	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

THE SNOW QUEEN


[image: image]


ROBERT KASEY

TABLE OF CONTENTS

THE SNOW QUEEN

LAST TO DIE

SPOOKY

DEATH ALLEY

CHAPTER ONE

Waiting. 

Iris hated that word. 

A woman of action never waits. 

She placed that quote on her Facebook profile page and it got the most likes out of the few photos she had. 

For now, though, waiting seemed to be the story of her life. 

Looking out the window of her office suite in Jack London Square, she found herself reminded of her days growing up in Oakland. One of the few memories she had of her mother took place on the street below. Broadway, the busiest street in the town. She remembered her mother clutching her hand real tight as they maneuvered through the sidewalk to wait at the bus stop

“Stay close,” her mother warned as if there were some monster lurking nearby that would snatch her up at any minute. The smell of urine and feces that the homeless people left behind were as fresh in her memory now just like that day years ago. Street hustlers and thugs seemed to be on every corner, surrounding them like scavenging insects. “Stay close,” her mother would repeat whenever a shady looking character walked by. 

She rubbed away the moisture from the window with her palm and looked down at the street like a Las Vegas pit boss studying the crowd. A young mother held her daughter’s hand as they crossed the street. The mother held an umbrella over her daughter’s head as they hurried across the dirty concrete. 

A visual echo of time. She hoped the daughter didn’t hear the fear in her mother’s voice like she did when she was that age. 

Removing her attention from the window, Iris took in the surroundings of the office. She had rented it out a month earlier under a fake name. Now there were no desks, no computers, nothing. Just the one wooden chair that she sat in. 

The only business she would be conducting would be out that left-hand window. 

She listened as the rain now came down in hard pellets. A layer of fog thickening over the dingy glass. Her father’s former church in the distance. The paint now chipped, a collection of vines now climbing up the walls. A church of ghosts that no longer had any use to the living. 

Reaching out with her black gloved finger, she drew a smiley face on the window. 

Frowning, she pushed it open, the bottom hinge looking as if it were on its last legs. 

The sound of the rain grew louder as she felt the drops pepper her face, blinding her. Everything-the sky, the air, the walls in the office all turned grey. Her vision shortened as she squinted her eyes, trying to make out the second floor of the restaurant that stood about fifty yards away. 

The wind brought tears to her eyes, forcing her to remember the last time she cried years ago. 

“The rain washes things away,” her father once told her. “It washes away the old and makes things new.”

If only that had been true. Then the city below that she hated so much would change.  Her father had been wrong about a lot of things. But he always told her about failure. That failure becomes a good thing if it makes you try harder. He was right about that. 

That’s why she found herself in this tiny office suite, a woman determined to get revenge. She wouldn’t fail. She always imagined her father, watching her from above. 

He would be disappointed, yes. But she wouldn’t fail at what she wanted to do. 

Iris closed the window and reached into her pocket, taking out a crumpled piece of paper. She studied the faded words for a minute, her eyes tracing the familiar loops and impeccable penmanship of her father’s hand. 

The inked letters were now faint and nearly impossible for anyone to read. But Iris had the words memorized long ago. She had carried the paper around for years, looking at it daily. 

Drawing inspiration for what she had to do. 

She had waited for this day for a long time. 

The day her father died her past and future had no meaning. She also realized that love was a physical force. She could literally feel her heart sag in her chest. She pressed a hand to her calloused heart and appreciated the steady beat. She felt cool, calm and collected. The years of waiting for this moment had squelched any nervousness or hesitation. 

The need for vengeance trumped all of that. 

––––––––

Iris went to the bathroom and checked herself in the mirror. Only twenty-one years old, but sorrow and anger pinched her face into making her look much older than her years. 

She changed from her business outfit to a hoodie and sweatpants. She tossed the slacks and jacket into a bag. No fuss, no muss so far. The piece of string she had placed on the floor behind the office door had remained in place. No one had entered her office suite since she rented the place out from the old Chinese man. 

Then she heard the noise. A door slamming. Too close and too loud to be the office next door. 

Her heart racing, she nearly sprinted out of the bathroom to find the man entering her suite.

Sam Ming. The owner of the building. 

He had a long thick beard which he had trimmed to a point like a villain in an old Shaw Brothers Kung Fu movie. Short and pot-bellied, he had a broad smile but his eyes squinted with suspicion. 

“Hello,” he said, holding up a set of keys. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“Yeah,” Iris said, groping for something else to say. This had not been in the cards. No one had come into the office before or after she rented it out. She didn’t even want a cleaning lady inside here. 

“I knocked,” the man pointed at the door. “Been calling you almost every day for the past week. I came up after I heard some footsteps.”

He heard my footsteps. He’s lying. I’m like a cat.

“Oh, well, yeah. It has been busy.”

“I see,” the man looked around the office suite with a facial expression that betrayed his own suspicions. “Most people have gotten furniture in here by now.”

“Still working on some stuff,” Iris shrugged. “Transporting things from the old office to here. Had a snafu with the moving company.”

“I see,” Ming moved toward the far window. “People in the office down the hall have a large screen television. Crazy. Employees sit around and watch cartoon all day. So stupid.”

“Was there something I could help you with?”

“I can fix the window now,” the man said, pointing at his utility belt with an array of wrenches and screwdrivers. “Sorry it took so long. Tenant next door complains so much you think the world revolves around them. You, I don’t even know you’re here.”

“You don’t have to do that right now. I’m kind of busy.”

“If I don’t do it now, it will never happen. Always too busy. Busy is a word weak people use to avoid taking action. Ming takes action.”

The Asian man broke eye contact with her and proceeded over to the far window. 

“Really,” Iris said. “Now is not a good time. How about next week?”

“I call you and you don’t answer phone.”

“I’m sorry. So busy.”

“It will only take a second,” Ming pressed his thumb down the siding of the window. “How can you even see in here? The light bill is paid.”

“You have to go,” Iris snapped. 

Ming froze in place, looking over at his tenant. 

“You don’t have to yell,” Ming looked down and into Iris’ black bag on the ground near the window. He could see the scope of the rifle and his facial expression immediately shifted to one of nervousness. “Okay. Okay. I go now.”

“I’m not trying to be mean.”

“It's okay. I call later.”

The man turned around, now spooked. He would call the cops. Guns made everyone jittery. 

Iris felt her muscles harden. By pure chance, this old man could fuck up years of planning.

Before he could reach the door, Iris grabbed him from behind. She placed her left forearm under his chin and squeezed her elbows together, getting him in a sleeper hold. 

The old man fought, throwing her off his back. 

“What are you doing?” he demanded. 

She then kicked at his heel, knocking him off his feet. 

“You crazy?” the man screamed, falling to the ground. More shocked than hurt, the old man tried to roll back up. Iris rushed in.

He struck, surprising Iris by using the heel of his palm as a weapon but he moved too slow. Twenty years ago, that palm would have smashed into her jaw. 

Ducking down, Iris pushed into the man hard. He toppled to his side again and she took his back. She tried the same sleeper hold move only this time she cinched it in tight. He tried punching at her but she simply buried her head in the crook of his neck, avoiding his fists. 

He arched back, groaning. Ten seconds later she felt him go limp in her arms. 

Now she had to work fast. 

Running back over to the window, she pulled the rifle out from the bag. The black metal gleamed in the flickering fluorescent light as she pressed her cheek down to look into the scope. 

Then heard a bloodcurdling battle cry. 

The old man had faked going unconscious. He must have had some kung fu training as he came upon Iris with a vengeance, throwing her across the room. 

“Are you crazy?” he sneered. 

Her heart pounding, she tried to crawl away from the man. 

“Crazy females!” Ming kicked her in the side. 

Iris winced then reached inside her top and took out a small Dillinger. 

“Are you crazy?” he screamed, the words reverberating around the empty office space. 

She shot him once in the right shoulder and he backed away, clutching the entry point. Iris bolted up from off the floor and shot him again, point blank in the head. 

Oh my God. What have I done?

No turning back now.

Rushing back window, she looked through the scope of the rifle once again. 

As if the God’s above were showing her the way, her target in the building across the way got up from his seat and walked closer to his window, looking out. 

No more waiting...

CHAPTER TWO

Josh knocked before stepping into the office. His boss waved him in.  

He could smell the cologne from over ten feet away. The entire office suite smelled like expensive cologne, tobacco, and salsa. 

“Linguini would be nice,” Ruiz spun around in his black leather chair, placing a finger in one ear to drown out the sound of the rain hitting the glass window. “Extra pepper. Extra garlic. He knows how I like it.”

Raphael Ruiz ignored the man standing in front of him. The jowly Mexican boss likened himself after a character of the Sopranos despite his Hispanic origin. He wanted to run his company and his life like an old school mafia boss. He was always clean shaven, his jowly cheeks never showing a five o’clock shadow even at five o’clock. Silk shirts and slacks were the norm but he never wore ties. 

“What are the kids doing?” Ruiz asked, cradling the cell phone between his neck and ear. “That’s nice. That’s nice. Make sure that ballet teacher doesn’t get out of line. I don’t want nobody yelling at my kids. Our kids.”

Josh Evans stood silently waiting with papers in hand. The audit had come through clean, just as Ruiz had instructed. He dotted the I’s and crossed the T’s in a way that the feds would never manage to figure out. Josh had once been with the IRS until branching out on his own as an accountant. He made decent money, matching what he made with the government until Ruiz reached out with an offer he couldn’t refuse. 

Bored listening to Ruiz’s conversation with his wife, his eyes drifted around the office. Pictures on the mantle showed Ruiz smiling wide with his wife, a modest-looking woman in her forties and two daughters. The girls look to be both a shade under ten years old, cute and happy. 

How the hell did that happen?

Ruiz had been the most miserable man he had ever met in his life. A bully through and through. 

“Fuck you want?” Ruiz barked, slamming the phone down.  

“Need you to sign off on these,” Josh placed the papers in front of his tyrant boss as if he were a butler. He had carried the papers in with his right hand, not the left hand. A hand that only had his thumb and one finger, resembling a pincer from a lobster. That’s what the kids called him at school. 

Lobster boy. 

“Fuck!” the boss said dismissively, scribbling his signature over the documents as if he were waving a fruit fly away from his food. “Now what the hell are you still doing standing there? I don’t pay you to impersonate a potted plant.”

Josh nodded his head as Ruiz flung the papers back at him. 

“And fax this shit over while you’re at it,” Ruiz reached over and slammed a few more documents on his desk. “Number is on the front.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sir?” Ruiz laughed. He spun around in his chair and stared out at the rain through the window. “I like that. Sir.”

Josh gulped hard. He never knew when Ruiz would go off on him.

“I hear the rumors about me,” Ruiz said. “That I only hire white people because I like bossing them around. You hear that?”

“No, sir,” Josh lied. 

“My mother was a housekeeper. Nice woman. Shy woman. We lived in a house made up of mud bricks. Whole neighborhood smelled like shit. She’d go to rich people’s houses and clean them. Sometimes I would tag along to help out. I’d watch white people talk to my mother like she was a piece of shit. All white people. Rich white people.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“I remember my mom came to serve this old white fucker. Acted like he was one of the Rockefellers or something but he was just a real estate guy. She stood in front of him with a glass of whiskey on a tray. A drink he asked for. Then when she came back with the drink he was like ‘fuck you want?’ Scared my mom so much she dropped the drink.”

“Sorry-“

“See, white people don’t know what it’s like to be powerless. Do you know what that’s like?”

“I-“

Ruiz smirked at Josh then shook his head as if letting him off the hook. “Next time you hear those rumors you tell them that story.”

“Yes sir,” Josh turned around and headed out the door. 

“Hey man,” Ruiz said, not so gruff this go around. 

Josh turned back around, seeing Ruiz get up and put on his sports coat. 

“What’s up?”

“You have a nice weekend.”

Josh noticed Ruiz looking at his deformed hand as if feeling pity. He would do that sometimes. He would be rude then later give him a platitude of some sort. A way of apologizing without really apologizing. He remembered one occasion where Ruiz had yelled at him for no apparent reason then came in the next day and gifted him a pair of expensive Italian loafers. 

The same ones he wore right now. 

“Thanks. You too.”

Josh walked over to the fax machine and placed the papers in the feeder. Then he heard the window in Ruiz’s office shatter. 

Josh hesitated. If he ran back in, the man would chastise him for panicking like a little girl.

He would just stroll by, casual-like and poke his head back in. 

Ruiz sat with his back to him. His sports coat half put on. The old man slouched in the chair.

“Mister Ruiz?”

Josh rushed over, looking at the shattered glass window with a hole in the center.

His heart raced. His whole body braced, ready for the rebuke of ‘fuck you want!’

“Mister Ruiz?” Josh whispered, slowly creeping around to see his boss with a single bullet in his forehead. Blood seeped down the center of his face, now staining his white shirt and purple tie. 

The man’s eyes remained opened and fixed themselves on Josh. 

Josh reached out, touching the mobster's face. He felt as if he would spring up at him at any second. 

Instead, the old Mexican slumped further down in his chair and onto the ground. Chunks of his brain made streaks down the chair, looking like cherry yogurt. 

CHAPTER THREE

Josh sat frozen in his chair as he watched the officers walk past his cubicle. He felt as if he were in a movie, with the detectives and uniformed policemen moving in and out of the office. Their voices became a collective din in his ears as he couldn’t make out anything distinct. Ruiz had been killed. But who, how and why?

Well, he knew the how. And that brought up another question. Whoever did it could have taken him out as well. 

Sometimes not being important had its benefits. 

He didn’t even remember walking back to his desk after seeing the dead Ruiz slump to the ground. Nor did he even remember making out the report that had been due tomorrow. His entire system seemed to go on auto-pilot and his body felt as if it were on ice. He remembered he had the same response when his grandmother died. She had meant everything to him but for some reason, his mind and body didn’t go into mourning right away. There had been a delayed reaction that lasted for weeks.  

Josh looked up at his computer screen. He had inputted the numbers just as he always did. The formula in his Excel worksheet worked whether he had his mind focused on the job or not. Madeleine the receptionist, breasts, and hips bulging from her one size too small outfit, walked past his desk but didn’t ignore him like she usually did. 

“You look tired,” she whispered. 

“Why are you whispering?”

She looked behind Josh and he could see her facial features change to one of worry before she walked off. 

“You’re still working,” a deep voice rumbled behind him. “That isn’t uncommon. People just go about their business after a tragedy. The mind doesn’t know any better.”

Josh turned around to see the man whose voice he found oddly reassuring. His own father never spoke to him with such words of encouragement. Only silence. 

“I’m Benjamin Hale,” the man said, his voice sounding even deeper. “Chief of Police.”

Josh stood up and shook the man’s hand. He had grey eyes and reddish, mottled skin. 

“I’m Josh,” he said, his voice tiny and croaking. “Josh Evans.”

“You’ve been through a lot,” Hale said. “Not everyone sees someone with their brains blown out. Not to mention someone you know.”

Josh could only nod in response. 

“What do you do here, Josh?”

“I’m the accountant.”

“I see,” Hale nodded, then lowered his voice as if he were a medical doctor trying to explain a fatal illness. “You’ll see the image in your head for awhile. It’ll go away with time. In time, everything will be back to normal.”

“Right,” Josh said.

“Did you see anything, Josh?”

“You mean the shooter?”

“Yeah, did you manage to glance out the window,” Hale idly fingered his wedding ring as he gazed at Josh’s deformed hand. “Did you see anyone?”

Josh watched as Hale turned and looked out the main window of the office. The Oakland hills stood across the way, a foggy haze rested over the oak trees. 

“I didn’t see anything. I mean, I didn’t even think to look-“

Another policeman stepped in front of the cubicle, his eyes immediately went on Josh then on his withered left hand. The sideways glance he got from strangers had been something that Josh had never gotten used to. 

“We need to get a report,” the young man said. “There is another room down the hall that’s quiet.”

Josh read the name ‘Shawn Raymond’ on the officer’s badge. He looked to be about an inch or two shorter than Josh but had a thicker neck and stockier build. He had caramel covered skin with black eyes that sparkled with intelligence and suspicion. 

“The man has witnessed enough,” Hale interrupted. “He needs to go home.”

“He’s the only witness-“

“Let the man go,” Hale interrupted the younger office again, his voice stern. “Understood?”

The young officer looked confused for a moment then nodded his head, leaving the cubicle. 

Josh felt nervous. He tried to anticipate what would happen next. For all the time that he worked in Ruiz’ office, he felt invisible. But now he felt as if he were the center of attention because he witnessed the boss’ murder. 

He anticipated being asked if he knew if Ruiz had any enemies. There were several times in the past month where he saw the old Mexican slamming his fist into his palm, cursing the sky. Rage pinching his face. But now that he thought about it, he remembered Ruiz saying “Fuck you, Hale” into the phone on more than one occasion. 

“I’ll contact you at a later date to take the report,” Hale said, speaking to Josh as if they were now long lost friends. “You need some time to rest. Why don’t you go ahead and wrap things up around here and go home? No need to talk to reporters either. I advise you not to talk to anyone outside law enforcement. Makes our job harder when the bad guys know what we’re looking for.”

Josh felt like protesting. ‘But I don’t know what you’re looking for’. Instead, he nodded in submission and collected his things. He placed his laptop inside his satchel and threw a half-eaten sandwich in the garbage. 

On his way out the door, he felt Hale clasp on his shoulder. 

“You should buy some new shoes,” the police chief said, pointing down at the blood stains on his tan-colored loafers. 

“Right,” Josh answered before heading out of the office. 

He walked out of the building feeling oddly like a new man. The rain now came down harder and soaked his clothes. 

With no umbrella, he trudged toward his car parked about two blocks down on a street that didn’t have meters. 

He reached a stoplight and waited. Looking down, he saw the blood from his shoe leech out from the leather. It formed a small red river down the sidewalk. 

The blood of the man who had made his life miserable for so long now diluted into the storm drain. 

CHAPTER FOUR

Clay Wolfe sat on the couch munching on Doritos. He promised himself he’d go on a diet. Someday. 

Wearing grey sweatpants and a Budweiser labeled t-shirt with a hole near his left shoulder didn’t exactly make him look like a man who was once upon a time one of Oakland’s finest detectives. 

Clay flipped through the cable stations, scanning through the junk. He watched a few NBA playoff highlights and the NFL draft. As usual, his home team the Oakland Raiders were screwing up, selecting obscure players from podunk colleges. 

Getting up, he closed the blinds of his apartment window as the rain smashed against the glass. Making everything dark, he settled in for a night of binge-watching a show called “The Impostors” on the Bravo channel. 

He mused how this had become his life.  Sitting in the dark, watching adventures that he once indulged in as a police officer. The alcoholism had done him in. Drawing him into a black hole that he couldn’t get out of. He refused all help. Therapy couldn’t help him. So the force did what they had to do. They released him from his duties, giving him a pittance for a disability check.

He closed his eyes and cursed his upbringing. He had become a poor old man, just like his father. Watching television. Eating fast food. Repulsing every woman that came into his life. 

Now as a private investigator, the work came few and far between as did the paychecks. He settled in as the show came on

“Mutha fucka, please!” a woman’s voice shouted.

But it didn’t come from the television. His neighbors began their nightly diatribe. 

“Bitch, you betta get out my face.”

“You don’t like livin’ here then-“

Clay raised the volume of the television and the battle of who could make the most noise began. 

The channel showed a re-run and that frustrated him even more. Going against his better judgment, he flipped to a news channel. His mind raced as he saw crimes reported that he could solve before it even became news. 

“Get off your dead ass,” the woman next door screamed. “Get off your fucking dead dick and go find your ass a job!”

She may as well have been talking to Clay. 

He felt cold and began to shiver. He had run out of booze and thought about walking down to the liquor store for a bottle of Wild Irish Rose. 

The detective turned the volume down and got his ass up from the couch, pacing the living room. He had been doing that a lot lately, wearing down the hardwood floor. He walked over to his wall where he had framed newspaper clippings of unsolved murders that became solved once he took over.  His eyes glanced over the story where he had taken down a serial killer who victimized numerous prostitutes in the area.  With some detective work and connecting some dots, Clay nabbed the killer who worked as a security guard outside a magazine store in town. 

Nearing fifty, however, he began to feel more than just a little disappointed. He would look on Facebook and see his former classmates fully settled down with wives and children who were now graduating high school. Clay’s page reflected his life. A few pictures of himself with friends at an Oakland Raider game. Pictures of himself with his ailing father in the hospital.

No pictures of wives or girlfriends. His personality and life would prove to be too dour. 

His only company now was the occasional roach that crawled over his bare feet. 

He looked back idly at the television and saw the face of Raphael Ruiz. Turning the volume back up, he felt the hair raising on his neck. 

The picture cut out for a moment, a blue screen appearing on his monitor. 

“Oh come on,” Clay grabbed the remote. “Don’t start this shit now.”

A female reporter came back to life on the screen. 

“Foul play is suspected as the respected businessman was shot and killed inside his office earlier today.”

“Well, no shit it is foul play.”

Clay walked over to his desk and stumbled over a leftover pizza carton on the floor near it. He shuffled through a mountain of papers before finding his old flip phone. 

He hits speed dial and waited. 

“Hey,” he said. “What’s up with that Ruiz case?”

“Now is not a good time.” 

“Shawn,” Clay rubbed a sleep booger out of his eye. “Come on, man. Everything you know is something I taught you. Just tell me what happened?”

“Looks like a sniper,” Raymond said. “Looks like a professional hit. Big time.”

“So that rules out the wife,” Clay said. “You think these women would figure out the guy is a snake when they see him shedding his skin.”

“Could be a boyfriend.”

“No way,” Clay said. “She doesn’t have the vibe to cheat. Him, yes. Her, no.”

“Maybe she took shooting lessons.”

“Now, she can’t throw a frying pan through a window and kill someone.”

“Sorry, Clay, man I have to go.”

The phone clicked off as Clay walked back to the television and sat his ass on the floor. They had moved on to the next story, an incident that happened at the Great America theme park. A different anchor now reporting on a fight that took place between a group of Mexican and black teenagers. 

Turning off the television, he stood up and began to pace again. 

The adrenaline began flowing inside of him. He would give anything to be an investigating detective on the force again, a man in the thick of things. 

Someone who mattered. 

Shaking off the depressive thoughts, he began thinking like a detective again. That had always been his anecdote for his failed relationships and life. He had been a detective. A damn good one. 

Raphael Ruiz had been assassinated. A professional style hit. 

Sirens roared outside his window. Clay wished he could help. 

He felt helpless. 

Useless. 

He wanted to call one of his old gal pals but she’d tell him the same story. Go back to rehab. Get a haircut. Get a real job. 

“And don’t forget the serenity prayer,” she would say. “If you can handle it, do it. If you can’t, fuck it.”

Looking out the window now, he saw police sirens in the distance. 

He had to get back in the game. 

But how?

CHAPTER FIVE

Josh seated himself in the modest diner a little before the dinner rush. He always sat in the corner booth to look out the window. The place featured plush vinyl seating with 1950s decor on the walls, pictures of rockabilly stars and old records. 

Josh looked around the restaurant and watched as an elderly couple sat quietly next to him. No words were spoken yet he could feel the love between the old duo. Long past eighty years of age, no more words were needed. They moved slower. Josh watched as it seemed like an eternity before the old man got a forkful of pasta into his mouth. 

He had someone. Even at eighty-something. At thirty-seven, Josh never had anyone. 

But he had a crush on the waitress that started work there a few months ago. 

Iris. 

She lived a few doors down from him at the apartments across the street. Because of their age difference, Josh never made a play. But even if they were ‘age appropriate’ he would still not have made his move. Going after what he wanted had never been in his mental makeup. Lobster Boy had been trained to accept the scraps of life.

He dreamed about her the moment he saw her. In his early morning sleep haze, he would listen for sounds of her in his house. He dreamed about her putting the coffee on the stove. Then she would return to bed and he would see the love she had for him in her eyes. When he said those
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