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Chapter 1

 


 


“Again?” Katerina asked as a whipping wind
whistled around the parked car. “This is the fourth time.”

“There’s been a delay,” Jasmine said.

A few weeks earlier, Jasmine, MJM
Consulting’s “Iron Maiden” gatekeeper, had called late at night.
Thomas Gallagher, one of New York’s billionaire one percent, needed
an assistant. Except he probably didn’t. Katerina Mills had already
learned the first rule of a fixer. The job is never the
job.

“Does he want a consultant or not?” Kat
asked, her mouth overruling her mind. Careful Katerina. Don’t
antagonize. You have to stay in. It’s too dangerous to be on the
outside on your own. Not after the last assignment . . .

“Yes,” Jasmine said. “Any other
questions?”

Katerina answered by clicking off the cell
phone. Burrowing deeper into her coat, the heavy bangs of her short
blond wig brushed her eyebrows as she focused on the apartment
building diagonally across the street.

“Bad news?” came a voice behind her.

Katerina didn’t bother turning around. On the
floor of the backseat, her current client, Lester Callahan,
rearranged himself, kicking the back of Kat’s seat. She sighed.

“I hear you,” Lester said. “It’s tough.
People are no good, you know? They give their word, it don’t mean
shit.”

Katerina assumed Lester spoke from
experience.

A pretty woman, swathed in a fur coat, exited
the building and hustled to the corner, her hand in the air to hail
a cab.

“Is that her?” Kat asked.

Rustling from the back seat. “Nope.”

Katerina crushed herself further into her
coat. She didn’t want the work but she had to keep her hand in this
world, to protect herself. And I need the money. But instead
of a steady windfall of cash, the jobs had been few and far
between. Lester needed an item retrieved; but she didn’t know what
the item was. From his babbled tale of rambling half-truths, Kat
pieced together a picture: Lester had dangerous connections,
something had gone wrong, and he needed to disappear. He was about
to board a Greyhound bus when he realized he had forgotten
something.

“You know it’s not easy to get lost.”

“So you said,” Kat answered.

“Yeah, people don’t understand how big their
digital footprint is, you know? Take you for instance. You’re a
young girl. You on social media?”

“No.”

“Dating sites? Not that you need one.”

“No.”

Lester shifted again; Kat’s seat lurched
forward. She sighed.

“You’re smart, you know. There’s a lot
involved. I hired a professional to help me. Rebel One.”

“Yup,” Kat said, glossing over the sound of
Lester’s voice. Am I smart or did it just work out that way? she
thought, reflecting on her training by her first boss, shady lawyer
and ex-lover, Philip Castle. Stay away from the computer unless
it can’t be helped. Never leave a trail. Katerina realized
Lester was still talking.

“It’s a stupid name but I didn’t say that. I
didn’t want to hurt the kid’s feelings. Anyway, Rebel One can make
you disappear. You don’t realize you do a thousand things every day
and leave clues how to find you: the phone, the credit card, the
bank account, your magazine subscription to Cosmo…everything.”

“I don’t read Cosmo.” My college
transcript. My library card. Could I get away clean if I needed
to?

They sat in silence.

“You have a family?” Kat asked.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah? And you’re just taking off?”

“It’s okay, I made arrangements, you know? I
left some cash, told the wife we’d get a condo when I got
settled.”

“Is that what you told your girlfriend?” Kat
mumbled.

“I’m sensing judgment coming from the front
seat. I don’t think you’re supposed to do that.”

“Sorry,” Kat said.

As they fell back into silence, Kat’s
thoughts turned to her father, William Mills. She had plenty of
judgment for him. After walking out on her mother weeks earlier and
breezing through the Big Apple with his new bimbo, where was he
now? Had he left a digital footprint? Could he be found?

Her father wasn’t the only one to pull a
Houdini. Where was Lisa, who had brought Kat into this life as a
“fixer”? Where had she vanished to? And then there was Alexander
Winter. If it hadn’t been for him . . .

She relived the robbery in her mind; Winter
taking her by the hand, leading her through the break-in to
retrieve the client’s requested item. He had schooled her,
protected her, and brought her home safe. Kat realized that not a
day passed without her thinking of him. Except for a post-robbery
“all clear” text, he had disappeared. Where is he now?

A young woman, rock star groupie attractive,
wearing leopard Ugg boots and a winter-white fur coat over black
pants exited the apartment building.

“Is that her?” Kat asked.

Rustling from the back seat. “Yeah, yeah,
that’s her.”

Katerina shook her head. This anemic,
two-bit hustler is hooked up with the jailbait leaving the
building. “Let me guess. You bonded over shared interests.”

“You know, sarcasm is not attractive in a
woman. It shows a lack of self-esteem.”

Said the man hiding on the floor of the back
seat. “Uh-huh.”

“You got the code, the key, and the phone,
right?”

“Yes,” Kat said, her heart racing like she
was on the track waiting for the flag to come down. She slipped on
her sunglasses, fussed over the wig hiding her long,
chestnut-colored hair, and shrugged a large black bag onto her
shoulder.

“Call me as soon as you’re in the apartment,”
Lester said.

Katerina cracked the car door, checking for
oncoming traffic. Getting out, she slammed the door and crossed the
street. Punching the numbers on the keypad, she slipped into the
building.

Remember, keep your head down. There are
cameras everywhere. She made a mental note to change out her
coat afterwards. The elevator chimed, the doors opened, and Kat
ducked inside.

***

Getting out on the fifth floor, Kat stole
down the hall. Apartment 512. She slipped the key out of her coat
pocket, letting herself in. Taking the phone from the bag, she
punched in the number. After two rings, Lester picked up.

“I’m here,” Kat said. “What am I
getting?”

“Go into the bedroom,” he said.

Kat entered a room drowning in feminine
pinks. “Okay, what?”

“You don’t see it?”

“Obviously not,” she said. “Is it a bill, a
laptop, a deed to the apartment?”

“Go back into the living room.”

Katerina retraced her steps and froze in her
tracks. A West Highland white terrier stared at her, its head
cocked to one side.

Don’t bark. For the love of God and all
that’s holy, do not bark.

“You didn’t tell me there was a dog in the
apartment,” she whispered. What I wouldn’t give for a Snausage
right now.

“Okay, good. You got it.”

“I wouldn’t say that—wait … what? I’m here
for the dog? You’re leaving—and you want the dog?”

“No, no,” Lester said. “The dog has a
microchip in it. I need the chip.”

“Why?”

“Because if the dog is scanned, the chip has
my information. They’ll find my wife and then, you know—they find
me. Digital footprint.”

Katerina blew out a mouthful of air. Still
staring, the dog sat down.

“The chip is implanted by the right shoulder
blade,” he said. “It’s the size of a grain of rice. It’s nothing to
take it out.”

“I left my veterinary degree in my other
purse.” Moron. “And what do you suggest I use for a scalpel, a
Ginsu knife?”

“If you think that’s best. I’m not really
attached to the animal. I don’t think she is either, truthfully. I
mean, look, she doesn’t even take it with her when she goes out. I
paid a shitload of money for that thing.”

Katerina clamped her eyes shut.

“I was told you agency girls are up for
anything. Anything. I need the chip. Get the chip.”

Katerina clicked off the phone. She stared at
the dog. It raised a paw as a greeting, then lay down on its back,
baring its belly for a scratch.

Unbelievable.

***

Katerina hustled into the car, depositing the
bag on the passenger seat. She revved the engine and took off.

“Did you get it?” Lester asked.

“Yup,” Katerina answered.

***

Katerina dropped Lester Callahan off at the
Greyhound bus terminal. Then, she parked the car and sent a
text.

Done. W. 42nd. 8th Ave. Thanks

She got out of the car and walked away. The
text had gone to Luther, an entrepreneur with his own limousine
service. Luther’s clients paid in cash. Luther saw nothing, heard
nothing, and asked no questions. Luther had a lot of clients. He
had gotten the car through Moose, a man Katerina had yet to meet.
The car would disappear and turn up somewhere else: different
state, different plates, different color. Five thousand of Kat’s
take had already gone for payment for the service. Contacts liked
to be paid up front. That was a problem; she didn’t get paid until
the job was done.

Kat passed the Plaza and entered an elegant,
gleaming office building. A few minutes later, she was standing in
the empty, dark paneled anteroom of MJM Consultants.

“Come in, Katerina,” she heard Jasmine’s
hard-edged voice call out.

With her bag slung over her shoulder, Kat
entered the small, immaculate office. Jasmine, wearing her
signature black Chanel and pearl teardrop earrings, glanced up from
her laptop; she didn’t bat an eye at the wig on Kat’s head.

“The job is finished,” Kat said.

“The client called.”

I know. I was there. Right before he got on
a bus.

“And then he called back again.”

Shit.

“You never showed him the item he wanted
retrieved.”

Katerina caught the hint of a smirk on
Jasmine’s lips. Is this part of the ‘probation’ test? You are
not cheating me out of my money. Think fast, Katerina.

“The client never said he wanted to see the
item. He just said retrieve it. I retrieved it.”

Jasmine was about to speak when Kat’s bag
moved, a sliver of fur peeking through the top. The smirk vanished.
“Is that a dog in that bag?”

“You’re not a pet person?” Katerina
asked.

“Is that the item?”

“It’s the item that contains the item.”

Opening a desk drawer, Jasmine removed two
rubber banded packets of bills. She held them out to Katerina. “Get
it out of here.”

Katerina took the money, turned on her heel,
and left.

Stepping out of the building into the bright,
chilly day, she placed a call.

“Whatever it is, it’s gonna cost you a lot of
money,” the raspy voice said through the line.

“Morning, Doc. I need something removed,” Kat
said. “But the patient isn’t human.”

The raspy voice broke out into a low gutteral
laugh.

***

Katerina watched over the sleeping Westie. A
clean-cut man, wearing surgical gloves and a gown, used a feather
touch to perform the procedure. He held up the forceps, showing Kat
the tiny chip. Moving to the microwave on the counter, he placed
the chip inside, closed the door, and hit a few buttons. Kat
watched the plate rotate. A few sparks later, the chip was
cooked.

Kat turned to Doc, perched on a stool, his
frame struggling under the weight of his bulging stomach. Between
wheezes, he puffed on a cigarette.

“Thanks, Doc,” she said.

“Don’t bother. You still have to pay me.”

Kat nodded. At least he’s honest. This
little act of benevolent kindness is about to take another healthy
bite of my take-home pay.

A woman entered the room without knocking.
Dressed to the nines, she looked to be in her late sixties, a cross
between a gracefully aging Audrey Hepburn and Jackie O., complete
with swing coat and pillbox hat.

“Miss Kitty, this is Gertie. She provides pet
relocation.”

“Charmed, I’m sure,” Gertie said with a
flourish of her hand. “Now darling, time is money. You want a major
city or you prefer something rural?”

Thousands of criminals in the city and I get
the Dolly Levi of pet theft.

“What do you have?”

“Oh, honey, it’s carte blanche. I always have
a waiting list for Westies; very popular breed. Lucky you came
along. People are so careful these days. Owners almost never leave
them unattended.”

“You steal to order?”

Gertie’s eyes opened wide. “Steal? I beg your
pardon,” she said. “Darling, I connect pets with loving families. I
provide a service. You think Social Security pays enough to live
on? A girl’s gotta get by. I used to be in the garment
business—before they moved everything to China—no disrespect.” She
gave Kat the once-over. “I can get you a coat at cost. You’d look
to die for in a Saint Laurent Chesterfield. You want a coat?”

Kat shook her head. “No thank you. Any
location far away from here will be fine.” She wanted to apologize.
It wasn’t judgment. Kat didn’t know why, but she never quite felt
prepared for the world she found. Even after what she had seen so
far, she could be surprised. Maybe I’m not up for anything.
Maybe I just don’t have what it takes.

The man finished scrubbing at the sink.
Drying his hands, he turned to Kat.

“How long have you been a veterinarian?” Kat
asked.

The man smiled.

Oh shit. Kat turned to Gertie.

“Meet my nephew,” she said.

The family that steals together . . .
that’s one my father missed.

“Still lots to learn, Miss Kitty,” Doc said.
“Lots to learn.”

Katerina glanced over at the sleeping dog.
Pulling out the packets of money, she counted out fifteen thousand,
half of her cut.

A girl’s gotta get by.

She certainly does, Kat thought, watching
Gertie and Doc divvy up the cash. And not for the first time, she
wondered how she would get by.
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Gazing out the taxi window, Katerina watched
the unexpected snow falling on the gray landscape. Glancing down at
her red, chapped hands, she mouthed a silent curse. Another pair
of gloves lost. The cab pulled over to the curb. Bracing
herself for the cold, wet wind, she slid out of the taxi and
hustled into the restaurant.

“How are you, miss?” Luke, the gushing maître
d’, gave his familiar, friendly greeting.

“Cold,” Kat answered without missing a
beat.

Luke laughed as if he had just heard
something hilarious. “Let me guess, the wasabi filet mignon, pork
spring roll, aaannnd … the big fortune cookie.”

Kat nodded.

Luke let out another raucous laugh. “Our
mutual friend must really love that,” he said.

Maybe you’d like to deliver it to him.
I’ll pay you to do it. “He keeps eating it,” Kat answered, “so
I guess so.”

Kat watched Luke glad-hand and schmooze his
way through the crush of the lunch crowd until he disappeared into
the kitchen.

Katerina felt confident that delivering lunch
three times a week to Simon Marcus, the wealthy, obnoxious, hedge
fund billionaire holed up in his duplex on Central Park West, was
not a job for an MJM consultant. Lester had been right, in a way.
Lisa’s sales pitch was clear: MJM hired savvy, capable consultants
or ‘B girls’; girls who do the bitch work no one else can.

“Okay, miss,” Luke said when he returned, now
serious and subdued. The wide grin was gone, replaced with a
controlled impatience, a restrained agitation. He thrust the bag at
Kat and ushered her toward the door. “You’re all set and you tell
Mr. Marcus I got a good fortune in that cookie for him.”

Luke hustled her out, his hand on her back,
narrowly avoiding people coming in. Turning to peer back into the
restaurant, Kat spied the chef, his crimson face a stark contrast
to his snow-white uniform. He pointed an accusatory finger at Luke
while gesticulating wildly to the manager.

***

Katerina huddled in her coat as she hustled
to the corner. She had braved worse winters back home in Vermont,
but somehow this one was different. It had started early, eating
into her bones, wearing her down in a way the others hadn’t. She
wondered about the people she passed by. How many of them would vow
this was the last season they would endure this? By the time spring
arrived, their oaths would be forgotten.

And then it happened again. A woman hurried
by. Kat caught a glimpse of the side of her face, a lock of her
blond hair peeking from under her hat. Kat skidded to a stop,
jolted by a déjà vu as powerful as the relentless gusts of wind. In
that instant, Katerina swore she just saw a doppelgänger, or a
ghost . . . Felicia Reynolds.

Impossible. Felicia Reynolds, Katerina’s
first ‘B girl’ assignment, was dead; the victim of a random act of
gruesome violence. The replay button in Kat’s head flipped on:
following the young socialite, tracking her every move in order to
recommend the perfect birthday gift to the husband, John Reynolds.
Standing in Bryant Park with Philip days after the job was done,
reading the newspaper headline about the murder. Kat knew something
no one else did: she had seen the killer face to face; a man in a
blue Ford. She relived the assignment again, the fatal misread,
mistaking the killer for a player in one of Philip’s schemes. A
familiar weight settled on her heart. She was responsible for
Felicia Reynolds’ death; no one could convince her otherwise.

Kat ticked off a mental list of everywhere
she had been seen or could be identified. She had spoken to Felicia
Reynolds, spoken to Will Temple, the handsome, young actor who
turned out to be Felicia’s lover. She had used her best friend’s
car to tail the beautiful socialite; another rookie mistake. Coming
to the corner, Kat raised her hand to flag a cab. She glanced
around, scanning, a rote habit. She had not seen the killer since
that day, but he was still out there, somewhere.
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A simple oval awning protected the walkway to
the building entrance. Two evergreens in terra cotta tubs on each
side glowed with twinkle lights. The doorman gave a nod as Kat
slipped inside one of the wealthiest addresses in the city.

She entered the duplex, listening for Simon
Marcus’ booming voice. The apartment was one of his multiple real
estate holdings. Marcus also had a home in Aspen and an apartment
in Miami; and according to him, a wife who wanted them all in the
divorce settlement.

Hearing silence, Katerina traversed the
rooms, her heels clicking on the polished, gleaming-like-glass
floors, the sound cutting out when she crossed the areas covered
with Persian rugs. Leaving the takeout bag in the kitchen, she
wandered into the “art room.” The room had four small paintings
lining one wall: Claude Monet’s Bridge over a Pond of Water
Lilies, each one favoring a particular color theme: purple,
yellow, green, and red.

She grabbed the issue of Architectural
Times lying on the coffee table, flipping to the feature on the
duplex. The picture of Marcus’ smiling face grinned back at her and
she picked up where she had left off last time. Thanks to the
article, she learned Monet had painted twelve different versions of
the bridge and pond on his property in Giverny; none of them were
in this apartment. She also learned Marcus had been fleeced on the
fakes, the first he had ever bought. He would never sell them,
citing sentimental reasons. Katerina let out a small noise of
derision. Sentimental and Simon Marcus did not go together … at
all. She was about to continue when a bellowing voice interrupted
her.

“So where is it? Do you have it?”

Simon Marcus, in his early fifties, sported a
full head of thick, black hair, and a round face with a hint of a
five o’clock shadow at eleven forty-five in the morning. He was
small, compact, and his middle-aged spread oozed over his belt, a
round, doughy glob of flesh.

“Yes, sir,” she said. “It’s in the
kitchen.”

Glancing around the room, he gave the
paintings a once-over with an mirthless laugh. “Stay here,” he
said.

“Sir, I have another appointment.” With a
latte at Starbucks, far away from the sound of your voice.

“I just need you to wait a minute. Is it a
BFD to wait a minute?”

Kat stared at him. “BFD?”

Marcus rolled his eyes. “Big, fucking deal.
Is it a big, fucking deal to wait five minutes?”

“No, sir,” she said.

“That’s better.” With a wide grin, he walked
out of the room.

Kat examined the fake paintings again, then
flipped open the magazine and started reading.

“Hey, kitten, come in here.”

Tossing the magazine on the coffee table, Kat
followed Marcus’ bellow to the galley-style kitchen. The lunch
spilled out of the bag; the oversized fortune cookie broken in
pieces, the mousse filling sitting in a blob on the counter.

Marcus chomped on a piece of the cookie, his
mouth open as he chewed. “Okay, cookie,” he said, pleased with his
joke. “I got another job for you.”

“You need to call in the request,” Kat
said.

Chuckling, he shoveled in another piece of
the cookie. “Already done, pussycat.” Taking an envelope out of his
pants pocket, he tossed it on the counter, dangerously close to the
mound of mousse filling.

Kat’s cell phone rang.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Answer it.”

Kat pulled the phone from her purse. “Yes,”
she answered.

“It’s a retrieval,” Jasmine said. “One time.
Envelope is sixty. Your cut is thirty percent.”

“What about the original request?”

Pulling an envelope out of his other pocket,
Marcus waved it at Katerina and threw it down on the counter. The
corner of the envelope sank into the mousse.

“Service has been renewed for another two
weeks,” Jasmine said. “Another fifty thousand. Your cut is thirty
percent.”

The line went dead.

Kat clicked off the cell phone, already doing
a mental calculation. You said you needed money. Here it is . .
. forty-eight thousand when the jobs are done.

“Okay there, kitten?”

Sure thing, Casanova, she thought. “Yes,
sir,” Kat said, her voice even and calm. “You’d like an item
retrieved.”

“My car is in this garage downtown,” he said,
handing her a ticket. “Pick it up and move it to Unique Auto
Storage a few blocks from here. Take care of that this week.”

“So you want the car moved from one garage to
another garage?”

“That’s right, pussycat. You’re not gonna
screw up this little love affair by asking questions, are you?”

I wouldn’t dream of it. “No sir,” she
said.

Marcus let out a laugh. “You’re a good girl.
I like you working for me. You want to come work for me all the
time?”

“That’s a generous offer, Mr. Marcus, but I’m
going to have to say no.”

Marcus took a piece of the cookie, scooped up
a generous helping of the mousse, and shoved it in his mouth.
“That’s all right,” he said with a shrug. “I’d only hire you to
fuck you. You know,” he said, licking his lips, “you and I should
go out together.”

“I don’t shit where I eat,” Kat said. Not
anymore.

Marcus laughed. “Okay, how about investments?
You’re making a nice piece of change on this arrangement here. Have
you thought about putting that money to work for you? I mean, you
don’t have the minimum net worth I require but I’d consider it a
favor, since we’re, you know, friends. We have a
relationship.”

The investment commercial, wrapped in a
come-on, she thought. Excellent. “That’s very considerate of
you,” she said drily, “but my portfolio is all taken care of.”

“Whatever, kitten. Pick up my car on
Wednesday,” he said, reading the slip of paper with his fortune,
and with a crooked smile, crumpling the paper and tucking it in his
pocket. “Actually, no, pick it up on Friday. No wait, pick it up on
Thursday. Yeah, Thursday.”

“Yes, sir,” Kat said. “Thursday pick up.”

“You’ll remember the name of the garage?
Unique Auto Storage.”

“Yes, sir.” I remember everything.

“You know you remind me a little of my wife,
you know that?”

Okay, it’s time to leave. Now!

“She was always very efficient. Too bad she
turned into a human leech, trying to suck out every last dime and
flay the skin from my body, the bitch.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you,
sir?”

He gave her a sharp look, part lecher, part
angry husband. “Eleven forty-five on Wednesday,” he said. “Don’t be
late.”

Kat nodded and left. Moving a car from one
garage to another, a benign workaday request if ever there was one;
that’s what convinced Kat this was anything but.

 



 


 


 


Chapter 4




 


Katerina exited the building, heading for
Columbus Circle when her cell phone buzzed. “Hello?”

“Hello back,” came the strong, forceful voice
of Detective Ryan Kellan.

A jolt of white hot fear cut through
Katerina’s cold body. I’m talking to NYPD’s finest with a little
over one hundred thousand dollars in cash stuffed in my purse.
“How was your evening?” she asked.

“Not good,” he said. “I was alone. I hope you
were alone.”

“Nope,” she said, standing at the curb,
waving for a yellow cab to take pity and stop. “I spent my night
with a wild crowd. The third floor librarian is a party animal,”
she said.

“You know, too much studying is bad. Lucky
for you, I have a remedy.”

“Tell me about it after finals.”

“That’s not the answer I was looking
for.”

Katerina fell silent, thinking about Ryan
Kellan’s dark hair, lean build, and intense nature. When Emma had
introduced her to the decorated homicide detective, Ryan had locked
onto Kat and began his pursuit. While the attention wasn’t entirely
unwelcome, she found it nerve wracking—and dangerous. Detective
Kellan was working the Felicia Reynolds case.

“Dinner one night this week,” she said.

She heard dead air as an answer.

A cab eased its way over, leaving a tire
pattern in the slush.

“Better,” he finally said. “I’ll call you
later.”

She said goodbye and eased into the cab. The
driver eyed her through the rearview mirror.

“Fifth Avenue and fiftieth,” she said.

***

Katerina got out of the taxi and into the
afternoon wind blustering in the open space. She maneuvered through
Rockefeller Center’s packed crowd of holiday revelers on the
flag-lined promenade. Larger than life-size drummers, decked out in
uniforms of red and green, stood between the flags, keeping their
watch.

Kat scanned the benches dotting the walkway
until she saw him. Angel, MJM’s financial courier, got up from a
bench and strolled in her direction. He was dressed in his
signature leather jacket; no hat, no gloves, no scarf, no
problem.

When he reached her, he drew her in, folding
her in his arms. Grateful for the moment of warmth, she lingered.
While they stayed close, she maneuvered the envelopes out of her
purse, slipping them into his jacket pocket.

“Hair smells like strawberries, baby,” Angel
said, kissing her temple and strolling away.

Katerina moved on, already missing the heat
of his embrace. As she turned to head downtown she wondered if he
did that with all the consultants.

 



 


 


 


Chapter 5




 


Detectives Ryan Kellan and Walter Lashiver
wandered the living room, waiting for John Reynolds to grace them
with his presence.

Two months investigating the Felicia Reynolds
murder had yielded nothing. It was time to start over and interview
everyone again.

Ryan took in the intricately designed, brick
red area rug under his feet, the fancy dark wood furniture, and the
modern paintings of inks and splatters. It wasn’t a living room; it
was a showroom. The woman who had lived in this house never dreamed
she would die a hideous death and be found in an alley in Alphabet
City. He gave a small shake of his head. The medical examiner had
said she had never seen such a case of sexual abuse; she used the
word barbaric.

The sound of approaching footsteps on
hardwood flooring drew Ryan’s attention to the entrance of the room
and John Reynolds. The widower’s shocked, stricken expression had
been replaced with cold calm. The young detective shot a glance at
Lashiver. The older man wore his familiar poker face.

Reynolds went behind the small cherry wood
bar, dropped ice into a glass and added a liberal amount of
scotch.

“What news do you have for me?” he asked.

“Mr. Reynolds, we’d like to review some
details with you,” Lashiver said, “and see if perhaps there’s
anything else you’ve thought of, no matter how inconsequential it
may seem to you.”

Reynolds turned to the detectives. “You have
no news,” he said. “You’ve made no progress finding the lunatic who
killed my wife. Is that correct?”

Ryan flipped open his pad, a pen at the
ready. “Mr. Reynolds, we have a number of leads we’re working on.
We can’t discuss them with you while we’re looking into it. You
mentioned your wife was a patron of the theatre. Can you think of
any other charitable causes your wife may have supported, even if
she gave her time only once or twice? Something you may have
forgotten?”

“Such as . . .?”

“Handing out blankets to the homeless,”
Lashiver offered, “working a soup kitchen, visiting a battered
women’s shelter; something that might explain why your wife was in
that area of the city.”

Reynolds considered the question. “You think
she was the victim of an enraged husband?”

“Anything is possible, sir,” Ryan said.

“And since you haven’t come up with anything
so far . . .” Reynolds let the sentence trail away.

“Excuse me,” Lashiver said, “can I use your
bathroom?”

Reynolds gave a dismissive wave of his hand.
“Ask the maid. She’ll show you.”

Lashiver shared a look with Ryan and left the
room.

Reynolds gestured for the young detective to
sit down. The older man took a seat opposite, a glass coffee table
between them. He drained his glass and placing it on the table,
leaned forward as if taking Ryan into his confidence.

“You’ve never encountered a case like this
before, have you, detective? You’ve never seen a crime so vicious,
so brutal, have you?”

“Sir, please stop pressing for the details of
what happened to your wife. It’s not going to bring her back,” Ryan
deflected, discomforted by the fact that John Reynolds seemed to be
reading his mind. The case had become a vague, gnawing sensation,
always lingering in the back of his mind, even in his dreams.

“I’m going to tell you why I want to know,
detective. Because you’re going to catch the animal who did this;
because he will be the one who convinces this state to repeal the
ban on the death penalty; because when it’s my turn to stand in
court and make my statement, I want to say I know everything that
was done to my wife. I want to say I know it as if I had been
there. And when I plead for his death, I will know why.”

Ryan nodded, watching Reynolds struggle to
keep his rage in check. “Mr. Reynolds, we are doing everything
possible to catch this person.”

“There is no “we”, detective—just you. The
detective on the scene has gone back in the rotation. You are
shouldering the responsibility for my wife, for justice for my
wife. You want justice for my wife, don’t you, detective?”

Ryan wasn’t surprised. His father and uncle,
both cops, had prepared him for this. Family members needed a
connection. The detective was the first one to see the loved one as
victim. Homicide detectives were the gateway between this life and
the next. I’m the bridge.

“Absolutely.”

“After all, you are a man of selfless bravery
and honor. That’s what the mayor said at the press conference. The
police officer who took on armed men, who stared straight into the
face of death. You can find the … the animal who did this, can’t
you, detective? Surely, any man who would do such a thing is pure
evil, a man with no heart, no soul. Your goodness, your honor, will
overcome this evil, will it not, detective?”

Ryan listened to Reynolds, committing his
words to memory. “I will not rest until the killer is found. I am a
man of honor.”

He expected a nod of recognition or a word of
thanks. Instead, John Reynolds expression was blank, cold; there
was no life behind those eyes.

Lashiver returned, followed by a man in a
dark suit with a head of fair hair wound in tight curls; his dark
eyes regarded Ryan with arrogance.

“Gerald Manning,” the man said, “Mr. Reynolds
attorney.”

Ryan turned to John Reynolds.

“You may be a man of honor, Detective Kellan,
but I need a man of action.”

“The Reynolds family has retained a private
investigator. He will be dedicated to this case until it is
solved,” Manning said, holding out a business card. “A reward of
two million dollars is being offered for any credible tip which
leads to an arrest. If there are any further inquiries, please
direct them to my office.”

Lashiver accepted the card. “This is an
active investigation,” he said to Manning, “and all developments
have to be turned over. If any information is withheld, that could
cause problems.”

“If any information comes to light, it will
be shared, of course,” Manning said.

“Good day, detectives,” Reynolds said.

***

Outside, Kellan and Lashiver trudged back to
their car, the younger detective chewing on the anger that was
working up to a boil inside him.

“I’ll try to find out who the investigator
is,” Ryan said.

Lashiver nodded. “Bathroom cabinet is clean.
No sign of a new woman. So, what do you think?”

“I think he enjoys fucking with cops more
than finding out who killed his wife.”

“Yeah, well, these ultra-rich types. It’s all
about control with them.”

Arriving at the car, they opened their doors
to get in.

Ryan shrugged. “Who knows, maybe he loved his
wife.”

“Yeah, but we don’t really know if she loved
him, do we?” Lashiver asked with a smirk before he disappeared into
the car.

No, Ryan thought. No we don’t.

 



 


 


 


Chapter 6




 


In a relentless freezing rain, Katerina
finally made it back to her apartment. Evening classes had been
hard to sit through. A full semester of ethics, European history,
philosophy, microeconomics, and poetry had created a swirling eddy
of facts and figures ready to implode within her.

Turning the key in the lock of the building
door, Kat flashed back to the night she heard a man calling her
name. Will Temple, a young actor and Felicia Reynolds’ lover, had
her name, address, and wrong information. He thought her apartment
was a production company, Random Girl Films, and she, a producer
making a movie, Love’s Fury. Will Temple was still out
there, a bit player at a theatre in Brooklyn. The killer was still
out there, too.

Hustling inside, Kat slipped into her
apartment. Standing in the dark, she listened for squeaking or
scratching noises, the telltale sounds of her most recent problem:
mice.

Kat flipped a light switch. The postage
stamp-sized apartment, painted in various shades of gray, devoid of
any holiday decoration, had fallen into the usual end of semester
mess of books, papers, and discarded clothing. No sign of
Mickey. She shook her head. New York City existed in perpetual
danger of being overrun by rats the size of feral cats. However,
she was sure MJM, whoever she was, and Kat imagined it was a she,
did not worry about such things. Neither did Lisa, wherever she
was.

***

After lingering under a hot but sluggish
spray in the shower to chase the cold away, Katerina took her time
combing out her long, chestnut hair. The exercise calmed her,
allowing her thoughts to wander. She retraced her first meeting
with Lisa, trying to discern any clue that would help find her.
Joe Lessing called me. He said he called another service. They
would try to come. He couldn’t wait. I came. I fixed the problem. I
met Lisa on the street. Her speculation ended in the usual
frustration. She was about to begin again when a loud knock at the
door jarred her from her thoughts. Tossing her brush aside, she
pulled on a shirt and sweatpants and padded to the front door.
Checking the peephole, she spied the stranger. He held up a badge
holder.

Cop. Shit.

Keeping the safety chain on, she cracked open
the door.

A clean-cut man with straight, sandy-colored
hair and a bland face stood looking at her. He wore a rumpled gray
overcoat, and a tie loosened at the neck; his entire appearance,
down to the brown shoes, vague and forgettable.

He held out the ID for closer inspection.
“Miss Mills? Agent Sheridan, may I come in?”

“How can I help you, Agent Sheridan?” Kat
asked, glancing at the ID. Agent James Sheridan, DEA.

He gave her a thin-lipped, cold smile. “Miss
Mills,” he said, his voice genial. “I need to speak to you about
your father, Bill Mills.”

“What about him?” she asked.

He glanced around. “I think it would be
better if we didn’t discuss this in the open. May I come in?”

Katerina’s antennae shot up. Simon says
no. “My mother told me never to open the door to strangers,”
she said, her heart beginning to thump.

“Miss Mills, I need to locate your
father.”

“Mazel tov,” she said. “Let me know if
you find him.”

“You don’t know him the way you think you do.
Your father is mixed up in some very bad things.”

“I don’t know the Bill Mills you’re looking
for. You’re knocking on the wrong door.”

“He left your mother and ran off with his
girlfriend, Lucinda Garvey. I’m looking for that William
Mills.”

Oh shit. Not a mistake. “Lulu,” she
corrected.

Sheridan nodded. “When is the last time you
saw your father?”

Kat didn’t answer.

Sheridan stepped closer, putting his hand on
the door. “Miss Mills, your father is involved with very dangerous
people. If you cooperate, I can help you.”

Katerina kept her eyes glued to Sheridan’s
hand as the sharp, stabbing pain of a migraine settled at her
temple. “Why do you think I need help?”

“You don’t want to be on the other side with
this. You want to come over to our side, where it’s safe.”

It’s not safe anywhere.

“Why don’t you let me in?”

The trembling began inside her; every muscle
tightened. “Gee, I’d love to Agent Sheridan but my schedule is
booked. I have to wash my hair. I’ll try to pencil you in.”
Never.

He chuckled, staring down at his shoes. When
he glanced up, the thin-lipped smile had vanished. The cold rage in
his eyes sent a jolt of fear through her. He drew a card out of his
inside pocket.

As she took it, he grabbed her hand,
squeezing until she winced. “There will be others. You need to
think about what I said, Katerina. You need to make time to talk to
me.”

Jerking her hand away, Katerina crumpled the
card in her fist. “Goodnight Agent Sheridan.”

“Goodnight, Miss Mills.”

Katerina closed the door and leaned against
it, eyes closed. She could feel him on the other side, waiting.
Though only minutes passed, it seemed like hours until she sensed a
shift in the air. She checked the peephole. Clear.

Turning away from the door, Kat jumped,
letting out a cry of surprise. A small, round, gray mouse darted
into a sliver of a crack by a cabinet.

She went for the cabinet door under the sink.
A remnant of peanut butter hung from the traps.

“Son of a bitch,” she mumbled, slamming the
cabinet door shut.

She retreated to the cramped living room and
began to pace.

What the hell is this? DEA? That means
drugs. What does my father have to do with drugs?

And who the hell is this James Sheridan, she
thought, a cold slice of fear cutting through her. And is he who he
said he is? She could think of only one person who might be able to
find out.
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