian Corliss.’ Lupinetti was sweating from the heat and pain. ‘He’s not down here. He’s on Melissa Hendricks detail right now. No loose ends.’ 
 
    They’re not done with her, Archer thought, hoping she and Josh were still together wherever his partner might be. ‘You guys must have heatstroke if you thought you could get away with murdering a CT Bureau detective and hold three others to ransom. That the Department wouldn’t hunt down Lucero’s killers.’ 
 
    ‘You’re acting like no cop ever killed another before and got away with it,’ Lupinetti said, glaring up at him. ‘And every one of us has been Department for over twelve years. We know how to avoid getting pinched.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why you’re lying here handcuffed with one working leg. Confident or dumb to assume we’d never work it out.’ 
 
    ‘Your friend in the pool got there first.’ Lupinetti sneered. ‘But didn’t do her much good, did it?’ 
 
    Archer managed to fight back the almost irresistible urge to stamp down on Lupinetti’s knee again and held up the bagged, tagged Beretta instead. ‘I’m gonna ask you one more time. You don’t tell me, I’ll wreck your other knee. Whose gun is this, Frank?’ 
 
    Lupinetti grinned and spat to one side, drops of sweat trickling down his face and chest. ‘Go ahead. That’s one thing I’m never telling you, asshole. I gave you plenty already. But if I give you that, I’m as dead as that bitch Lucero. Guaranteed.’ 
 
    Archer looked at him for a few more moments and came to a decision. He grabbed the handcuffed detective’s arm and started hauling him up. 
 
    ‘Where we going?’ Lupinetti asked, a note of uncertainty creeping into his voice for the first time.  
 
    ‘You’ll see.’ As Archer started pushing him towards the subway stairs, the bigger man limping ahead, he suddenly had a thought and stopped in his tracks, Lupinetti half-stumbling as Archer pulled him to a halt. 
 
    ‘How’ve you been getting around the city so fast today?’ Archer asked the bigger man. 
 
    ‘We got people everywhere. I told you.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit. You told me there were seven of you. Traffic’s a bitch and the subway is messed up.’  
 
    As Lupinetti shrugged, clearly not planning on giving him an answer, Archer’s eyes fell on the man’s tattoos and it was only then that he really studied the artwork. Just above the NY tattoo was an anchor tilted on its side in a circle and Archer instantly recognised it.  
 
    It was the insignia for the NYPD Harbor Unit.  
 
    ‘Detective at the 16th, huh?’ Archer said, looking at the ink. 
 
    ‘Like you said, my badge is real.’ 
 
    ‘So’s that tattoo you’ve got.’ He shoved Lupinetti back towards the wall. ‘We’re not done talking. You just said you’re a twelve year guy at least, huh? 
 
    ‘Yeah. So?’ 
 
    ‘So where else have you served in the Department, Frank?’   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY FOUR 
 
    About to leave her apartment on Staten Island, Zoe was hurriedly packing essentials into an overnight bag while Josh stood at the window, checking the street with his pistol in his hand. Sweat was causing the cuts on his forehead and arm to sting under the bandages, each pulse of pain a reminder of the attackers who’d been waiting for him at Chris Reeve’s apartment.  
 
    Someone had known in advance that he was headed there. Could they guess he’d be coming here too? Reeve and Saluco, both connected to Omari. 
 
    ‘How does this all relate to what’s happening to your colleagues?’ Zoe asked as she gathered up her things. ‘Why today, after seventeen years?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Josh replied, not taking his eyes off the street below. ‘But my priority is to keep you alive and find out who the two detectives who assaulted you are.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve always thought they shot Omari,’ she said again, almost finished. ‘He saw them, so they killed him.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re probably right.’ 
 
    ‘And all this time, I knew.’ He heard the shame in her voice and looked over, seeing the expression on her face as she stopped stuffing her belongings into a bag and looked at him.  
 
    ‘They threatened you,’ he said. ‘And you wanted to try and move on from what happened. No-one could blame you for staying quiet.’ 
 
    ‘A legal team for the defence could.’ 
 
    ‘Finish up,’ Josh said quietly. ‘I’ll start the car.’  
 
    He left the apartment, Zoe doing a final check, her normally thick hair limp from the intense humidity. She thought about everything Josh had told her; his colleague, Detective Diana Lucero, dead. This other man, Jake Hendricks, injured, only surviving by the sheer grace of God. She’d smelt gun smoke from the fight at Reeve’s apartment on Josh’s clothes and it made her feel sick with fear. In her mind’s eye, she’d never forgotten what the two men who’d raped her had looked like. Both pitiless, one with eyes that looked right through you.  
 
    She zipped up her bag but swung round when she heard the sound of someone running. Josh suddenly reappeared, quickly locked the door, grabbed her bag then her hand and pulled her towards the bedroom. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ she whispered. 
 
    ‘They’re already here!’  
 
      
 
    The men who protected the waters in the bays around New York City played an important part in the NYPD structure, but today two members of the Harbor Unit, both of them former colleagues of Frank Lupinetti from his time on bay patrol, had been using one of the Unit’s vessels for their own ends.  
 
    Lying inside the cabin of a Unit boat, his hands cuffed and unable to make a sound from the tape over his mouth, Mike Phillips watched the man guarding him. Unlike Bridges, Phillips hadn’t had his ankles broken, but he’d taken a severe beating and his left leg had been twisted at a strange angle ever since they’d thrown him in here earlier. He’d heard a crack when he’d landed and knew something had snapped.  
 
    They’d come for him last night when he’d been heading out to meet Lucero, who’d said she had something to tell him and to meet her at Astoria Park at 11:30pm. He’d been thinking about the Jay Shah case over a couple of beers at his local bar, Passage, an Irish spot on 30th; he’d been expecting Bridges to join him given it was Friday. However, after Lucero contacted him and Bridges didn’t answer her phone when he called to tell her he was going down to the Park instead, he’d gone home to dump his gym bag before picking up his car.  
 
    Then he was jumped, two men in masks with guns. They got him in the corridor; although he was two beers deep, he’d fought back hard and was only dropped after being repeatedly clubbed over the head with a pistol before being overpowered. The individual guarding him now was one of his attackers and had been with him ever since he got taken, while the other, always armed with a rifle, made occasional appearances.  
 
    From seeing their uniforms and the boat they had access to, he’d realised hours ago they were Harbor Patrol officers. He’d observed them transporting a couple of accomplices during the course of the day, using the bay as a quick alternative to the clogged streets, but they’d been moored on the west side for the last hour or so. Another HU patrol boat had passed by when they were on the water, the officers on board calling out to Phillips’ captors, who’d responded, the men in the other patrol vessel with no clue about the use their colleagues’ boat was being put to.  
 
    Phillips had realised this morning that the men watching him weren’t wearing ski-masks anymore either. That wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    However, he was clinging to a sliver of hope; from the snatches of conversation he’d heard over the radios they were using and the tone of the men’s voices, Phillips got the impression things weren’t going as smoothly as they’d planned, whatever this was about. Some of our guys running interference maybe, he thought hopefully. The rocking motion of the boat along with the pain from his broken leg was making him feel sick. He hadn’t been given anything to drink either since they’d captured him, so dehydration and the heat were adding to his discomfort, but Mike ignored it, watching and listening instead, waiting for any opportunity to try to get out of this alive.  
 
    How he was going to do that in his current weakened state and with what felt like a broken leg, he chose not to think about. 
 
      
 
    Although Josh had quickly locked Zoe’s front door behind him before he grabbed her hand, trying to buy them a few moments and to give the impression she was out, it only took a few moments for whoever was on the other side to pick it. 
 
    Seconds later, a slender figure stalked into Zoe Saluco’s apartment, carrying a shotgun. He was the nervous, ratty man from Times Square whom Archer had got close to catching and the one who’d tried to kill Josh in Reeve’s apartment before slicing up his face, the same man who’d dived into the tub before the shotgun blast disintegrated the bathroom window. 
 
    His name was Detective Jackson Baszler, from a precinct in Brooklyn. He’d gotten Saluco’s address from Lupinetti and had then headed straight for Staten Island after the third aborted money drop, leaving Carrera, Lupinetti, Lavesque and Nakata to deal with the Beretta retrieval from the Property Clerk’s office. After their failed attempt to kill Josh at Chris Reeve’s place, Baszler had headed to Times Square ready to make the call, while Lupinetti said he was going to stop in at his precinct quickly and run a trace on some chick called Zoe Saluco.  
 
    ‘If he’s visiting Chris Reeve, that bitch is probably gonna be next on his list’, Lupinetti said.  
 
    ‘Why? Who is she?’ Baszler asked, before they parted ways. 
 
    ‘Me and my old partner ran through her back in the day. He witnessed it, which is why we wasted him. I found out later she got knocked up. Was gonna deal with that; didn’t want any DNA from a paternity test nailing me, but she lost it. Was gonna be a 50/50 guess if it was mine or my old partner’s,’ he’d added with a snigger. 
 
    Shotgun up, Baszler stood quietly, listening.  
 
    He could smell coffee in the air. 
 
      
 
    Standing inside the closet in Zoe’s bedroom, she and Josh didn’t even blink.  
 
    Through the wooden slatted doors, they watched a man move into her bedroom.  
 
    Josh was pretty sure the guy was holding that same pump-action shotgun that had put several holes in Chris Reeve’s walls, the weapon now pointing directly at the closet as he checked the room.  
 
    If he touches that trigger… Josh thought.  
 
    He could tell from the man’s build and his weapon it was the same son of a bitch from Reeve’s apartment who’d shot through the shower curtain and then sliced up his face. Josh could only pray the guy wouldn’t guess Zoe had been warned they were coming, meaning there’d be no reason for her to hide.  
 
    The man was staring at the closet. 
 
      
 
    Baszler studied his reflection in the mirror on the closet door, satisfied the small apartment was empty.  
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ he muttered, seeing exactly what the blond man at the Times Square subway station saw. Someone easily identifiable, the fresh cut on his forehead making him even more distinct.  
 
    Their split from the kidnapping cash was going to be much less seeing as they’d abandoned the latest money drop, but that wasn’t his main concern; his priority right now was making sure that blond guy didn’t survive the day. Baszler had no intention of leaving the city after this was over so silencing that cop was an imperative.  
 
    He glanced around the room then lifted his radio. Earlier, Jimmy Carrera had told all their people to switch to another channel and they’d heard the exchange with the cop who’d lifted the gun from the Clerk Division.  
 
    The man who saw you. 
 
    ‘Yo Frank, Saluco ain’t home,’ he said. No-one replied, and he repeated his message. ‘Frank?’  
 
    ‘We heard you, asshole!’ Carrera’s voice snapped back. ‘Find her!’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on over there?’ 
 
    ‘Lupinetti’s gone missing.’  
 
    ‘What is he, a three year old kid? What do you mean he’s gone missi-’ 
 
    ‘Stop wasting time and find that bitch!’  
 
    Baszler mouthed a two word response at the radio then lowered it. He turned and left the apartment, wondering how the hell he was gonna find out where Saluco might have gone to.  
 
    And whether the black cop might’ve already got to her first and taken her somewhere. 
 
      
 
    On the Harbor Unit boat, the patrolman guarding Phillips was looking at his radio, listening in on the heated exchange. Like Lupinetti, he was in his early forties and had spent nearly half his life in the NYPD, working the job for his own ends almost from the get-go. 
 
    Being on the boat all day meant he hadn’t been privy to a lot of what had been going on. Lupinetti’s gone missing, he thought. What the hell’s that about? Cops get him?  
 
    Could he have talked? 
 
    The man was about to cut in on the heated conversation asking for an update when he heard a taptap on the cabin door behind him, and his last question was answered. 
 
    He twisted and saw a blond guy standing there, a Sig Sauer aimed directly at him. The man had managed to step unseen onto the boat when the guy guarding Phillips had been distracted, listening to the radio. 
 
    ‘Bad time?’ the blond man asked. 
 
    ‘Who the hell are you?’ the other guy said, his hand sliding for his own weapon.  
 
    ‘Don’t even think about it.’ 
 
    The patrolman froze as the man made brief eye contact with Phillips, whose eyes above his gag were reflecting his relief at seeing his colleague. 
 
    That was until he saw the red dot appear on Archer’s chest.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY FIVE 
 
    Standing on the port side of the boat, having snuck onto it from the dock, Archer also spotted the red laser dot on his chest and froze.  
 
    When he’d realised Lupinetti was or had been Harbor Unit, he’d soon got out of him that the Unit was one of his old divisions and that he’d worked the city’s bay for three years. Although he’d eventually been transferred to the 16th in Hell’s Kitchen, he’d maintained contact with two colleagues from Harbor Unit, lowlifes, just like him. The tattoo had been a reminder of his time on the water and how much he never wanted to go back. 
 
    The kidnappers had been using a boat all day to navigate around Manhattan and Queens; with a boot on his torn knee, Lupinetti had been persuaded to tell Archer where the boat was currently moored, somewhere on the docks just beyond Hell’s Kitchen on the west side. After securing the loudly objecting and increasingly abusive Lupinetti in a CT Bureau safehouse in the East Village, only accessible via passcode, Archer had used his badge to get a truck driver to bring him over from the east side, jumping out an avenue away and finishing the rest of the journey on foot.  
 
    He’d come in close to see if Lupinetti’s information was accurate and if Mikey was really here. But working alone showed the benefits of having a partner or team to watch your back.  
 
    Without that, he’d just been flanked. 
 
    As the man on the boat stayed still, with Archer’s Sig still trained on him, Archer saw a figure coming down the dock, a sub-machine gun in his shoulder.  
 
    ‘Drop the gun,’ Phillips’ guard ordered Archer. The red dot was persuasive, and the Sig Sauer clattered to the deck. The other guy climbed out of the boat and snatched up a length of rope from the dockside as the man holding the sub-machine gun arrived on the dock, keeping his aim steady on Archer, who hadn’t moved. The rifle was the same model as the one which had killed the Bell pilot Maniotti, a Sig MPX. 
 
    ‘Come around this side,’ Phillips’ captor ordered Archer, who stepped through an open door into the cabin. The man took him to the deck and threw the rope at him.  
 
    ‘Sit down and tie your ankles.’  
 
    Archer didn’t move, and the man drew his pistol, going into the cabin and putting the barrel on Phillips’ knee.  
 
    ‘Do it or your friend gets butter for a kneecap.’ 
 
    As with Yankees Fan, both men had strong city accents. Local boys. Local cops. Archer sat and did as asked, the laser dot never leaving him.  
 
    ‘Turn around.’ Archer got to his feet and turned, awkwardly. The patrolman moved forward and pulling Archer’s hands roughly behind him, quickly bound another length of rope around them; then he took the evidence bag from the back of Archer’s jeans. ‘Whoa, looky, looky. What do we have here?’ 
 
    ‘Is that what I think it is?’ the guy holding the MPX asked. 
 
    ‘It’s gotta be. Where are the other guys?’ 
 
    ‘On the Lower East Side. Trying to find this asshole and Lupinetti before they get him to a precinct.’  
 
    ‘This guy got Frank?’ 
 
    ‘We think so.’ The bigger patrolman of the two men looked at Archer. ‘Where is he?’ 
 
    ‘In custody. You’re done.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit.’ 
 
    ‘He’s selling you out, just like you would him. How do you think I knew you were here?’ 
 
    Phillip’s guard returned to the cabin and picked up the radio. ‘Yo, we picked up your boy. The one who stole the handgun.’ 
 
    ‘What? How’d you find him?’ 
 
    ‘He found us. He’s saying Lupinetti’s already started blabbing. Guess he must be or how’d he know where we are?’ 
 
    ‘Is the Beretta there?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I got it, so we can get rid of these two.’ He looked back at the passing traffic on the highway right behind them. ‘But we start firing shots, I think it’s gonna draw attention.’ 
 
      
 
    While the man talked on the radio, Archer was trying to slide his hand out of the binds, but the guy who’d tied him had done a good job. As the other man with the MPX opened the cabin door to find out what his partner’s instructions had been, Archer managed to make eye contact with Phillips.  
 
    ‘What’s the verdict?’ MPX man asked. ‘Do we shoot them?’ 
 
    Instead of replying, his companion walked forward, smiling.  
 
    And with a single hard kick, he sent Archer tumbling off the side of the boat into the choppy waters of the Hudson. 
 
      
 
    Still in the closet in Zoe’s apartment, Josh watched as the ferret-faced man left, then waited another couple of minutes to make sure he’d gone, and it wasn’t a trick. 
 
    ‘Wait here,’ he whispered, opening the closet door, his handgun drawn. 
 
      
 
    Archer disappeared below the surface of the river and thirty seconds or so passed.  
 
    The two cops scanned the dark water, waiting to see if the blond guy came back up, the MPX held ready just in case. They didn’t want to shoot unless they had to; there weren’t many people around this area but firing the MPX would almost certainly draw some unwelcome attention, risking an added complication if the guy was going to get dumped in the water anyway. 
 
    They waited, but he didn’t resurface.  
 
    MPX Man lowered his rifle, looking at the Beretta in the evidence bag in his partner’s hands. ‘We got it, Sal. All this shit for that goddamned piece. This must be the most valuable gun in the city.’  
 
    ‘To us, it is. But we got it back. You really think he delivered Lupinetti to a precinct?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno. Could have.’ 
 
    The bay patrolman called Sal pulled his radio. ‘Yo, the CT Bureau cop’s gone. Sent him into the Hudson with his hands and feet tied. We got the gun. What you wanna do with Phillips?’ 
 
    ‘Kill him,’ Jimmy Carrera’s voice replied. ‘No more cash drops. But do it quiet like the other guy. No advertising. And don’t let that gun outta your sight. We’re on our way.’ 
 
    ‘Haul ass. The guy who took Frank said he was already bumping his gums selling us out. Department could be all over us anytime soon if he wasn’t bullshitting.’ 
 
    Sal released the switch on the radio, then glanced at Phillips in the cabin before looking at the other guy.  
 
    ‘Go find something to tie him with.’ His companion looked at Sal for a moment as if he was about to argue, then climbed back onto the dock, coming back a minute later with a length of rope he’d lifted from another boat.  
 
    ‘You gonna tie him, or me?’ he asked. 
 
    But before his companion could answer, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.  
 
    And the momentum suddenly switched. 
 
    Soaking wet, the binds around his wrists and ankles gone, Archer slammed into Sal, toppling both of them into the Hudson. Shocked to see Archer again, who he’d assumed had drowned, Phillips reacted fast, knowing this was his last chance to survive.  
 
    He kicked his unbroken leg out, catching MPX Man unawares who, like Mikey, had been taken completely by surprise by Archer’s sudden reappearance and was looking where the two men had just disappeared into the Hudson. He fell hard, and Mike quickly lassoed his ankles around the man’s neck, twisting his feet as hard as he could, the knowledge that if his captor managed to get out of the hold he’d die, going a long way to blank out the agonising pain shooting up his broken leg.  
 
    It was a choke, but unconsciousness wasn’t enough; if the man got out of it, Mike knew he stood no chance being injured and with his hands tied.  
 
    He didn’t want to do it but had no choice.  
 
    He wrenched his good leg violently and broke the other man’s neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY SIX 
 
    Around Christmas time the previous year, Sam Archer had realised he had a demon to confront: a strong antipathy to water, especially deep water. It had only started to be an issue after an unexpected drowning incident the year before in Washington D.C., but he’d always been a man to face his fears and this was no exception. Deep down, he knew the water phobia had to be addressed.  
 
    At first, he’d started going to the pool at his gym in Astoria to carry out some breath-holding work in the shallow end. Working from a program he’d found online by a Dutchman called Wim Hof, he learned to slow his heart-rate down to the point he could stay under for a full minute. Then he’d had a chat with a fellow detective in the Bureau who’d been a team guy in the SEALs before joining the NYPD, telling him about his problem in the hope he could give some advice. 
 
    ‘Drownproofing, bro,’ the man had told him. ‘Get that in your holster and you’ll never be afraid of the green shit again. You’ll learn to love it.’ 
 
    He’d explained the system allowed a swimmer to survive in bodies of water for long periods of time by staying in a relaxed, near-vertical position. Using the legs and arms to create downward pressure, a swimmer snuck an occasional breath before going back to the relaxed float. The ex-SEAL told Archer that if you got good at it, you could stay floating in water for long periods of time with minimal effort, the method proving so effective the Navy had adopted it into their training, their BUDS recruits doing it with their ankles and wrists bound. If it was good enough for them, it was good enough for Sam Archer. 
 
    He’d practiced the technique in the pool but not with his hands and feet tied. However, before he even hit the water of the Hudson he already knew he couldn’t resurface, otherwise the two cops on the boat would shoot him before putting a bullet through Mikey’s head.  
 
    He needed to get to the pier fast before he ran out of breath, and with his hands and feet tied, the only way to do that was to dolphin kick underwater, another technique he’d learned from the ex-SEAL, also used in the drownproofing system.  
 
    A few times in the past, intuition and quick thinking had saved Archer’s life but this time it was preparation and specialist training. He’d just had time to take a deep breath as he hit the water, before dolphin-kicking down and then propelling himself as best he could underwater towards what he prayed was the direction of the pier, only slowing when the top of his head painfully connected with the wall.  
 
    Knowing he had to work fast if he was going to have any chance of saving Mikey’s life, he did a flip in the water, bringing his hands back under his legs and in front of him. He came up slowly until he gently broke the surface and sucked in some much-needed air, then used the technique he’d been taught to stay afloat, his head barely visible in the sunset-lit waters and totally invisible from the boat.  
 
    From where he was, he couldn’t see the two detectives, which meant they couldn’t see him either.  
 
    But now they had the Beretta and Archer was well aware they wouldn’t need Mikey as barter any longer.  
 
    He wouldn’t have long. 
 
    Using the drownproofing technique, he started working on the rope binding his hands. The water had caused it to loosen slightly and after a desperate minute trying to work his wrists free, he managed to get one hand out. Then it was only a matter of seconds before he was able to rip the remaining rope off his other hand and free his feet. 
 
    He’d heard one of the men walk down the pier in his direction and exhaling, stayed in the water until he was just below the surface, watching as the guy jumped onto another boat just in front of him only to appear moments later with some rope. Archer waited until he saw the man step back onto the pier before swimming over to the steps and quietly pulling himself out of the water.  
 
    He saw the man who’d just collected the rope jump back onto the deck, then he and his friend turned towards where Archer knew Mikey was lying.  
 
    It looked like they were going to give his colleague the same treatment as he’d just received.  
 
    Archer took off in a crouching run, praying Mikey could do something to save himself once he saw the big guy taken into the water. He took all three men completely by surprise. This time his hands were free as they hit the Hudson and he caught the bay patrolman’s wrist as the man fired his pistol repeatedly, the muzzle flashes lighting up the water with quick snapshots.  
 
    The gun suddenly jammed, and the other man let it go, clawing at Archer and trying to force him under. But Archer dragged his attacker’s hands together with brute force and taking the other man completely by surprise, clicked the guy’s own set of handcuffs onto his wrists. 
 
    That was when panic set in, but not for Archer.  
 
    Suddenly, it became not about killing the CT Bureau cop as it was about saving himself. The man started to thrash around, trying to stay on the surface, his frantic movements only serving to push him under. Archer had hold of the cuffs, intending to drag the guy back to shore, not drown him, but the big man was going berserk. 
 
    Just as he was about to hit him to try and subdue him, Archer saw the guy’s face contort as he gasped for air even though Archer had lifted him up and his head was now clear. What the hell? Archer looked back at the boat and saw MPX Man wasn’t visible, which he hoped meant Mikey must’ve found a way of taking him out.  
 
    Suspicious his guy was playacting, Archer trod water and looked at him for a moment, but quickly realised he wasn’t.  
 
    A large wave dislodged his grip and despite making a grab for him, the man vanished into the inky Hudson.  
 
    Not intending to waste any time looking for him when Mikey may need his help, Archer swam back to the pier while keeping a close eye on the boat in case MPX Man reappeared.  
 
    But when he pulled himself up and worked his way cautiously towards the Harbor Unit vessel, he saw the asshole was down for good, his neck broken. He ignored the dead man’s slack body and dropped down onto the deck in front of his colleague, taking some much-needed deep breaths before ripping off Mikey’s gag.  
 
    ‘Holy shit, Arch,’ Phillips rasped, as soon as he could speak. ‘Never thought I’d be so pleased to see you.’ 
 
    ‘You too,’ Archer said, gripping his colleague’s shoulder as water dripped from him onto the deck. ‘Think his buddy just had a heart attack.’ 
 
    ‘I almost did when you reappeared like that. If getting captured was part of your plan, you sure don’t make it easy on yourself.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t,’ Archer said, starting to undo his colleague’s binds.  
 
      
 
    ‘Ricardo Fallas,’ Archer read moments later, looking at the ID of the man whose neck Phillips had broken, the one who’d been holding the MPX. The sub-machine gun was resting beside him on the deck.  
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ Phillips said, as Archer pulled out an NYPD Harbor Unit badge. ‘He’s one of us.’ 
 
    ‘Was.’ Archer spotted a bag resting on the deck of the cabin and seconds later, found another wallet. ‘Other guy was called Lorenzo Salumeria.’ 
 
    ‘NYPD?’ 
 
    ‘You got it. I’ll fill you in as we walk.’ Archer looked back at the highway behind them quickly. ‘We gotta bounce, Mike. Whoever they radioed will be here any second and I don’t know how many more of these guys we’re dealing with.’ He was pretty sure Lupinetti hadn’t been telling him the entire truth.  
 
    As a priority, Archer picked up the bagged, tagged Beretta, then pocketed both dead cops’ IDs before retrieving Fallas’ smartphone. He pressed a button but saw from the screen it was passcode protected.  
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘Pass it here,’ Phillips said. Archer watched with interest as his colleague typed in some numbers; the phone buzzed, not accepting them. He cancelled, then slid to unlock the screen again. He tapped Emergency Call, then held the Power button down on top of the phone until a slide appeared on the screen giving the option to turn it off. 
 
    ‘What are-‘ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Phillips said. He dialled 911, pressed call, but then cancelled it immediately. He depressed the Power button again to turn off the screen, then hit it again and slid to unlock. He held Power again for three seconds, then tapped Emergency Call just before the slide giving the option to turn off appeared. 
 
    The passcode disappeared, and the phone was unlocked.  
 
    Archer stared at him as he took the device back. ‘How d’you know how to do that?’ 
 
    ‘How’d you learn how to swim with your hands and feet tied?’ 
 
    Smiling briefly, Archer accessed the Skype application and logged himself in, succeeding on the third try with his barely remembered password. It had been a while since he’d used the app. ‘Contact the Bureau,’ Phillips said. ‘Clue them in.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, no shit. Keep eyes on 11th, then I’m getting you to a hospital.’ Archer knew he had to talk with Rach, Koechner and the rest, but more particularly Franklin. He hoisted Phillips up until he could lean against the bulkhead, then started calling as Mikey maintained a look-out on the street around them, the MPX in his hands.  
 
    ‘No answer.’ He tried again, but no-one answered the call. ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘And you got signal?’ 
 
    ‘Internet. Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘So why aren’t they picking up?’  
 
    Archer didn’t bother try again and accessed the settings instead, removing the lock screen/passcode option so the phone wouldn’t block them out again. ‘Where’s the nearest hospital to us? Do you know?’ 
 
    ‘On 51st, I think. How’d you get here in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘Used my badge to hitch a ride. But it looks like we’re walking. At least I am. C’mon.’ 
 
    Before they moved, Phillips pulled the magazine from the MPX and threw it into the water, leaving the weapon unloaded. Archer bent, hitched his colleague’s arm over his shoulder and half-carried him off the dock towards 11th Avenue.  
 
    Then Archer spotted an approaching taxi and whistled to catch the driver’s attention. 
 
    ‘Why’s the city dark?’ Phillips asked. ‘Where are the lights?’ 
 
    ‘Power outage. We’ve got a lot to talk about.’ 
 
    Less than a minute later, after a lot of four letter words from Mikey as he was manoeuvred into the cab, the two men were on their way out of the area. 
 
    But only just in time. Unknown to them, they passed Jimmy Carrera and Joseph Nakata, who drew up at the dock, straight from the Lower East Side. Lavesque was taking Devonte Williams to Brooklyn, waiting for the order to dispose of him once Carrera and Nakata had the Beretta back in their possession. 
 
    The two detectives got out of their car and strode confidently towards the Harbor Patrol boat they’d been using all day. 
 
    That confidence quickly evaporated once they reached the vessel.  
 
    The first thing they saw was Fallas’ body and his MPX resting on the deck, the magazine missing. The second thing they registered was Mike Phillips’ absence. The third was there was no sign of Sal. 
 
    And when the two men’s eyes landed on Fallas’ open wallet, they realised just how badly they’d underestimated their opponents at the CT Bureau.  
 
    ‘You gotta be shitting me,’ Carrera muttered, looking around. Though it had been in their possession briefly, the bagged, tagged Beretta 92 was gone. 
 
    Again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY SEVEN 
 
    St Vincent’s Hospital on West 51st was three avenues over from the Hudson and a quick cab ride from where Archer and Phillips had been picked up. Apart from the usual flow of patients, the hospital was also having to cope with the additional pressures caused by the heatwave, everything from dehydration cases, heart attacks and injuries caused by fainting on the sidewalk to a group of young college students who’d got into a mass brawl fuelled by alcohol and the heat. 
 
    Members of staff were dealing with these latest admissions when Archer and Phillips came in through the front entrance. Drying off fast but still damp from his trips into the Hudson, Archer shouldered his way in through the door, supporting his injured colleague.  
 
    ‘What happened?’ a woman at the information desk asked as they approached. Focusing on Archer, she eyed him up with more than just professional interest, which he noticed and decided he could make work in their favour; he wasn’t happy about leaving Mikey on his own right now. 
 
    ‘I think he broke his leg,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘I think he’s right,’ Phillips grunted, as a nurse brought a wheelchair over, helping Mike lower himself slowly into it. As another woman started to ask him some questions and take his details, Archer turned back to the lady at the desk. ‘Are there any guards here?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Why?’ 
 
    Archer showed her his badge. ‘He needs an escort, everywhere he goes, until I can get some of my people to help you out. But only hospital guards, OK, not NYPD. Can you help me out with that?’  
 
    She gave him her best smile and nodded. ‘Sure.’ Returning the smile, Archer headed over to join Mike, who was now being helped onto a gurney, waited until he was settled and then followed him as he was wheeled down a corridor deeper into the hospital. 
 
      
 
    Archer and Phillips had just arrived at their destination, but sixteen blocks uptown, Priya, Harp and Penny were just setting out for theirs.  
 
    ‘In you go. Quickly,’ Melissa said, as her three companions got into Priya’s car. They’d decided upon a swift exit and to stick to the plan of relocating to New Jersey until Archer and Josh could be contacted and more sense could be made of the current situation. After hearing her story, Melissa thought it best for Penny to stay with them for the time being and the other woman had been quick to agree, having heard what had happened to Melissa and Priya over the past hour or so. 
 
    ‘GPS is saying you can get to my in-laws in less than ninety minutes from here,’ Melissa told the two women. ‘Traffic must be thinning out. My daughters are at the house. Jake’s father will keep watch. He’s the best.’ 
 
    ‘They have no idea who we are, right?’ Penny said.  
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we say when we suddenly turn up? Do they know what happened to you?’ 
 
    Melissa hesitated. ‘Just tell him what’s been going on and that I sent you,’ she replied. ‘If he wants proof, say I told Kayleigh to pick up her sister from softball this morning. And that John and I spoke on the phone, and I said I’d fill him in later.’  
 
    The dying sun had turned the city almost red and Melissa shielded her eyes as she checked left and right, up the roads and sidewalks around them.  
 
    ‘But promise me one thing.’ 
 
    ‘What, honey?’ Priya said. 
 
    ‘Do not be tempted to go to the cops here in Manhattan,’ she added. ‘Not until I’ve managed to get hold of Sam Archer or Josh Blake. Don’t go near anyone holding a badge.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t,’ Penny said. 
 
    ‘What about you?’ Priya asked. ‘You need to come with us.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll follow soon. There’re a couple things I need to do first.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t they wait?’ 
 
    ‘No. They can’t. Just go. Now,’ Melissa said, closing the door, softening the order with a smile. Priya returned it, started the engine and the car moved off down the avenue. 
 
    Melissa stood on the street, watching the car leave, then crossed the road and headed towards Central Park, the red sunlight pushing through the trees, casting shadows. It was where she’d been attacked all those years ago on Devil’s Night, and as she was under threat again today, she kept glancing behind her to make sure Corliss hadn’t picked her up again, her hand curled tight around the Glock in her bag.  
 
    Despite her confident statements to Josh and Priya earlier about being able to look after herself, she knew she was dealing with a trained, experienced detective twice her size.  
 
    She had a feeling before the day was over they were going to meet again. 
 
    However, if what she was about to do was successful, she may be able to change that. 
 
      
 
    ‘Time to make exit plans,’ Nakata said, standing beside Carrera. ‘This whole goddamn thing is falling apart.’ The two men were on the Harbor Unit boat on the west side docks, looking at Officer Ricardo Fallas’ body. ‘Even if we find Lupinetti, when Monday morning rolls around, we’re still screwed,’ Nakata continued. ‘Cardo doesn’t show up for patrol, investigation is going to get triggered.’  
 
    His eyes flicked up to Carrera.  
 
    ‘If you sell me out, I’ll kill you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s mutual, pal.’ 
 
    ‘Long as we understand each other. I don’t trust you or your fat boy partner.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? He was your partner once.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why. I know the way he thinks.’  He nudged Fallas’ body with his foot. ‘You work with people you don’t trust, this shit happens.’  
 
    ‘No sign of Sal anywhere,’ Lavesque said, approaching them from the dock. He’d just left Devonte Williams in Brooklyn and driven back to join the two men, the clearing roads allowing a swift journey. ‘And he ain’t answering the radio.’ 
 
    ‘Cardo and Sal said they dumped the guy who jacked our pistol in the water,’ Carrera said.  
 
    Lavesque held up some wet rope. ‘Found this on the pier. Guess he escaped.’ 
 
    ‘What the…who is this asshole, Houdini?’ Nakata asked, snatching the rope and examining it before throwing it to one side in disgust. ‘How the hell did he do that?’  
 
    Lavesque hawked and spat onto the dock. Beside him, Carrera stared out at the Hudson before turning his attention to the body at their feet. Officer Ricardo Fallas was a fourteen year guy in the NYPD who’d been under review several times for misconduct. Like Lupinetti, he’d been reassigned to the Harbor Patrol. Unlike Lupinetti, he’d stayed there.  
 
    ‘Shoulda learned how to tie ropes better, beaner,’ Carrera muttered. ‘You stupid son of a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘The nine mil’s gonna be halfway over the Queensborough with that CT Bureau cop by now,’ Nakata said. ‘We’re cooked.’ 
 
    ‘No, we’re not. Not yet.’ Carrera turned to look at him. ‘He hasn’t headed that way so far today, has he? He went to the Lower East Side, then here. And Phillips is gone. He’ll be with him, trying to get him medical attention. Cardo said the guy broke his leg.’ 
 
    ‘It’s over, Jimmy. Accept it. Lupinetti’s gonna sell us all down the river,’ Nakata said. ‘You know how it goes. He’ll do anything to keep his ass out of the sling. We all would.’ 
 
    ‘Then we gotta find this guy!’ Carrera shouted, as his temper snapped. ‘And get the goddamn pistol back before he can get to Queens. We do that, we still have a chance of getting through this.’  
 
    Lavesque and Nakata glanced at each other as Carrera looked down at Fallas’ body.  
 
    ‘Help me dump his ass over the side. Then we gotta come up with something. Fast.’ 
 
      
 
    At the CT Bureau, Rach re-entered the command post and sat at her laptop, irritated and hot. ‘Let’s see if it worked,’ she said, trying to reconnect to the network.  
 
    An atmosphere of frustration had been steadily building, along with the heat. The team of negotiators under Koechner’s leadership were starting to look tired and worn, the temperature taking its toll on all of them. Information regarding Archer and Josh’s recent activities was beginning to filter into the Bureau from Manhattan, and it wasn’t painting a reassuring picture. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ State asked, walking back into the room after having used the restroom then going to buy a burrito from a truck a few blocks away. 
 
    ‘Power problems,’ Rach said. ‘The back-up generators are overloaded. Just trying to reconnect.’ She waited a few moments, then nodded. ‘We’re back on. For now.’  
 
    ‘What’s the latest?’ Franklin asked, walking in behind State. He’d just got back to the Bureau from a meeting with Mayor Di Blasio to give him an update. 
 
    ‘It’s bad, Lieutenant,’ Koechner told him, scratching his neck. ‘Few minutes ago, we received a report the Bell pilot we’ve been using was found at the heliport by Wall Street.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, he was found?’  
 
    ‘He’d been shot several times in the chest. Last we heard from him, he was meant to be bringing Sam back.’ 
 
    Franklin stared at her in shock. ‘No sign of Archer?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing since that sighting at the block party before the shots were fired.’ 
 
    ‘But he asked you about a gun found at Engine 35, right? Wanted to know where it was being stored before being sent to the lab.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  
 
    ‘The Wall Street Property Clerk is close to the pier. Archer must’ve asked Maniotti to take him there.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s he got a hard-on for an old gun found in the wall of a firehouse?’ Mulroney asked, wiping sweat from his forehead with his rolled-up shirt sleeve. ‘The lives of his friends are on the line and he’s screwing around with a handgun?’  
 
    ‘Any other unusual activity reported in that part of town?’ Franklin asked Rach, ignoring Mulroney. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, and it’s to do with the Prop Clerk. Two officers and a sergeant were discovered there fifteen minutes ago. They’d been injected with something that knocked them out, but they’re alive, although one of them is pretty jacked up from a beating.’ She glanced at Mulroney. ‘So it looks like Archer’s onto something. That gun, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps it was him who put down those three guys,’ State added. 
 
    ‘That’s right, Carmine,’ Franklin snapped. ‘One of my detectives is injecting fellow officers with sedatives and beating them up. I can see why IA wanted you.’ State looked away, unable to hold Franklin’s gaze. ‘Still no word from Blake?’ Franklin asked Rach. 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Get detectives at the Prop Clerk to look through the locker,’ Franklin ordered. ‘See if that gun from Engine 35’s wall is still there. Then contact Hoboken U Medical and tell them to increase security on Sergeant Hendricks. Same for Bridges at Beth Israel. Double down with Manhattan precincts and put a BOLO out for Archer.’ 
 
    ‘Will do. But he must be onto something, sir,’ she said, as the lights in the room flickered again. ‘He wouldn’t cut off communication like this without good reason.’ 
 
    ‘I know that,’ Franklin replied.  
 
    But he’s got a hell of a lot of explaining to do whenever we can find him, he thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY EIGHT 
 
    Contact with Archer was coming sooner than Franklin or anyone else could have expected. The occasional droplet of water from the blond detective’s hair dripped onto the desk at the nurse’s station on the 3rd floor inside the hospital on 51st Street, as he waited for a nurse in front of the computer to load Skype. Phillips was down the corridor getting treated, the unusual and rather dramatic arrival of the men having caused a ripple of excitement among the medical team. 
 
    Another nurse appeared with a folded towel which Archer took gratefully and used to dry his hair. ‘Thanks,’ he said with a smile as the first nurse passed him her laptop to type in his username and password. He had the Bureau saved as a contact and clicked on the phone icon, but it wouldn’t connect. ‘I was speaking with them fine earlier. We have internet here, right?’ 
 
    She nodded, pointing at the signal bar in the lower right corner of the screen. Archer suddenly remembered the paper he’d scribbled Noah Cowley’s number on was in his pocket; it reminded him that he’d asked the FedEx worker to get Cowley and his team in Martinsberg searching for the serial number on the Beretta he’d lifted from the Clerk Division.  
 
    He clicked on the dial pad icon then passed the laptop back to the nurse and retrieved the scrap of paper. ‘Let’s give this one a try,’ he said, but then saw the ink had run from his dunkings in the Hudson. ‘Dammit,’ he said, trying to decipher the numbers before he placed the soggy paper carefully on the desk. ‘Can you read that? 881?’  
 
    The nurse typed in the numbers as he read them out, but the call dropped. ‘Sorry. Can’t be it.’ 
 
    ‘Let me see,’ the other nurse said, peering over Archer’s shoulder. ‘Where’s this number for, do you know?’  
 
    ‘West Virginia,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘Means that’s 681, Cathilee, not 881,’ she said, pointing at the first number on the note. Cathilee tried again, then pushed the green phone icon on the screen as Archer watched, propping a hand on the desk as he looked at the call trying to connect.  
 
    This time it didn’t immediately drop. Moments later, it connected. He smiled at the nurse and offered his palm, the woman slapping it with her own.  
 
    ‘Cowley.’ 
 
    ‘Noah, it’s Archer,’ he said with relief. 
 
    ‘I’ve been trying to raise you, man. I was just calling the CT Bureau but couldn’t connect.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, no-one can get through for some reason. Did you get a call from a kid from FedEx?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’ve been searching that serial number. We drew a blank on that first one you asked for earlier; the gun that shot that cop, Omari Jones. No weapon was found at the murder scene; only info we have is, according to the NYPD file, ballistics on one of the bullets suggested the gun that killed him was a 9mm.’  
 
    Archer looked at the Beretta in the evidence bag, which he’d placed on the desk.  
 
    Although it’d been found at Engine 35, it was a 9mm. 
 
    ‘OK. But the second search; tell me the serial number on this gun came back to someone.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘I need it, Noah. Things are getting hot here,’ Archer paused, seeing the nurses listening avidly to what he was saying. ‘Some people are going to a lot of trouble to try and get this pistol back.’ 
 
    ‘We’re working hard as we can. I told you, we’re all paper and microfilm. Hit me up again in thirty.’  
 
    Cowley ended the call. Taking the bagged Beretta off the desk, Archer thanked the nurses then headed for Phillips’ room, pleased to find him on his own.  
 
    ‘You get through?’ Mike asked. His pain seemed to have lessened, especially now his leg wasn’t being constantly jolted, although his eyes reminded Archer of Bridges’ earlier in the day. They must have given him something good. 
 
    Archer shook his head. ‘Reckon the generators must be playing up.’ He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Better news is, you’ve got some guards outside just in case. Did the X-ray come back?’ 
 
    ‘Broken tibia and fibula. They’re taking me down shortly to get the bones set. Always thought I was made of steel, not glass.’  
 
    Archer smiled, but Phillips could see his mind was elsewhere.  
 
    ‘Talk to me, man. What’s on your mind?’ 
 
    ‘What did Diana discover, Mikey?’ In the car, Archer had broken the news of his colleague’s death to Phillips. He’d taken it hard. ‘In the cab, you told me she wanted you to meet her at Astoria Park late last night. These kidnappers got you before you could head over and then killed her down there.’  
 
    ‘Could be just bad luck? All five of us were clued up on this. Maybe they spun the wheel and her ticket came up. Didn’t matter which one of us got torched. Like you said, it was them showing they meant business to get the money.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think cash is behind this. That’s secondary.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘The guy I secured at the safehouse: Detective Frank Lupinetti. He told me Lucero cracked it and they had to put her down for good.’  
 
    ‘Cracked what?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Something to do with Jay Shah and Omari Jones, I think.’ Archer thought. ‘Did she call or text you when she asked to meet?’ 
 
    ‘Called. She was already down there.’ 
 
    ‘How did she sound?’ 
 
    ‘Focused. You know how she was.’ 
 
    ‘How much of Shah’s story did you discuss with her, before this all started?’ 
 
    ‘Some. Di overheard Bridge and me talking about it, and Bridge gave her a quick rundown.’ He spoke slowly, the painkillers he’d been given kicking in. ‘Devonte was clued up but wasn’t that interested. He had other things to focus on. But Diana was. She told me Wednesday morning she’d pulled the autopsy report for Jay Shah.’ 
 
    ‘What did she find?’ 
 
    ‘He took the bullet here,’ Phillips said, motioning to the front diagonal on his own skull. ‘Her argument was, if a person was going to blow their brains out, how would you do it? Side on, right? Or gun in mouth?’ 
 
    ‘Side on, I guess,’ Archer said, pretending to hold a gun and push it against his head. ‘Or in the mouth. She was right. That angle is weird.’ 
 
    ‘No scorch marks on his skin from the muzzle flame either.’ 
 
    ‘That was the last time you spoke about it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, on Wednesday morning. Less than seventy two hours later, she was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘If she came in last and worked it all out first, she must’ve kept digging.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but that was her. A friggin’ terrier.’ 
 
    Archer paused. ‘You know what cases really provoked that response in her?’ 
 
    ‘Ones with some aspect of sex crimes,’ Phillips said, as Archer nodded. ‘After what happened to her mom and sister. But this is a dead firefighter, Arch. No-one got raped here.’ 
 
    Not exactly true, Archer thought, recalling Melissa’s experience, but Lucero hadn’t known about that. Hendricks had also been searching online for this dead cop, Omari Jones, and Archer was puzzled why that cold case had attracted his attention. Melissa said she’d called Lucero at the Bureau on Wednesday, begging her to tell her what her husband was working on lately. She wouldn’t give it up, but I begged her, Melissa had told Archer and Josh that morning. She must have sensed something was wrong. 
 
    Was that enough of a trigger to get her digging for answers, Archer thought. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to make sure they were alone, then pulled the recently-departed Ricardo Fallas’ pistol from his rear waistband. He’d taken it from Mikey before they’d walked into the hospital, knowing the medical team would remove it when they admitted him.  
 
    ‘Keep this, just in case,’ he told Phillips quietly, who nodded, taking the weapon and putting it in the drawer of his nightstand. ‘But looks like they gave you some strong meds. Don’t shoot some nurse who comes in to give you jello.’ 
 
    ‘Where you going?’ 
 
    ‘Diana doesn’t…didn’t live too far from here. I’m gonna go take a look around her place. She saw something we haven’t spotted yet, Mike.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll have pulled her place apart.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But I’ve got to start somewhere.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I want you to beef up security on him,’ Franklin said on speakerphone to Hoboken University Medical, Rach, Koechner and his negotiators listening. State and Mulroney had just been sent to get food supplies by Franklin, mostly to get them out of the way, both men now getting on everyone’s nerves. With generator power restored, Franklin had just got through using Skype.  
 
    ‘We can’t, Lieutenant.’ 
 
    ‘I know you gotta be stretched with what’s going on out there, but I’ll check to see if local police can send over some officers. This is crucial. Another NYPD officer was killed less than two hours ago. A pilot.’ 
 
    ‘No, you don’t understand,’ the nurse said. ‘We can’t because he’s not here anymore.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Sergeant Hendricks discharged himself almost two hours ago. Against our advice.’ 
 
    ‘Are you serious?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so. He told us not to broadcast it, but with you being his boss and all. He’s gone. And he didn’t tell us where he was going. We told him to go home and rest.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY NINE 
 
    The nurse was telling the truth. Hendricks had been out of the hospital for two hours. But he wasn’t at home, resting. 
 
    He was almost back in Queens. 
 
    He’d regained consciousness just over three hours earlier, and although still in pain from his broken ribs, the painkillers he’d been given were doing their job. Even though he’d been knocked unconscious, his brain had never fully disconnected. He’d been dreaming about Jay Shah, Omari Jones and the cops he was now almost certain had killed them both, knowledge only he and Diana Lucero had shared before he’d left for the seminar in Pittsburgh the previous night, both of them planning on opening up the investigation with Phillips, Bridges and Williams as soon as he got back.  
 
    When he’d come round, he found himself in a hospital bed, hooked up to monitors. He hadn’t moved as he took stock, concentrating on keeping his heart-rate low as he inventoried his body.  
 
    What hurts? Almost everything.  
 
    Where am I? A hospital somewhere. Obviously.  
 
    Anything broken? Apart from a few ribs, don’t think so. 
 
    Once he’d realised he was on his own, with no doctors or nurses hovering nearby, his hand went to the table beside him and he slowly slid it open, finding what he’d hoped to find, a Gideon Bible. He took it out and read the stamp; Property of Hoboken University. So this is their medical center, he’d thought. He’d brought his son Jack here once after he’d fallen through a sliding glass door at a barbeque.  
 
    He replaced the Bible, then saw a folder in a slot at the end of his bed, presumably for doctors to read when they came to check on him. Hendricks pulled himself up and ignoring the stabbing pain in his ribs, reached forward and took it out, wanting to see if he could work out what had happened to him.  
 
    I got out of the car to talk to Kayleigh.  
 
    Then… 
 
    Before he could flick through the file, he heard footsteps coming down the corridor and a nurse appeared, followed by a doctor, both looking surprised when they saw him sitting up. ‘You’re awake,’ the doctor said. ‘Good. Welcome back.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. What are these lines in me doing?’  
 
    ‘Monitoring you,’ the nurse said, stepping forward to ease him back down. ‘You’ve suffered a severe trauma and concussion. We need to make sure there are no surprises. You took a real battering, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    The doctor glanced at the nurse. ‘There was an explosion. Your car. Police think someone put a bomb of some kind under it. They want to talk to you about it once you’ve rested.’ 
 
    ‘I need to be disconnected,’ Hendricks replied immediately, looking at the doctor then indicating the IV in his hand. 
 
    ‘Sergeant, did you hear what I just said? You need to re-’ 
 
    ‘I’m grateful for what you’ve all done, doc, but I gotta get out of here. There are things I have to do. More lives are at stake if I stay.’  
 
    The nurse glanced at the doctor who looked at the machines, then at Hendricks’ chart which he took from him. ‘Heart rate and oxygen levels are fine. You understand we would prefer to keep you monitored for at least another twenty four hours?’ 
 
    ‘I get that. But I need to go, now. And apart from my wife, I don’t want anyone to know I’ve left.’ 
 
    The nurse looked at the doctor for guidance, and he ended up shrugging. ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘It’s against my advice, but it’s up to you,’ the doctor said. ‘You’ve had a shot of painkillers which should last another five hours. We can give you some pills to take with you.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t need…’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, Sergeant, you will. You need to sign a disclaimer too, confirming you’re discharging yourself against advice, then you’re free to go. This isn’t Rikers Island.’ 
 
    Hendricks was in more pain than he was prepared to admit but sat patiently as the pair disconnected him from the machines. Once he was alone again, he found his damaged clothes in a small closet and pulled them on before searching for and finding his gun and badge in the drawer below the one he’d already opened in the nightstand. He’d asked the nurse if she could call him a cab, but she told him one of the hospital guards had apparently offered to give him a ride instead as he was just going off shift.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, the car had turned onto his street and although Hendricks had immediately spotted scorched carbon damage on the road outside his house, there was no sign of the destroyed police vehicle, which must have been towed away as evidence.  
 
    A broken strip of police tape attached to a picket fence post in his yard was flapping in the sunset, but he could sense there was no-one home. 
 
    Where were Melissa and the girls?  
 
    Were they OK? 
 
    After what had happened to him, the fact they could be targets too was his major concern right now. He had to put a stop to this. 
 
    There was a spare set of housekeys hidden in the woodshed behind the house, and after retrieving them, he quietly let himself in through one of the basement storm shutters, avoiding using the front or back doors in case there were any intruders in his home.  
 
    Methodically going through the house, a knife in his hand from the kitchen, he cleared each room until he was satisfied he was alone. 
 
    He had a vague memory of loading up on weapons earlier before the explosion, but he knew there’d still been one he’d have left behind. His wife’s home defence shotgun, one that had come in handy once before when some Russian gangsters had decided to attack his home; Jake had been out, but Melissa had made them feel duly welcome. He found the weapon in its usual hiding place and retrieved an additional box of shells from the basement, unloading then reloading the shotgun before racking the pump.  
 
    He picked up the house phone, but it was a cordless and there was no dial tone with the power off. His parents lived about a thirty minute drive from here, and he’d intended to call to let them know he was OK. Would Mel be with them? She’d been acting so strangely lately and hadn’t been home in a week and a half; she’d told him her friend was sick and needed constant care, but Jake knew when someone was trying to hide something. Especially his wife, considering how well they knew each other.  
 
    She’ll be at Courtney’s, he figured, and then the darker side of his personality surfaced. Kayleigh could very easily have been caught up in the blast earlier. Melissa was concealing something from him, and knowing his wife as well as he did, he was pretty sure whatever it was, she was doing it in an effort to protect him. 
 
    However, the most effective way to protect them as far as he was concerned was to obliterate the threat.  
 
    And he knew how to do that better than anyone.  
 
    Ten minutes later, he was on the road in his truck, a Dodge 2500, heading for New York City, now in a change of clothes with the shotgun and shells on the seat beside him, alongside his old smartphone that he’d kept in his study drawer.  
 
    Whoever had killed Lucero and kidnapped his team would assume he was still at the hospital. 
 
    They were about to get one hell of a surprise.  
 
      
 
    ‘We’re gonna have to separate and move, fast,’ Carrera said over the radio. ‘We gotta deal with this or it’s Titanic time, boys.’ 
 
    ‘Copy that.’ 
 
    ‘10-4.’ 
 
    He, Nakata and Lavesque were gathered inside the cabin of the HU boat on the west side docks, all their guys listening in over the channel. They’d just returned from weighing down Ricardo Fallas’ body and slipping it out into the middle of the Hudson, the NYPD boat attracting no attention. They’d also reported the fact that Cardo and Sal were gone, and Lupinetti was in bracelets somewhere.  
 
    ‘Each guy has some wet work to do,’ Carrera continued. ‘Brian, you still on Hendricks’ woman?’ 
 
    ‘I’m looking for her.’  
 
    ‘OK. Find and finish off that bitch. To my mind, that leaves this cop Archer who stole our gun, the other cop, Josh Blake, Zoe Saluco, Phillips and Bridges. She’s still alive by the way.’  
 
    ‘All of them?’ Baszler asked. 
 
    ‘All of them. We don’t know how much each of them are clued up. If Blake contacted Saluco. Or if Lucero yapped before we dropped her.’  
 
    ‘Speaking of yapping, we gotta get Lupinetti out of custody too,’ Corliss said. ‘If we don’t, you know he’ll talk.’ 
 
    ‘He’s at a safehouse, I heard, so that’s good for us. No opportunity to open his trap yet. We’ll find out exactly where he is and get him. We do this right, we still might be able to get through this and keep the cash. We drop the ball, he’ll take us down with him.’ 
 
    ‘So who gets who?’ Nakata asked. 
 
    Carrera glanced at his arms, criss-crossed with scratches and bite marks from picking up Karen Bridges the night before, with his partner, Corliss.  
 
    ‘Jacky, you can take the hellcat,’ he told Baszler.  
 
      
 
    Not far away, Archer was standing inside Diana Lucero’s apartment in Manhattan, looking around at the home of his friend and colleague who’d been killed less than a day ago. He’d removed a lightbulb from the corridor outside and broken it inside a dish cloth, going back to scatter it in the darkness near the stairs. An early warning system; crude and an old trick, but he knew for a fact it worked.  
 
    He also knew CSU had been here earlier searching the property, but there was no sign of them now. Keeping his Sig Sauer in hand just in case he got some unexpected company, he checked out the space, seeing things just as Diana had left them the previous night. A couple of Greek yoghurt pots in the trash beside an empty pack of frozen mango cubes and a cleared-out pint of low-fat ice cream. Mint choc chip. Her favourite; he remembered how she’d ribbed him at Astoria Park once when they’d bought ice cream from a truck and she’d discovered he loathed the flavor, trying to get him to take a bite.  
 
    Everyone likes chocolate, he heard her laughing voice say, echoing in the halls of his memory.  
 
    It brought a brief lump to his throat.  
 
    He also saw a couple of empty bottles of Lagunitas IPA beer, sitting in the recycling trash.  
 
    A clean blue shirt, resting across the back of a sofa ready to be hung up, with a stack of half-folded clothing on one of the cushions, never to be worn again.  
 
    Several unlit candles had burned halfway down, their faint scent still lingering in the air. 
 
    Initially, Diana had been quite distant with him when they’d crossed paths at the Bureau, polite but no more than that. Archer had been given a fast track into the NYPD when he’d arrived from London and he’d faced some initial hostility, meaning he’d needed to prove himself to a lot of people, Lucero included. But one day she’d told him she’d caught a game of rugby on TV and had asked him what the rules were and how they differed from American Football.  
 
    That simple query had created a dialogue which had quickly flowered into a friendship, and they’d ended up watching many games together. She’d been an invaluable member of Hendricks’ team. Life had dealt her some serious blows with the rape and murder of her mother and sister under the Hellgate, but she’d come back into the arena fighting.  
 
    A bullet to the head had been her reward.  
 
    A strip of tape from CSU had been left across the access to her bedroom, the smell of disinfectant and latex gloves still hanging in the muggy, humid air. Perhaps they hadn’t finished in there. All her valuables would have been removed for safe keeping, and any evidence bagged up; he saw a closed safe through the open door of her bedroom and guessed CSU would have to try and get the code from someone or break it open with the permission of Lucero’s next-of-kin. 
 
    As he looked around, Archer remembered Lupinetti saying she’d been eliminated because she’d cracked the case. As he’d told Phillips, Archer had noticed during their times working together that Lucero had been motivated by any sexual assault element to a criminal investigation. She didn’t have any other real reason that he could think of to have been so invested in the Jay Shah/Omari Jones murders.  
 
    What did you discover, Di, he thought. 
 
    Then hearing the sudden crunch of the glass in the corridor, Archer realised he wasn’t the only one interested in Lucero’s apartment. 
 
      
 
    The figure outside froze as he realised his mistake, not moving his foot from where it was resting in the broken glass.  
 
    He pulled a handgun then very slowly, eased his foot off the glass and continued forward.  
 
    The bulb looked as if it had been blown out in the power cut.  
 
    But no-one had cleaned it up all day? 
 
    Going in through the doorway was something he’d prefer to have avoided but it was his only choice. He’d checked out the fire escape when he’d arrived just now and had seen it was inaccessible from the ground, the ladder needing to be lowered from much higher up.  
 
    He stayed to the side and pushed the door back, which creaked on its hinges.  
 
    He dropped down and his gun worked left to right slowly. He eased forward, checking more of the space before sliding into the apartment.  
 
    He couldn’t see or hear anyone.  
 
    He straightened and walked forward, then stopped mid-stride, sensing another presence behind him.  
 
    Behind the door, Archer was holding up his Sig Sauer, but he’d immediately recognised the back of the head he was aiming at.  
 
    The newcomer turned slowly, and Archer found himself looking at a very familiar face.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY 
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ Archer said, lowering his weapon. He stepped forward and gave Josh a shove in the shoulder. ‘You scared the shit out of me!’ 
 
    ‘You scared the shit out of me! What’s with the glass outside?’ 
 
    ‘Worked, didn’t it?’ 
 
    As he spoke, the broken lightbulb crunched again; Archer immediately snapped back into defensive mode, but Josh stepped forward and eased down his partner’s Sig Sauer. ‘It’s good, it’s good. She’s with me,’ he said, as Archer saw a mixed-race woman enter the apartment.  
 
    ‘Where did you suddenly spring from?’ Archer asked Josh.  
 
    ‘Staten Island,’ Josh said. ‘This is Zoe Saluco. She knew Omari Jones. I picked her up after I met Jones’ partner. We only just got here.’ 
 
    ‘Why’d you come?’ 
 
    ‘Wanted to check it out. And keep Zoe safe until we find out who we can trust. This is the one place I could come up with at short notice where they would never think to look.’ He touched the bandaging on his forehead. ‘They seem determined as all hell to get us.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    The two police detectives then gave each other a quick rundown of their experiences over the last few hours; Josh glanced at Zoe when he reached the part at her coffee shop, but she took over and briefly explained to Archer what had happened to her and what Omari had seen that day in 2001.  
 
    ‘This skinny guy who came to Zoe’s apartment looking for you,’ Archer said. ‘Was he wearing a black shirt, glasses? In his late thirties or early forties? Cut on his face.’ 
 
    ‘That was him,’ Josh said. ‘I gave him that cut by slamming his face into a mirror. He was one of the two who tried to blast me at Chris Reeve’s.’ 
 
    ‘He was the caller from Times Square, the guy I almost grabbed at the station. The Harbor Patrol boat must have taken him to Staten Island to find you before you could speak to Zoe. These guys are all cops, Josh. I left Lupinetti secured in our East Village safehouse after I tried to trade for Dee, so at least we’ve got one of them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s time we called the Bureau,’ Josh said. ‘Square them away. They need to know what’s been going down.’  
 
    ‘If these kidnappers are police, do you know who you can trust?’ Zoe asked. 
 
    ‘Not a whole lot of people right now,’ Archer replied, taking out the cell phone he and Phillips had lifted from Fallas’ body. Josh was right. They couldn’t keep going at this alone. 
 
    ‘My cell hasn’t been working,’ Josh asked.  
 
    ‘Wi-Fi is, though,’ Archer said, seeing three bars of internet signal.  
 
      
 
    At the Bureau, TJ Koechner’s frustration and tiredness were increasing, and so was his craving for a cigarette. He hadn’t slept in over thirty six hours, and in addition to his concern for the safety of the detectives who’d been kidnapped, he was also becoming increasingly worried about Archer and Blake, the two men the Bureau had out there in the city, who no-one had heard from in a while.  
 
    Had they been captured too?  
 
    Were they dead?  
 
    No-one had any idea. The kidnappers hadn’t called in hours, so neither the hostage negotiators nor the wider Department had any inkling where Mike Phillips or Devonte Williams were being held, or even if the two men were still alive. Koechner was finding it increasingly frustrating they couldn’t do any more now until the phone rang. With the A/C in the building still shut off, he’d reached his limit.  
 
    ‘Marce, spot me a smoke,’ he said to one of his guys. 
 
    ‘You sure, boss? Might make you sick with those nicotine patches.’ 
 
    ‘Today’s a cheat day,’ he said. ‘And it won’t.’  
 
    The man reached into his pocket and passed Koechner the pack and a lighter.  
 
    ‘I’m taking a break,’ Koechner said to the room. ‘Won’t be long. Come get me if they call.’ 
 
      
 
    The connection wasn’t great, but the dial indicating the call duration came up; with relief, Archer and Josh saw Rach’s face as she settled into her chair, signal strong enough for video to be activated. The first time since just after the Times Square money drop that Archer had managed to communicate with them.  
 
    A lot had happened since then. 
 
    ‘Arch? Josh?’ Rach said, the camera on the stolen iPhone activated. 
 
    ‘Can you hear us?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Finally, right?’  
 
    ‘I’m putting you up on the main screen.’ Archer saw all the same people at the Bureau where he’d been first thing this morning, and he smiled briefly when he saw Diesel reacting to his voice, the dog’s tail thumping. Josh and Zoe peered over his shoulders as Franklin stepped forward beside Rach, so he was closer to the camera on the computer.  
 
    Josh quickly scanned the people behind his boss and saw some unfamiliar faces, whom he guessed were the negotiators Archer had described. As he looked, he saw those two assholes from IA walk into the room, both of them carrying a couple of brown paper bags. Just as he spotted them, Josh watched the grey-haired man called State say something to one of the negotiators before turning and immediately walking out again. 
 
    ‘What the hell is happening over there, Detectives?’ Franklin asked.  
 
    But before Archer could answer, Zoe did something totally unexpected. She lunged forward and grabbing the phone, quickly ended the call. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Archer said, swinging round. ‘We’ve been trying to make contact for the last-’ 
 
    Then he saw the look on her face. 
 
      
 
    Outside in the parking lot, Koechner opened the pack of smokes, drew one into his mouth, then stopped, the cigarette ready to be sparked. He’d been on them since he was fifteen and until recently, had never tried to stop. His entire life, fellow smokers had waged their own individual wars against their addiction to nicotine, some succeeding, others failing, but he’d enjoyed the habit so much he’d never had the urge to give it up. However, an annual physical last November carried out under the Department’s healthcare package had revealed he had the lungs of a coal miner and if he didn’t start making changes, the canary in the cage was going to get snuffed out in the not too distant future. 
 
    He took the cigarette from his mouth and slid it back into the pack, waiting until the temptation had passed. The craving may have subsided, but his melancholy hadn’t. Over the last day, he’d grown attached to the team working here and had felt an increasing admiration for Diana Lucero, her team and the men who’d gone out into the city to deal with the kidnappers. He’d also been thinking about her father Giovanni Lucero, and the tragedies the man had experienced.  
 
    If he can overcome all that, I can overcome you, he thought, looking at the pack of smokes. Go get back to work.  
 
    He turned and almost bumped into the IA detective State, who’d come outside around the back of the building. He looked slightly off-color. ‘What’s going on?’ Koechner asked, surprised and noticing the expression on the man’s face. ‘They call?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just got overheated.’ State’s eyes dropped to the cigs. ‘Spot me one?’ 
 
    Koechner tipped him the pack and offered it to the other man. The Internal Affairs detective took a smoke then leaned forward for Koechner to light it, drawing the smoke deep into his lungs. 
 
    ‘Hell of a day, huh,’ State said. Koechner nodded, looking at the man, who looked right back; not for the first time, Koechner noticed those pale, sea green eyes that stared right through you. As he’d been running over the events of the day, the man’s arrival brought to mind a comment made in passing earlier; something that had jarred at the time and which Koechner had been meaning to follow up. 
 
    He frowned.  
 
    It was only a small detail, but it didn’t make sense. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ State asked, seeing Koechner’s expression. 
 
    ‘How did you know Bridges’ ankles were busted with that specific bat?’  
 
    State stopped with the smoke halfway to his mouth.  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Earlier,’ Koechner said. ‘They told us her ankles were broken. You said it was done with a Slugger.’ 
 
    ‘So?’  
 
    ‘So, neither she or Archer ever said how it had been done. ESU confirmed an hour ago when you were out that they found a Louisville Slugger baseball bat at the scene.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What is it?’ Josh asked Zoe, as confused by her reaction as Archer. 
 
    ‘Who was that man in the background, behind the guy who spoke to you? The one with the brown grocery bag.’  
 
    ‘There were several men standing there.’ 
 
    ‘On the left. The one who walked out.’ 
 
    Archer replayed the scene in his head. ‘A detective from Internal Affairs. Carmine State. He’s investigating our teams for conduct.’ 
 
    Zoe had started to shake like a leaf. ‘He was one of them!’ 
 
    ‘One of who?’ Josh asked. 
 
    She looked as if she was about to be sick. ‘One of the two men who raped me.’ 
 
      
 
    Koechner’s question had clearly caught State off guard and the two men stared at each other. 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ Koechner asked again. 
 
    Without warning, State suddenly jabbed his cigarette forward, hitting Koechner in the eye. The HNT commander’s surprised cry of pain was cut off as State’s hand slammed over his mouth and he wrestled the man to the floor.  
 
    State locked his hands around the man’s throat and exerted maximum pressure. Koechner tried to fight back, but State’s grip was too strong, and he’d had the advantage of surprise.  
 
    Koechner quickly lost consciousness but State kept up his crushing grip until he was completely sure the HNT commander was dead, the dropped cigarette casting a spiral of smoke up into the hot night air from the ground beside them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY ONE 
 
    ‘You’re sure he was one of them?’ Archer asked. ‘He didn’t just look like him?’ 
 
    ‘You think I would ever forget?’ She was trembling, and Josh put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘You said he’s…Internal Affairs?’ she asked shakily. 
 
    ‘They’ve been hanging around the CT Bureau lately,’ Josh said quietly, looking at Archer. ‘Investigating some claims of professional misconduct. Though they weren’t willing to share the exact nature of the complaints.’ 
 
    ‘When did they first show up?’ Zoe asked. 
 
    ‘Last week,’ Josh said, realising. ‘Right when…’ 
 
    ‘Hendricks, Mikey and the rest of their team were cranking up the heat on Jay’s and Omari’s deaths,’ Archer finished. ‘Shit.’ 
 
      
 
    Disposing of a body in New York without the risk of detection wasn’t easy, but Carmine State had years of experience to draw on and at least on this occasion, he knew he didn’t have to worry about CCTV.  
 
    Two minutes after he’d strangled Koechner, he arrived back in the meeting room and tried to catch Mulroney’s eye. Everyone else in the room was fussing over the call that had just come in, and it was that call which had galvanised State into action, hurrying to leave the room, telling the hostage negotiators he’d fetch their boss. He’d felt a frisson of shock run through him when he’d immediately recognised that dark-haired bitch.  
 
    ‘Where’s Koechner?’ the negotiator called Marce asked State, breaking off his conversation with the others. 
 
    ‘Didn’t see him. Guess he went for a leak or something.’ As the man nodded and turned back to resume his conversation, State remained where he was, trying to catch Mulroney’s attention; it was then he noticed Archer’s dog’s head suddenly lift. State realised the animal was looking directly at him, the dog’s hackles rising, a low growl coming from his throat. Staring back at the mutt, realising it could probably smell death on him, State quickly turned and left the room again after seeing Mulroney had taken the hint, praying the dog wouldn’t follow and draw attention to him.  
 
    Mulroney followed State to the dumpsters then stopped in his tracks when he saw Koechner’s body slumped on the ground.  
 
    He checked behind them, making sure they hadn’t been followed, then whirled on State.  
 
    ‘Are you shitting me?’ he said. ‘What the hell happened?’ 
 
    ‘He knew!’  
 
    ‘What do you mean, he knew? Knew what?’ 
 
    ‘I slipped up earlier and the son of a bitch picked up on it.’ State checked behind them. ‘We can’t stay out here long, or they’ll notice we’ve both gone. We gotta get him out of here.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the head of the negotiation team, Carmine! How long do you think it takes to go smoke a cigarette? People are gonna come looking for him.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t be here. Go get the car and dump him in the river. I’ll make an excuse for you; say you’ve been called away.’  
 
    Mulroney didn’t move, staring instead at the body. He seemed frozen by indecision and State couldn’t read his face. They’d done some bad shit together but hadn’t been partners long enough to have needed to dispose of bodies before. Mulroney was popping his cherry on this one. 
 
    Frustrated by Mulroney’s lack of movement, State punched him on the arm to get him to focus. ‘Get the car!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘State’s partner has got brown eyes, black hair,’ Archer said to Zoe as he and Josh started to piece together how they were being played. ‘Middle-aged, average height. Kind of shop-worn. Was he the other man?’ 
 
    ‘No, doesn’t sound like him. The other guy was big. Had some tattoos.’ 
 
    ‘One of them the Yankees logo?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Maybe. He was wearing a shirt with sleeves rolled up. But he had them on both arms. I could see the edges.’ 
 
    Lupinetti, Archer thought.  
 
    Were he and State paired up once?  
 
    ‘State and whoever his partner was back then must’ve killed Omari in case he talked about what he saw,’ Archer said. ‘Or got someone else to do it.’  
 
    ‘The crime scene report showed the murder scene was a mess,’ Josh told Archer. ‘Evidence he didn’t go down easy.’ 
 
    ‘Looked like they were already inside his apartment?’  
 
    Josh nodded. ‘Signs of a fight. If they were there to murder him, they’d have wanted to do it quietly with a blade, or strangle him maybe. But the smashed lamp? His retreat to his kitchen to take a knife? The ambush must’ve gone wrong and they were forced to blast him. Neighbours reported hearing shots fired.’ 
 
    ‘So they killed him with an unsuppressed weapon,’ Archer said, looking at the bagged, tagged Beretta he’d lifted from the Clerk Division. ‘And I’m betting it was this one.’  
 
    ‘Doesn’t explain why they’re all after it, though,’ Josh replied. 
 
      
 
    Back in Queens, Mulroney reversed their car up to where Koechner was lying. The two men quickly bundled him into the back, then Mulroney got back behind the wheel. ‘Where do I take him?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Get to the west side and use Cardo and Sal’s boat. It’s still moored there. Weigh him with something then drop him in the bay. That’s how the boys got rid of Ricardo.’  
 
    ‘What about you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll cover us here.’ 
 
    ‘If they ask where he is?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll improvise! One step at a time. Get outta here.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So you think this is the gun that was used to kill Omari?’ Josh asked, looking at the Beretta.  
 
    ‘Explains why State and his partner might want it so bad,’ Archer replied. 
 
    ‘But like I said, why the others too?’  
 
     ‘I don’t know,’ Archer said. ‘If we could contact Rach, we could ask her to check the Department record of Mulroney and State’s issued firearms; confirm exactly whose gun this is. But we can’t call the Bureau right now, knowing what we know. Not with State and his partner there listening to everything that’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘Could your guy at the Gun Registry tell us?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve already got him on it. Nothing yet.’ 
 
    ‘But now we have two likely owners. That could speed up the search, right?’ 
 
    Archer looked at him for a moment then nodded. ‘Good thought.’ He dialled Cowley’s cell using Skype, praying it would connect. It did.  
 
    ‘Cowley.’ 
 
    ‘Noah, it’s Archer again.’ 
 
    ‘I still haven’t got a result for you, man,’ Cowley said before Archer could continue.  
 
    ‘If I gave you the IDs of two NYPD detectives and their division, could you tell me the serial numbers of their assigned weapons?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, those details are the only ones we have on computer. That’s the opposite of trying to trace a number to an owner. With a name and official record, it’s all on file. Right now?’ 
 
    ‘Right now.’ 
 
    ‘Let me go through to the office. I’m in the warehouse looking through files with my team for you.’ They waited. ‘Alright, shoot.’ 
 
    ‘Carmine State and Brandon Mulroney. They’re Internal Affairs Division, NYPD.’ 
 
    ‘Let me check.’  
 
    Pause.  
 
    ‘Yeah, got ’em. State joined the Department in the mid-90s, Mulroney in 2000. State got badged as a detective after a year and two months in ESU. Kept a Beretta 92D he carried there as his primary service weapon and a .38 for his off-duty carry. Mulroney a Smith and Wesson 5946 and a .38 too.  
 
    ‘But I got something else. This might be relevant.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’  
 
    ‘Carmine State’s Beretta was reported stolen in August 2001. It showed up at a crime scene a few weeks later, but that was proven to have been a clerical error.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, an error?’ 
 
    ‘A gun used in an attempted murder in early September 2001 matched the serial number for his weapon. But he produced an alibi and could prove he wasn’t involved. The pistol went to the lab on 12th September 2001, to see if it came back to anything else since he lost it. But turned out whoever noted the weapon’s details down for the west side hit made a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘They wrote it down wrong?’ 
 
    ‘It was a different brand of gun. The pistol that went to the lab was a Taurus. As I said this morning, we’ve had it happen before. They look almost identical. State’s piece, the Beretta, has never been found.’  
 
    Maybe not until now, Archer thought, looking at the bagged gun in his hand. 
 
    ‘Someone not only messed up the serial number on that pistol, they got the wrong manufacturer?’ Josh said incredulously.  
 
    ‘Like I told Archer earlier, it happens all the time,’ Cowley said. ‘Then it’s mis-logged forever because of that one mistake. Can mean the difference between someone doing life or going on death row to walking away a free man.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the serial number for State’s Beretta that went missing,’ Archer said, putting the call on speaker.  
 
    Cowley read it out. Josh and Archer frowned.  
 
    ‘That can’t be right,’ Josh said. ‘Say that again?’ 
 
    He did. Archer’s and Josh’s eyes checked the serial number on the Beretta as he spoke.  
 
    ‘It’s not a match,’ Archer said, frowning. 
 
    ‘What about his partner?’ Zoe asked. 
 
    Cowley gave that serial number too.  
 
    ‘It’s not a match either,’ Archer said. ‘Then again, it wouldn’t be. Mulroney’s got a Smith and Wesson. You don’t mistake those for a Beretta.’ 
 
    ‘You said blunders often get made with transcribing serial numbers for weapons?’ Josh said. 
 
    ‘From crime scenes, yeah. Not with officially assigned firearms for the major police departments.’ They heard something in the background. ‘I’m putting you on hold. Don’t go anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘So whose gun is this?’ Archer said, looking at the Beretta in the bag. 
 
    Cowley came back forty seconds later.  
 
    ‘We got a match on that weapon, Sam. The one you got the FedEx kid to contact me about.’ 
 
    Archer looked at the pistol in the bag. The Beretta 92D from Engine 35’s wall; the gun that the kidnappers had tried to steal from the Prop Clerk and which he had then lifted from them. 
 
    ‘And you were almost right.’  
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘It is a cop’s gun. But not anyone in Internal Affairs. She’s actually one of yours.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The 4473 and our file says she’s a member of the Counter-Terrorism Bureau. That pistol belongs to someone called Diana Lucero.’ 
 
      
 
    Mulroney pulled up at an intersection stoplight just before the Queensborough Bridge and wiped sweat from his eyes. Distracted and out of habit, he pulled out his cell phone then realised it wouldn’t work right now.  
 
    ‘Shit, shit, shit, shit,’ he muttered to himself quietly, tapping the driving wheel in a staccato rhythm, wondering how the hell State could twist their way out of this one. Only too aware he had a dead hostage negotiator in the trunk of his car, he glanced in his mirror anxiously, but there was no sign he was being followed. With the cameras at the Bureau not operational, maybe they could get away with this after all. 
 
    The light above went green and he continued onwards across the empty intersection. 
 
    But then he was lit up from the side by a set of headlights coming towards him fast. 
 
    A Dodge 2500 roaring forward from Mulroney’s left didn’t stop at the intersection. Its headlights illuminated the IA detective a second before the truck t-boned him, the impact spinning the car around as the airbag deployed, the car coming to a standstill at the empty junction, the car left with a constant drone from the busted horn. 
 
    Shaken, Mulroney blinked several times as he pushed the airbag away from his face, then he heard a car door open and slam closed, followed by footsteps. 
 
    By the time he looked up, a figure was at his door. 
 
    ‘Evening, Detective,’ Jake Hendricks said.  
 
    Mulroney went for his handgun, but Hendricks smashed the stock of a shotgun into the IA detective’s face and the world went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY TWO 
 
    The district not far from the CT Bureau was filled with a taxi-dispatch parking lot, autobody shops and an old derelict warehouse near the docks. Right now, there were very few people about, the predicted thunderstorm and the heaviness in the air enough to keep them away.  
 
    Against the backdrop of an unusual and menacing dark reddish-grey light now enveloping the city, Hendricks parked outside the warehouse, then after making sure there was no-one around, dragged Mulroney out of the car and pushed him inside the building, the man’s hands already cuffed behind his back.  
 
    The CT Bureau sergeant shoved Mulroney roughly into the empty space, the dazed Internal Affairs detective offering no resistance, which was just as well if he’d seen the look on Hendricks’ face. Hendricks looked around and spotting an exposed metal support, dragged his captive over and re-secured his arms around it. Mulroney sagged back against it, his arms now trapped behind him. 
 
    ‘How did you know…?’ he asked. ‘How…’ 
 
    ‘Stuck a tracer on your car before I left for Pittsburgh,’ Hendricks said, holding up his backup cell so Mulroney could see a grid map of Queens with a pulsing blue light. State and Mulroney’s vehicle. ‘We start digging a little deeper into the Omari Jones/Jay Shah shootings and you two just happen to turn up at the Bureau investigating Shep’s and my teams? I knew something was up, so I checked your and State’s records; what I found was enough to make me real suspicious. So I decided to track you, see what you were up to, where you went.’ 
 
    ‘That’s against regulations.’ 
 
    ‘You gonna report me?’ 
 
    He put the phone away as Mulroney stared up at him warily. 
 
    ‘When I was at the 75th, my lieutenant had a major problem with you guys,’ Hendricks said. ‘Cranky son of a bitch, but he knew police. He said three kinds of people go into IA. Guys who were too afraid to hit the street. Guys who got busted for something and in exchange for not losing their badge sell out other people. Or guys who get all superior and think they’re doing the Lord’s work. 
 
    ‘I thought he was exaggerating, until today. But I think you’re a fourth type he didn’t mention. A cop killer.’ 
 
    Hendricks withdrew a police badge from his pocket, Mulroney instantly recognising it as Koechner’s. 
 
    ‘You murdered this man,’ Hendricks said. ‘I found his body in the trunk of your car.’  
 
    ‘Wasn’t me,’ he said. ‘That was State.’ 
 
    Without another word, Hendricks drew Mulroney’s Smith and Wesson from his own rear waistband where he’d secured it earlier and put the pistol to the man’s forehead. 
 
    The IA detective started to shake, staring up at the dark, implacable face looking down at him.  
 
    ‘You talk and don’t stop until I say so,’ Hendricks ordered. ‘Understand?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Did you kill Omari Jones?’ 
 
    ‘No. State did. I wasn’t even police…then.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t do it alone. Who was his partner?’ 
 
    ‘Guy called Frank Lupinetti.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Seventeen years before, in August 2001, it had been Lupinetti’s turn to ask the questions. He and State had been partners since State had been transferred from ESU at the beginning of the year, quickly recognising in each other the same character traits.  
 
    They were both freshly-badged detectives, assigned to the 9th on the east side, and it hadn’t been long before the two men were deep into bribery and extortion, making a lot of money out of it. Then the sexual assaults started. Zoe Saluco was the fourth woman the two men had raped at gunpoint, after noticing her during a stop at the Chinatown precinct.  
 
    However, the black cop who’d caught them had been the first witness.  
 
    And he now had Lupinetti scared. 
 
    ‘You said no-one came up on that floor that time of night!’ he raged to State inside his apartment, a day after Omari Jones had walked in to find them raping the cleaner.  
 
    ‘They don’t!’ State snapped back. ‘The night squad stay down below and the admin team work days.’ 
 
    ‘So where the hell did that guy come from!’  
 
    State didn’t reply; instead, he switched on the TV, slid in a video and started to watch a news recording from the day before, keeping his eyes on the screen. In the last twenty four hours, he and Lupinetti had both been working on discovering a lot more about the young man who’d caught them in the act: find out what his weaknesses were, anything they could use for blackmail. So far, they’d found the complete opposite; the man was a recently minted hero, given a medal the same day State and Lupinetti had tag-teamed the bitch in the 5th’s empty file room.   
 
    Two NYPD officers receive medals for bravery in private ceremony, the headline read.  
 
    ‘These officers demonstrated all the qualities that make our police force the best in the world,’ Mayor Giuliani said from the dais on the stage. ‘Lack of hesitation, total selflessness and a complete dedication to the people of this city.  
 
    ‘The city of New York and the Police Department are proud to recognise Officer Christopher Reeve and Officer Omari Jones with the Medal for Valor for their heroic acti...’ 
 
    ‘His partner’s name is Christopher Reeve?’ State said. ‘Superman. Are you kidding me?’ He threw the VCR control at the wall. ‘Department are keeping eyes on me after I got booted from ESU. This gets out, I’m dusted.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind his partner,’ Lupinetti said, watching the medals being presented. ‘What the hell do we do? He’s gonna talk, Carmine.’  
 
    State’s hand rested on his chosen service weapon, a Beretta 92D, beside the badge and cuffs on his belt.  
 
    ‘Then we gotta shut him up.’  
 
      
 
    Two nights later, having just worked out at the gym after his shift ended, Omari got off the C train at the same stop he’d been using his entire life and walked out into the Brooklyn night air.  
 
    The street corners had the customary figures hanging around, but despite taking some grief in the past for joining the NYPD and ‘selling out’, no-one bothered him anymore. He heard sirens in the air from somewhere nearby, but that wasn’t unusual.  
 
    He walked on past the Biggie mural, patting it with his hand as he always did, something he’d done ever since it had gone up. But his actions were automatic, his mind focused on what he’d seen three nights ago. 
 
    He couldn’t shake it from his thoughts and was torn about what to do.  
 
    He’d seen Zoe Saluco just once since the act he’d walked in on; that had been yesterday morning, but she’d immediately taken her mop bucket and scuttled away, clearly not wanting to talk to him. He hadn’t told his partner yet and still wasn’t sure why.  
 
    Possibly because he was still mulling over what action to take.  
 
    He was a rookie in the Department and although he hadn’t recognised them, the two men he’d walked in on had been wearing detective badges. Omari was right at the bottom of the pile.  
 
    Was he being naïve, and this sort of thing just happened? 
 
    As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he dismissed it. He and Reeve didn’t investigate cases yet, they responded to emergencies, but this was a terrible act carried out by two seniors. And there was no way the woman had been complicit judging by the expression on her face and the gun in her mouth. 
 
    Report it tomorrow. You know there’s no alternative. Otherwise you might as well hand in your badge and quit.  
 
    He recalled the pride he’d felt at receiving the medal from Giuliani, and the feeling that he’d done something heroic. You keep what you saw to yourself, you should throw that thing into the East River, given how much your bitch ass would deserve it. 
 
    Before he reached his apartment, he saw the cause of those sirens he’d heard. A fire had broken out at a bodega down the block from where he lived, and there were two trucks battling the blaze; however, it now appeared to be almost under control. He observed the figures of the firefighters’ baggy silhouettes in their helmets and protective bunker clothing, the air reeking of hot smoke. The heat added to the August humidity and made Omari sweat. Those guys weren’t cowards. They could sleep with a clean conscience at night. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ he asked a bystander. 
 
    ‘Faulty refrigerator, I heard. Some crazy lady lived up there. Had a load of cats.’ 
 
    ‘Not anymore,’ Omari muttered, looking at the blaze. He watched the firefighters for a few more moments, then walked over to his apartment building and letting himself in, trudged up the stairs to his place on the 3rd floor. He’d made his decision. Tomorrow, he’d go to the Captain. If gunpoint rape was the way things worked in the Department, he didn’t want any part of it. Selling junk on the street would be more honourable than doing nothing about what he’d seen. 
 
    He closed the front door and put his keys on the hook, placing his badge and gun on the table by the door before dropping his gym bag, sighing.  
 
    He walked into the apartment.  
 
    And that was when Detective Carmine State appeared from his bedroom.  
 
    Omari was caught completely by surprise, seeing one of the two men who’d been occupying his thoughts for the last few days suddenly materialise in front of him.  
 
    State stopped just outside the bedroom, looking at the black cop without expression as another figure stepped out from the bathroom just behind Omari.  
 
    State’s partner, Frank Lupinetti.  
 
    Both men were carrying a pistol, State a Beretta, Lupinetti a suppressed Glock.  
 
    The three of them stood there looking at each other in silence.  
 
    But the unspoken message was as loud as if they’d screamed it. 
 
    Omari moved fast. By his left hand was a lamp; he grabbed it, yanking it out of its socket, and it was in the air being launched at State before he could react. As State instinctively recoiled, Omari rushed him, wrestling him for the Beretta. Lupinetti brought up his own weapon but he couldn’t get a shot off without risking hitting State.  
 
    Omari managed to knock the Beretta out of State’s hand, but then State fell back, exposing Omari to Lupinetti’s suppressed pistol. Omari scrambled for the kitchen and dove into it as bullets pockmarked the wall behind him and the suppressed cracks of the gunfire echoed into the night.  
 
    Out of sight, Omari went for one of the drawers, taking out a knife, his eyes wide with fear, staying low to try and avoid the gunfire. People were outside, watching the firefighters. They’d be able to hear him if he called for help.  
 
     ‘Hel-’ he started to shout, but then three unsuppressed rounds blasted through the partition wall and straight into his body, two of them exiting the other side and thudding into the oven, shattering the glass. Omari tried to rise, but blood started to leak from his mouth and he sagged, wheezing.  
 
    State moved forward into the kitchen with his Beretta up, holding it double handed. As the din from the gunshots settled, they heard a baby screaming and shouting coming from somewhere. 
 
    ‘Yo, that was your Department piece!’ Lupinetti hissed, joining him and looking at State’s gun. ‘What were you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘It was meant to keep him still until you could drop him!’ State snapped back, watching Omari die. ‘Maybe if you could shoot straight, I wouldn’t have had to use it!’ State ran back and collected all the shell casings from the shots they’d fired, then grabbed Lupinetti and pushed him towards the fire escape through the open window. ‘Get your fat ass out, now!’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘This other man, Frank Lupinetti?’ Hendricks asked Mulroney, seventeen years later. ‘Where is he now?’ 
 
    ‘Hell’s Kitchen. He’s been several places. Different precincts. He pissed off some higher-ups with the amount of complaints and investigations against him and got transferred from the Fighting 9th out to the Harbor Unit for a couple years. He and State have a habit of making enemies.’ Mulroney spoke slowly, still dazed from the crash and then being knocked out by Hendricks. ‘He got the boat patrol logo tattooed on his arm the day he left. Said it was a reminder to avoid ever going back.’  
 
    ‘He’s behind these kidnappings?’ 
 
    As Mulroney hesitated, Hendricks prodded him with the gun.  
 
    ‘Yeah, one of them. He’s a main player, though. Your man Archer almost got him at the Highline this morning.’  
 
    ‘He was picking up cash?’ 
 
    ‘A decoy. He’s given his notice already, and he’s leaving the Department after Memorial Day weekend. Was just gonna disappear once he got his share.’  
 
    ‘If you weren’t there when Omari was shot, how do you know all this?’ Hendricks asked Mulroney, his old smartphone on the floor between him and the man, recording every word.  
 
    ‘State told me. He’s been needing my help a lot lately.’ He glanced up at Hendricks then looked away again. ‘Wouldn’t do it until I knew…why.’ 
 
    ‘So they killed this kid, but State still had his Department weapon. How’d it end up in the wall of a firehouse in Hell’s Kitchen?’ 
 
    ‘Carmine screwed up. It got stolen later that night.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY THREE 
 
    After they’d fled Omari Jones’ apartment, Lupinetti disappeared into the night while State took off in his car, but he didn’t drive far. Still in Brooklyn, he parked up near the water and took a moment to go over everything they’d just done, making sure they hadn’t made any mistakes other than using that Beretta, which was major enough.  
 
    He was livid with himself for that moment of carelessness; acting in the heat of the moment, he hadn’t had time to think out the possible consequences. He’d only been holding the sidearm to subdue Jones until Lupinetti was supposed to shoot him with the suppressed clean Glock they’d brought with them. Lupinetti was then going to dispose of the weapon. No evidence to tie them to the murder. 
 
    They’d planned for it being quick and quiet, not the shitshow it turned into. State was deliberately driving his own ride, not an NYPD vehicle, but he may as well not have bothered. Not now he’d been forced into shooting Jones with his Department firearm. He just had to hope no-one saw them leave, which would only add to their problems. 
 
    He looked at the shell casings in his hand that he’d quickly gathered up. He carefully wiped each down before climbing out of his car and throwing them into the water, hearing them land with small splashes. He was tempted to ditch the Beretta the same way but knew the fallout from losing his Department sidearm could draw the sort of attention he was trying to avoid, especially if CSU managed to get something from the bullets that had killed Omari. Their technology was moving way too fast for his peace of mind; you never knew what those sons of bitches could pull out of the bag. He’d find a way of safely disposing of the gun if he got any indication they’d managed to pull anything from the bullets. Losing his weapon when it could be unnecessary would be dumb. 
 
    He drew a pack of cigarettes and sparked a smoke, trying to bring himself back down and let his adrenaline settle after the murder. You should never have come down that corridor, boy, he thought, reliving the moment Omari had looked up at him as he sagged against his kitchen wall and died. Knowing the man’s death was going to be all over the news tomorrow, State tracked back through the act one last time. They’d forgotten nothing that he could think of or could do anything about now, and he was almost entirely sure they hadn’t been seen entering or leaving the building. Though he hadn’t set it, the fire down the street had been serendipitous and a very useful distraction.  
 
    All that was left now was for him to get the hell out of here. He finished the cigarette and flicked the butt into the water.  
 
    But as he reached his car, State found out exactly why parts of Brooklyn had earned their dangerous reputation.  
 
    Something hit the side of his head so hard it almost knocked him out. His legs cut out from under him and he thumped into the side of the vehicle before sliding to the ground; as he struggled to get back to his feet, dizzily trying to defend himself, he saw several figures standing over him. A second later they started working him over, the gleam of brass knuckles around one set of fingers glinting from the streetlight as they laid into him.  
 
    After another twenty seconds of the beating, State was almost unconscious and in too much pain to even attempt to fight back. Then it stopped and as he lay on the concrete, he heard car doors slam and the sound of a vehicle being driven off.  
 
    State dragged himself upright, spitting blood to the concrete, then rolled over slowly, still seeing stars. He went to pull himself over to his car, but it was gone.  
 
    ‘No,’ he whispered. ‘Oh shit. No, no.’ 
 
    They hadn’t only just jacked his car.  
 
    The Beretta he’d killed Omari with was still inside the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re having a bad week,’ Lupinetti said to him forty eight hours later, glancing at the cuts and bruises on State’s still swollen face as they sat together in their police car, driving through the East Village. ‘I wondered why you called in sick. How’d you get yourself jumped?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t stop them to ask, Frank. Told Cap I got mugged.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t press it?’ 
 
    ‘No. Seemed to find it funny I got my ass kicked.’ State’s eyes met his partner’s. ‘They took my ride.’ 
 
    ‘I thought they only worked you over. You got car jacked? Where?’ 
 
    ‘In Brooklyn, near the waterfront. I was tossing the shell casings. Still think this is funny?’ 
 
    Lupinetti swore. ‘How you gonna explain being there that time of night? And on the same evening the black cop died?’ 
 
    ‘I won’t report the car missing. It was a piece of shit anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Unlike you, to not give a shit about losing something. I’ve seen you get pissed putting quarters into a parking meter.’  
 
    Normally sure of himself, State glanced at his partner before his eyes slid away; it took Lupinetti a moment to make the connection.  
 
    But when he did, a horrified expression crossed his face and his eyes flicked down to the holster on State’s hip, which was holding his off-duty carry, not his Beretta.  
 
    ‘Oh, you son of a bitch. Tell me right now the gun wasn’t in the car.’ 
 
    State grimaced. ‘It was in the glove box.’ 
 
    ‘Why the hell didn’t you throw it in the water?’ 
 
    ‘Right alongside the shell casings? What if they dragged for it, or it washed up? We weren’t far from the cop’s apartment!’ 
 
    ‘You think this is better?’  
 
    ‘I was gonna get rid of it some other place if it looked like the lab had got something from the bullets.’ 
 
    ‘And now some gang banger or drug dealer has it.’ Lupinetti swore. ‘You stupid son of a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been looking for the car but there’s no trace of the goddamn thing.’ 
 
    ‘No shit, Carmine! It was probably getting stripped out and dumped or taken apart before you got home! And never mind the goddamn car; what about the pistol? It’s registered to you with the Department!’ 
 
    ‘Tell me something I don’t know, asshole!’  
 
      
 
    The theft of his ride and the loss of the handgun had dominated State’s thoughts in the following weeks, as he constantly wondered where the hell his service piece was, and where it could show up. The group who’d jacked him had looked like gang members and he pictured it stuffed in the ass waistband of some drug dealer’s jeans, waiting to be used and create more of an evidence trail.  
 
    His Department pistol; still registered and licenced in his name. 
 
    He ran through every scenario in his mind. The worst case was that the gun ended up in a police lab someday and came back as the weapon that Omari had been shot with, linked directly to Carmine State’s ownership. It was a real possibility. His mind was constantly squirrelling around, trying to come up with good reasons he couldn’t be connected to the shooting despite the fact it was his gun that had been used and that he’d spent time at Omari’s home precinct, the 5th, in the days before the shooting. The cleaner they’d raped had been threatened after they’d finished with her, and it seemed their threats had worked, because they’d heard nothing since. Looked like she was too scared to talk, just like the others before her. 
 
    But he still had a major problem. State had qualified for his quarterly on the range the same day that he killed the black cop. He could claim it got stolen before Omari was killed, but where? And he’d immediately be asked why he hadn’t reported it straight away. He’d be in deep shit for that alone. A lot of attention, especially after he was booted from ESU to the 9th and was currently walking on thin ice. 
 
    Then the decision had been made for him: two weeks or so after the shooting, State’s lieutenant had pulled him aside after a conversation regarding their current cases and pointed at State’s holster. 
 
    ‘Why am I seeing your off-duty carry?’ the man asked.  
 
    ‘I got mugged again last night, boss,’ State replied, lying through his teeth.  
 
    ‘You’re kidding me. Again?’ 
 
    ‘I was gonna report it this morning.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t get taken the first time you got jumped?’  
 
    ‘If I’d had it on me, they wouldn’t have mugged me,’ State said. 
 
    His lieutenant had reamed him out, but found it amusing enough that State, who he disliked intensely, had been robbed twice in such a short space of time that it served enough of a distraction to avoid him digging too deep. State’s luck had held, largely because he was unpopular in the precinct, so the sheer unlikelihood of getting jumped twice in less than a month had been lost in the noise once the word spread about what happened. He’d gotten away with it.  
 
    For now.  
 
    State had not only lived on his nerves for almost a month, he’d also found himself dealing with another unexpected complication related to the shooting.  
 
    And then what he’d been dreading happened.  
 
      
 
    He’d walked into the 9th on a Monday morning a month or so after the Bed-Stuy murder and was greeted by the desk sergeant who’d taken a message from downtown. In a twist of irony, on the desk beside the sergeant’s right hand was an open copy of the NY Post, revealing a full page spread detailing updates on the investigation into Omari Jones’ death.  
 
    The violent killing of the cop in his own home had been a big enough story for any updates to still be news, getting citywide attention. State didn’t glance at it more than once. 
 
    ‘Yo, Carbine, good and bad news,’ the desk sergeant said. The ineptitude of having a weapon stolen was a serious black mark against a detective, especially if the weapon later showed up at a crime scene. Only State’s intimidating reputation had kept him from being constantly hazed, despite the fact his colleagues were still laughing about it behind his back. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Your piece got picked up over by the Hudson last night. Some asshole tried to rob an off-duty cop and she put two bullets in him. Weapon he was carrying was yours. Beretta 92D.’ 
 
    State felt bile rise in his throat, but with an enormous effort, he managed to plaster an expression of relief on his face.  
 
    ‘She OK?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, she’s fine. He’s in a box.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s the gun now?’ 
 
    ‘At the 16th, in Hell’s Kitchen. It’s going to the lab on Wednesday. CSU are gonna run dust over it and check ballistics fingerprints to see if it matched up to any other homicides since you lost it. Apparently, the kid who was carrying it had marks against his name. Not that it really matters anymore. Maybe it was one of the guys who jumped you?’ he said, amusement in his eyes.  
 
    ‘Yeah, maybe,’ State replied quietly. ‘Thanks for the head’s up, Sergeant.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘God dammit!’ he cursed later that night at his apartment, knowing what they found when they checked the ballistics print on that gun was going to open up the Omari Jones case all over. With him right in the middle. 
 
    With the spotlight from Jones’ murder turning right onto him, State pictured Zoe Saluco coming forward, or one of the other bitches he and Lupinetti had raped in their time together. Then there were the other people he and his partner been blackmailing, bribing or intimidating for various reasons, people he knew would only be too happy to see him go down. He envisaged an I am Spartacus situation where all their living marks suddenly started to speak up, once they saw there was safety in numbers. Swearing loudly, he threw the whiskey glass he’d been holding at the wall, shattering it and prompting a shout from a neighbour to quiet down. 
 
    He considered the possibility of pinning the shooting on his partner. And if any of these people came forward, he’d do his best to shift the blame onto Lupinetti as much as possible. He’d cut a plea deal in exchange for selling him out. That was if Lupinetti didn’t get there first. 
 
    But would it stick? He didn’t think so. There’d be too much evidence against him once they started to dig to show he was complicit, and he had a bad enough record already.  
 
    As rain pattered against his apartment window, swollen purple-bellied storm clouds over Manhattan, State looked at a copy of The Post that he’d bought and scoured for any useful information in the Omari Jones article.  
 
    The date on the top corner was Monday September 10th, 2001.  
 
    On the TV, he saw the Monday Night Football game start, the New York Giants playing the Denver Broncos, life going on as normal across America.  
 
    But not for him. 
 
    In two days, that gun was going to end his life. 
 
    Carmine State knew when he died, there was only one direction he was headed, and it wasn’t up. He wasn’t a religious man, but that night he prayed for a miracle.  
 
    And in some perverse, ghastly twist of fate, the next day his dark, self-interested prayers were answered. 
 
    On the morning of Tuesday, September 11th. 
 
    2001. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY FOUR 
 
    ‘This is Diana Lucero’s gun?’ Josh asked Cowley, looking at the bagged Beretta Archer had intercepted from the Property Clerk, seventeen years later. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Diana Lucero,’ the ATF team leader repeated over the phone. ‘Detective in your CT Bureau, according to our records. Wasn’t her primary sidearm, but her off-duty weapon. She bought it six years ago.’  
 
    ‘Beretta 92D isn’t approved for off-duty carry for the NYPD,’ Josh said.  
 
    ‘Beretta 8000 is, and she applied and got special authorisation for the 92. She bought it from an LAPD SWAT guy, so it was pre-approved. It passed further inspection once the trigger was adapted to NYPD requirements. Guess she liked that gun.’ 
 
    Cowley rattled off the serial number again. Archer and Josh saw it was an exact match. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Noah,’ Archer said. ‘If I need more help, I’ll be in touch.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get it,’ Zoe said, as Archer ended the internet call. ‘They were trying to steal her pistol from the Prop Clerk?’ 
 
    ‘Looks that way, yes,’ Archer replied, distractedly, looking at the black handgun.  
 
    ‘Did your colleague help these men? Otherwise, how did they get to use her pistol?’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t do that,’ Josh said. ‘Diana would never turn.’ 
 
    ‘So why was it there?’ 
 
     ‘I think I know,’ Archer suddenly said, looking up at his detective partner.  
 
    ‘Tell us.’ 
 
    ‘She got to the Prop Clerk before they did.’  
 
    ‘What?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘Lupinetti told me Diana had cracked what they were up to. Only she went further than just working it out. I think she had a feeling someone could try to steal the Beretta from the Prop Clerk, so she swapped it with her own.’ He tapped the bag. ‘This one.’ 
 
    ‘How did she do it?’ Zoe asked. ‘And why?’ 
 
    ‘She must’ve blagged her way into that evidence locker somehow. Knowing Diana, that wouldn’t have been difficult. Probably used her CT Bureau credentials. Then she must’ve exchanged the gun with hers and removed the evidence for safe keeping. Only she didn’t bank on the kidnappers coming for her later that night.’ 
 
    ‘But they still tried to steal the gun from the Prop Clerk,’ Josh said. ‘So why kill her when they didn’t even know she’d switched the pistol with hers?’ 
 
    ‘Mikey said she’d got really interested in Jay Shah’s murder case and pulled his file. She’d picked up on the angle he’d shot himself. And she’d have seen a pistol had been found in Engine 35’s wall. Evidence has been stolen from lockers before. She discovered more than we have so far and was convinced enough of someone’s guilt to swap pistols with her own.’ 
 
    ‘Why not just take it and not leave hers?’ Zoe said. 
 
    ‘If I’m right, she wanted to protect the Engine 35 Beretta and make sure it went to the lab. She knew or guessed they were going to try to lift it and if they did, they had to have a gun to take. That way, they wouldn’t be looking for the real firehouse Beretta and she could get it to the lab safely.  
 
    ‘She’d have assumed her gun would only be there temporarily. Once the Beretta was with CSU, she or Hendricks would probably have told them what she’d done and retrieved her weapon. I’m thinking Hendricks gave her permission to do it. Her phone records say they shared a phone call yesterday, at 8:30ish pm, just before the first power outage.’ 
 
    ‘But then she risked getting herself in a whole heap of trouble,’ Zoe said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but Diana always took risks. And so does Hendricks. That’s how they win. She wanted to meet Mikey last night at Astoria Park. I’ll bet she was going to tell him what she’d done.’ He looked at Lucero’s pistol in the bag. ‘And I’m sure the Beretta she swapped out will come back as the one that killed Omari when we can find it.’ 
 
    ‘And Jay?’ Josh asked. 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘The same gun killed them both. That young man didn’t shoot himself. Someone else waxed him at his firehouse and made it look like a suicide.’ 
 
    ‘You said there’s a group behind this, Arch,’ Josh said. ‘Corrupt cops.’ Archer nodded. ‘Why would they all be so invested in getting this gun back? They can’t all have been there when Omari or Jay were killed.’ 
 
    ‘I think State is coercing them somehow. Think about it. In Internal Affairs, he investigates bad cops, right? What if he’s cut some of the worst ones a deal. Gets them off their guilty charges but in return, they have to work for him. He’s got them in his pocket.’ 
 
    Zoe and Josh considered it.  
 
    ‘They’d have to do what he wants, otherwise he’ll sell them out,’ Josh said. ‘He clears their names, but the payback is they’re on his roll from now on. Man, he must have something big on all of them.’ 
 
    ‘Then why did they take hostages?’ Zoe asked. ‘To buy them time to get the gun back?’ 
 
    ‘Partly,’ Archer said. ‘Keep us focused on something else that’s gonna grab all our attention and resources, so they had a free run at the Prop Clerk. And Lupinetti said they all knew this was the end of the line for them and their various rackets, that most of them are going to start trickling out of the Department over the next few months anyway. So they’d need a lot of cash, fast, and that was their deal. They’d do what State wanted and get the gun back, but he had to agree to their plan to screw cash out of the city.’ 
 
    ‘Guess it wasn’t enough for them to just kidnap and hold Hendricks’ team; they saw a way of using them,’ Josh continued. ‘Even with the blackmail threat State was holding over them, to get these guys to co-operate he was forced to agree.’ 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘Lupinetti said Bridge, Mikey and Devonte were all gonna be killed before the day was over. They never had any intention of letting them go.’ 
 
    ‘You said they were gonna leave the Department?’ Zoe said. ‘That these guys couldn’t stick around, even after they got all this money. Why? They’ve survived here this long, despite all the things you think they’ve done.’ 
 
    ‘From what Lupinetti told me, they aren’t a team who’ve ever worked together before, only when they picked up three of our guys last night and when they went after Diana and Hendricks. They must’ve been confident they could get away with the kidnapping and extortion but they knew the heat was going to be on after that. Our guys doing their best to track them down.  
 
    ‘But they couldn’t all resign at once, that’d attract too much attention. I picked up from Lupinetti that these men are used to operating alone and none of them trust each other. That’s not a surprise. All of them bent cops with dents in their records, out for what they can get, now all trying to save their own skin. Hardly the recipe for a cohesive unit. And if we’re right, they’re only working together because State’s blackmailed them into it.’  
 
    ‘Why’d they blast Hendricks?’ Josh asked. ‘Why not take him as a hostage too? Did he know about the gun?’ 
 
    ‘Diana probably told him on that call last night. If State is running the show on this, from the time he’s spent at the Bureau he’ll have found out fast what Hendricks is like and how he operates. They must’ve wanted to get rid of him before he could cause them any trouble.  
 
    ‘Or he might’ve given Lucero permission to try and swap the gun with her own, to buy time until he got back and could help her himself. Keep the pistol in safe hands until they could expedite it to CSU’s lab. They didn’t know who to trust until they completed their investigation. I think that must be why State’s men targeted the two of them first, then kept Bridge, Mikey and Devonte as barter, to give them time to get the pistol from the Prop Clerk.’  
 
    ‘So they still don’t know she swapped the guns?’ Zoe said.  
 
    ‘No,’ Archer replied. ‘And she pulled their own trick on them.’ 
 
    ‘Switching pistols?’ 
 
    ‘Carmine State used his NYPD sidearm to kill Omari Jones, I’m sure of it. As we heard, ATF’s records said he reported his Department weapon stolen shortly after that incident and the gun was found at a crime scene in early September 2001. There wasn’t a mistaken annotation. The record was accurate.’ 
 
    ‘So how was it logged as a Taurus if that wasn’t a screw up?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘State switched it before it went to the lab.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Zoe said, rising and shaking her head. ‘You can’t just walk into a police precinct and tamper with evidence. It’s secured.’  
 
    ‘Lucero managed it.’ 
 
    ‘Still…’  
 
    ‘But that tells us something,’ Archer explained. ‘You couldn’t do the swap on a normal day, right? But what was the one morning in this city’s history when you could guarantee almost every police and fire station was cleared out? The one day that could never be described as normal.’ 
 
    ‘9/11,’ Josh said after a pause.  
 
    ‘And what day was State’s gun due to be sent to the lab?’ Archer said, seeing what he was leading up to finally register with the other two.  
 
    ‘Twenty four hours later,’ Josh finished, seeing Archer’s point. ‘September 12th, 2001.’  
 
    * 
 
    Frank Lupinetti woke up on the morning of September 11th, 2001 with one of the worst headaches of his life. The previous night had been an indulgent, heavy binge-drinking session, his way of dealing with the events of the past few weeks. He belched, tasting Pabst Blue Ribbon and Jim Beam on his breath, which only made his nausea worse. He sat up, the room swimming, and made it to the bathroom just in time before throwing up into the toilet.  
 
    He’d put down some water and was only half-dressed when he heard the sirens outside, followed by a persistent hammering on his door. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ he snarled as he yanked the door open. 
 
    ‘Get your clothes on!’ State told him as he brushed past him. ‘Right now!’ 
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    State turned on the TV, and his partner saw the smoke billowing from the WTC’s North Tower.  
 
    * 
 
    ‘Diana Lucero told me last night she thought someone was gonna try to steal the pistol found at the firehouse,’ Hendricks said to Mulroney in Queens, talking more for the benefit of his phone than for the handcuffed IA detective. He needed to get what had happened recorded in case something happened to him tonight. ‘Said she’d got the serial number of the weapon from the Evidence Collection Team and recognised it as NYPD batch. Department is technically a re-seller of sidearms, right? We buy boxes of them direct from the manufacturer and sell them on to our officers. 
 
    ‘So she got the serial number of the Engine 35 pistol and did some digging. Told me she found other Berettas with almost that exact serial number had been bought by the NYPD in the 90s, for Emergency Service Unit’s use before they transferred to something else. After what she’d learned about Jay, and the mystery surrounding his death, she called and told me she was convinced it was a cop’s gun. And guess who was an ESU team member for fourteen months in 1999-2000 before getting kicked out?’ 
 
    ‘My partner,’ Mulroney mumbled. ‘Carmine State.’  
 
    ‘Correct. When my team worked Cypress Hills, we had a big case dropped because someone tampered with evidence,’ Hendricks said, laying it all out for the tape. ‘Lucero remembered that and realised this gun was hot. She told me she wanted to swap the Engine 35 pistol out in case it went missing before it got to the lab. I knew she had a 92D as her off-duty carry and gave her permission to use it. Then you and your boys killed her.’ 
 
    ‘She swapped the pistol?’ Mulroney asked, looking genuinely surprised. 
 
    ‘The Beretta found in the wall at Engine 35. It’s State’s gun, isn’t it?’ Hendricks said, ignoring the question. 
 
    Mulroney nodded slowly.  
 
    ‘Say it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Carmine told me it was headed for the lab on September 12th, 2001. He and Lupinetti knew it would come back as the weapon that killed Omari, which would tie them both to his murder. They also knew it was still in the evidence lockers at the 16th Precinct.’ 
 
    ‘Then on the morning of the 11th, the planes hit downtown,’ Hendricks said. ‘Clearing out the police station.’ 
 
    ‘Not just the police station, Sergeant,’ Mulroney muttered. ‘How do you think it ended up at Engine 35?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY FIVE 
 
    Jay Shah had been at a bagel shop in Chelsea getting the firehouse’s breakfast when news of the first plane’s impact, American Airlines Flight 11, was broadcast on the TV in the bakery.  
 
    After watching thirty seconds or so of footage, he abandoned his order, leapt into his car and sped uptown towards Engine 35, his heart racing.  
 
    On the way, he passed scores of first responders heading the other way, flashing past in a scream of red, white and blue. His phone rang; on a normal morning he never would have answered while driving, but what was happening downtown showed this was no normal day.  
 
    ‘What’s happening, Jaya?’ Priya asked. ‘Are you involved?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t talk long, Mom!’ Jay said. ‘A plane hit one of the towers at the Trade Center. Where’s Laila?’ 
 
    ‘She left for work ten minutes ago.’ 
 
    ‘Call her and tell her to get straight back home. Stay in Flushing and don’t come anywhere near the city today.’ 
 
    ‘Be careful. I love you!’ 
 
    ‘I love you too.’  
 
    By the time he made it to the firehouse, Jay saw the Engine’s fire truck was already gone. As he approached, he saw a Port Authority bus had been commandeered and was parked outside the entrance, Engine 35 members who were supposed to be off-duty finishing loading extra equipment onto the transit vehicle. But in the time it took him to pull up and park, the last firefighter jumped on the bus which then took off, no-one on board hearing Jay’s shout or seeing him race across the street as he tried to get their attention. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ he called, but he’d wasted his breath. Frustrated, he went into the emptied-out firehouse and saw steam rising from freshly brewed cups of coffee in the communal area.  
 
    He stared at the TV across the room which had been left switched on, showing the plume of smoke billowing from one of the world’s most recognisable buildings. Outside, he heard the bark of a fire truck and saw a ladder company from further uptown speed down the street, the sounds of other sirens distant but constant.  
 
    In Jay’s short time as a firefighter, he’d heard the crews say see you at the big one when they parted company.  
 
    ‘Man, this is the big one,’ he muttered.  
 
    Then just as he was about to gather his gear before driving himself downtown to re-join his firehouse, he saw a black speck appear in the skies on the far edge of the TV screen.  
 
    United 175. 
 
    And the big one got a hell of a lot bigger. 
 
      
 
    ‘Every first responder in the city is going downtown!’ State said to Lupinetti, the two men speeding uptown in State’s car. 
 
    ‘The South Tower just got hit too!’ his partner said, listening to the radio. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Both Towers took a plane to the upper floors. Every cop and firefighter in the city is being called down there!’ 
 
    ‘This is our shot,’ State said. ‘Get your shit together and focus!’ 
 
    He braked four blocks from the 16th Precinct, not wanting cameras outside the police station to document his plates; the two detectives got out of the car, put on jackets and then a couple of Yankees baseball caps State had brought with him before hustling down the street. 
 
    When they arrived at the 16th there were very few people around. Phones were ringing off the hooks, the constant sound of sirens coming from outside. The desk sergeant was on the phone when they entered, but a cursory glance registered the badges on their hips and he continued with his conversation.  
 
    Shock provided opportunity. Lupinetti and State headed straight for where they knew the evidence lock up was. They’d both been inside this precinct before and were familiar with its layout.  
 
    When they arrived outside the locker downstairs, as they hoped, it was unattended. 
 
    ‘Shit, Carmine, you were right,’ Lupinetti said. 
 
    ‘Stay here and keep watch.’  
 
    State had come prepared and picked the lock on the outside in less than fifteen seconds, then opened the gate and cut quickly inside. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves then started rifling rapidly through the shelves, checking the labels, looking for his gun. 
 
    Moments later, he found it.  
 
    He checked the date before pulling the evidence bag and with the biggest surge of relief he’d ever felt in his life, saw the familiar scratch mark on the barrel; his adrenaline went through the roof as he finally held his stolen Beretta again, the first time since he’d been car-jacked the night of Omari’s murder the month before.  
 
    He ran over to the front desk, snatched a replica bag then taking a pen, filled out the details to match the notation on the Beretta. He withdrew a Taurus 9mm from his jacket, which he carefully wiped down and dropped it in the bag, recording the serial number.  
 
    ‘Where’s that from?’ Lupinetti hissed from the doorway, glancing over to see what State was doing. 
 
    ‘Kept it after a bust I didn’t record. Asshole trying to sell stolen handguns out the back of his car. Figured they could be useful one day. I was right.’  
 
    The two guns weren’t a perfect match, but the Taurus was as close as he could get this fast. They’d figure some idiot had made a mistake. State put the bagged Taurus on the shelf where the Beretta had been moments earlier, tucked the Beretta still in its bag into the back of his waistband, hidden under his jacket, then made sure the evidence room looked just the same as when he’d arrived.  
 
    ‘This time, it’s going straight into the Hudson,’ he said, the pair closing the evidence locker.  
 
    ‘Too right.’ 
 
    ‘What you guys doing down here?’ a voice asked from behind them.  
 
    The pair had just started to walk towards the rear of the building, away from the evidence room. Startled, they turned and saw the desk sergeant had followed them down, having ended his call. 
 
    ‘Came looking for a couple detectives, but they must’ve gone downtown,’ State said, thinking fast. ‘It’s where we’re headed, right now.’ 
 
    There was a brief silence. The desk sergeant glanced at the now closed door to the evidence locker before looking at the two detectives.  
 
    State knew his excuse was lame, but it was all he could come up with on the spur of the moment.  
 
    What saved them was the sergeant’s mind was clearly focused on the attack on the WTC and not on them. ‘You’d better get going then,’ the man said. ‘Those guys need all the help they can get down there.’ 
 
      
 
    Leaving the precinct, State and Lupinetti hurried away from the 16th when they heard another siren, but this time it wasn’t heading in the same direction as the others.  
 
    This one sounded like it was coming their way.  
 
    The two men looked at each other, then State started jogging, Lupinetti following seconds later, both wanting to put distance between themselves and the precinct. 
 
    ‘We’re good, Carmine,’ Lupinetti said, breathlessly after they’d kept up the pace for another minute or so. ‘Stop or I’m gonna puk-’  
 
    Then they heard another siren. Maybe that desk sergeant hadn’t been fooled after all and he’d realised what they’d done. In apparent panic, State grabbed his partner. ‘In here!’ he said, pulling Lupinetti into the entrance of an empty fire station they’d stopped outside.  
 
    The truck was absent, and the place was deserted, all their guys most definitely downtown or heading that way.  
 
    The two detectives ducked out of sight of the road, but to Lupinetti’s relief the police cruiser sped past.  
 
    ‘Where were you running to?’ Lupinetti asked, bending double, feeling waves of nausea wash over him. ‘The car’s the other way!’ 
 
    ‘I freaked when I heard the siren.’ 
 
    ‘You absolutely sure that’s your gun?’  
 
    State pulled the weapon from his waistband. The evidence bag had September 12th printed on it, the day it was due to go to the lab. He ripped the bag open and looked at his Beretta, the firearm that had killed Omari Jones. He pulled a knife and took out a mechanism to keep the slide of the pistol back.  
 
    He looked back at his partner and nodded, laughing in relief.  
 
    ‘Christ, Franky. God’s smiling on us or something. I asked for a miracle. This gets us off the hook.’ 
 
    ‘We’re in the clear?’ 
 
    ‘I think we are. This thing is back where it belongs. And no-one saw us kill the ni-’ 
 
    State cut off mid-sentence, staring over Lupinetti’s shoulder.  
 
    His partner turned and saw why.  
 
    A young brown-skinned guy was staring at them, his firefighter gear in his arms.  
 
    It was clear from his face that he’d heard every word they’d just said. 
 
    The firefighter looked at the torn-open evidence bag on the floor.  
 
    Then back up at the two detectives again.  
 
    Just when they thought they were in the clear, State and Lupinetti realised in that moment that this story hadn’t yet ended.  
 
    Despite his hangover, for the first time that day Lupinetti moved fast. He drew his gun and motioned for the firefighter to put his hands up, but the young man took both cops completely by surprise by launching himself at Lupinetti. The same as Omari had done to State in his apartment. 
 
    He wrestled with the bent cop, the pair barrelling into State who staggered back before regaining his balance. He thought fast and quickly glanced at the entrance, seeing there was no-one else in sight; he’d learned from Omari’s death, but this guy was too big to strangle, and he wasn’t gonna go quietly.  
 
    As his partner fought the firefighter, State looked at the weapon that had killed Omari, back in his hand. It was already dirty.  
 
    He couldn’t use his replacement. 
 
    He looked up just as the young firefighter overpowered a hungover Lupinetti by pulling his shirt half over his head, a hockey move, and floored him with several wild hooks. State had coolly swapped the magazine from his replacement pistol into his old Beretta.  
 
    As Jay Shah looked down at the man he’d just dropped, State snatched up a pair of rolled up firefighter t-shirts from the shelf behind him and held them against the muzzle of the gun. 
 
    Stepping to the firefighter’s right before the kid could react, he lifted the same gun that had killed Omari Jones and shot Jay once in the head. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY SIX 
 
    ‘The 16th Precinct would’ve been like a ghost town that morning,’ Archer said, now perched on a stool in Lucero’s apartment, talking through the events of that day for his own benefit as much as for Josh and Zoe, as he pieced them together in his head. ‘Cleared out. And I think our guys would have seized that opportunity to retrieve evidence from the lock-up. Evidence that would incriminate them.’ 
 
    ‘And now one of them is Internal Affairs, temporarily posted at the Bureau, watching our every move.’ Josh said. ‘Carmine State.’  
 
    Archer remembered he still had Frank Lupinetti’s wallet in his pocket. He pulled out Lupinetti’s driving licence to show Zoe and Josh; Zoe stared at the picture. 
 
    ‘That’s him,’ she said quietly. ‘That’s the other one who raped me.’ 
 
    ‘Lupinetti, State. Mulroney, who I’m sure is part of this somehow too.’ Archer said, picturing the men he’d encountered one at a time over the course of the day. ‘The guy from Times Square who slashed open the Guardian Angel’s throat. Detective Lorenzo Salumeria, the man who sent me into the East River. Detective Ricardo Fallas, who Mikey killed and who this belonged to.’ He held up the iPhone. ‘All these men must’ve had charges against them at one time, dropped by IA. When we get the chance, that’s top of the priority list to check out.’ 
 
    ‘But how is Jay’s death connected?’ Zoe asked. ‘Is it connected?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not entirely sure,’ Archer said. ‘Maybe he bumped into State after State stole the gun from the 16th Precinct? Engine 35 isn’t that far from the police station.’  
 
    ‘Kidnapping three CT detectives, murdering another and trying to car bomb Hendricks, then blackmailing the department for millions of dollars?’ Josh said. ‘Pretty elaborate way of shutting down the investigation, if you’re right.’ 
 
    ‘The stakes are high, partner. Serious sexual assault at gunpoint? Then a cop/firefighter double homicide? State and Lupinetti know they’ll spend the rest of their lives inside if they’re convicted and our guys were getting way too close. They had to shut the investigation down immediately. And State has a lot of power in his role at IA. Remember how he was grilling us yesterday. I’m betting he’s told his boys if they don’t help him out on this, he’s gonna make damn sure they all go down with him.’ 
 
    ‘So kidnap our guys, let us all think it’s for ransom, kill the two who were closest to catching them before they could talk, dress it up as something else, and then blackmail the city for a ton of cash,’ Josh said. 
 
    ‘Exactly. And he’s there, at the Bureau, right now, in the room with the hot phone. Until we both went dark, State and his partner were in a prime seat, watching and listening all day. Knowing what our moves were. It’s why he’s been on my case ever since this started and throwing a fit whenever I went off-script. He wanted me back where he could keep an eye on me.’ 
 
    ‘Are the people there in danger?’ Zoe asked. 
 
    ‘Depends if these guys feel cornered,’ Archer replied. ‘And if they find out we know they’re involved.’ 
 
    ‘Or if Hendricks wakes up,’ Josh added. ‘State must have been shit-scared when he heard Jake had survived. Hope Franklin has him well guarded.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of which, we need to keep you safe,’ Archer told Zoe. ‘Until this is over, you stay with one of us.’ 
 
    ‘Melissa said she sent her girls to her in-laws’ place,’ Josh said. ‘I can take Zoe out there and protect them all.’ 
 
    ‘Do they have any guns?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Remember which family we’re talking about.’ 
 
    Archer smiled, then looked at Josh’s sidearm. ‘You might need more firepower until you get there.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not driving a Bureau car, Arch.’ He patted his holster. ‘All I’m carrying.’ 
 
    Archer’s eyes moved past him to the locked safe beside Lucero’s bed. Josh saw where he was looking, rose and knelt beside it. He tried a few obvious combinations he could think of, but none were accepted.  
 
    Archer watched as the last attempt failed. ‘Try 062204.’ 
 
    Josh tried the combination.  
 
    The safe opened. 
 
    ‘How did you…’ Zoe asked, looking at Archer. 
 
    ‘22nd June 2004,’ he said quietly. ‘The day her mother and sister died.’ 
 
    Josh opened the door wide and the three of them saw several items inside, resting on top of her passport and an unsealed envelope full of cash. Seeing what he’d been hoping for, another weapon, Josh took out a Smith and Wesson and two spare magazines. As he checked the magazine and loaded the gun, Archer noticed something else resting on its side in the safe.  
 
    A multi-coloured pinwheel. 
 
    * 
 
    The gunshot that killed Jay Shah was muffled by the roll of FDNY t-shirts, and he dropped where he was standing.  
 
    ‘You gotta be shitting me!’ Lupinetti said, panting heavily, looking at Jay’s body. ‘Where’d he come from?’ 
 
    As State stared down at the dead firefighter, his mind racing with possibilities, he heard more sirens from the street. They had to act, and it had to be now.  
 
    ‘Go to my car and open the trunk!’ he ordered his partner, thinking fast. ‘Look under the spare wheel and get a Taurus from that case I jacked.’ 
 
    Lupinetti hurried off as State checked around him, relieved to see the firefighter’s body wasn’t visible from the entrance. Taking advantage of his partner’s absence, State rose and finding the firehouse lockers, checked the numbers then quickly put an envelope inside one before returning to the body. When Lupinetti reappeared a few minutes later with the Taurus, State took it from him; knowing he needed to fire the pistol, he grabbed a roll of heavy bunker pants and put the muzzle of the Taurus against them before going to a window.  
 
    He fired out of it once, up into the sky, not caring where the bullet came down, the bunker pants muffling the shot. He returned to Jay’s body, carefully wiped down the pistol, then holding it through his sleeve, placed it in the dead young man’s hand.  
 
    He did the same with the shell casing, laying it near the gun, before picking up the bunker pants, ready to stow them in his car before destroying them.  
 
    Then they heard voices. 
 
    ‘…tanks?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they need as many as we can find,’ another replied. ‘Let’s stack ‘em up and get them in the back of the squad car.’ 
 
    State and Lupinetti shot a look at each other; they were around the corner, out of sight where the firehouse entrance met the kitchen, a TV playing quietly showing smoke billowing from the two Towers downtown.  
 
    But they heard footsteps approaching. Lupinetti turned and stepped through the door.  
 
    Two men in shirts, jackets and trousers with detective badges on their belts were walking into the firehouse. As State gripped his Beretta, hidden just around the corner and ready to kill again if he had to, Lupinetti moved forward to intercept the two men.  
 
    If he failed, they’d join the firefighter on the floor. 
 
    ‘Who’re you?’ one of the detectives asked, surprised by Lupinetti’s appearance. 
 
    ‘Detective,’ he replied, showing his badge. ‘Think I got the same request as you guys.’ 
 
    ‘Oxygen tanks?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I looked around. Can’t find any.’ 
 
    ‘Their lieutenant said he knows where some are stored,’ the detectives said, moving forward. ‘You probably missed them.’ 
 
    Lupinetti stepped casually in front of him. ‘I looked everywhere, man. Think a second wave of guys took them all.’ 
 
    Out of sight, Jay’s body beside him, State swore silently and began to panic. He didn’t want the complication of disposing of two more bodies. He also realised he should’ve got Lupinetti to immediately take the dirty Beretta to the car so it was gone. If they couldn’t find the gun that had shot the firefighter, they couldn’t pin it on him. The Taurus wasn’t assigned to him or Lupinetti, so once again, it was only the Beretta that could screw him. 
 
    As Lupinetti did his best to bullshit the two men, State looked around, knowing he had to dispose of the weapon right now in case the pair decided to search them or spotted the corpse. He had to stow it where it couldn’t be found until he could dispose of the gun later.  
 
    He noticed the brickwork on the back wall looked old, and one of the bricks three rows up was sticking out slightly, the wall having shifted at some point. Pulling on the latex glove he’d used at the 16th Precinct, State took hold of the brick and pulled but to his surprise, it slid out easily enough. He pushed his hand into the gap behind which was surprisingly spacious; it was a double wall. There’d be plenty of space to tuck the gun away.  
 
    He slid the Beretta into the space, the now double murder weapon of a cop and firefighter and quickly replaced the brick. I’ll get it once we’re sure these assholes have gone, he thought, brushing away the dust from the old cement that had fallen. He hid the gloves inside his jacket pocket, rose and walked out towards the officer, who Lupinetti was still talking to. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Thought I heard voices.’ He turned to Lupinetti. ‘I just checked out back. No more bottles. Someone else must have taken them. But we can bring them down some extra bunker pants,’ he said, the rolled up sets under his arm with the bullet holes concealed. He shifted attention to the watching detectives. ‘You get the same request?’ 
 
    The men nodded.  
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ one of them said after a moment’s hesitation, glancing around the firehouse, clearly sensing something was off but unable to ascertain exactly what. ‘We’ll give you a ride.’ 
 
    ‘Our car is around the corner. We’ll tak-’  
 
    ‘You heard the news lately? Another plane hit. We gotta go. Come with us, now,’ he said sharply, looking at State. ‘Get your ride later. Every second counts.’ 
 
    State could see the guy was getting suspicious and could decide to check out the back if he continued to object so he nodded and reluctantly followed the men to their car, Lupinetti following.  
 
    As they sped off down the street, State glanced back at the firehouse where the young firefighter’s body lay, to be discovered by the next person who went inside.  
 
    And where the gun that could tie him to both his and Omari Jones’ murder was hidden in the wall.  
 
      
 
    Hours later, the first firefighters from the house began to return, covered in ash, some injured and bleeding, all exhausted. In a state of shock, Sean O’Brien leaned against the wall as Nick Dragila and another man slumped down on the ground next to him.  
 
    ‘Use this, Seanny,’ one of the other men, called Donough, said, passing O’Brien a bottle of water. He tipped it and washed out his eyes, then poured some into his mouth before spitting it out, the water coming out as sludge.  
 
    ‘Where’s the probie?’ O’Brien asked. ‘Jay? Anyone see him down there?’ 
 
    As the others shook their heads wearily, Donough’s voice called out from the back of the firehouse where he’d just gone to get more water. 
 
    ‘He’s here.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘That was State’s version of what happened in that firehouse?’ Hendricks asked Mulroney, a gun still to the man’s head. 
 
    ‘Yeah. If you get your hands on Frank Lupinetti, get him to tell you.’ Mulroney paused. ‘He was the other guy who raped that cleaner. Zoe Saluco.’ 
 
    ‘Why’d State tell you about that?’ 
 
    ‘Like I told you before, he’s needed my help recently; especially today. I wasn’t gonna do shit until I knew why.’ 
 
    ‘That was all it took?’ 
 
    ‘No. I told you how he operates. When I said I wasn’t gonna put myself out there for him, he threatened me.’ 
 
    ‘That pair of detectives who found them in the firehouse. Why didn’t they put two and two together when Jay’s body hit the news?’ 
 
    ‘I asked Carmine that, but that SOB got lucky, again. One of them died in the South Tower. The other bought it on the street outside during the second collapse.’ Mulroney frowned, still dazed from the car wreck. ‘How did you know? That Omari and Jay…were connected?’ 
 
    Hendricks looked down at the man slumped in front of him. ‘After Phillips told me about Jay, and I heard a Beretta 92D had recently been found in the firehouse wall, I knew it wasn’t there by accident. I started looking into anomalies from other cases in the city around the time the firefighter died, when any weapon used was a 9mm. Cases that hadn’t been solved. What do you know, I discovered there was a cold case murder of a cop, weeks earlier, pretty much forgotten after 9/11 went down. Shot and killed with a 9mil, neither the murder weapon or his killer ever found, a hero cop who’d had a medal pinned on him seventy two hours earlier by Giuliani. You bet your ass that caught my attention.’  
 
     Hendricks paused, the phone still recording.  
 
    ‘Bring it back to today. What’s with the dead man in your trunk?’ 
 
    ‘He’s the head of hostage negotiation. Name’s Koechner. He was brought in to get your people back.’ 
 
    ‘Why’d State kill him?’ 
 
    ‘He said Koechner worked out somehow he was involved in the kidnappings. Carmine strangled him outside your base.’ 
 
    ‘And who murdered my detective?’ Hendricks asked quietly. ‘Diana Lucero.’ 
 
    ‘That was State too. Corliss and Baszler were there on watch.’ Mulroney spoke nervously, intimidated by the tall police sergeant standing over him. He’d been around the Bureau long enough in the last few days to have learnt all he wanted to about Hendricks’ reputation. He tried to gauge his reaction to what he was saying, but the man wasn’t giving anything away. ‘They bugged her car the day before and tracked her to Astoria last night. We knew she’d been snooping around Engine 35 when they were out on call the day before. When we discovered she’d made an appointment to see the Prop Clerk for this morning, we knew she had to go.’ 
 
    ‘What you don’t know is, she went early, last night instead,’ Hendricks said.  
 
    Mulroney fell silent so Hendricks prodded him. ‘Keep talking.’ 
 
    ‘They found her at Astoria Park. Corliss and Baszler held her until State got there. Wanted to do the job himself.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t there?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Not sure I believe you,’ Hendricks said, his eyes as cold as his voice. 
 
    ‘It’s the truth,’ Mulroney answered quickly, sweat visible on his forehead. ‘I swear.’ 
 
    Hendricks kept his eyes on the Internal Affairs Detective for a few moments longer, then picked up his phone and stopped the recording. ‘Does anyone at the Bureau know I left the hospital yet?’  
 
    ‘Not that I heard.’  
 
    Hendricks holstered the pistol. ‘We’re gonna go pay your partner a visit.’  
 
    He undid the handcuffs tethering Mulroney to the beam behind him and went to haul the handcuffed IA detective up, but stopped when Mulroney resisted.  
 
    ‘You don’t want to test me.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t told you everything yet.’  
 
    Hendricks paused and looked at him. ‘As in?’ 
 
    ‘I give you this, I want your word you’ll tell them that I co-operated. I haven’t been involved in a lot of this shit. I’ve just been told about it.’ 
 
    ‘Depends on what you tell me.’ 
 
    Mulroney glanced up at the dark, harsh face above him and hesitated. 
 
    ‘It’s to do with your wife,’ he said quietly after a brief pause. ‘You’re not gonna like it, Sergeant.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY SEVEN 
 
    As Priya, Penny and Harp drew closer to Jake’s parents’ home in Jersey, in Manhattan Melissa had reached her own destination, just as the first droplets of rain from the incoming thunderstorm started spattering the New York City streets.  
 
    She’d stayed behind for two reasons.  
 
    This was the first.  
 
    She was on the Upper East Side again, lingering near the entrance to an apartment building, and waited for ten minutes or so until one of the residents came out. She slipped through just as the door was closing and having already checked the names and numbers on the door buzzer at the main entrance, soon found herself outside the appropriate apartment, her hair damp, her bare shoulders gleaming from the soft rain.  
 
    With her right hand in her bag, gripping the Glock 9mm she had resting in there, she knocked on the door with the other.  
 
    It opened almost ten seconds later, and she found herself looking down at the young girl who’d been swinging on the bars at the playground.  
 
    Jett Carrera, she thought. The rockstar. The innocent daughter of the Runaways fan who’d raped her with a gun pushed to her temple. 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ the girl asked. 
 
    ‘Are your mom and dad home?’ 
 
    ‘Who is it, Jett?’ Rhian Carrera said, appearing behind her daughter. She was visibly startled when she saw Melissa. ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Rhian.’ 
 
    ‘Melissa! What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Is your husband home?’ she replied, keeping tight hold of the Glock hidden in her bag.  
 
    ‘Not right now,’ Rhian said cautiously, still polite but suddenly looking wary. Out of the corner of her eye, Melissa noticed that Jett had tensed ever so slightly when she’d mentioned her father. ‘Department’s working him.’ 
 
    ‘Could you and I talk alone for a moment?’ Melissa said. 
 
    Rhian looked at her for a few seconds. ‘Uh, yeah. Sure.’ Melissa let go of the pistol and stepped into the apartment, Rhian looking curiously at the other woman as she shut the door behind her. ‘Go to your room and put some music on, kiddo,’ Melissa told Jett. ‘Loud enough so I can hear it.’  
 
    The girl shrugged but did as she was told. Inside the belly of the beast, Melissa thought, her stomach clenching in fear as she looked around. This idea had seemed a hell of a lot more appealing when she’d been the other side of town. She saw photos in frames of the family placed around the room, James Carrera grinning in several of them, the sight of him giving her a chill.  
 
    She took a calming breath, keeping an ear out for the sound of the front door opening and ready to react if it did. 
 
    ‘Take a seat,’ Rhian said. She went to the kitchen countertop and poured them both a glass of lemonade as Melissa sat on the couch. She’d been thinking about this woman all day, ever since their brief meeting in Central Park. Trying to come to a decision; to tell or not to tell.  
 
    Suddenly, she heard a key in the front door lock, and her heart missed a beat as her hand dived into her bag for the Glock.  
 
    He must’ve been right behind me.  
 
    The door to the apartment opened. However, instead of James Carrera, a teenage boy walked in, a backpack slung over one shoulder, a Tupperware box in his hands. Reese, Melissa thought. The son. ‘Hey, mom,’ he said. ‘Kyle’s aunt gave me some oatmeal raisin cookies. Said she baked them a couple days ago before the power cut. Thought we’d like a batch.’  
 
    ‘Thanks, honey. Go to your room for a moment, will you? This lady and I need to talk alone.’ 
 
    Melissa found herself looking at a younger version of her second rapist’s face.  
 
    ‘Hi,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ she managed to get out. 
 
    The boy went to his bedroom and closed the door. Seeing the strong resemblance between father and son had given her a jolt and Melissa found she was holding her breath. She forced herself to exhale as Rhian sat down on the couch beside her, passing over a glass of lemonade.  
 
    ‘We didn’t meet by accident in the park, did we?’ she said.  
 
    Melissa looked at Rhian. ‘No. We didn’t.’  
 
    ‘Is your real name Melissa?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But my last name isn’t D’Agostino.’ She paused. ‘It’s Hendricks.’ 
 
    This was going to be front page news if she and the others could see it through to justice. Rapist cops. Jett and Reese’s lives would become incredibly hard. She was about to destroy a family. 
 
    But then she thought of Priya and Harp.  
 
    Jay, lying inside the firehouse at Engine 35 with a bullet hole in his head. 
 
    Omari Jones, in his apartment. 
 
    Diana Lucero, at Astoria Park. 
 
    Other families’ lives, irrevocably changed, forever. 
 
    ‘Your husband raped me, Rhian,’ she told her bluntly. ‘Almost two weeks ago. He and his partner. With a gun to my head.’ 
 
      
 
    On the west side in Midtown, rain pattering against the windows, the air still muggy and hot, Archer was on his own again in Diana Lucero’s apartment, looking at the carefully crafted pinwheel he’d removed from the safe. Red, white and blue on some of the spindles, green, white and red on the others. America and Italy; Lucero’s family history. He knew where this had come from, but had nonetheless been surprised to see it in the safe. 
 
    He was stuck. Even though he’d got Mikey back, Devonte was still out there somewhere and State’s Beretta 92 to tie the IA detective to the murders was also missing, hidden somewhere by Diana. Without that, all the ideas Archer had just come up with were purely conjecture; the guys they were up against were clearly masters at avoiding handcuffs and it wasn’t a stretch to imagine they could wriggle their way out of this without hard evidence.  
 
    You’re wasting your time if you can’t work out where Lucero stowed State’s original weapon, he thought. The one she swapped out at the Clerk Division for her own. This was assuming he was right, of course. If that was the case, he was almost positive she hadn’t brought it in to the CT Bureau; it would’ve been discovered by now, and he hadn’t seen her there yesterday past 5pm. 
 
    So where could she have put the stolen gun? Somewhere she’d have been confident it wouldn’t have been discovered if State and his men had somehow realised what she’d done. If it had been here, it would’ve been found when CSU went through the apartment earlier today, or by them just now when they got into her safe. He’d been half-expecting to see it there and had felt a rush of disappointment when it wasn’t. 
 
    Did she hide it in Queens? She died out there after all. 
 
    He stood up. He was planning to head back there anyway, but not before he diverted via the East Village to retrieve Frank Lupinetti. Josh had already set off for Hendricks’ parents’ home with Zoe; they’d decided they couldn’t take her to the Bureau, where one of her rapists was masquerading as a concerned detective, so they’d agreed Josh would get her out of town while Archer remained behind to carry on with the investigation and try to find Devonte. He’d be only too happy to detain State himself. Twenty four hours ago, the pair from Internal Affairs had been sweating the two CT Bureau detectives, treating them as if they were the ones who’d done something wrong. Little did you know, Archer thought.  
 
    He closed his eyes and pictured Lucero in the apartment with him; his dead friend. Where did you put the gun, Di? 
 
    He opened them after a few moments, but much as he could have wished to find her standing there, ready to give him the answer, it was never going to be that easy.  
 
    The clues were there. 
 
    He just had to see them. 
 
      
 
    More than once, Sam Archer had been told he had nine lives and the same could be said for Carmine State. The man had escaped detection time and again by the sort of random, one-in-a-million chance that befell lotto winners and plane crash survivors.  
 
    Assaulting dozens of women over the years. Using blackmail, intimidation and extortion whenever he could see a way of making money. Killing an NYPD officer and firefighter in the space of thirty days with the same gun and never receiving so much as a knock on the door. Murdering several other people since who’d threatened to expose him.  
 
    Now he could add strangling an HNT commander to his list; that had been the riskiest act yet, but again, he’d been saved by pure luck. The power outage and limited generator power meant no cameras were covering that area, his crime unrecorded and allowing his partner to remove the body, buying State time to concoct a plan. 
 
    ‘You seen the boss anywhere?’ one of the HNT negotiators asked, as State walked back into the meeting room at the CT Bureau. ‘We just got a call from Archer and Blake, but couldn’t find him out front.’ 
 
    ‘Same as you. Last I saw him, he said he was going to get some air.’ 
 
    ‘Ah man, wherever he is, he’s gonna smoke my whole pack,’ another of them said. ‘He was doing so well.’ 
 
    ‘What did the two men say?’ 
 
    ‘Call cut before we could start a dialogue,’ Rach said from her laptop. ‘Trying to phone them back, but they’re not answering.’ 
 
    State moved across the room towards the jugs of water but as he passed Archer’s mutt, the dog lifted his head, another low growl coming from his throat as he stared up at the man, his hackles rising. State quickly checked around the room and seeing no-one had picked up on the dog’s attitude, glared down at the animal. Intimidated, Diesel broke eye contact and looked away.  
 
    Satisfied the animal wasn’t going to cause him any trouble, State continued on his way to the table and poured himself a glass of warm water. Archer was unwittingly right on the money. State had transferred to IA seven years after the two killings, and from then until now, had built up a bench of detectives he used as back-up for various illegal and very profitable activities, the men taking their own cut. Each had been accused of a serious crime before they’d started working for him. Corliss, Carrera, Baszler, Lavesque, Fallas, Salumeria and Nakata had all come to State’s attention in IA precisely because they hadn’t been the shining lights of the Department. State had been given the job of investigating a mix of charges, such as extortion, murder, larceny, accusations of assault, theft of evidence and intimidating witnesses. His investigations proved each of them was guilty. 
 
    That had given State leverage when he got them off their cases, the deal being they now worked for him as and when needed. They’d only been too happy to oblige, relieved to have gotten off their charges and able to go on as they had before, unhindered. He’d also told the men that one day there’d be payback.  
 
    That day had come. 
 
    They were all tough city cops, operating well outside the usual boundaries, and weren’t easily pushed around. Even with the promise of gold at the end of this rainbow, they’d needed both hard persuasion and the threat of exposure to take on Hendricks’ team in the CT Bureau. However, for State, the most important thing hadn’t been the money, but his increasing obsession to retrieve his old Beretta from the Property Clerk near Wall Street. He was well aware his boys didn’t like working together, and he knew his plan was like putting a load of angry dogs in a cage, but State didn’t give a shit. All he cared about was saving his own ass. 
 
    State had got wind of the Counter-Terrorism Bureau’s sudden interest in the Omari Jones/Jay Shah murders through Lupinetti. Though they’d parted ways when State joined IA, Carmine knew his old partner had always been worried about them leaving the weapon for the two killings in Engine 35’s wall. However, unless there was another 9/11, he knew there’d be no chance of getting it back. State had scoped the place out, and discovered that since Jay Shah’s death, not only was there almost always someone around, cameras had also been installed inside the firehouse. 
 
    The gun hadn’t been found in seventeen years so he’d been able to push it to the back of his mind, telling Lupinetti he was unnecessarily paranoid. No-one would ever find it. But after his stint on Harbor Patrol from the 9th, Lupinetti had been reassigned to the 16th Precinct in Hell’s Kitchen, the place he and State had stolen that pistol from all those years ago on 9/11. He frequently drank at an Irish bar up the street from Engine 35, a neighbourhood staple, and last week, had spotted a guy with a badge talking with one of the firefighters, O’Brien, the firehouse lieutenant. Paranoid he might be, but Lupinetti had taken the opportunity to pass close by them as he headed for the restroom, hearing enough of their conversation to make his trip to the restroom even more urgent.  
 
    They’d been talking about Jay Shah. 
 
    In a panic he’d called State, telling him what he’d seen and overheard, and within twenty four hours, they’d ID’d Mike Phillips as the detective in the bar. It was then, for the first time, that State had started to share his old partner’s worry once they learned the quality of the team Phillips was part of.  
 
    State had asked around about the CT teams and after cluing up Mulroney, had come to the Bureau using the excuse of some ongoing open complaint cases to get close to the squad, hoping to discover what had been behind Phillips’ questions in the bar that day. Soon after they arrived and after a seemingly casual enquiry, an analyst called Tamrah who’d been assigned to them, had mentioned in passing that Hendricks’ detectives were becoming increasingly interested in two shootings that had taken place in 2001.  
 
    It was then that Lupinetti had discovered that the gun had been found several weeks previously during some renovations and was currently being held at the Prop Clerk off Wall Street before being sent to the lab for examination on Thursday 15th May.  
 
    Five days away. 
 
    Knowing they had no time to lose, they’d moved fast. 
 
    State quickly formulated a plan and put his reluctant team of corrupt NYPD cops to work. Raping the sergeant’s bitch wife and threatening her family had been what he’d thought would be the quick fix, all the deterrent they needed to intimidate her and get her husband to step back. But they’d badly miscalculated and it quickly became clear their plan hadn’t worked. Hendricks’ team weren’t backing off.  
 
    Unused to his intimidation tactics being ignored, State had come up with another plan. Retrieving the gun he’d stuffed in the wall of the firehouse had suddenly become a top priority, and he knew he had to get it out of NYPD hands. But to do that he needed a distraction, so the kidnapping idea he came up with served a triple purpose; put an immediate halt to Hendricks’ team’s investigation, concentrate the minds of the rest of the CT Bureau on finding their colleagues instead of picking up on the Jones and Shah cases and finally, get a big payday out of the city at the same time, an unexpected bonus, especially as at the successful conclusion of this, they’d probably have to start disappearing. His guys had refused to do this for free, even with State’s leverage on all of them.  
 
    The plan had gone well and the team had been all set to retrieve the weapon from the Wall Street Prop Clerk this afternoon, but then Sam Archer had shown up out of nowhere and whipped it away right from under their noses. Despite State’s best efforts to stir up trouble for the guy and get him ordered back to base, the man who was causing him so much grief had disappeared. He’d read Archer’s file, interviewed him last night and had seen plenty of evidence to know what that son of a bitch was capable of, but he’d figured the guy could be kept in check; instead, he’d become a serious problem. Another miscalculation. 
 
    ‘Where’s your partner?’ one of the HNT negotiators asked State. 
 
    ‘Think he snuck off for some chow. Who’s on the line?’ he asked, seeing Franklin standing beside Rach speaking to someone on Skype.  
 
    ‘Hoboken PD,’ the negotiator told him.  
 
    ‘Been developments?’ State asked. 
 
    Rach overheard his question. ‘Sergeant Hendricks,’ she replied, remembering State hadn’t been in the room when the discovery had been made earlier. ‘He discharged himself from the hospital several hours ago.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Think, idiot,’ Archer told himself. ‘The answer is there.’ The key to the missing Beretta would lie in Diana’s movements in the hours before she died. If the gun hadn’t been found in her apartment or at the Bureau, where the hell could she have put it where she would be sure it wouldn’t be found accidentally? 
 
    He considered where she’d been killed; Astoria Pool. He knew she occasionally went to the park at night, even though she lived over here in Manhattan. She’d told him once that she felt it brought her closer to her family.  
 
    They didn’t take Lucero to the park to kill her, Archer thought to himself. Too far from her home and she wouldn’t have gone quietly, so it’d be hard to transport her without being spotted. 
 
    They must’ve found her there. 
 
    But that was before State knew she’d switched the guns. The men had come to the Prop Clerk earlier still looking for the pistol. They didn’t know she’d taken it. 
 
    Had she hidden it at the park before they killed her? 
 
    As the thought came into his head, he heard the glass crunch in the hallway again. 
 
    But this time it wasn’t Josh.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY EIGHT 
 
    After Archer and Maniotti rescued her from the elevator in 119 Hudson Heights, Karen Bridges had been airlifted to Beth Israel hospital in Midtown. With State and Mulroney dipping in and out of the Bureau intermittently throughout the day, both men were now well aware she was still alive, so she was back on their list.  
 
    They were in clean up mode. As Carrera had insisted earlier over the radio, each and every person they considered could have been privy to any information about the Omari Jones and Jay Shah cases, or who could ID any of them later, had to be eliminated. None of the others, apart from State and Lupinetti, were particularly concerned about the Jones and Shah cases, but they were very worried about the possibility of being identified. Kidnapping three detectives for ransom and attempted murder would catch each of them life in prison.  
 
    Karen Bridges was up first.  
 
    The lack of electricity presented opportunities. Detective Jackson Baszler, the man who’d made the Times Square call, who’d attacked Josh at Chris Reeve’s apartment and had then been on the hunt for Zoe Saluco, slipped into the hospital, wearing overalls he’d stolen from the front seat of an ambulance parked outside. He’d been told by State earlier where she was and looked up at the series of security cameras in the hallways as he navigated his way along them. 
 
    As he’d hoped, he saw no sign of the usual red light. No footage was being stored.  
 
    The group had access to a variety of weapons courtesy of Corliss, who’d appropriated them over the years. He hadn’t limited himself to guns either; he’d also got his hands on some tranquilisers and syringes after a bust on a doctor selling scripts to junkies and gang members, guessing they could come in useful one day. It had been this they’d used at the Clerk Division, and Baszler now had a full syringe with a capped needle ready in his pocket. They’d done their research carefully; a small amount would put someone out, too much and their heart would stop. The full syringe was the plan for Bridges, but as insurance, he was carrying a suppressed pistol under his waistband in case she gave him problems. He’d heard she was trouble, so wasn’t take any chances even though she’d be an easier mark in hospital with two broken ankles. 
 
    Bridges’ room was being guarded but luckily for Baszler, the hospital guards were distracted. He stopped at the corner and saw them down the corridor, talking at the nurse’s station as they each munched on a sub from the cafeteria. He pushed a surgical mask up from round his neck and onto his head as if he’d just left a patient and walked confidently down the hallway. It also covered the cut on his forehead from having his face slammed into the mirror at Chris Reeve’s apartment earlier. 
 
    ‘New here?’ a voice asked from behind him, as Baszler reached for the handle on Bridges’ door. 
 
    Shit. He turned and saw a nurse. 
 
    ‘Fresh rotation.’ 
 
    ‘ID?’ 
 
    ‘Not with me. Didn’t expect to need it.’ 
 
    ‘You do before you go in there. She’s a security priority.’ 
 
    Baszler’s grip on the syringe in his pocket tightened as he felt his ready temper start to flare. He wanted to pull his pistol and shoot this bitch in the head. Instead, he pulled his NYPD badge to show her. ‘I was placed here as extra muscle by the Counter-Terrorist Bureau,’ he told her quietly.  
 
    ‘Why the scrubs if you’re a cop?’ 
 
    ‘On the down-low. Told me to blend in. Don’t wanna alarm people. I was just gonna inform Detective Bridges.’ 
 
    Her eyes widened, but despite being reassured by his confident manner and studying the NYPD badge, she looked back up at him. ‘I’m sorry, I still need confir-’ she started. 
 
    ‘Come in here with me for a moment and I’ll explain,’ he said. ‘I don’t wanna talk about this in the corridor.’ 
 
    She nodded, as Baszler opened Bridges’ door, allowing her to precede him as the nurse stepped inside.  
 
    It meant she didn’t see him swiftly lock the door behind them.  
 
    The moment she was in, he pistol-whipped her over the head twice, heavy and hard. She’d seen his ID, so she had to die. But Bridges was his priority. The nurse collapsed in a heap, unconscious; turning towards the bed, he stopped in his tracks.  
 
    Bridges wasn’t there. 
 
    He glanced around the empty room quickly. Had they taken her somewhere? The nurse was still out cold, buying him some time, so he trod silently towards the bathroom, to check before he went back to the nurses’ station to find out where she was. 
 
    But as he opened the door, he found himself looking straight at the CT Bureau detective. 
 
    Dressed in a hospital gown, Bridges was sitting in a wheelchair, both lower legs encased in plaster.  
 
    Her Department sidearm was in her hand. 
 
    Aimed at his stomach.  
 
    Baszler didn’t move as Bridges’ eyes moved past him to where she could see the nurse on the floor. 
 
    ‘On the down-low, huh?’ the small female detective said. ‘I was warned one of you could show up.’  
 
      
 
    Jimmy Carrera had split up from Nakata and Lavesque, snorted several bumps of coke and had just arrived outside Lucero’s apartment after receiving a tip-off Archer, Blake and Saluco were inside. He planned to shoot all three of them with one of Corliss’ stock of guns then dump the weapon. Job done. 
 
    He stopped mid-step with his foot on the broken glass, but knowing he’d just alerted anyone in the apartment to his presence, he didn’t hesitate. He lifted his suppressed weapon, moved forward fast and kicked back the door to the apartment, holding the pistol up. 
 
     He cleared the place room by room, ending up moments later in the small bedroom.  
 
    ‘Anyone there?’ a voice asked over his radio.  
 
    ‘Must’ve just missed them,’ Carrera replied, frustrated. He picked up a pinwheel lying on the bed, then looked at the open safe. ‘State said three of them were just here. Shit!’ 
 
    ‘Yo, Jimmy, you need to hear this,’ another voice cut in. His partner, Corliss. 
 
    ‘What?’ Carrera said with a frown, tossing the pinwheel onto the floor. 
 
    ‘A warrant just went out for your arrest.’ 
 
      
 
    Carrera was fast, but Archer was faster. He’d just had time to hurl himself under Lucero’s bed, before the guy walked into the apartment. He knew he could have taken him but made an instant decision to hide, an action that’d paid off as he heard every word of the exchange.  
 
    His hand crept down towards the Sig Sauer in the holster on his hip just in case, as he listened.  
 
    ‘A warrant?’ he heard the man in the room ask, Archer looking at his lower shins and ankles. ‘The hell are you talkin’ about?’ 
 
    ‘It’s on the NYPD scanner,’ the voice said. ‘APB went out to every cop in Manhattan.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘Sexual assault, battery and attempted murder.’  
 
    ‘What the…’ He sat heavily on the bed. ‘Who called that in?’ Archer had almost slipped the gun from its holster when he had to flatten himself as the mattress springs above him dipped, the man’s feet right in front of him. 
 
    ‘Your wife, you moronic piece of shit. What the hell did you tell her?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hurry, hurry!’ Rhian told Jett and Reese, hustling them into their nearest police precinct. Her conversation with Melissa had been very one-sided, Mel doing most of the talking. Rhian had only interrupted a few times to ask questions but much to Melissa’s surprise, the other woman hadn’t seemed to doubt her, query any of the details or try to defend her husband.  
 
    Once she’d stopped talking, Rhian had stared at her for almost thirty seconds, the glass in her hand shaking so hard some of the liquid spilled to the floor. 
 
    She’d placed it carefully on a nearby table.  
 
    Then she’d gone straight to her kids’ bedroom doors and told them they were leaving immediately.  
 
    After taking some financial paperwork from a safe, she’d asked Melissa to come with her and they’d taken Rhian’s car straight to the local Precinct; once there, leaving the kids in the waiting area so they didn’t hear what she had to say, Rhian had told the desk sergeant who she was and that she wanted to file a report about her husband, who was a homicide detective with the 6th downtown and that she had evidence to back up some of what she was about to tell them. 
 
    ‘I have proof that this man also raped me and I’m sure was involved in trying to kill my husband this morning,’ Melissa added. ‘And we think he might be involved in the kidnapping of three other CT Bureau detectives.’ 
 
    As she waited for the stunned NYPD sergeant to speak with his boss, Melissa took Rhian to one side.  
 
    ‘You need to stay here until he’s brought in,’ she said. ‘He’s a very dangerous man, Rhian.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve suspected something like this,’ Rhian replied, tears pricking the edges of her eyes. ‘He’s changed so much. And after what he did to you…we have to stop him.’ 
 
    ‘Has he ever raped you?’ 
 
    ‘No. But he was the reason Jett’s arm dislocated. She started arguing with him when he was drunk, and he threw her against a wall. That story I told you about her falling from a tree was bullshit.’ She wiped her eyes. ‘I know he does cocaine too. A lot of it. He made us move up here from Brooklyn, and he bought another place on Long Island. We shouldn’t be able to afford it, but he keeps producing money from somewhere. I guessed whatever he was doing wasn’t legit when I saw our bank statements but…’ Her voice trailed off. ‘I should’ve gone to someone earlier. I should never have kept my mouth shut.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll find him.’ Melissa realised once the call went out, Carrera and his people would almost certainly hear it.  
 
    And he might try to find us. 
 
    She had to get Courtney and Flapjack and get the hell out of Manhattan right now in case Carrera and his friends went to the apartment looking for her. Although she hoped they’d be too busy saving their own skin to hunt for her, Carrera’s partner Brian Corliss hadn’t shown any sign of letting up. 
 
    And she hadn’t seen any sign of him since he’d almost got her and Priya earlier, so she had no idea where he was right now. 
 
      
 
    In the corridor outside Karen Bridges’ hospital room, an attending physician who’d been informed about the NYPD detective’s case took the medical file from the shift’s senior resident and held up the x-rays one at a time, the black and white photos showing the damage to Bridges’ ankles. ‘Yikes.’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t a pretty sight.’ 
 
    ‘I see that.’ 
 
    ‘Dr Griezmann and his team reset the bones. She won’t be weight-bearing for several weeks, but they should heal clean.’ 
 
    ‘Was it an accident? I heard she was rescued from a faulty elevator.’ 
 
    ‘Was in there all night. She was found stuck in the cart with both ankles broken. Deliberate, apparently. She’d been attacked with a baseball bat. Ongoing investigation.’ 
 
    The physician cast her a look. ‘A bat? My god. She must’ve been terrified.’ 
 
    His colleague chuckled. ‘You haven’t met this woman yet.’ They turned and reached Bridges’ room, the senior resident pushing down the handle to the door, but it didn’t open. He frowned and tried it again.  
 
    ‘Detective Bridges?’  
 
      
 
    ‘Where’s Devonte?’ Bridges asked Baszler, in the bathroom of the hospital room. ‘Last chance.’ 
 
    He tried to rip his hands free, the set of handcuffs securing him to the handrail making a slink sound as they slid backwards and forwards. After she’d got the drop on him, Bridges had ordered him to drop his weapons and throwing her set of cuffs at the man, told him to secure himself to the rail. Franklin had warned her they may try to get to her if they discovered she’d survived the murder attempt and had sent her gun and cuffs over just in case. Just as well he had.  
 
    But Baszler wasn’t talking, and she knew time was running out; she wheeled herself forward and scooped up the syringe he’d dropped on the floor.  
 
    In one swift movement, she buried it in his thigh. Baszler screamed in shock and pain. 
 
    ‘Detective Bridges?’ a voice called urgently from outside the door.  
 
    She placed her thumb over the top of the syringe. ‘Where’s Devonte?’ she snapped. ‘Tell me right now or I depress this thing!’ 
 
    ‘He’s in a warehouse in Brooklyn!’  
 
    ‘Be exact! Where?’ 
 
      
 
    The two guards heard the doctor’s shout and raced down the corridor just as the physicians were trying to force their way inside. The guards ordered the doctors back and hurled themselves at the door which splintered open.  
 
    ‘Get her away from me!’ Baszler shouted from the bathroom. ‘She’s trying to kill me!’ 
 
    ‘The guards looked at the attending physician for guidance, who was staring in shock at the unconscious nurse and the suppressed handgun lying on the floor. The senior resident bent down to check on the nurse while her colleague stood in indecision. 
 
    ‘This asshole brought that handgun and a syringe full of something!’ Bridges told them quickly, wheeling herself back from Baszler. ‘You think he came to check on my health?’  
 
    The guard walked forward, picked up the gun and unloaded it as the senior doctor stepped forward and carefully removed the syringe still jutting out of Baszler’s leg. 
 
    ‘I need to speak to the CT Bureau right now!’ Bridges told them. 
 
      
 
    At Lucero’s apartment, the radio exchange was becoming increasingly heated. ‘We’re screwed,’ Corliss snarled. ‘You keep your mouth shut and take the fall for this, Jimmy.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah? Why should I?’ 
 
    ‘Because I don’t have a bitch wife who blabbed to the cops. What did you tell her? 
 
    ‘I didn’t tell her shit!’ Carrera shouted, then thought about it. ‘Someone must have got to her for her to do this.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah? Who?’ 
 
    Carrera thought for a moment. 
 
    Then his eyes narrowed. ‘I stopped by the apartment earlier to dump my bike leathers.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ Nakata cut in. ‘How’s that relev-’ 
 
    ‘She told me she met a woman in the park today whose husband was a cop.’ He exhaled. ‘Said this bitch’s name was Melissa. She’s always blabbing on about some shit, so I didn’t pay much attention but…oh man.’ 
 
    Pause. 
 
    ‘Melissa Hendricks met your wife?’ Corliss said, slowly. 
 
    ‘She must’ve followed your fat ass when you came to meet me at the apartment!’ 
 
    At the thought of the two women meeting, Carrera felt his fear rising and the walls closing in. He knew the APB would have every cop in the city looking for him.  
 
    That bitch must’ve told Rhian everything.  
 
    Swearing long and loud, he pushed off the bed and walked quickly of the apartment, fuelled by cocaine and anger. ‘You get Archer and Blake,’ he said into the radio as he hit the stairs. ‘I want this bitch’s family for myself.’ 
 
      
 
    Too far away to hear that final comment, Archer was out from under the bed in seconds and weapon up, went to the door.  
 
    When he got to the exit, he heard the front door below crash open and ran down the stairs. 
 
    By the time he got to the main exit, the man was gone.  
 
    Standing on the street, rain starting to fall more heavily now, with the air still thick and muggy, he realised events were rapidly building to a climax, but despite everything that was happening, he knew the case against State could fall apart unless he found that gun before anyone else. 
 
    He was about to head back up to Lucero’s apartment when the pinwheel he’d discovered inside the safe beside her back-up Department sidearm, came to mind.  
 
    It stirred a memory.  
 
    And with it came a flash of inspiration as he felt his adrenaline rise.  
 
    He was pretty sure he now knew where Diana had hidden the Beretta 92D. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY NINE 
 
    40,000 members of the NYPD had been called in to deal with the emergency situation caused by the city-wide power outage, but one division had been held back: ESU. Once they’d pulled Archer up from the elevator shaft at Hudson Heights and cleared the rest of the building, the unit had been on stand-by in readiness for another call connected with the case.  
 
    One had just come through.  
 
    With rain starting to fall ahead of the thunderstorm due to hit the city later that night, a number of dark figures surrounded a warehouse in Brooklyn located at the very edge of the waterfront, automatic weapons at the ready. 
 
    ‘Hold your position,’ their team leader Hicks ordered quietly, as he prepared to assess the situation.  
 
      
 
    Inside the warehouse, positioned near the main door, Devonte was doing his utmost to ignore the shotgun aimed two inches from his face, without much success. 
 
    The business end of the weapon was almost close enough to kiss, a shell in the chamber, the trigger bound with string and attached to the handle of the big door in front of him. After he’d almost got away at the block party in the Lower East Side, he’d been brought down here by the man with the busted-up face and bleach white hair in a separate car who’d spent some time setting this up, the Mossberg primed to remove his head if anyone forced open the locked door. When he’d finished, the man had disappeared through another exit behind the CT detective, securing it behind him. 
 
    Devonte knew for a certainty he was going to die tonight. He guessed because he wasn’t dead already, they needed him alive for a bit longer but whoever these guys were, they were clearly determined he wasn’t going to survive any possible rescue attempt.  
 
    Every sound he heard outside, he expected to see one of them appear to finish the job. 
 
    His mouth was taped, and the reduced oxygen combined with the stifling heat and pressure of staring at the shotgun for hours was making him feel lightheaded and nauseous. He heard the sound of raindrops on the roof of the warehouse, tiny hits on a snare drum; several drops were landing on the ground not far from him through holes in the roof and his eyes darted down to mats that were surrounding him. The mats were a secondary precaution, connected via wires to the underside of his seat, where he’d seen the block outline of plastic explosive before being dumped in the chair. 
 
    Whoever these sons of bitches were, and he suspected from what he’d overheard that they were cops, they had a stockpile of a variety of weapons and locations at their disposal. The man who’d left him had told Devonte how he was going to die. ‘Someone opens that door, your head disappears. They get clever and come in through a window, you all go up together once they step on my pads. And if that don’t happen, we’ll be back later anyway and finish the job. Can’t have you talking to your friends now, can we?’ 
 
    The increasing tempo of rain on the metal roof covered the quiet whine of a small drill coming from the wall thirty feet behind him. Droplets of sweat sliding down his brow, Devonte wasn’t aware of a fibreoptic camera slowly easing through the gap the drill had created.  
 
      
 
    ‘Williams is inside,’ the ESU officer with the camera said, controlling the optic to look around. ‘No hostiles. But the room is booby trapped.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Hicks asked.  
 
    ‘He’s got a shotgun aimed a couple inches from his face. Looks like there could be pressure pads on the floor.’ 
 
    ‘Get a tent and rope set up on the roof. Braxton, you’re going down.’ 
 
      
 
    At Jake’s parents’ home in New Jersey, rain drumming against the windows, Jake’s father and Harp were in the sitting room playing a card game, lit candles dotted around them.  
 
    ‘So I have to put down a higher card?’ John Hendricks asked. 
 
    ‘2 resets. Ace is high. 7 is see through. 10 and Joker clear the deck.’ 
 
    John nodded, trying to keep up with the rules of the game although his mind wasn’t really on it. The cards suddenly slipped through his fingers. ‘Sorry kiddo.’ 
 
    ‘No problem,’ Harp said, sweeping them up before grinning at the man opposite. ‘I didn’t look.’ 
 
    John smiled back. He’d been on guard all day, keeping a close eye on the area around his house, his shotgun never far from his hands and doing regular sweeps outside to make sure they didn’t have any unwanted company. He was desperate to go see his boy, but he and his wife hadn’t gone to the University Medical Center yet, partly because of the assurances the hospital had given them about Jake’s progress, but also because of the need to look after their grandchildren.  
 
    The fear he’d heard in Melissa’s voice when she’d spoken to him earlier, coupled with the attempt on his son’s life had put him on maximum alert. The recent three new arrivals to his home had brought fresh news, convincing him even more of the necessity to stay put. 
 
    Priya, Harp and Penny had shown up half an hour ago. They’d explained to the surprised Hendricks family how they’d been sent to them by Melissa, Priya relaying what her new friend had gone through today, when Brian Corliss had jumped her at the hospital and then when he’d attacked both of them on the street in Astoria. John had sensed Priya was holding something back and couldn’t work out yet how this other woman Penny was involved, but he didn’t press the issue. There’d be time for that later.  
 
    The card game wrapped up, Harp winning as expected, then he and John sat together in silence for a while as Harp began to play Solitaire, voices coming through from the kitchen as Jake’s mother, Priya and Penny talked.  
 
    ‘Do you know what’s going on?’ John suddenly asked the boy, wondering what he knew. 
 
    ‘Some of it. Grandma told me some stuff. It’s to do with my dad, she said.’ Harp paused. ‘He was a coward, y’know. I hate him.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa, steady. She told me a bit about him. I’m sure that’s not true.’ 
 
    ‘He killed himself.’ 
 
    ‘He also went through training to be a firefighter. From what I heard, he gave up millions of dollars playing professional sports in order to become one. That’s a tough job, kiddo. And cowards don’t become firefighters.’ 
 
    ‘Then why did he do it?’ 
 
    ‘I think my son and his colleagues are trying to find out.’ 
 
      
 
    At the warehouse, Dee looked up as he heard an electric saw. His eyes searched the ceiling, then saw a section of the roof above him get lifted away.  
 
    His heart leapt into his mouth for a moment, figuring the rain could set off the pressure pads surrounding him, then he realised he was looking at ESU officers and noticed, with a surge of relief, they’d set up tenting to keep the water out.  
 
    He watched with increasing hope as apparatus got moved into place, a rig with a pulley system; moments later, an officer stepped over the gap, one foot each side.  
 
    He was attached by rope and stepped off the roof, suspended in space.  
 
    The cord tightened as he hung above Devonte in the warehouse, supported by the pulley system.  
 
    Then his colleagues started to lower him towards the CT Bureau detective sitting below. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s Parkinson’s,’ Jake’s mom Cat Hendricks told Priya and Penny next door; they’d been watching John and Harp play cards and saw John drop his hand. The three women had been gathered in the kitchen almost from the moment Priya, Penny and Harp arrived, constantly looking out into the darkness as the wind and rain started to build in intensity, candles lit and positioned all around the house, flashlights at the ready. ‘The shakes are becoming more and more severe.’  
 
    ‘Nature can be very cruel,’ Priya said.  
 
    ‘Human nature, definitely. John got jumped by a gang when he and Jake cut through Central Park one night after a movie when Jake was a kid. They put him in the ICU. He picked up some brain trauma from it.’ 
 
    ‘So much violence,’ Penny replied sadly, shaking her head.  
 
    With the women now looking at the man and boy through the doorway, they didn’t see a shadow move past the window in the rain outside. 
 
      
 
    The officer was lowered slowly until he reached Dee, who saw Braxton on the man’s uniform. He vaguely recognised him from previous operations, a fellow African American cop. 
 
    ‘Hold,’ Braxton said into his radio. He was hanging just above Dee and studied the floor around him. ‘Pressure pads confirmed.’ His eyes lifted to Dee. ‘Don’t move your head. Blink twice for no, three times for yes. The people who did this; you seen them in a while?’ 
 
    Dee blinked twice. 
 
    ‘Do you know if there are explosives under the chair?’ 
 
    Dee blinked three times.  
 
    ‘We’re gonna get you out man,’ Braxton said. He withdrew set of pliers and using the back of Dee’s chair as leverage, reached forward and gently took hold of the thread attached to the trigger of the shotgun.  
 
    Devonte closed his eyes. The man snipped, his hand under the trigger guard to catch any falling string.  
 
    The two ends hung loosely, but Braxton didn’t attempt to move the weapon. Instead, he swapped the pliers for a knife and started sawing through the tape on Dee’s wrists. Once it was free, Dee took the blade and keeping his weight even, slowly cut through the tape on his ankles. Last to go was the tape he ripped off his mouth.  
 
    He passed all of it to Braxton, who tucked it inside the zipped pocket of his uniform.  
 
    ‘Is there a pressure pad on the seat?’ Braxton asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ Dee said, his throat dry. ‘Guess we’re gonna find out.’ 
 
    Braxton looped another rope that had just been lowered around the CT Bureau detective’s shoulders, Dee cinching it tight; Braxton gripped the rope then looked Dee in the eyes and grinned.  
 
    ‘If it goes, see you on the other side. You’re buying the first round.’ 
 
    Dee briefly smiled back and looked up.  
 
    ‘Pull on 3,’ Braxton said into his radio. ‘One, two….’ 
 
    Devonte and Braxton were drawn up a foot, Dee lifted off the seat which moved slightly as he was pulled skywards.  
 
    He closed his eyes, but no blast came from the C4 under the chair.  
 
    They were winched up a foot at a time, up towards the skylight where more officers were waiting to help the two men. 
 
    It was just as Devonte started to breathe again that both men heard a slow beep start from the C4 under the chair below. 
 
      
 
    ‘Where’s Mom, Kay?’ Leah Hendricks asked, upstairs at Jake’s parents’ place, she and Kayleigh both looking out into the stormy night. There was a two year gap between the girls and Kayleigh took her role as big sister seriously, even though out of the two of them, Leah resembled their father the most in both looks and temperament and would have hotly denied any suggestion she needed looking after, especially by her sister. But the stress of the day and worry for her parents had worn her down. ‘I want them,’ Leah followed. ‘Mom and Dad. This isn’t right.’ 
 
    ‘I know, Lee.’  
 
    ‘Why hasn’t Mom been home in so long? Is something wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I think there must be.’ 
 
    ‘So where’s she been? Every time I called and spoke to her, she’d say she was staying with a friend. Did she and Dad have a fight?’ 
 
    Kayleigh hadn’t told her sister about the bruising on her mom’s face, but it had been on her mind all day. She wasn’t stupid and had listened from the stairs to what the two women who’d arrived half an hour ago had said to Granny and Grandpa. She was convinced her mother had been assaulted, and the thought of that made her blood boil. Daddy was in hospital too, and one of his people had been killed last night. 
 
    Out of answers for the time being, Kayleigh slipped into the dark bathroom just down the corridor and quietly shut the door, leaving her sister Leah looking out at the storm. 
 
    The younger girl was so busy with her thoughts, she didn’t hear the stairs creak down the corridor ten seconds or so later. 
 
    Or see until it was too late, the reflection in the glass in front of her of a soaking wet Detective James Carrera standing in the doorway behind her, a pistol in his hand. 
 
    Her mother’s rapist. 
 
    Here to finish the job on her family. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY 
 
    ‘ESU 1, what’s your status?’ Franklin asked. 
 
    ‘Secure. The men on the roof and Detective Williams ended up in the East River, but they’re alive. Bit chewed up but no serious injuries, Lieutenant. Warehouse is on fire. Whoever rigged this sure didn’t intend for there to be any survivors.’ 
 
    Some of the negotiators celebrated at the news of Dee’s rescue, two slapping a high five while another gave a small fist pump. Standing among them, Carmine State managed a smile, knowing he needed to look as pleased as everyone else, but his head was starting to spin in panic.  
 
    That was the last of the CT Bureau detectives rescued, the people around him not yet knowing Mike Phillips was no longer on the Harbor Patrol boat. 
 
    And with every second that passed, Koechner’s absence was going to become more marked.  
 
    State was running through his increasingly limited options, and with Williams safe, Hendricks loose out of hospital somewhere and Koechner in the trunk of Mulroney’s car, he could see his chances of getting out of this rapidly disintegrating. After over twenty years in the Department, his luck finally seemed to be running out. 
 
    ‘We gotta go find the chief,’ one of Koechner’s team said. ‘Where the hell is he?’ 
 
    ‘Did you drive here?’ State asked a negotiator standing next to him, who nodded. ‘Brandon took our car. Can I borrow yours?’ 
 
    ‘Why? Where you going?’ 
 
    ‘Called to Division.’ 
 
    ‘Again?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s a pain in the ass. I won’t be long.’ 
 
    After looking at him for a moment, the woman surrendered her keys, too swept up in the moment of Devonte Williams’ rescue to ask further questions. ‘Bring it back before 11pm. Squeeze the fob, you’ll see the lights.’  
 
    State nodded then quickly walked out of the CT Bureau, automatically reaching for his phone to call his partner before remembering the signal was down. He soon found the woman’s car. If he moved fast, there was the slightest chance he could still save his own ass. He had to find his long-lost Beretta, the only way he could be sure he could never be linked to Jones’ and Shah’s deaths. Koechner’s death he could pin on Mulroney; it’d be his word against his partner’s and Mulroney hadn’t been seen for almost half an hour, whereas he’d just been in the incident room, so that wouldn’t be difficult. Sam Archer was an additional problem that also needed to be handled. 
 
    You’ve been blindsided, pal, Lucero had told him last night in the seconds before he’d killed her. That comment had been haunting him ever since. The bitch lived in Manhattan and worked at the CT Bureau in Queens. The pool in Astoria Park hadn’t been filled so she wasn’t there for a swim, and it had been too hot to be walking around last night, especially in a kid’s playground where his boys had found her. 
 
    What the hell could she have been doing there?  
 
    And what had she meant, he’d been blindsided?  
 
    Not for the first time since he’d shot her, he’d wished he’d held back a bit longer to find out what she was talking about. He started the engine in the car and decided to head down there himself, an idea beginning to formulate in his brain. 
 
      
 
    Approaching twenty hours since the power outage, the roads in the New York City/Jersey area had finally emptied, people eventually making it to their destinations or deciding to stay home and make the best of it, especially with the bad weather coming. 
 
    The rain had also helped to clear the roads, making travel faster and Josh was now less than twenty minutes from Hendricks’ parents’ home in New Jersey, Zoe beside him, the pair driving in her Toyota. With the knowledge of what Archer had been through all day, as well as what had happened to him, Josh was in a high state of alert and constantly checked behind him in his rear-view mirror. So far, he couldn’t see any sign of them being followed.  
 
    The senior Hendricks’ lived in a rural area, so where they were right now was a significant change from the more familiar concrete jungle for Josh, trees looming either side of the road, the houses they passed dark or candlelit, no-one out and about in the worsening weather. He and Zoe had stopped at a gas station a few miles back for twenty minutes or so, filling up the tank and each taking the opportunity to get something to eat and drink, Josh not having consumed anything since that smoothie Zoe had made for him when they’d first met.  
 
    ‘We’ve spent so much of today talking about me,’ Zoe said once they were on their way again, the windscreen wipers working hard. ‘But I don’t know much about you.’ She glanced at his jersey. ‘Apart from you having bad taste in sports teams.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Hometown pride. You can take the man out of the French Quarter…’ 
 
    She smiled.  
 
    ‘Almost there,’ she said after a while, looking at a passing sign. They were going through a wooded clearing, climbing a hill, but then up ahead saw a car facing them at a slight angle, partially blocking the road, its hazard lights flashing, two figures waving them down.  
 
    ‘Oh man, what now,’ Josh asked, slowing. 
 
    ‘They break down?’ 
 
    The rain was making it hard to see, and the pair were wearing jackets with hoods. Josh peered through the driving rain. ‘Hold on,’ he said, his hand going to his sidearm just in case, the car slowing. 
 
    He drew to a halt forty metres from the vehicle blocking the road. 
 
    The two figures standing there didn’t move and there was a ten second pause. 
 
    Then one of them started to walk forward as Josh continued to grip his pistol tightly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Good,’ John Hendricks said in encouragement. ‘Punch from your feet. That’s where your power comes from.’ 
 
    Cards forgotten, Harp was hitting the older man’s hands with straight lefts and rights. ‘That’s better. Honey, shall we get some food going?’ he called to his wife. 
 
    There was no response. John lowered his hands and looked towards the kitchen as Harp stepped back.  
 
    He realised the conversation next door had ceased. 
 
    ‘Cat?’ 
 
    Still hearing nothing, he rose but before he could reach the door, it was pushed open and Cat, Priya and Penny were shoved into the room, followed by Leah. A sodden figure in t-shirt and jeans was behind them, a pistol in one hand which he jabbed into Leah’s back, forcing them all forward into the sitting room.  
 
    John glanced at the shotgun across the room, cursing himself for leaving it out of reach. 
 
    He started to edge towards it, but Carrera saw the movement and shot him in the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    On the road a few minutes away, the man approaching Josh and Zoe stepped to the side of the road, getting out of the glare of the Toyota’s headlights.  
 
    Josh saw he was pale, with a busted-up nose.  
 
    The man was also now close enough to recognise the black CT Bureau detective behind the wheel.  
 
    Lavesque was totally exposed standing there, with no immediate cover, so instead of drawing the weapon hidden under his coat, he turned and ran for the slope to his right before opening fast fire on the car. As Zoe screamed and cowered in an attempt to protect herself from the shower of glass, Josh had already stamped his foot down, speeding towards the block, but the remaining figure ahead pulled a shotgun and racked the pump.  
 
    Josh grabbed Zoe and pulled her down as a blast eradicated one of their front tyres, immediately followed by the other. Josh fought with the steering wheel, but the vehicle veered to the left and tipped over the slope. 
 
    And they started to roll. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY ONE 
 
    As Zoe screamed, the vehicle continued to spin over and over before slamming into a tree, ending up upside down, the hazard lights flashing.  
 
    Dazed, dizzy and bleeding, Josh started to pull at his seatbelt, managing to get it to release after a couple of attempts. ‘Are you…OK?’ he said, looking at Zoe, who was quietly moaning.  
 
    ‘My arm,’ she said. ‘I think it’s broken.’ 
 
    Josh heard shouting and looking up, saw two figures start to come down the slope after them. Moving as fast as he could, he pulled his pistol and fired from his position upside down to slow them down, the two men forced to take cover. Then bullets started hitting the vehicle again, smashing the windows out.  
 
    Knowing they only had moments, Josh managed to free Zoe’s seatbelt and leaning over her to release the door, he used all his strength to hold it open and pushed her out, following right behind as bullets continued to hit the metal around them. 
 
    Up top, Nakata and Lavesque fired down at the upturned vehicle then using the cover of the trees, started making their way towards the damaged car. By the incoming fire, Josh could tell the two men were armed with a shotgun and sub-machine gun. He fired back at the pair and saw them split.  
 
    ‘We stay together, they’ll cut us to pieces,’ he told Zoe as he reloaded. ‘They’ll have one covering us while the other moves to flank us. We gotta split up.’  
 
    He passed her the pistol he’d brought with him from the car, the Smith and Wesson they’d taken from Diana Lucero’s safe.  
 
    ‘I can’t kill anyone,’ she said, taking the gun and looking terrified. 
 
    ‘I’m not asking you to. Here’s what I want you to do.’  
 
    He explained quickly, and she nodded.  
 
    ‘If we’re gonna survive, this is the only way. We can get out of this…long as you do exactly what I say,’ he told her. 
 
    She nodded. ‘OK.’ 
 
    ‘Go!’ he told her and with one arm hanging limply at her side, she stumbled off into the rainy night. 
 
      
 
    John Hendricks had gone down after being shot, his wife screaming his name and running over to him. However, Jimmy Carrera stepped forward and hit her before she could reach her husband, knocking her to the floor before grabbing Leah by the hair and pushing her towards the dining chairs. Then he pulled a roll of duct tape from his pocket and tossed it at Penny. 
 
    ‘Tape everyone’s hands behind their backs and then their ankles. Do it properly or you’re next to catch a bullet.’ 
 
    She did as he ordered, trembling with fear. John tried to get up, so Carrera kicked him in the head and he fell back. Once Leah had taped everyone’s hands, Carrera moved forward and did the same to her, securing her ankles last. The dazed and wounded John Hendricks was last of all and by the time Jimmy was done with him, almost the entire roll of tape was gone. 
 
    Satisfied none of them could cause him any problems now, Carrera put his pistol down, went to a liquor cabinet in the corner of the room and pulled out several bottles; he uncapped them all and started to splash the contents everywhere, including onto his captives.  
 
    ‘Was it you who hurt my son?’ Cat Hendricks asked, tearfully. ‘How did you find us?’ 
 
    ‘You think we didn’t do our homework, lady?’ Carrera said, continuing to splash liquor all over the room. ‘We’ve been looking for Jake’s bitch wife all day, but I’ll take the group of you instead for now.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you doing this?’ Penny replied. ‘We don’t even know who you are.’  
 
    ‘Your son should’ve kept his nose out,’ Carrera snarled to Cat and John. ‘Your daughter-in-law didn’t listen either. Even after I raped her to warn him off and told her their girls would be next if she didn’t.’  
 
    The comment shocked Jake’s parents, and Leah started to cry.  
 
    ‘We don’t know anything,’ Penny pleaded. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said, as he continued to soak them all with whiskey and then gin. ‘You do.’ 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes before, Nakata and Lavesque had linked up with Carrera on the way to the Hendricks’ home; after the hospital assault this morning, Brian Corliss had driven over to check out the senior Hendricks home, to do a recce in case Melissa had headed to her parents-in-law’s place, and through the windows had seen the Hendricks’ girls inside the house, their truck parked outside. With their decision to kill everyone who might know anything about the case and implicate them, added to an overwhelming desire to injure the family of the woman who he was sure had just shopped him to his wife and brought his career crashing down, Jimmy Carrera had volunteered to deal with the people at the house while the other two kept watch on the road, just in case Archer or anyone else turned up. He’d driven here so fast from Manhattan on the empty roads they could smell the stink of burning rubber from his car. 
 
    The two men watching the road had struck oil. Josh Blake and the woman who Baszler had been detailed to find earlier, had turned up out of the night.  
 
    Nakata and Lavesque both spotted the woman running off into the thick copse of trees; Nakata fired at her several times, but the darkness and driving rain made her too difficult a target at that distance. The two corrupt detectives split up, Lavesque going after the woman, Nakata focused on the cop.  
 
    The upturned car’s lights were illuminating the immediate area, the sound of the indicator clicking, rain falling onto the underside of the vehicle. The rain helped conceal the sound of Lavesque’s feet as he carefully made his way towards the tree he’d seen the bitch take cover behind. His head had been pounding ever since his nose had been broken by Archer earlier and he’d longed for revenge all day. He’d take it on these two gladly. He knew the man was Sam Archer’s detective partner. 
 
    He’d almost reached the tree when he became aware of movement to his left.  
 
    And at the last minute, Lavesque realised he’d been duped. 
 
    Zoe Saluco was bait. 
 
      
 
    At Jake’s parents’ home, time was up. Carrera took a box of matches from the mantel above the fireplace, but then realised he hadn’t retrieved his sidearm after tying John Hendricks up. He reached to get it. 
 
    But it was gone. 
 
    Carrera froze and then swung round.  
 
    A dark-haired teenage girl was standing a few feet away, Carrera recognising her from their background checks as Hendricks’ eldest daughter. 
 
    She was aiming the homicide detective’s pistol straight at him.  
 
      
 
    Josh pulled his trigger, hitting Lavesque side-on with four shots, but before he could move forward, a shotgun blast disintegrated part of the tree right above his head in a burst of leaves, splinters and bark.  
 
    Nakata had heard the shots and saw Lavesque go down, so backed up behind a tree to Josh’s left, firing at where he’d seen Josh take cover. Zoe fired off a few wild rounds but then yelped and ducked back behind the cover of her tree as Nakata returned fire, almost hitting her. 
 
    He cut back to reload. Behind a tree to Zoe’s right, blood was streaming down Josh’s face from the re-opened cut on his forehead, and his heart was racing. He’d seen Zoe fire blindly at the man but knew she wouldn’t be able to put him down.  
 
    It was down to him to finish this, if only he could see clearly.  
 
    Wiping his forehead with his forearm, Josh risked a quick glance, realising as things stood right now, they could end up taking pot shots at each other until one of them eventually ran out of ammo. He dropped to the ground and crawled out into the undergrowth, making his way to the right while hearing more shots being exchanged. Praying she could hold the shooter at bay long enough, he eventually reached a spot that gave him the angle he needed. 
 
    And he shifted his aim up. 
 
    He unloaded an entire magazine at a dead branch immediately above where he judged Nakata to be hiding, the bullets from the powerful handgun cutting through the old wood. Moments later, he heard a cracking sound just as a bolt of lightning illuminated the sky; he saw the bough break away and drop heavily, followed by a muffled scream. 
 
    Josh reloaded, scrambled to his feet and edged forward, his weapon up and ready to fire.  
 
    But when he reached the tree, he saw there was no need for caution.  
 
    Nakata was down, and he wasn’t getting back up. Blood was leaking from his mouth as he struggled to breathe. The bough had pinned him to the ground.  
 
    ‘Help…me,’ he rasped.  
 
    As Zoe joined him, Josh felt a momentary flicker of compassion, but then remembered what this man and his friends were either responsible for or had colluded in. Omari Jones’ and Jay Shah’s murders. Diana Lucero’s murder and the attack on Melissa. Plus whatever else he’d done they’d yet to find out about. 
 
    Josh remained where he was as he looked down impassively at the dying man. 
 
    By the time the lightning flashed again, Nakata was dead. 
 
      
 
    ‘Put that down, bitch,’ Carrera said to the girl aiming his own pistol double-handed at him. 
 
    ‘You raped my mom?’ Kayleigh replied quietly.  
 
    Carrera didn’t show it but felt a sudden prickle of fear.  
 
    ‘That’s what you just said,’ Kayleigh said. ‘You’re the reason she’s got those marks on her face? You raped her?’ 
 
    Carrera took a step forward.  
 
    ‘Gimme that thing before you hurt yours-.’ 
 
    Kayleigh stepped back and pulled the trigger, but the gun didn’t fire.  
 
    She tried again. 
 
    Click.  
 
    Click. 
 
    Carrera’s eyes narrowed, and he smiled. 
 
    ‘Safety, Kayleigh!’ Cat Hendricks screamed.  
 
    As Carrera lunged towards her, Kayleigh flicked the safety off and started firing at the man, some bullets missing their mark and smashing into ornaments sitting on shelves behind him. But two didn’t. Trying to continue forward, Carrera suddenly felt weak and dropped to his knees, staring at Kayleigh in shock before slumping to the floor, his lifeblood starting to leak out onto the carpet.  
 
    Staring at him with wide eyes, Kayleigh dropped the gun and then ran to the group, frantically ripping off their binds.  
 
    The people he’d been planning to burn to death being released was the last thing Jimmy Carrera ever saw. 
 
    Killed by the daughter of the woman he and Corliss had assaulted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY TWO 
 
    ‘I like to come down here,’ Diana Lucero had told Archer in Astoria Park a year ago, a pumpkin spice latte in hand as she swept her foot through a small leaf pile. The two had clocked off for the day but decided to take a walk and stretch their legs, the park a favourite haunt for them both. ‘Makes me feel nearer to my mom and sister. Even though they were killed here.’ 
 
    She sipped the drink as they stood in a playground not far from the waterfront. There was a slab of stone with a chessboard painted on top which Archer leant against, as Lucero glanced around. It wasn’t a normal hangout for off-duty cops, but they’d left a bar a few blocks away and had wandered into the park after buying hot drinks.  
 
    ‘Think they can see us?’ she asked Archer.  
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The people we love,’ she said, looking at the area underneath the Hellgate Bridge. ‘Who we’ve lost.’ 
 
    ‘I like to think so.’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘Kind of hope they weren’t watching when I was a teenager. Used to come down here then too, but at night.’ 
 
    ‘Oh boy.’ 
 
    She hit him on the arm. ‘Not in that way, asshole. Worst thing I did was smoke a joint and drink too many beers.’ 
 
    ‘You never got caught?’ 
 
    ‘Used to stash the beer down there,’ she’d said, turning and pointing to a grating set in a square brick building which held male and female toilets. ‘Any cops or park security rolled by, we used to hide it.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky Lucero, eh?’ 
 
    She grinned. ‘That’s rich, coming from you.’ There was a pause. ‘My dad thinks I hate him, Sam’ she said, her eyes staying on the bridge.  
 
    ‘Do you?’ 
 
    ‘I did, for a while. Blamed him for not being there when he should have been.’ 
 
    She looked at the water. 
 
    ‘Couple years ago, he wanted to meet. I think I’d been waiting for him to ask for years. I was ready to make everything right. But when we saw each other, I smelt whiskey on his breath. Looking back, I guess he drank because he was nervous. But I lost it. Reason he hadn’t turned up to meet my mom and sister that night was because he was in a bar.’ 
 
    Archer took a mouthful from his cup but stayed quiet, letting her talk. 
 
    ‘When I was a kid, we used to go to Rehoboth Beach, in Delaware. He taught me how to make pinwheels out of paper. That day we met, he gave me a new one. Italian colours on some spindles, American ones on the others. He looked so nervous. And I threw it in the trash in front of him.’  
 
    She glanced at her colleague.  
 
    ‘You lost your dad, right?’  
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘Were there things you wished you could have said?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I think that’s pretty normal.’ He paused. ‘But you still have the chance. Maybe it’s time you told him how you feel. Before it’s too late.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ she said, the conversation lapsing into silence as the pair looked out at the city ahead. 
 
    * 
 
    After a quick search, Archer found Diana’s spare set of keys in her apartment and having driven over the Queensborough, had just arrived at Astoria Park, the memory of that conversation they’d shared that day last year at the forefront of his mind.  
 
    Wearing a bulletproof vest he’d found in Lucero’s closet, he parked up, and pulled his Sig Sauer, checking the chamber before he crossed the empty road, the increasingly powerful wind buffeting him, the heavy rain causing his jeans to stick to his body. As he reached the sidewalk, he glanced at the memorial he’d passed many times before, commemorating the soldiers who’d fought in World War 1.  
 
    Greater love hath no man than this, the inscription read.  
 
    That a man lay down his life for his friends. 
 
    Archer vaulted over the railing, dropping the other side into that same small playground. We used to stash the beer down there, Lucero’s voice echoed in his mind. He walked over to the building, found the grating, and tried pulling it out.  
 
    After a few moments, the metal came away.  
 
    He reached into the space but couldn’t feel anything. 
 
    Nice try, he thought. Of course it couldn’t be that straightfor- 
 
    Then as he reached in slightly further before giving up, his fingers brushed against something. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, across the East River in Manhattan, unaware that her husband had regained consciousness and that her daughter had just killed one of the two men who’d raped her, a tired, rain-soaked Melissa had just got to Courtney’s place.  
 
    ‘Court?’ she said, closing the door and seeing the apartment was mostly in darkness. ‘You there?’ 
 
    ‘In here,’ she replied, calling from the kitchen. Melissa moved forward and saw her friend sitting in a chair, a candle lit on the worktop beside her. 
 
    ‘We gotta go to my in-laws’ place right now,’ Melissa told her. ‘I can explain on the way, but it’s the guys who jumped me. They tried to kill Jak-’ She stopped mid-sentence, looking around. ‘Where’s Flapjack?’ 
 
    Courtney didn’t reply, and Melissa looked closer.  
 
    Courtney wasn’t just sitting in the chair. 
 
    She was duct taped to it.   
 
    And she looked terrified. 
 
    ‘Got a spare single?’ a familiar voice asked directly behind Melissa for the second time that day.  
 
      
 
    Lying flat on his stomach, reaching into the space under the building in the Astoria Park playground, Archer pushed aside some thick material and felt something hard wrapped in plastic. 
 
    A familiar shape. 
 
    A handgun. 
 
    ‘Lucky Lucero,’ Archer muttered, smiling to himself as he pulled the plastic bag towards him. He knelt and unwrapped it to reveal what he knew it had to be. 
 
    State’s old Beretta 92D.  
 
    After going through one hell of a challenging day, Archer finally had the gun in his hands that had caused so much trouble. He checked around him before quickly stuffing the material back and replacing the metal grille. State was finished now; Archer had the gun that was responsible for so much pain and misery. 
 
    He got to his feet, rounded the concrete blockhouse, then froze as he saw the man himself standing a short distance away, motionless, in the rain.  
 
    He’d got the drop on a totally unsuspecting Archer and his pistol was up, ready to fire. 
 
    ‘So that’s what she meant,’ Carmine State said quietly to himself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY THREE 
 
    ‘I’ve been looking for that,’ State said loudly to Archer through the increasingly heavy rain. The words came as a growl of thunder rumbled across the Manhattan sky. Archer didn’t move; State’s eyes flicked to the Beretta. ‘That’s mine.’ 
 
    ‘I know. You’ve hurt a lot of people.’ 
 
    ‘Give it to me.’ 
 
    Archer didn’t move. State raised his pistol; the replacement for that gun lost all those years ago.  
 
    ‘You can do it before or after you die, Detective. I don’t care. Make a choice.’ 
 
    Archer hadn’t moved because of who he’d seen walk up behind State, the noise of his footsteps muffled by the downpour. Seeing Archer’s gaze switch past him and registering the expression on his face, State risked a quick glance and saw another man standing a few feet away.  
 
    Archer recognised him immediately as one of the three men who’d appeared when he’d been talking to O’Brien earlier in the day at the firehouse.  
 
    ‘I’ll take it instead, asshole,’ the man said, his own handgun aimed it at State.  
 
    FDNY firefighter Nick Dragila.  
 
    From Engine 35. 
 
    All day, Archer had been wondering why Jay Shah had been killed that September morning in 2001. 
 
    And with Dragila’s arrival, was about to find out. 
 
    * 
 
    By the time Omari had been killed by State and Lupinetti on that August night in 2001, Nicholas Dragila had been a New York firefighter for almost two years, based at Engine 235, in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn. 
 
    That evening, the crew had just finished putting out a fire on a two-floor home that had gone up fast. Removing his helmet and pulling down the hood underneath that had protected his head, neck and ears, Dragila walked away from the scene and saw one of their new recruits bent double, retching onto the sidewalk. ‘What’s up with him?’ Dragila asked a colleague. 
 
    ‘Woman on the second floor got cooked. Along with her sixteen cats.’ 
 
    Dragila chuckled. ‘Yo, Reuben, wanna get a plate of huevos rancheros once we clock off?’ he called out. Reuben swore at him before he started dry-heaving again and Dragila laughed, walking away from the smouldering wreck.  
 
    One less crack den, he thought. Good riddance. He hated this neighbourhood and hated working here; it was violent and dangerous. He’d been requesting a transfer into Manhattan for a long time, with his eye on Engine 35 in Hell’s Kitchen; it wasn’t far from where he lived and the amount of calls they dealt with over there meant he’d be getting paid plenty of overtime. 
 
    It was when he was about to turn back and re-join his company, that he saw two men running down a fire escape on a building just down the street.  
 
    Two things caught his attention; the first was that both were white guys, which was unusual on this block.  
 
    The second was that they seemed to be in one hell of a hurry.  
 
    When the larger of the two men hit the street, he didn’t wait for the other guy but took off down a side street, while his companion jumped into a car parked close by and drove off fast in the opposite direction.  
 
    Dragila didn’t think much of it at the time, although he’d glanced at the plates of the guy’s car, a subconscious habit. 
 
    Then the following morning, Omari Jones’ murder had hit the news.  
 
    While an investigation got underway in the glare of press attention, the violent murder of a police officer in his own home unusual enough to attract public interest, Dragila realised there could well be a link between the two events and saw a way he could benefit. Detectives questioned the men of Engine 235 who’d been fighting the fire nearby that night, coming to their firehouse and interviewing them individually. When it was his turn, Dragila had lied, saying he hadn’t seen anything. Then he’d written down the licence number before he could forget it and got an old friend he went to high school with and who was now a cop in the NYPD to search the plates. 
 
    ‘Carmine State,’ he’d told Dragila. ‘He’s NYPD; a detective.’ The cop had passed over a printed sheet of A4. ‘His address and number are on there. Why’d you want to run his set?’ 
 
    ‘He dropped his cell phone getting into his car the other night near a fire I was called to. Drove off before I could catch him.’  
 
    That weekend, Dragila staked out the address in Queens and after watching the building from his car for almost an entire Sunday, finally saw one of the two men he’d seen running down the fire escape that night letting himself into the building. Dragila had already decided he was going to take a punt and make out he knew more than he did; he pulled his cell phone after giving the man time to get to his apartment. Then he called the man’s landline. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘I saw you, asshole,’ Dragila said. ‘I know what you and your friend did.’  
 
    And his gamble had paid off. 
 
      
 
    Dragila got the transfer he so badly wanted shortly afterwards. Now based at Engine 35 in Manhattan, just over four weeks after Omari’s murder, Dragila was brewing up coffee for the new shift, before pouring it into mugs and carrying them on a tray to the table where they ate.  
 
    That was normally the job for the probie, but Shah was at a bakery collecting their breakfast order and Dragila wanted to stay occupied, edgy with the knowledge State should be showing up with the cash at some point that day. As he brought over the tray of coffee cups, not paying any attention to several ball-breaking comments from other members of the crew about cream and sugar, he glanced at the time, seeing it was 8:43am.  
 
    He and State had talked for less than two minutes that day Dragila had called, but that had been enough to make his demand. Thirty grand, in an envelope left in locker 4 at the station before sundown, or the NYPD would have some valuable information that could help prove State and his fat friend had murdered this Brooklyn cop. Dragila had told the police detective to wait until the team was called out, so the place would be empty; that way, he was confident State couldn’t ID him. The changing lockers where the men kept their bunker gear were numbered but not named, so State wouldn’t know number 4 belonged to Dragila. He had no intention of joining Omari Jones. 
 
    He’d just placed the tray on the table when the first call of the day came in. 
 
    And it was the biggest in the history of New York City. 
 
    ‘Where we going?’ one of their guys shouted over the bell as they rose and ran to their gear. 
 
    ‘World Trade Center!’ Sean O’Brien said, pulling on his bunker pants. ‘Plane hit the North Tower!’ 
 
    ‘Move it, guys!’ their Lieutenant said, running out of his office, radio in hand. ‘Let’s really move!’ 
 
      
 
    Less than thirty minutes later, State had seized the opportunity to steal the gun from the 16th Precinct before ducking into the firehouse with Lupinetti. The two locations were almost eight blocks apart and to Lupinetti, it had seemed like they were avoiding a passing cop car and just happened to be outside the firehouse which they used to take cover.  
 
    But their movements had been carefully engineered by State, who had an entirely different agenda: to deliver the hush money. Knowing his partner was prone to paranoia, State didn’t want him to know they’d been seen that night. If he did, he was likely to panic and drop them deeper in it.  
 
    State had toyed with the idea of not paying up if he managed to retrieve his Beretta but decided to play safe and deliver the cash. He may have got the gun back, but that didn’t mean whoever was rinsing him couldn’t go to the cops if his demands weren’t met and State didn’t want that kind of attention. With all the dirty money he’d made over the years, $30,000 wasn’t a big deal and it would buy him some time. He knew the firefighter wouldn’t be able to resist keeping up the blackmail once he got his hands on the money, so State was already planning how he was going to shut the guy up for good.  
 
    But he needed to figure out which firefighter it was. He was only going to get one chance at this and couldn’t screw it up by killing the wrong guy. Avoiding the cop car had been a perfect excuse to run into the station and keep Lupinetti fooled. 
 
    But then Jay Shah had appeared and the situation had quickly gone south. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Hey, shitbird,’ Dragila said in the present, his gun on State. ‘Rough few weeks? You look wiped, man.’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell are you?’ State asked.  
 
    ‘You can’t guess?’ His attention flicked to Archer. ‘Throw both pieces on the ground.’ 
 
    Knowing he had no alternative, Archer did as he was told, not taking his eyes off the firefighter. 
 
    ‘You do the same,’ Dragila ordered State. 
 
    ‘How are you involved in this?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘You’re the son of a bitch who blackmailed me,’ State said before Dragila could reply. 
 
    ‘Thought it was Jay, huh? That why you killed him? Or did he walk in on you at a bad time.’ 
 
    Archer’s brain was working fast as he tried to make sense of this latest development and use it to his advantage, that brief exchange enough to give him a clue. Then Dragila turned to him, a smug gleam of victory in his eyes. ‘I’ve been involved in this shit since the night he killed the black cop. I saw him and his lard ass partner run down that fire escape.’  
 
    ‘So you ripped him off?’  
 
    ‘Only did it once. Found the cash in my locker when I got back from the Trade Center. Easiest money I ever earned.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you stop there?’ State muttered. ‘Always expected you to ask for more.’ 
 
    ‘Too risky. I knew what you’d do if you found out who I was,’ Dragila said, walking forward and kicking away State’s gun. ‘I got what I wanted. But then everything turned to shit.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Archer replied, trying to buy time and give himself a chance to work out how to avoid being shot. Dragila paused, looking at him. 
 
    ‘My bitch ex-wife took almost everything I had. Got left with nothing, except my job and a drug problem.’ His eyes darted to State. ‘So when I heard a gun was found in our wall couple weeks back, you bet your ass I got interested. Checked you out and found out you were still NYPD.’ 
 
    ‘Let me have that gun and walk away and I’ll make you a millionaire.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so.’ Dragila grinned at State. ‘You’re a lucky SOB, Carmine. This whole time, that gun was right there under my nose in the firehouse. Would’ve been real useful to know that.’  
 
    He checked the rain-soaked park around them quickly, making sure they were still alone.  
 
    ‘I knew from the money I found in my locker that day when we got back from the Trade Center that this asshole had been at the firehouse that morning,’ Dragila told Archer. ‘And that he’d already killed at least one guy. No way would our probie have whacked himself. He wasn’t the type.’ He smiled triumphantly at State. ‘When things went quiet afterwards, did you think it was Jay extorting you? You didn’t know which firefighter it was. Must’ve been the one you killed after the extortion stopped, right? None of our other guys died that day.’ 
 
    State remained silent for a moment. ‘How’d you know I was here,’ he asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Heard you talking with the lieutenant earlier about the cop who was killed in the pool,’ Dragila said to Archer. 'But after hearing about that gun found in the wall, I decided ten days ago it’d be worth the money to hire a private dick to keep tabs on our friend here.’ He sneered at State. ‘The guy called your Division four days ago, for some bullshit reason. They told him you’ve been working at the police station off Vernon Boulevard lately. Then after handsome here showed up at the firehouse with all he had to say to O’Brien, I clocked off and waited down the block outside the Bureau. Saw you leave and followed.’ He looked at the Beretta. ‘And you led me straight to this, you stupid son of a bitch. You’re gonna pay for my new house.’ 
 
    As State’s face darkened, Dragila glanced at Archer.  
 
    ‘And you’re wrong place, wrong time, pal. Just like Jay. Just like Omari.’ 
 
      
 
    At Courtney’s apartment, Melissa whipped her handgun from her bag, but Brian Corliss had the element of surprise and rammed her against the wall before ripping it out of her hand. His other hand slammed around her throat in a mirror of what had happened at HU Medical earlier that morning.  
 
    ‘You went talkin’ to my partner’s wife?’ he said, his breath sour from pastrami and cigarettes. 
 
    ‘Game over…Brian,’ she got out.  
 
    ‘I’m gonna do you again. But this time, I’ll cut you to pieces after.’ She struggled to free herself, but he was too strong. ‘You should’ve followed instructions, bitch.’ 
 
    Instead of going limp as he expected with his hands around her throat, she suddenly kicked him in the groin then threw herself forward as his grip relaxed and headbutted him. Taken by surprise, he reeled back a step but then lashed out with his left hand, knocking her sideways. 
 
    She hit the kitchen table, rolled over the surface and knocked a bowl onto the floor as the table went down with her.  
 
    ‘Stop!’ Courtney screamed. Melissa scrambled to her feet as Corliss stalked towards her. Despite her best efforts to evade him, he moved fast for someone his size and managed to grab her; she took a swing, but he caught her hand easily and then punched her in the face. As she fell, she saw the still figure of Flapjack in the corner of the room, blood coming from his mouth.  
 
    ‘My husband’s gonna kill you,’ she spat at Corliss, as he yanked her up by the hair. ‘You and your partner. Believe it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ he laughed, tightening his grip and hitting her again, this time much harder. 
 
      
 
    ‘So what’s the plan? Archer asked Dragila, trying to buy himself some final seconds. ‘Keep blackmailing him?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Pick up where we left off. He needs the gun. I have the gun. I need money. He has money. I win, right? But not for you. The road ends right now.’ 
 
    ‘State’s finished. You’re not gonna get another dime out of him. Too many people know what he’s done.’ 
 
    ‘You do, you mean. Which sucks for you. He lives, you die.’ 
 
    ‘You shoot me, you’ve got a whole other stack of problems,’ Archer said. ‘Time doesn’t matter. Almost two decades later, we’re nailing the murderers of a cop and a firefighter.’ 
 
    Dragila ignored him and then made a tiny mistake. He’d been trained as a fireman, not a cop.  
 
    He looked over to his left at Astoria Pool and smiled. ‘That where your friend bought it?’ he said. ‘Only fitting you die close-’ 
 
    State was closer to Dragila than Archer and suddenly launched himself at his tormentor. 
 
    And the final confrontation between the three men began.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY FOUR 
 
    State had timed his assault on Dragila almost perfectly. He grabbed the firefighter’s hands to wrestle the gun from him, and as Dragila fought back, Archer let them go at it, intending to snatch the opportunity to retrieve his Sig Sauer and the Beretta 92 from where he’d just been forced to drop them. 
 
    But just as he stepped forward, Dragila shot State. The bullet hit the Internal Affairs detective in the shoulder and he yelled, releasing his grip and stumbling back. Dragila then whirled on his immediate threat, Archer, who’d reacted as soon as the shot was fired. Knowing he couldn’t grab his gun in time, he didn’t waste any time and instead, sprinted towards the concrete blockhouse, two bullets pinging off a metal climbing frame beside him as he ran. Luckily for Archer, Dragila had little experience of firing weapons and was a lousy shot.  
 
    Just as Archer reached the toilet block, Dragila heard a sound behind him and turned around, just in time to see State pick up the Beretta in its protective bag.  
 
    ‘Hand it over,’ Dragila ordered. 
 
    ‘Or what, asshole?’ State asked, panting, blood running down his arm. ‘You kill me? You can’t blackmail a dead man. The gun’s no use to you without me breathing.’ 
 
    Dragila suddenly smiled. ‘You’re not the only person I can bleed for that gun. Your partner was there that night too.’ 
 
    For the first time, fear flickered in State’s eyes. ‘He’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit,’ Dragila said. ‘I hired a private detective, remember?’  
 
    He raised his gun.  
 
    ‘And now you’ve seen my face.’ 
 
    State quickly drew his arm back and hurled the Beretta as hard as he could at Dragila, catching the firefighter by surprise, causing him to instinctively duck. State spun round and immediately lit off through the playground. Dragila recovered and fired again, hitting State in the leg who shouted in pain as he fell and lay still. He didn’t get back up. 
 
    One down, Dragila thought. Angry with how the control had suddenly been wrested from him, he turned and stalked through the rain to the toilet block, pushing back the metal door to the blockhouse. He was armed, and the pretty boy wasn’t; this wasn’t going to take long.  
 
    ‘Shoulda called for backup, pal,’ he said as he opened the door. 
 
    But he quickly discovered Archer didn’t need it. 
 
      
 
    The force differential between Corliss and Melissa wasn’t much different from a flyweight against a heavyweight, and he was throwing her around like a rag doll.  
 
    This time he sent her into a display cabinet that held a framed medal Courtney had received for her work at Ground Zero; Corliss was enjoying playing with her like a cat with a mouse, venting the frustration that had been building throughout the day. As he picked her up again, she grabbed a piece of glass from the broken cabinet and ignoring the burning pain in her hand, slashed it across his face, cutting him along the cheek and nose.  
 
    He roared in pain and anger, dropping her to clutch at the wound and she took a step back, holding the glass up in front of her, beads of blood sliding down her hand. Both hers and his. 
 
    ‘After I’m done with you, I’m gonna do your friend,’ he snarled.  
 
    She shook her head, trying to clear her vision. She’d go down fighting, but at the end of the day Corliss was twice her size and a strong man. No-one was coming to save her, and he wasn’t going to make it quick. She knew that soon she’d be too battered and dazed to resist.  
 
    She thought of Jake. Her girls and her son, as Corliss hit her again. 
 
    But then in that moment, her brain and senses rocked by the blow, she remembered something. Something that could equal the fight between them. 
 
    The weapons she’d hidden in the apartment. 
 
    And there was one only a few feet away from her. 
 
      
 
    Dragila had only just edged inside the blockhouse when the door was slammed back into his face. Archer’s experience and training then showed. He followed up his advantage by dropping the man with a headbutt, then ripped his gun out of his hand. In the meantime, the door had swung back and, in the darkness, he heard Dragila move.  
 
    Archer fired several times into the ceiling, using the light of the flashes to find the man, and saw Dragila rushing him. Archer met him head on and a few seconds later, Dragila was unconscious on the floor.  
 
    One down.  
 
    Catching his breath, Archer slowly opened the door and edged out, just in case State was waiting. All he heard was the sound of the increasing wind and rain, and all he could see was darkness. 
 
    He turned back to check Dragila over for more weapons but found nothing, the man still unconscious. Now, no longer a threat, Archer ignored him and stole out of the toilet block. Despite not being able to see him, he didn’t intend to become target practice for State. It was then he saw the IA detective slumped face down on the ground, blood leaking out around him on the rain-soaked concrete.  
 
    Looking over to his left, Archer also saw the Beretta was no longer where he’d been forced to drop it. Ignoring State, he studied the area around him carefully and after picking up his Sig, started to methodically cover the ground, looking for the missing Beretta. 
 
    He finally spotted the gun in its bag, resting close to the edge of the pool.  
 
      
 
    Melissa was at the very edge of consciousness, dazed and bloodied, but was focusing on the Glock she knew was taped under the wooden coffee table. 
 
    Then Corliss did her a favor. He picked her up and slammed her into the table, knocking the air out of her as all hundred and twenty four pounds of her hit the surface hard. The table fell onto its side as she rolled over it, covered in blood.  
 
    Corliss walked down on her and pulled his own pistol. 
 
      
 
    Archer moved closer to the pool, where Lucero had died almost twenty four hours earlier, the reason for the events of the last few hours hidden under a grating, a stone’s throw from where Diana had been killed.  
 
    A set of lights had been set up earlier in the day by CSU around the pool to better illuminate the murder scene, but the place was now in darkness, the generator that powered the lights switched off. However, the lights were now swinging precariously, rocked violently back and forth in the wind and rain. The gusts were so strong a number of lights had already fallen into the pool, but Archer wasn’t paying any attention to them, focused instead on the gun.  
 
    He moved over and picked it up. 
 
    It was as he straightened that he got shot in the back. 
 
    Archer was knocked off his feet right at the edge of the pool, the gunshot nailing him in the back of the bulletproof vest, causing him to drop his Sig Sauer and the Beretta which both fell out of his hands and into the pool below.  
 
    Trying to drag himself back to his feet, he saw State limping towards him, the IA detective’s pistol in his hand.  
 
    As Diana Lucero’s murderer approached, Archer saw bulbs around the park were starting to flicker. 
 
    Then just as State reached the unarmed Archer, New York City’s power surged back.  
 
    The sudden brightness took both men by surprise, illuminating the area like a stage and driving away the shadows. The pool had been completely empty a few hours earlier, but the torrential downpour had already started to fill the slope nearest them which now contained a few inches of water. 
 
    Lit up, his eyes stinging from the brightness of the restored lights, Archer had no weapon, and realising he was about to be shot, glanced to his left. 
 
    Some of the temporary lights had tumbled into the pool, lying in the shallow rainwater, but they hadn’t come back on.  
 
    However, the powerful generator for them was less than ten feet away. 
 
      
 
    ‘Forget screwing you,’ Corliss said to Melissa, raising his gun. ‘You ain’t worth a second go, anyway.’ He glanced over at Courtney and laughed. ‘But I won’t kill you yet, bitch. You and I gotta have some fun first.’ 
 
    When he turned back to Melissa, he stopped laughing.  
 
    In those precious few seconds, she’d ripped away the gun she’d taped under the table days earlier, raised her arm and State found himself looking at the wrong end of a handgun. 
 
    ‘Too late, asshole,’ she said, before she fired. 
 
    Melissa had the drop on Corliss but was so battered her usual accuracy deserted her and her shot hit him in the right collarbone, not in his chest as she’d intended. It cut through him and sent the man reeling backwards, clutching at the wound.  
 
    Melissa fired again, missing, then hit him in the arm, but she was shaking so hard, she couldn’t put him down.  
 
    She fired again but missed, then watched in horror as he recovered his balance, murderous rage in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    On the ground at the edge of Astoria Pool, Archer watched as State took a step closer. 
 
    ‘Where’s the gun?’ 
 
    Archer glanced to his left. ‘In the pool.’ 
 
    Keeping his gun on Archer, State limped over to the edge and glanced down. He grinned in satisfaction then turned and lifted his weapon. ‘You put up more of a fight than Omari and the fireman at least.’ 
 
    ‘You got that right,’ Archer muttered. He lunged forward and double-kicked State sideways in the legs, knocking him backwards into the rainwater below. 
 
    Then he leapt to his feet and flicked on the generator.  
 
    Furious to have been caught off guard, State had just got to his knees in the wet when CSU’s lights flared on. The charge immediately electrocuted him. He jerked, screaming, some of his joints dislocating from the violent spasms, his flesh burning as the current passed through him before he finally lay still, lying on his back in the shallow water, his body blackened and smoking. 
 
    Archer remained where he was for a moment then walked over and looked down at the man who’d been the cause of so much misery and his friend’s death.  
 
    The Beretta that had been his obsession and the cause of so much trouble, lying beside the IA detective’s hand. 
 
    It had taken him seventeen years. 
 
    But he’d finally got his gun back. 
 
      
 
    Melissa’s Glock clicked dry as Courtney cried out and Corliss raised his weapon, wounded but far from down, his eyes red with fury. 
 
    ‘Time’s up, bitch.’ 
 
    But before he could fire, there was the sound of a shotgun being double pumped. 
 
    Corliss swung round, his gun up, his eyes widening in a split-second of recognition and shock before he was taken off his feet by a blast and killed instantly, the shot hitting him in the upper chest.  
 
    As the pistol dropped from Melissa’s nerveless fingers, and Courtney watched in terror from the kitchen, they saw a figure walk in through the door. 
 
    Melissa let out a sob of relief.  
 
    Jake Hendricks put down his wife’s home defence shotgun before walking over and kneeling down beside her. 
 
    ‘Hey honey,’ he said quietly. ‘Sorry I’m late.’ 
 
    Then he held her as she started to sob. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    ‘Disgraced city police detectives Francis Lupinetti, Jackson Baszler, Brandon Mulroney and firefighter Nicholas Dragila are here to make their first appearances in court today, charged with…’ the TV inside the Counter Terrorism Bureau reported. The footage showed the men being ushered into court as they received abuse from people on the courthouse steps, kept back by a police cordon. ‘The four men are said to be part of a network of NYPD and FDNY personnel accused of corruption and murder going back almost twenty years. Their crimes include rape, theft, extortion and the murders of nine people, including four fellow police officers and a firefighter…’  
 
    At the same time the men were being taken into court, Lieutenant Franklin was sitting in front of a panel consisting of two senior Internal Affairs officers and several high-ranking detectives from BIT, the FDNY equivalent. ‘This is not a good look for us,’ one of the men from IA said, the group watching the report on a TV in the CT Bureau conference room. 
 
    ‘No,’ Franklin replied. ‘It’s not.’ 
 
    ‘You stand by everything your people said in their statements?’ one of the IA detectives asked, after muting the TV volume. 
 
    ‘Yes. Every word.’ 
 
    One of the IA men slid a piece of paper across the desk. ‘The Beretta Sam Archer recovered came back as the weapon that killed Omari Jones and Jay Shah. Frank Lupinetti laid out everything in exchange for serving time in a place he’ll last longer in than the time it takes to brew a cup of coffee.’ 
 
    ‘How many members of the NYPD were involved?’ 
 
    ‘Nine in total. State the boss. He recruited them from-’ 
 
    As the IA man talked, Franklin tuned him out and looked at the TV screen across the room, which although silent now, was showing mugshots of the other detectives involved in the kidnappings. NYPD divers had dragged the Hudson near the Pier where Archer had fought Lorenzo Salumeria and found both his and Ricardo Fallas’ bodies. Detective Brian Corliss had been killed by Jake Hendricks, who’d arrived just in time to prevent his wife being shot at Courtney Blaylock’s apartment, Courtney’s eye-witness account and the damage to Melissa clear evidence of what had taken place immediately before her husband appeared on the scene. Frank Lupinetti had revealed where the ransom money had been stored, and every cent was recovered, much to the mayor’s relief. However, it wasn’t going to bring back Diana Lucero, NYPD pilot Matthew Maniotti or TJ Koechner. 
 
    Kayleigh Hendricks had taken care of her mother’s other rapist, Detective James Carrera; despite having taken a life, she was her parents’ daughter, the knowledge of what that man had done to her mother and what he’d been planning to do to the rest of them, all she’d needed to remain untroubled by the action she’d been forced to take. Justice had been served. Josh Blake had despatched Detectives Ryan Lavesque and Joseph Nakata in the woods minutes from Jake’s parents’ home. Once Josh had killed their attackers, he and Zoe had driven to the Hendricks’ house, arriving just after they’d all been released by Kayleigh. Josh immediately dealt with the practicalities and once the power had been restored, called the Bureau. It later turned out the power cut was due to a group of adolescent hackers in Yonkers who’d managed to jack the grid causing the outage that had affected the entire Tri-State area. They were all now in police custody. 
 
    ‘I know it means nothing, but we apologise,’ the other IA detective said to Franklin. ‘The level of corruption we’ve uncovered is an embarrassment for us and the Fire Department.’ He paused. ‘I personally couldn’t be sorrier that your detective was killed.’ 
 
    ‘Me too.’ 
 
    ‘Despite what happened, there are mostly good people in our Departments. You’re one of them, Lieutenant. Remember that.’ 
 
    Keeping his thoughts to himself, Franklin checked the time. ‘Are we done here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Lieutenant.’ 
 
    ‘Then excuse me. I need to go bury Diana Lucero.’ 
 
      
 
    Outside Engine 35 in Hell’s Kitchen, Priya and Harp were standing side by side, the firehouse empty, the crew out on a call somewhere. The grandmother and grandson were looking at a plaque that had been fixed to the wall outside the station, just under a memorial commemorating the 343 who’d died at the Trade Center on 9/11. 
 
    Remembering Jaya Naveen Shah.  
 
    The Pride of Hell’s Kitchen. 
 
    3/4/1979-9/11/2001 
 
    Harp ran his hand over the etched-in letters and numbers. ‘My dad.’ 
 
    ‘We always told you he wasn’t a coward,’ Priya said, kissing the teenager on the cheek before wiping her eyes. 
 
    Watching them both from a car down the street, having driven them over from Astoria and now dressed in official NYPD uniform, Archer had a notepad on his knee, a pen in his hand.  
 
    He smiled briefly as he watched Priya and Harp studying the plaque.  
 
    Peace at last for their son and father. 
 
    Archer glanced down at the blank page of the notepad, then started writing. It took him a minute or so, but then he tucked an item between the pages and placed the notebook on the passenger seat, before starting the engine. 
 
      
 
    In Brooklyn, also dressed in uniform, Josh was standing beside the kid who’d helped him out when he’d come down asking questions the day of the power outage. They were looking at a newly-painted mural on the wall in Bed-Stuy.  
 
    ‘Who did this?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘I dunno,’ the boy said.  
 
    A street artist had been busy. The mural was a similar size to that of the rapper Biggie a few blocks away, but this one showed Omari Jones in his uniform, his DOB and date of death scrawled beside it.  
 
    One of Ours was printed under it in stylised graffiti.  
 
    The artist had done a spectacular job. 
 
    ‘People saw that shit on the news,’ the teenager said. ‘What Omari was gonna do about the lady who got raped. And about who killed him.’ 
 
    Josh nodded. The results of the investigation had been shared with the wider NYPD and the FDNY, Zoe finding the confidence to step forward and reveal all that had happened to her. Inevitably, news of the case had reached the TV networks, who were running with the dramatic story, laying out the details of the bent detectives and doing features on both Omari Jones and Jay Shah. Unfortunately, the exaggerated reporting was making it sound as if the entire Department was riddled with corrupt officers. It was going to take time and some very effective PR to undo the harm State and his friends had done to the police’s reputation in the city. 
 
    ‘I got your brother early release,’ Josh told the boy. 
 
    ‘Say what? Are you for real?’ 
 
    ‘Just keep him out of trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Man, maybe I was wrong about you. Not all you five-o suck.’ 
 
    ‘No, we don’t.’ Josh wasn’t in the mood to talk further and walked away from the mural, heading towards Zoe Saluco, who was standing by the car, her left arm in plaster. 
 
    ‘Looks exactly like him,’ she said. 
 
    Josh nodded. ‘And now he’ll be remembered for the right reasons.’  
 
    Zoe gave him a spontaneous hug, a complete reversal from her attitude when they’d first met at her coffee shop on Staten Island the day of the storm. Considering what she’d been through and the trauma she’d suffered as a result, the significance of the gesture wasn’t lost on Josh. 
 
    ‘We’d better get going,’ he said. ‘Service starts in less than an hour.’ 
 
      
 
    Rising from his seat on a bench in Midtown, in uniform which was a tighter fit than usual due to the strapping across his chest, Jake Hendricks waited for his wife as she walked towards him; she’d just left one of the best sexual health clinics in Manhattan. The after-effects of the beating she’d received from Brian Corliss were still very evident on her face and body, but Jake wasn’t looking at her injuries.  
 
    Instead, he was studying her face closely, trying to read her expression. 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ she told him as she approached, a smile suddenly spreading across her face.  
 
    Jake stepped forward and hugged her carefully. ‘I couldn’t read you.’ He stood back and looked at her. ‘I still don’t understand. You should have told me.’ 
 
    ‘If they were prepared to go to that extreme, I knew what you were doing…had to be important. I didn’t want to distract you. And I…I guess I was ashamed. I thought you’d think less of me.’ 
 
    He pulled her back into his arms and looked down at her. ‘I’ve never thought more of you.’ 
 
    Behind them, Jake saw his parents waiting, Kayleigh, Leah and their son Jack with them, who’d come back from soccer camp as soon as he’d heard what had happened. His father was with Kayleigh, an arm around her, the other in a sling, recovering well after the shot in the shoulder. Jake had been worried about his daughter and had been watching her carefully for any sign of post-traumatic stress, but so far, she seemed to be perfectly matter of fact about Carrera’s death. Courtney was OK too, and Flapjack not suffering any lasting damage from being knocked unconscious by Corliss when he was hit hard with a chair. 
 
    ‘We’d better head uptown,’ Hendricks said.  
 
    As Melissa turned with him, she sensed she was being watched. Her experiences with Corliss had sharpened her senses. 
 
    She looked back and instantly recognised a woman on a bench nearby. 
 
    Rhian Carrera was sitting there alone, holding a cup of coffee and looking straight at Melissa, a reversal from how they’d first met. In the relatively short time since Melissa’s daughter had killed Rhian’s husband, the woman had found out exactly what he’d been involved in. 
 
    Tears in her eyes, she nodded to Melissa and raised the cup.  
 
    Melissa gave Rhian a brief smile and returned the nod before walking away with her husband.  
 
    * 
 
    Diana Lucero’s funeral took place at a church on the Upper West Side in Manhattan; during the reception afterwards, Franklin had just left Gio Lucero in a side room with a beer.  
 
    He returned a few moments later and passed Gio a notepad.  
 
    Resting his hand on the man’s shoulder, he then turned and left the room again, closing the door quietly behind him. 
 
    Gio opened the book, and saw it was filled with neat handwriting, spaced apart, with paragraphs and names under them. They were the best memories they had of Diana from every member of the Bureau who she’d been close to. 
 
    Hands shaking, he thumbed through the pages, almost overcome with emotion. 
 
    The last page was from someone called Sam Archer, the man explaining who he was, and how he and Diana had become friends. Gio read: 
 
    ‘She and I used to walk down to Astoria Park and sit together, talking. On one of our trips, she told me about your days at the beach. About how much she loved her father. How much she always has. 
 
    ‘And how she’d forgiven him.’ 
 
    Then Gio felt a shape behind the page and turned it. 
 
    The coloured pinwheel he’d given her that day and which he saw her throw away, was resting in the back of the book. 
 
    Gio sat staring at it for a few moments, tears brimming in his eyes. He wiped them away, gathered himself then rose and walked out into the main room.  
 
    He paused, looking for Franklin and spotting him with some other officers, walked over. 
 
    ‘Where’s the man who wrote this last piece?’ Gio asked. ‘Archer? I’d like to talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘I think he already left.’ 
 
      
 
    Archer hadn’t stayed long at the club, only having one drink. After everything that had happened, he wanted to be alone with his thoughts and that included some time away from his own police team, who were back in the city now after their trip to Pittsburgh and stay in Yonkers.  
 
    Sitting by himself on a bench in Astoria Park, dressed in uniform but with his police dress hat removed, he glanced around at kids in the playground, adults walking dogs and tossing frisbees, an ice cream truck parked alongside the waterfront.  
 
    Life going on as normal. 
 
    Not for the first time since her death, he heard the echo of Diana Lucero’s voice in his mind. 
 
    Think they can see us? The people we love. Who we’ve lost? 
 
    I like to think so. 
 
    ‘So long, Di,’ he said quietly, glancing around the park and at the spot where she died. 
 
    Stay lucky, man, he imagined her saying back.  
 
    Archer looked at the sun setting over the city ahead, the light amber, the sky so fiery an orange it appeared as if it was swirling with flame.  
 
    Another hot day. A sad day, when he’d said goodbye to a close friend. 
 
    But another day he’d survived to see.  
 
    Stay lucky, man. 
 
    ‘I’ll do my best,’ he said quietly. 
 
    THE END 
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    ONE 
 
    Her face was criss-crossed with old scars, seamed with collagen. She was panting heavily, her breath coming out as white vapor, her chest rising and falling.  
 
    But her hands were steady.  
 
    She pushed up a set of ski goggles until they were resting against her woollen hat, her lank blonde hair spilling over the collar of her coat. Her snowmobile was lying on its side to her right, where it had ploughed to a stop in a snowdrift after she’d been forced off the road. It had dark smoking holes in its sides but the front shield had protected her from the bullets.  
 
    Pools of blood had already started to leak out of the bodies of the two men slumped in the snow in front of her. It should have been her lying there, but the heavily falling snow had saved her life. The pair who’d come to kill her clearly weren’t used to a harsh climate and hadn’t been prepared for the sudden change in the weather. Neither of them had been wearing goggles, and the horizontal wind-driven snow from a passing storm had obscured their vision as they’d opened fire when she sped into view.  
 
    The moment she’d realised she was driving into an ambush, she swerved into the pile of snow at the side of the road which threw her off her transport. She’d scrambled behind the cover of the snowbank, the men continuing to fire on her position, as she used the drift and poor visibility to flank them. Looping her way around, and sliding open the knife she always carried in the pocket of her coat, she’d crept up behind one guy as he moved in on the drift where he thought she was. She’d slashed open his throat in one fast movement and then shot the other with the dead man’s weapon, a pistol, before he’d had time to sense he’d been outwitted.  
 
    The weapon hadn’t been silenced and the gunshots echoed like thunderclaps around the wintry landscape, but there was no-one to hear them; they were miles from anyone and anywhere. The shell casings from the rounds the men had fired and the two shots she’d just made had burned little black holes in the white snow, the falling white flakes already beginning to cover them.  
 
    It had been just over a year since she’d last killed a man. On this occasion, the bad weather and remote location meant there was little risk of cars passing, but she’d learned from her time in this country that guides took the more adventurous tourists anywhere and everywhere, the weather proving no barrier.  
 
    She pictured passing strangers suddenly stumbling onto the scene, seeing the red blood stark against the white landscape, with her standing there holding a gun and knife.  
 
    Time to move. 
 
    She could still just about make out the tracks the two men had made when they’d arrived to lie in wait for her, but the falling snow was quickly masking them, so she knew she had to hurry. She checked their pockets for keys and found a set in the coat of the man who she’d shot. Neither was carrying identification, but she had a pretty good idea where they were from and who’d sent them. Leaving their bodies lying there, she put her goggles back in place and started to retrace the men’s footprints.  
 
    Ten minutes later and out of breath, she came upon a Toyota Land Cruiser with snow-chains fitted parked behind some trees, and found paperwork inside identifying it as a rental from Keflavik Airport. The key worked, confirming it was their vehicle and she drove it back the way she’d come, stopping beside the two dead men, their bodies already partially covered with snow. Carefully tucking every strand of hair inside her hat, she tried to drag the bodies into the two front seats, but they were too heavy. Dead man’s weight. Frustrated, she thought for a moment, then opened the rear door of the Toyota. She knew from her time here that cars in Iceland were stocked with gear in case they got stuck in snow or had to pull someone else out, and after a quick search, she found a pair of towing straps inside. She clipped one side of each onto the Toyota’s recovery hooks, then lassoed the others around the dead men’s ankles, double-looping the cord before pulling and clipping them tight.  
 
    Once that was done, she looked down at the frozen lake ahead, which was spread out below the slightly higher slope she was on. The car beside her was of European design, the parking brake located in the centre console. She’d already checked the Toyota’s gear was in neutral and that the wheels were pointing directly ahead; she then reached in, ensuring she wasn’t snagged on anything or had left any hairs she could see on the seat. Nothing a forensic team could use later. 
 
    Releasing the handbrake, she pulled back, and after a hard shove with her gloved hands to get it going, the car started to roll down the gradient, dragging the two bodies with it.  
 
    She watched the Toyota gather speed and glide out onto the frozen water, having enough momentum to keep going even with over three hundred pounds of dead weight fixed to its wake. Stop, she willed the car as it kept sliding.  
 
    Eventually it slowed, spinning slightly as it reached the centre of the lake.  
 
    She waited.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    It’s not January or February, she thought. The sheet must’ve thawed some by now.  
 
    She considered firing the handgun she’d retrieved to try and break the ice, but then heard what she’d been waiting for, a cracking sound as the ice sheet finally started to give way around the heavy vehicle. The car sank into the lake. It bobbed on the surface for almost a minute, but then water achieved the inevitable and the Toyota disappeared under the surface, dragging the two bodies with it, the hole in the ice a dark outline in the swirling snow.  
 
    Just like that, the rental vehicle and the men who’d driven it here were gone. 
 
    The woman went back to where she’d killed the pair and smudged the snow to hide the blood stains, which fresh layers of white flakes had almost covered anyway and would then wash away when melted. In the unlikely event an isolated tracker or guide found the stains, she hoped they’d assume they belonged to an animal, and in turn anyone who found any shell casings she’d missed would think they were from a hunter. The hole in the lake would freeze back over, and by the time it thawed, she’d be nothing but a memory here.  
 
    She gathered up her knife and the guns the men had brought with them, and stored them in her snowmobile after righting it and reversing out of the drift. The engine was making a strange noise but to her relief, it was still working. It took her twenty minutes to get back to her place, and she scoped out the small house thoroughly before edging inside, the pistol she’d stolen ready to be fired, just in case more of them were lying in wait. 
 
    No-one was there. Keeping hold of the handgun, she went to a small locked plastic box hidden in the cistern of the only toilet in the house. She took it out, opened the box with a key she took from around her neck and withdrew a cell phone. Removing the device from its two protective plastic bags, she powered it up then called a nine digit Maryland number, preceding it with a +1, the international code for the United States. 
 
    ‘What’s going on, boss?’ a voice replied. ‘You all good?’ 
 
    ‘They found me again,’ she said. ‘I’m done with this. Set it up. I’m coming home.’ 
 
    * 
 
    A week later, two men stood by the fireplace in the woman’s home. The place was freezing, the hearth cold, wind whistling mournfully around the building.  
 
    One of the strangers had a pistol he’d been given by a local contact, while the other was holding a metal baseball bat bought from a sports store in Reykjavik. They’d just checked every inch of the small house; it hadn’t taken long. ‘You think it’s worth waiting?’ the guy with the bat asked, in Italian.  
 
    ‘No, se n’e andata,’ the other man replied, putting away his weapon and heading for the door, hitting the frame with his fist as he left. 
 
    No.  
 
    She’s gone. 
 
      
 
    He was right. Around the same time the two men were searching the house, two thousand seven hundred miles away a freighter ship arrived at the Port of Baltimore. US Customs carried out their standard search, finding nothing of interest or anything to concern them, including the credentials of the crew which had all been checked to satisfaction.  
 
    If someone had been watching carefully however, they would have noticed a normally-diligent officer tasked with searching the accommodation quarters hadn’t checked a particular cabin. He’d volunteered to inspect the area, his colleagues spreading out to look over the rest of the freighter, but what they didn’t know was he’d been paid a healthy five figures to make sure that cabin wasn’t entered. He’d also been left in no doubt what would happen to his family if he mentioned the instruction or the payoff to anyone, likewise with the two crew members who’d smuggled the extra passenger on board at the port of origin six days ago, in Algeciras, Spain. None of them had any intention of talking; they were already on the gang’s payroll anyway and were well aware of the consequences if they did. 
 
    An hour later, a vehicle with one of the dock workers behind the wheel drove through the exit gates before pulling in around the back of an abandoned gas station a mile away, where a Cadillac four wheel drive was waiting. The longshoreman stopped the car, got out and opened the trunk, two large men from the Escalade helping the smaller figure inside to climb out.  
 
    For the first time in four years, the woman with the badly scarred face who’d killed the two ambushers on the mountain in Iceland set foot on American soil. She allowed the pair to support her for a moment, then walked slowly over to the Cadillac while one of the men pulled a banded roll of money and handed it over to the dock worker. 
 
    ‘You say a word to anyone-’ 
 
    ‘I won’t.’ He looked past him. ‘That who I think it is?’ 
 
    ‘Beat it.’ 
 
    The longshoreman turned and quickly returned to his car before driving off. Inside the 4x4, the woman sat in the center of the back seat, while the two men got into the front. ‘Welcome back,’ the man riding shotgun said, passing her a brown, grease-stained bag from Burger King. ‘Figured you’d be hungry.’ 
 
    ‘Get me outta here,’ she said, tearing open the bag and starting to devour the Whopper and large fries it contained. They took her to an establishment they owned in the city which was checked for surveillance and swept for bugs each day. The woman showered, then put on a change of clothes they’d brought her. She walked into the real estate building’s office and sat down behind the main desk. A group of her men had gathered in the room; one of them shut the door and windows, the noise from a bar two doors down immediately muted. 
 
    ‘We’re clean,’ one of them said, completing the latest sweep, one extra carried out today due to this woman’s return. She pointed to a liquor cabinet and one of her men went over, fetched a bottle of scotch and a tumbler then placed them in front of her.  
 
    Pouring herself a double, she looked at the gathered faces. Some she recognized, others were new. The older ones were smiling, seemingly pleased she was back. The younger ones were studying her with interest, and she could sense them trying to weigh her up. 
 
    ‘We can’t risk you checking into a hotel or going to your house, right now,’ one of her top guys said. ‘We set up a rental for you in Riverside.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what I missed,’ she said, nodding at him as she leaned back in the chair and took a sip of the Macallan. ‘Things you couldn’t say over the phone.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
    Twenty five days later, the July 4th holiday was just around the corner, and across the United States, preparation for the celebrations were underway, summer now having fully arrived. It was forty eight hours before Independence Day, and kids had been out of school for a couple of weeks; touring shows around the nation were cashing in on that, and tonight was the last of the Eisenhower Park Summer Carnival in the Nassau County portion of Long Island, New York.  
 
    The tour had been there for almost a week, but like many of their counterparts, were set to hit the road again in the morning in search of more profit. ‘We got dawgs, burgers and BBQ chicken!’ a food truck vendor barked, smoke hissing from the grill behind him as he and another employee took dollars from customers and passed down food. ‘Come get ‘em before someone else does! Ain’t got many left!’ Adults, teenagers and children were milling around everywhere, enjoying the attractions, going on rides, parents of younger kids hoping all the excitement and activity would tire the youngsters out.  
 
    Six girls aged between ten and twelve were in the thick of the crowds having fun, monitored by several sets of adults; two of the kids were doing battle at the water gun stand, being egged on by a carnival worker, while another ate cotton candy as she watched, pulling tufts of the sugary pink confection from the stick and stuffing it into her mouth, her eyes on the game but her brain on the sugar. Another two were talking to a group of boys the same age, most of it revolving around teasing each other, the kids in the last year or so before puberty kicked in and these light-hearted conversations became far more charged and awkward.  
 
    The park was filled with lights and noise, a flashing, loud, sugar-and-salt laden assault on the senses. Among the kids being watched in that six-girl group, eleven year old Isabel Vargas felt the stirrings of a headache, and looked away from the blinking bright lights on one of the rides. At the same time, she felt her recently-acquired cell phone start ringing in her pocket and answered, seeing the name of the caller. She’d had the smartphone for a couple of weeks, on the understanding its usage was going to be strictly monitored; it was her new favourite possession.  
 
    ‘Hey Mama,’ she said with a smile. ‘Don’t worry. I’m still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Very funny,’ NYPD Detective Alice Vargas replied. ‘How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘We’re having a good time.’ 
 
    ‘Dana’s parents?’ 
 
    ‘They’re here with Monica’s and Jane’s,’ she said, looking at their chaperones for the evening, the husbands looking as if they’d pulled jury duty. ‘Don’t worry, we’re all together. Load of kids from Astoria are here.’ 
 
    ‘Any headaches?’ 
 
    ‘Nothin’ serious.’ She paused. ‘I took my pill.’ 
 
    ‘I get off work in an hour or so. I’ll meet you at Dana’s after they drive you all back.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ Isabel replied, catching eye contact with one of the boys from school across the park. She could see he was with his parents but looked as if he’d much rather be with his friends. ‘Talk later, Mama. Love you.’ 
 
    ‘Love you too, kiddo.’ 
 
    Isabel Vargas had grown out of a lot of things in the past year, but the fair wasn’t one of them and she’d told her adoptive mother the truth; she was having a good time. It brought memories back from her birthday three years before. That day, her father had paid for a circus to perform for an afternoon in the back of their luxurious home, one of the only times she’d felt he’d actually acknowledged her existence. She’d been too young and naïve at the time to appreciate how much the whole day would have cost, entranced by the performers, petting the animals, staring in shock when a woman was sawn in half inside a box then put back together again while never losing her smile. There hadn’t been any clowns either, which even then she’d appreciated. She didn’t trust anyone with an expression painted on their face. 
 
    The fair this afternoon was a big public event but she was enjoying it just as much, partly because of some newly-allowed freedom. With what had happened to her entire family less than a year after that birthday celebration, she never liked to stray too far from her adoptive mother Vargas’ side, but lately had found herself getting angry and upset at feeling hemmed in. She knew why she was at risk and why Vargas kept such a watchful eye on her, but she badly wanted to just be one of the girls.  
 
    Even though she had a history unlike any other child she’d ever met. 
 
    She sensed the boy from school she’d exchanged looks with, called Brett, looking at her again and was just going to head over to talk to him when she saw the other girls had moved off while she’d been on the phone. Isabel looked around the crowd but couldn’t see them or their parents. 
 
    With that headache still not dissipating, she suddenly caught a bright flash in her peripheral vision. The glint produced an immediate reaction to look away as fast as possible, an automatic reflex to prevent it triggering one of her sudden epileptic fits, which were severe.  
 
    She snapped her head to the side away from the light, and in that moment, something hissed past so close it almost clipped her eyelashes.  
 
    The edge of it did graze the side of her face with what seemed like the gentlest of kisses, but it produced a hot sting of pain, followed by a thud from the wooden wall behind her, the rear of a stall for horses.  
 
    The whole sequence happened in less than a second, but nearby, a clown entertaining some of the crowd paused mid act. The balls he’d been juggling fell to the floor.  
 
    His daubed-on smile remained fixed as he stared at something behind her.  
 
    Seeing his reaction, Isabel turned and saw the object that had almost hit her.  
 
    It was a knife.  
 
    The hilt was still quivering, the blade buried two inches deep into the wood of the stall. Putting her hand to her face, she felt blood leaking from where the knife had grazed her, and she turned back to look where the flash of light had originated, realising it must’ve been from the blade when it was thrown.  
 
    Suddenly, she felt terrified, and stared at the people around her at the fair. Another glinting flash came from a forty five degree angle to her right and she screamed, dropping down, but it was the last sunlight of the day bouncing off the shape-altering mirrors of an attraction.  
 
    ‘Issy?’ her friend Monica’s father called, quickly moving over when he saw the girl cowering on the ground.  
 
    It wasn’t until he got closer that he saw the blood leaking down the side of her face under her hand.  
 
      
 
    Two hours later, in the Queens borough of New York City, Detective Sam Archer used his electronic tag to buzz himself through the door of the NYPD’s Counter-Terrorism headquarters. He didn’t slow, striding quickly around the corner, and found a tearful-looking Isabel sitting on a chair beside a police desk. She was with a Department doctor and Lisa Marquez, Vargas’ NYPD detective partner, but when Issy saw Archer, she leapt off her chair and ran over to hug him which elicited another bout of tears.  
 
    Archer wasn’t related to her, and had only met the child just over three years ago, but they shared one hell of a history. To Isabel, he was a perfect being and after Vargas, the most important person in her life. He returned her hug then eased her back gently and looked at the girl’s cheek. The cut had been cleaned and stitched, but even so, he saw it was a severe diagonal gash that was deep enough to have required needle and thread. She caught her breath as salt from her tears stung the wound; Archer used his thumb to clear them away carefully.  
 
    ‘She’s in partial shock,’ Marquez told Archer quietly. ‘And we gave her a tetanus shot, just in case.’ 
 
    ‘She’s epileptic,’ he informed the doc in reply, who was about to use his flashlight, presumably to check her pupils. 
 
    ‘Detective Marquez told me. But this won’t trigger anything. Just want to make sure everything’s normal.’ 
 
    ‘You take your pill?’ Archer asked her. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Isabel said, sniffing after a brief pause. Marquez used the opportunity to look from Archer to upstairs, making a motion with her head; he took the prompt and reassuring Issy he’d be back in a few moments, headed up the stairs.  
 
    When he got to the 1st floor, he found one of the private conference rooms had a group of people inside, all but two of them members of the police investigation team Archer belonged to. Nearest to the door, a quiet detective called Harry Ledger was sitting alone with his arms folded. The squad had previously been five, but increased by one when Ledger covered for Archer’s partner on an op and he’d been retained in the team ever since. He was the first to notice Archer and nodded to his friend and colleague as he entered. 
 
    ‘You pass her on the way in?’ the team leader, Sergeant Matt Shepherd, asked Archer when he spotted him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, just left her with Marquez and a doc. It was a knife?’ 
 
    ‘Take a look,’ Archer’s detective partner, Josh Blake said, passing his colleague a sealed evidence bag. Josh was a married father of two, formerly three, and a proud Louisianan from New Orleans. He was African American and built like he could rip a phonebook in two with his bare hands. Archer had seen him do it once, taking a bet after too many drinks. 
 
    The blade in the bag was six or seven inches long, the hilt wrapped with a layer of tape. Archer felt the weight of the knife, which was considerable. ‘Someone threw this at her?’ 
 
    ‘Pulled straight from the wall behind her,’ Shepherd told Archer. ‘It’s print clean. Whoever slung it had their hands covered.’ 
 
    ‘And no-one in the crowd saw who threw it? How could people miss that?’ Vargas asked, looking extremely anxious. Archer guessed she was up here instead of downstairs with her adopted daughter to hear the briefing, yet wouldn’t want to be parted from Issy for long. Like Archer, she’d just turned thirty one; this time of year always darkened her half-Brazilian skin-tone, her jet black hair framing a face with large mahogany brown eyes. Those eyes shared a look with Archer, knowing he’d be as concerned about this as she was. She’d been involved in Sam’s history just as long as Isabel; they’d also dated for almost two years but had now been apart for a while.  
 
    ‘No-one’s come forward yet with any new eyewitness info,’ Marquez said, walking into the room and easing the door closed behind her. She saw the question on Vargas’s face. ‘We’re good, Al. Bridge, Mikey and Hendricks just arrived and are down there with her. Doc says apart from the cut and scare, she’s OK.’ 
 
    ‘A crowd of people and no witnesses?’ Archer said, echoing Vargas’ question. ‘What about cameras at the carnival?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a pop-up shop,’ a man Archer didn’t recognise replied. ‘Eisenhower Park’s got them in certain places, but not near where this knife was thrown. And there were hundreds of people out there when it happened.’  
 
    ‘You work there?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘It’s my family’s business,’ the stranger said. ‘Newton Shows. Oldest family-owned and operated carnival company on Long Island. I drove straight over here to explain our operation when Sergeant Shepherd called.’ 
 
    ‘Any knife-throwing acts on your roster?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘No way,’ he said, drawing out the second letter of the first word to emphasise his point. ‘Too dangerous. I like being able to insure our show.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a skill someone on your payroll could have picked up though?’ Vargas replied.  
 
    ‘I guess. More talents a performer has, the more work they can find. Our contracts run until the end of September, and our people need to eat, so they’re free to find employment elsewhere out of season. But I don’t know anyone on our tour who could throw a knife like what happened out there.’ He paused. ‘Or why they’d want to.’  
 
    ‘Nassau PD are interviewing workers and people who were near her when it happened,’ Josh told Archer, knowing what he was about to ask.  
 
    ‘Tonight was the last of this year’s stint at the park for the summer, right?’ Ledger asked from the door. 
 
    The Newton man nodded. ‘For our show, at least. Moving on to Northport tomorrow.’ He coughed. ‘Mind me askin’ something?’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Shepherd asked.  
 
    ‘Why exactly would someone throw a knife at this kid? No-one’s explained that to me yet.’  
 
    None of the NYPD team answered immediately; Issy’s past wasn’t a topic of conversation any of them liked to talk about. ‘Not at liberty to share, right now,’ Shepherd replied after a moment. As he went on to respond to a less contentious question, Archer looked at the knife that had almost killed the girl tonight. He didn’t know much about the art, but was pretty sure that lighter blades would be easier to throw than this heavier one. 
 
    Someone had wanted to bury this thing to the hilt in Issy’s head.  
 
    Vargas rose. ‘I’m taking her home,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you, if that’s OK,’ Archer said, going out the door with her. ‘Make sure she settles.’ 
 
    She nodded. As Shepherd followed with the Newton show man, telling him to stay near his phone in case they needed more information, Ledger remained behind, looking at Josh. 
 
    ‘What is the story behind the girl?’ he asked quietly. 
 
    ‘No-one ever told you?’  
 
    ‘Not in detail. Just that she comes from a mob family.’ 
 
    ‘She was the youngest of six kids,’ Josh told him, now the Newton man had left the room. ‘Her immediate family circle consisted of twenty-ish people as of March several years ago.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’  
 
    ‘Nineteen of them died in East Hampton at a party that month. Machine-gunned by three men who came in via the bay. Isabel was the only survivor. She hid in the bathroom.’  
 
    Ledger stared at Josh in surprise. ‘Her entire family? Why?’ 
 
    Josh picked up the knife in the evidence bag again, examining it, his face set. ‘Like you said, her father was in the mob.’ 
 
    ‘High ranking?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He was a boss.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
    ‘You think it could’ve been some sort of accident?’ Vargas asked Archer quietly. ‘Someone practicing for a knife-throwing show?’ 
 
    He looked at her. ‘Do you?’ 
 
    She didn’t reply, but glanced towards the bathroom as the sound of the running shower came through the closed door. Archer was leaning against the kitchen counter, Vargas sitting on the armrest of a chair. They’d both lived in this apartment in the Astoria section of Queens when they were together, but Sam had his own place now, four streets south on the same avenue. His father had rented in this area, which meant he knew every inch of it, especially the potential attack points. The front door had been reinforced after he’d been jumped by a group in the apartment almost two years ago, so he was comfortable that was secure; Archer had also just carried out a double-check walkaround for his own peace of mind and was satisfied the place was as protected as it could be. 
 
    ‘There were a lot of people in the crowd,’ he told her. ‘Someone must’ve seen who threw that thing. Nassau police will get a description before morning.’ He knew how worried she was, so did his best to sound as reassuring as possible. ‘And we’re not trapped, like last time. Shep and the others are on it, with us. We’ve got all the back-up we need.’ 
 
    She nodded, seemingly slightly comforted, but he couldn’t fault her for feeling tense. He was as concerned about all this as she was.  
 
    The toilet flushed in the bathroom, and a few moments later the door opened. Issy stepped out, dressed in a long Mets t-shirt, her long dark hair towelled dry. The stitches were still intact on her cheek, the skin around them red and inflamed, and she looked understandably tired.  
 
    They both gave her a smile. ‘I’m gonna go lie down,’ Isabel said. 
 
    ‘OK, kiddo,’ Vargas said. ‘We’re gonna keep talking for a little while. But we’ll be right here.’ 
 
    ‘Was the building safe?’ Issy asked Archer. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Department’s keeping people posted outside all night. Don’t worry. No-one can get in.’ 
 
    She hugged them in turn, clinging on with a strength that indicated how scared and unsettled she was. ‘Night, sweetheart,’ Archer said, watching her go towards her room. Vargas walked over and picked up a towel the girl had dropped on the floor in the bathroom.  
 
    ‘You think we can divert our ops to Hendricks for the mom-’ she started, looking back at Archer.  
 
    But then he did something that took both Vargas and Isabel by surprise.  
 
    He snapped away from the kitchen counter and snatched up a mop Vargas had resting by a closet as he passed, before slamming back the door to Isabel’s room.  
 
    ‘Stay off the bed!’ he shouted, just as Isabel was about to climb in.  
 
    From where she was standing outside the room, Vargas spun then saw why Archer had reacted the way he did.  
 
    There was something under the frame. 
 
    Isabel swung round at Archer’s shout but lost her balance, falling backwards onto the mattress. As she landed there was a snapping sound, and the bed whiplashed up from both ends.  
 
    Archer jammed the wooden mop into the gap, enough to stop the bed completely closing and protect Isabel trapped in the middle. However, the mattress had been punctured from both sides and Issy screamed in pain, the tips of several blades nicking her. As Vargas ran into the room, Archer lifted Isabel out carefully but quickly to avoid her being cut any further, just before the mop gave way under the pressure.  
 
    The bed snapped shut with a whump.  
 
    As Isabel started to cry from pain and fear, Archer kept tight hold of her as he and Vargas both stared in shock at the closed bed.  
 
    A load of what looked like strong springs were fastened under each side of the mattress with long sharp knives impaling it from each side.  
 
    Someone had turned the bed into a giant Venus flytrap. 
 
    **** 
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