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BOOK 26

Moving on after a long-term marriage ends is killer and finding and decorating a new home is not something Alice enjoys.  She’s becoming annoyed with the inconveniences caused by those who are surveilling her and her new life.  She is methodically putting her life back together, but when she finally begins to get her things in order, life throws her a curve ball no one could have seen coming.

[image: image]

Alice stared at Kathy in surprise.  Why did she ask that question?  Was she here to accuse Alice of causing Linda’s death?  “What do you want me to do about it?” she asked instead.

Kathy sighed gustily, obviously annoyed.  She looked beyond Alice into the beach house and asked, “May I come in?”

Alice made a sweeping motion with her arm to indicate that her soon-to-be ex-wife was welcome to come in.  She looked beyond Kathy at the Lexus parked in her driveway behind her Ferrari.  The driveway was barely big enough for both cars and only if they were placed end to end.  She glanced past them at the Pacific Coast Highway (PCH) where cars were speeding along a little too close for her comfort.  Land was at such a premium down here in Malibu that they couldn’t afford to waste any.  She glanced farther along the busy road to the now familiar car that was always parked there and always watching.  Different people manned the vehicle in six- to eight-hour shifts, but someone was always watching, ready to follow if Alice went out.  They no longer made any attempt to hide their presence, and Alice’s Ferrari certainly wasn’t inconspicuous.  Closing the door firmly, she made sure the automatic lock engaged before turning to look at her wife, who was closely examining the small but expensive house.

Kathy looked around the ground floor.  It was an open floor plan from front to back, the entrance only about five feet long by three feet wide.  It led to a stairwell that curved upstairs, or you could bypass the stairwell and go directly into the living room.  There was a modern gas fireplace along the wall and a few windows, so Alice could see along that side of her house.  Bookshelves stood empty on each side of the bank of windows, nothing placed on them yet.  The living room led into the dining area, which was furnished with only a cold, sterile, little table.  If you turned to the left, you would enter a small kitchen, then a laundry area, and beyond that was a bedroom, probably intended for a maid.  The kitchen, dining room, and bedroom areas all had French doors that led onto a balcony overlooking Malibu beach, which stretched the entire length of the relatively small house.  The beach was filled with people.  

But there was no warm, welcoming feeling in this house; even to Alice it felt bare.  The townhome she’d had in the marina when she met Kathy had been sterile and impeccably clean, but at least there was furniture to indicate that someone lived there.  This was too glacial.  It reminded Kathy of a four-star hotel room.  At least in a five-star hotel they supplied a bit of warmth.  This was functional but just barely.

“Pass muster?” Alice asked, her sardonic question making her lips quiver as she hid a smile while watching her wife gaze about the rather insignificant house.

“Did you hear what I asked?” Kathy asked, clearly still upset.

Alice nodded and asked, “Did you hear what I asked?”

Kathy sighed, allowing an exasperated sound to escape from her nose for effect.

Alice was amused.  She knew how to push Kathy’s buttons.  

“Did you kill her?” 

Alice’s expression didn’t change.  “No, I didn’t.”

“Do you know–?” Kathy began and then stopped in alarm as Alice determinedly advanced on her and grabbed her arm to propel her outside.  When she tried to fight Alice off, twisting her arm to release it, Alice grabbed her again in a body hug that locked their bodies firmly together.  

Shocked, Kathy stood still as Alice whispered in her ear, “My place is bugged.  Say nothing,” then she danced them through the remainder of the room and onto the back deck.  She released Kathy as soon as they were both outside and she’d closed the patio door, a set of sliders helping it move effortlessly despite the sand.  She continued to walk across the deck, down the steps, and onto the beach below.

Kathy stared at the back of her wife’s head for a moment.  She was still startled by how that whisper had made her shiver, and the feel of Alice’s arms around her was a welcome comfort.  She hadn’t expected that, or her own reaction.  She rubbed her arms, the warmth dissipating quickly on this cool fall day.  She followed Alice down the steps to the beach.

Alice turned, confronting Kathy.  “You can’t say stuff like that.”

“It’s not like I knew your place was bugged.  Who–?” she began.

“I’m not sure yet, but I assume it’s the Feds.  After what I gave the CIA, I’m certain they want more information from me.”  She didn’t mention the car that was parked out along the PCH all the time.  Kathy didn’t need to know about that.

“Can’t you remove them?”

“I don’t have the equipment yet.”

“Can you find out who–?” she began, and at Alice’s expression the words died off.  She realized she no longer had the right to ask about what happened in Alice’s life.

“Look, I know you liked that woman and maybe even loved her–” Alice stopped, the pain of that statement hurt her, “but I didn’t do what you asked, and I certainly am not going to investigate Linda’s death.”

“How do I know you aren’t lying to me?”

“I don’t lie to you, Kathy.”

Kathy knew that was true.  Alice might not tell her everything, but a direct question was always answered truthfully, at least Alice’s version of the truth.  She might be a killer, but she wasn’t a liar.  Kathy sighed again, exasperated as she looked away from her wife’s startling and intriguing cat-like eyes.  She looked back after a moment and asked, “Do you think it’s legal for them to surveil you?”

Alice’s eyebrow cocked in sardonic amusement at the question.

“Of course, it’s not legal,” Kathy sighed as she answered her own question, shrugged, and looked out at the fantastic view.  She gestured at the house that was lacking in furniture and changed the subject.  “Why haven’t you decorated?”

Alice shrugged.  “I didn’t feel like it, and I didn’t like the idea of having Sean draped on a couch.”  She shared a grin with her wife.  Their son, a teenager with big feet, would stretch out on any surface and take it over.  “Besides, I only needed a bedroom for me and furniture for them.”  Her head nodded back towards the house and somehow included the children.

Kathy nodded.  Alice had taken very little when she left their house, just her clothes and a few items from their home in Palos Verdes.  She’d been very amenable during the divorce negotiations, going so far as giving Kathy more than the half she had asked for and was legally entitled to.  Kathy had wondered about that.  She knew there was probably a lot more in hidden assets, but she wasn’t going to be greedy when Alice was being so generous.  She turned away from Alice’s inquiring eyes again.  They seemed to look in her soul, and right now, she didn’t want Alice looking there.  Kathy gazed out at the crowds gathered on the beach despite the cool fall day.  The view was beautiful, and the location ideal, even if the house was small.  “Nice view,” she commented.

Alice agreed with her, turning at the deliberate distraction to look out over the sands.  “Yeah, it’s a nice spot,” she responded.

“The kids like it,” Kathy agreed, having heard all about their other mother’s house in Malibu.  Kathy was just surprised it wasn’t more elaborate.  She looked up at the second story, interested in what the rest of the house looked like.

“Would you like a tour?” Alice asked, knowing her wife was curious and itching to see it all.  She’d gotten this place for a song, relatively speaking, as some new wave kid singer with too much money, a busy career, and no time to live in the house, had sold it off.

“That would be nice,” she admitted.

“Just be careful what you say,” the blonde reminded her, waiting a moment for Kathy to nod her agreement.

Kathy followed as Alice led the way up to the back deck that spanned the length of the small cracker box house.

Alice showed her the rest of the downstairs.  She was thinking that space alone would have been enough, if Alice didn’t need bedrooms for the children.  It was awkward for both women as Alice showed her the rest of the house in silence.  The awkwardness was a new thing, something they had never really experienced except on a few memorable occasions in their married life.

Kathy could see that both kids’ bedrooms were neatly made, and she knew that neither Sean nor Emily would have left them in that condition.  There wasn’t much in the rooms other than basic furniture.  Most of their things were kept at the house in Palos Verdes, where they had lived almost all their lives.  Neither of them remembered the house at the marina.  And that reminded her, “Kit is coming home this weekend.”

Alice looked up as she exited the bathroom situated between the two kids’ bedrooms.  She was heading into the master bedroom that traversed almost the entire length of the back of the house and overlooked the beach.  The master had its own private, rather elaborate bathroom, one of the main reasons she had bought this home.  “I’d like to see her,” Alice reminded her wife as she allowed her to walk into the bedroom.  

“I’ll make sure she knows that,” Kathy said as she looked at the walk-in closet and the inviting bathroom with the jetted tub, separate shower, skylights, toilet, and bidet.  She spotted something on the floor near the French patio doors on the far side of the king-sized bed.  It was a nightgown, and it wasn’t anything Alice would wear.  Her heart twisted painfully as she realized Alice must already be seeing someone else.  She hardened her heart against that thought, knowing it was really none of her business.  “She’s declared her major.”

“Oh, yeah?” Alice asked, intrigued.  She had been aware of the exact moment when Kathy saw that nightgown, something she had deliberately left on the floor where it had been thrown.  She carefully schooled her face not to smile at the game she was playing.  She wasn’t certain that the bugs that were listening in didn’t also have video, but she would have to check that out soon.  Inwardly, she sighed.  If they would just leave her alone, she would leave them alone; however, who they were was yet to be determined.  

Kathy turned to look at Alice, her back to the French doors.  She had seen that the doors afforded Alice an even better view of Malibu Beach, the second story providing a grander perspective than any of the one-story homes.  “You aren’t going to like her choice.”

“No?” Alice inquired, her eyebrow cocking in inquiry.

Kathy smiled slightly as she spoke with her wife, her child’s second mother since she was eight years old.  Alice had saved her then, had saved them both from a life she couldn’t even contemplate now.  “She’s decided to go into law enforcement.”

Kathy was surprised when Alice began to laugh.  The blonde laughed so hard that tears ran from the corners of her eyes, and she wiped them away as she continued to chuckle.

“May I ask why that is so funny?”

“It’s just ironic, don’t you think?”  Alice used the sleeve of her blouse to dry the tears, still sniggering.

Kathy had to smile as she nodded too.  It was ironic, considering all the crimes Alice had committed over the years.  Fortunately, their children didn’t know, at least, they didn’t know much, she mentally amended.  She recalled that Emily knew a little more than she needed to and had asked a couple leading questions, obviously curious about what she had overheard and nearly spouting information in front of a cop.  She remembered that Linda was the cop Emily had nearly said too much in front of, and she was now dead.  She’d come here to ask Alice about that, at least that had been the premise of her visit.  She made to move back through the room and go downstairs.  “I’ll tell her to stop by,” Kathy promised as she reached the stairs.  She glanced at the bare walls, the color a boring, muted off-white.  “You really should decorate.  Maybe get some furniture?  A TV?”  She noted the game set up in the room that was dedicated to Sean had a computer, and the multi-colored light-up keyboard was apparently only for games.  Alice’s small office off the master bedroom didn’t even have a desk, much less the many computers Alice had used so often in the past.  It was curious to Kathy that there was no computer equipment after all this time since Alice had bought the house and moved in.  There was no lived-in feeling to the place, and there was obviously no work being done here.  What did Alice do with her days?  Kathy remembered the nightgown and tried not to think of what Alice did with her nights.  Then, she remembered that Alice didn’t need to confine those activities to nights.

“Yeah, maybe Kit and the kids would like to help me?” she offered.

“I’ll mention it.  I’m sure Sean will try to talk you into more computer games,” she commented wryly, knowing their son well.  It was a good thing his grades were up to snuff, or those games would be locked up.  She would stay on top of that.

“I think I have enough,” she gestured through the open door of the boy’s room where the elaborate gaming system was set up.

“Is that original?” Kathy asked, looking a second time.  She’d missed it the first time she glanced in the room as she was focused more on the well-made bed.  The computer games were stacked neatly on a table near a very wide monitor, and two gaming chairs allowed the users to lean back from the floor as they played.  She saw now, there were several gaming consoles hooked up to multiple screens.

“The Nintendo?” Alice confirmed, grinning as she nodded at the game that came out in the 1980s.  “Yeah, I kicked his ass on that.  He is so used to the modern graphics and doodads that he never saw me coming in Super Mario Bros with all the hidden mushrooms and whatnots.”

Kathy laughed.  She’d forgotten that Alice liked that game.  “But what about Duck Hunt?” she teased as she left the doorway and headed for the stairs once again.

“Oh, yeah.  Em and I enjoyed that, and it annoyed Sean, so bonus,” she teased back, knowing her son had been put out that his younger sister had beaten him at the hand-eye coordination of the simple game.  The games he had now were so much more sophisticated, and a lot of them involved war, which simply didn’t interest Alice as it might once have.

They proceeded down the stairs to the front door, and Kathy noted that the alarm system wasn’t something Alice would have permitted in their own home.  It didn’t seem as sophisticated, but maybe she wasn’t reading it right?  Something was afoot here, and although she was curious about it, she wasn’t going to ask.  It wasn’t her place, and while she still cared for Alice, it was obvious the blonde had moved on.  She swallowed again, wondering who belonged to the nightgown upstairs.

“I’ll tell Kit to give you a call when she’s settled in the house, so you two can make plans,” Kathy promised as she headed out to her blue Lexus.  She glanced at the flashy Ferrari Alice now drove, something that had surprised her after all the Porsches the blonde had owned during their years together.  She looked up in surprise and found a woman barring her way.  Kathy looked at her curiously, wondering if this was the mysterious nightgown owner, then dismissing that thought immediately.  This woman was not Alice’s type.  She was dressed very conservatively in a suit.

“Hello, Alice,” the woman said, ignoring Kathy.  She knew who Kathy was from the pictures they had of Alice’s family.  She was a nobody and a mouse compared to Alice Weaver.  The suited woman still wondered what sort of woman could have held Alice Weaver’s attention for all those years.  There had to be something more to her if Alice had married her.  She knew from their surveillance of Alice that a divorce had been filed.  Several of their team wondered if they could use that to their benefit.  After all, a wife couldn’t testify against her spouse but an ex-wife could.

“Hello, Madelyn,” Alice responded in an amused tone that irritated both Madelyn and Kathy.  Kathy was curious to know who this was, and seeing that curiosity and being courteous, Alice introduced them.  “Madelyn Korbel, this is my ex-wife, Kathy.”

The two women eyed each other.  Madelyn dismissed the mousy woman, and Kathy asked, “CIA?” in a tone that left them both with no doubt that she despised the acronym and the people behind it.

Madelyn was intrigued.  Why would Alice’s ex-wife care if she was with the CIA or not?  She nodded, a bit coldly in agreement.

Kathy was feeling hurt by Alice referring to her as her ex-wife.  The paperwork wasn’t final yet.  Her tone when she replied was perhaps a bit touchy.

“Whatcha want, Madelyn?” Alice asked, leaning against the wall of the house in a relaxed slouch and watching the two women.  She was wondering if Madelyn frequently underestimated people.  She could see how dismissive she was being of Kathy.  If she only knew....

“Is there somewhere we could talk?” Madelyn asked, glancing at the beach house before them curiously.

Alice nodded and held her hand out to Kathy.  “Maybe you should come back in for this?” she offered.

“This is private,” Madelyn stated, glancing at the mousy woman again and reassessing her.  Her tone brooked no argument, but Alice chose to ignore it.

“Yeah, but whether I tell her later or she hears it first-hand, she is going to want to know,” Alice pointed out.

“You mean she knows–?” 

Alice nodded.  “I didn’t keep anything from her.”

Madelyn looked at the two women again.  She was surprised and trying to hide it.  It didn’t pay to let your emotions or feelings show around people like this.  She tried to shrug it off, acting as though it didn’t matter as she followed Kathy into the house.  She was looking about just as curiously as Kathy had and noting how bare things were.

“Let’s go out on the deck,” Alice offered.  “Anyone want anything to drink?” she asked as she gestured towards the back door.

“This isn’t something we want overheard,” Madelyn warned as Alice went to get three glasses from the cupboard and the pitcher of lemonade she kept in the fridge.

“I understand that, Madelyn; however, I would prefer to go out on the deck,” the blonde said meaningfully, staring Madelyn down until she caught on.  It didn’t take long for the CIA operative to begin glancing around.  She wondered where the bugs could possibly be hidden.  There wasn’t much furniture or decorations to hide them.

When they were settled on the deck and sipping ice-cold lemonade with real lemon slices floating in the glasses, Madelyn settled back in her chair and sighed.  The cool fall day here was still much warmer than back east.  Langley often seemed cold, but perhaps, it was the buildings.  Then, thinking about the work that went on there and the people, she realized it was probably the atmosphere of the place.  She looked up at the sun, relishing what little warmth it provided.

“Going to sunbathe later?” Alice asked, the sarcasm obvious as she watched the eastern woman with her nose pointed towards the sun and her eyes closed.

“I wish I had the time,” she admitted with a smile.  

“I’m sure you would like to get down to business then,” Alice hinted subtly.

Madelyn smiled.  That was something she liked about Alice; she didn’t bullshit around like so many people.  “You knew they were going to want more,” she began.

Alice nodded, an enigmatic smile hovering around her lips as she sipped delicately at her lemonade.  “We had an agreement–” she started.

“And we intend to honor it.  We do, however, need more from you.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Alice, there are over a dozen Russian nationals from very prominent families that are dead, and we need to get information on them.”

“I gave you a lot of that information,” she pointed out dryly.

“And we need to know how you got that information and how much more you have.”

“What has that got to do with me?”

They stared at each other.  Alice was looking innocent.  She’d had years of practice at that, and Madelyn’s eyes narrowed as she watched the woman and wondered how she had gotten away with so much for so long.  She’d seen a lot of the redacted reports...hell, she’d written many of them.  Director Wolf had been frustrated to learn the complete reports weren’t available to him as he’d assumed they would be since the redacted reports didn’t tell him everything he needed to know about Alice Weaver.  The FBI’s paperwork was even worse than the CIA’s, and it frustrated and intrigued the agents more than it should have.  Alice Weaver seemed like an ordinary citizen, but the four-inch file on her led to various operations over the years where some of their players had disappeared.  Some reports only implied that she was involved, and other reports blatantly stated her name, but her role in these affairs wasn’t clear.  There was much speculation and conjecture, but proof was non-existent in most of their information.  There was nothing they could pin on her, especially after the latest release of information had absolved her from prosecution.  Still, some of their best agents had been put on the job to try.

“Alice we both know there is more information–” she began, gesturing with her hand and feeling suddenly inadequate.  It was just like when she first started out with the agency and people like Alice could have danced rings around her.  She’d been so naive.  Why Alice Weaver still make her feel that way after all these years...she had no idea.  

“We do?” Alice toyed with her prey.  Suddenly tired of the game, she asked, “Should I have Nia Toyomoto contact you?”

“Why would you need your lawyer?” she asked, suddenly alert.  If Alice was lawyering up so quickly, there must be more...there had to be a lot more.  She knew from several sources how close they had come to that information ending up on the evening news.  The little bits that Alice had fed the press had put several prominent reporters on the trail, and it was up to the CIA to keep the press from away from the information for the sake of national security.  Even now, deals were being cut with reporters, TV stations, and powerful men and women to keep the information away from the public.

“Do I?  I was under the impression that I had immunity from prosecution?” she confirmed, and at Madelyn’s reluctant nod she added, “I gave you plenty of information.”

“That my teams are going over with a fine-tooth comb.  You knew that.”

Alice smiled congenially, taking another sip of her lemonade for effect.  “And?”

“That’s just the tip of the iceberg....”

“Really?” Alice asked, sounding intrigued.

“What can I offer you as an incentive?”

“Nothing.”  Alice replied with a note of finality.  She gestured to the expensive beach house they were sitting behind.  “But you can call your dogs off.”

“My dogs?” Madelyn asked, intrigued.

“Your people aren’t watching my house and bugging me?”

“Not yet,” she assured her, suddenly amused and yet...not.  If someone had authorized surveillance on this woman, she wanted to know why and who.  Alice was prickly enough as it was.  If she thought she was being surveilled, it wouldn’t bode well for those involved.  Maybe someone at the FBI...her thoughts trailed off, but that should have been authorized by their joint task team, which she was heading up.

Alice tried to stare her down, but Madelyn was good at this game too, and she wouldn’t be intimidated.  She had answered honestly, and that seemed to ingratiate her to Alice.  The blonde believed her but that led to the obvious question: Who was surveilling her?  “You got a name for me yet?” she asked, changing the subject quickly before she became angry over this information.

“No,” Madelyn admitted, quickly adding, “but I am working on it, and I hope to have it for you soon.”

“That’s not good enough, Madelyn,” Alice said, her voice changing to a warning tone that they both knew the agent might want to heed.

“I understand, and I am working on it.  At the same time, if you could–”

“Not another name.  Not another tidbit of information,” Alice assured her, draining her glass.  “Turnabout is fair play.  You know that.”

Madelyn did know that, but she had had to try.  Director Wolf and others didn’t understand that you just didn’t demand information from people like Alice Weaver.  She amended that comment in her mind.  You didn’t demand anything from Alice Weaver.  Already, they were trying to find a work-around to the immunity from prosecution paperwork.  Those dead men that Alice had handed them were important Russian men.  They were related in different ways: some through business and others through what they believed were mafia ties.  “How do those men relate to the arms sale?” Madelyn asked.  The agents were still trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together.

Alice just sat there with her empty glass in her hand and watched her prey.  If Madelyn wanted more information from her, she was going to have to offer more.  Getting the dismissal of prosecution from the federal government, the local police, and the IRS hadn’t been easy, but it had worked out in her favor.  The men she had given the authorities the extensive information on—Vashti Baltizar, Leonid Baltizar, Alexander or Xander Baltizar, the Bogomolov family, Filipov, and Kozlov—were very bad men.  Their business ties had seemed obvious, and they were all part of The Assemblage, a crime syndicate of massive, international proportions.  If the CIA hadn’t discovered that yet with the information Alice had given them, they soon would.

Madelyn felt decidedly uncomfortable.  Alice didn’t often play games, but when she did, she played better than most people.  Her games usually ended with someone dead, and Madelyn knew that the blonde hid her tracks very well.  The redacted paperwork was filled with assumptions but few hard facts that showed Alice Weaver was a killer in the various cases Madelyn and others had worked on.  In Madelyn’s private thoughts, even the ones she dared to carefully word and put into writing, Alice was a serial killer of proportions they had never seen before, but Madelyn’s opinions didn’t matter in the greater scheme of things, and they didn’t contribute to what she was trying to achieve.

“I’ll be in town for a few days, if you want to talk to me,” Madelyn told her, reaching into her suit for a card.  She noted Alice shifted in her chair, prepared for any movement on Madelyn’s part that might be construed as an attack.  Only an experienced operative would note that minuscule shift in body movement that placed Alice in a position to defend herself.  She admired that about the woman even as she unconsciously acknowledged her fear and how dangerous this woman really was.  “That’s my new cell number.  You can call it anytime.”  Instead of handing her the card, she slid it across the table.

“Thank you,” Alice said politely, not picking up the card as she watched Madelyn.  She was polite, but she wasn’t going to add anything to that statement and give her old acquaintance one iota more information.  She was still owed some things, and until she got them, she wasn’t giving away anything more.

Madelyn sighed inwardly.  She had told Alice the truth.  They were working on getting that name for her as promised, but with everything Alice had given them, their resources on the investigations were stretched thin.  Still, she knew she better produce something and quickly.

Alice led her to the front door and closed it behind her when she left, returning quickly to the deck.  Kathy was standing and asked, “What was that about?”

“A fishing expedition,” she stated blandly, glancing at the embossed card curiously and putting it in her pocket for future use.  She would call it at some point.  She deserved information, and Madelyn knew what might happen if she had to wait much longer for it.  The meeting, while relatively short, hadn’t produced anything that was of use to the agent.

“I better be going,” Kathy stated.  She wondered why Alice had asked her to stay for that meeting.  She was relieved to learn the woman wasn’t anyone who was involved with her wife, but it concerned her that the CIA was still calling on her.  “I’ll have Kat call you,” she reminded her.

“Thanks, I’d appreciate that,” Alice responded, stopping outside the door to watch Kathy get in the Lexus and back out carefully into the parking lane, then merge smoothly onto the highway, the powerful engine of the Lexus making it look effortless.  She waved and then pushed a button once she got inside, closing the gate this time.  She had left it open earlier.  She glanced only briefly at the car parked across the highway.
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“She wouldn’t give me anything,” Madelyn confirmed as she talked on her car phone using her Bluetooth speaker.

“Then you have to squeeze her,” Director Wolf told her.

Madelyn nearly laughed aloud in his ear.  He underestimated Alice Weaver, and he had no idea who he was messing with.  Alice Weaver pissed off and irritated was just what she didn’t need.  She hadn’t missed the underlying menace in Alice’s tone that told her she better find the person who had arranged things against Alice.  She had to find a name, and it better be a good one, or Alice might direct her anger towards Madelyn.  She didn’t need that headache, and she’d really like to live a good, long life.  Why had she come back to the agency...for this?

“We really need more out of her.  This whole thing was handled sloppily.  There should have been more time.  You can’t blackmail the CIA,” he insisted.

And yet, Alice Weaver had blackmailed them, thought Madelyn, and very handily.  Using the media, the unofficial fourth branch of the government, against the government had been brilliant, something she had admired about the prickly woman.  She thought back to one of the many meetings they’d had in the last couple months since Alice had given them the memory card with the information on the Russian mafia members, oligarchs that unofficially ran the country.

“We should obtain warrants and raid this Alice Weaver’s house,” one agent had contended hotly at one of their many meetings on the subject.

“She’s immune to that by our own paperwork,” another defended her, perhaps admiringly, as he slapped at the letter that freed one Alice Weaver from prosecution in return for information she had supplied the CIA.  The way the paperwork was worded, even the FBI, who they had shared information with, couldn’t go after Alice.

“She can’t possibly cuckhold us like this,” another argued, feeling bitter that anyone could blackmail them.

“Don’t be too overconfident about our bureau’s procedures,” Madelyn reminded them.  “There are reasons they are put into place for situations such as this.

“Your department is responsible for this,” an FBI agent allowed to sit in on the meeting put in testily.

“Careful, there,” Madelyn warned him.  “We are responsible for this mess, and as we dig deeper, we are learning that some of it is of our own making.  The FBI had some of this information,” she gestured to the piles of data they had compiled, “but not to the extent we have been supplied,” she indicated the mass of paperwork that had resulted from their investigation of the information Alice provided.  It was being divided up by the names she gave them, and still there were gaping holes in it all, which they knew was due to other names being omitted.  The odd footage they had seen of some sort of explosion in Kazakhstan was still not explained, but the pictures showing American weapons with the same Kazakhstan background were obvious.  “Before pointing fingers and assigning blame, we should figure out who all these people are,” she gestured to the bios they already had on each of the players, but these were still being added to as each one was investigated more thoroughly.  They were hampered by these people being Russian citizens, and they had to rely on operatives working and living there as well as sleeper agents, who couldn’t reveal where they were getting their information.

“There is exculpatory evidence–” began one agent, trying to get the conversation back to Alice’s apparent involvement in the deaths of these men.

“We already know that Alice Weaver was held in prison with Sasha Brenhov.  Of course, there will be fingerprints and other evidence, and some of it will have been planted by our Russian friends,” another agent pointed out.

The endless debates over the evidence were frustrating to some and fascinating to others as they all worked to make sense of the information. 

“We should go after Sasha Brenhov.  She emerged unscathed from all of this,” someone else put in.  “Isn’t she married to an American citizen?”

“No, they aren’t married, but she did leave her assets to the woman.  I hear that firm in New York is still straightening out the legal entanglements of that.  Sasha Brenhov’s assets are rather extensive.”

“She didn’t lose anything due to her supposed death.”

“You’ll have a helluva time if you go after her without proof, and you will be swarmed by teams of lawyers.  She’s a Russian national, for Christ’s sake!”

“There are errors in how the agency went about investigating Alice Weaver,” the FBI agent pointed out, bringing them back to the point they were here to discuss.

“Are you trying to lay blame at our feet again?” Wolf asked as he came in, proving he had been listening to their endless debates regarding the investigation.  

“No, sir, but there are procedures set in place to avoid–” he began.

“Then put them in your report,” Wolf told the man, shutting him up.  He handed Madelyn a pile of paperwork he had scooped up on his way through the computer department where they were still trying to figure out why they were having computer problems.  They had determined the issues arrived at the same time as Alice Weaver’s information, but they couldn’t prove that she had planted a virus.  This virus was completely different from the one wending its way through the various police departments in California.  There was something insidious about all these security breaches.  The FBI and the CIA had systems that prevented people from breaking in from the outside.  There were certain parts that could not be accessed from external computer consoles, and yet, both agencies had hiccups in their systems that shouldn’t be there.  The computer geeks were working overtime trying to figure it out.  Just when they fixed one glitch, another would pop up in some completely unrelated system.  It was exasperating and made no sense.  Things like this did not happen with their computer systems.  “This one is a simple children’s game,” he indicated the report that showed some sort of Pac-Man game eating data within a financial program.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Madelyn murmured, looking at the readouts.  It was a familiar and frustrating refrain from those involved in the investigation of the computer viruses.

“Are you sure she didn’t plant–?” Wolf began, but Madelyn cut him off.

“I’m sure she planted something as a distraction, but your men already wiped those from the system,” she pointed out.

“There has to be a way for us to get warrants and monitor her computer systems to get the information we need...” he began, just as determined as the other agents on the teams to get more out of Alice Weaver and figure out if the virus they had found on her disk was planted deliberately.

“Yes, sir, but we have to prove intent, and it’s just not here,” another agent pointed out, waving to the paperwork.  “We can monitor her.  We don’t need a judge to sign off on that, but what would that prove?  She has money, that was proven by the IRS, but they can’t go after it now.”

“Wouldn’t FISA (the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act) come into play since Russia is involved?” another agent asked.

“FISA is only used to target foreign spies and terrorists.  Alice Weaver is an American citizen,” Madelyn pointed out, proving she was paying attention to the many conversations going on around her.  “Furthermore, we’d have to get a special court to grant approval to operate in secret and do wiretaps, and she’s already protected by that,” she indicated the paperwork that Alice had signed before she gave them the disk.

“But Sasha Brenhov is a Russian citizen,” someone else pointed out.

“And Sasha doesn’t live in the United States.  We can investigate, and if we find she did something that affects America’s interests, we could ask to have her extradited, but Russia will never approve that, and our own country wouldn’t ask,” Wolf pointed out.  “However, compiling information on that businesswoman is a good idea.”

And so, the debates continued for months as they sifted through all the fact and fiction they had gathered.  One thing no one had noticed immediately was that each of the dead people, despite their power and seeming wealth while alive, had left behind no money on their deaths.  Their families, if they had any, essentially inherited nothing.  There was a money trail between the mafia members, but no one in the FBI or CIA realized that none of those people had any money left following their deaths and immediately prior to their sudden departures from this world.

“Madelyn do you think you might go out to Los Angeles and visit our offices there?  You could talk to her and find out what these photos mean,” Wolf asked, indicating the pictures that had obviously been taken from drones and showed the Kazakhstan landscape and American military equipment.

“Yes, I can do that, but you know she won’t give us anything more.  We still haven’t fulfilled our agreement to her.”

“How is that aspect of the investigation going?” he asked, not really caring if they ever satisfied their obligation to Alice Weaver.  Something about her–.

“Still all dead ends,” she told him, cutting off his thoughts, “but something stinks, and eventually, my people will figure it out.”   She knew she was obligated to keep him informed, and he would have to be told if her people eventually figured it out, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t fulfil the terms of their agreement with Alice.
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“Mom!” an exuberant, younger version of Kathy launched herself into Alice’s welcoming arms.

“Wow!  Look at you, all collegiate and shit,” Alice said drolly when she had Kit at arm’s length.  The smile on Alice’s features was genuine.  She loved this kid, even if she wasn’t blood.  She’d endeared herself to the older woman’s heart many years ago.

Kit grinned down at Alice.  She had never realized how truly petite Alice was.  She hadn’t gained back all the weight she lost, and she looked...tired and quite a bit older.  This worried the young woman briefly as she entered the beach house followed by her younger siblings.

“Mind if I go up to my room?” her son asked respectfully.

“Homework done?” Alice asked, knowing he only wanted to play on the computers.  The games were top of the line, and she’d played them too.  Ostensibly, she was using them to familiarize herself with the games, but she had used them to send a few messages that wouldn’t be monitored, since she was so closely watched right now.  She’d have to do something about that soon.

“Yes, Mom, and they don’t assign homework over Thanksgiving,” Sean reminded her as he started up the stairs.

Alice blinked.  It was Thanksgiving already?  How’d she missed that one?  She looked at Emily, standing there and watching her.  “We have got to decorate this place,” the young girl instructed her, parroting her other mother.

“Why don’t we all plan to go shopping on Saturday?” Alice asked, including Sean, who had just reached the top of the stairs.

“Can we get a TV?” he called down.

“Yes, for each room,” she called back.

“Yay!” he said excitedly and hurried into his room to fire up the computer games.  He would call his friends and ask them about the best TVs.  He was certain they would have all the latest information he would need, and he was confident he could talk Alice into buying them.

“Why Saturday?” Emily asked as she watched Kit examining the sparse furnishings.

“Shopping on Black Friday would kill me,” Alice told her blandly.  “The deals will still be there Saturday, and you two can start shopping for Christmas.”  She put her arm around her daughter, hugging her close.  “What are you going to get me?”

Emily chuckled appreciatively and looked again at Kit, who was watching them both now.  She was amazed at how much her little sister was finally growing and how much her eye shape was becoming like Alice’s.  There was something different about Em’s eye color though.  It seemed to have changed since she was a child.

“Look at you two, like two peas in a pod.  Hang on!  I want a picture of this,” Kit said, warning them to stand still while she held up her phone to snap a shot.  When she had taken three pictures in rapid succession, she smiled down at the result.  You could see the family resemblance in these two, and yet, when she stood next to Emily, Kit thought she looked just like her too.  How the hell was that possible?  She’d never considered how her birth mother, Kathy, had become pregnant with her siblings.  Had she carried Alice’s eggs?  How the heck was it possible for Emily to look like both their mothers?

The three of them spent an enjoyable afternoon together, and Sean only came down to raid the refrigerator for food, lamenting loudly about the healthy stuff Alice had filled it with.  They determined that Alice must come to dinner since Kathy had extended the offer.  The women might be divorcing, but that didn’t mean they weren’t still a family.  It was soothing to Alice’s ears to listen to the girls chatting about college and life in general.  Emily’s ambitions weren’t as defined as the older college student’s yet.  This was family.  It was familiar, and she loved it.

She moved them outside after listening to Sean’s complaints about ‘no food’ after his second and third excursions to the fridge for snacks, and he left them to their conversation.  

“So, what’s this I hear about law enforcement?” she smiled at Kit over the lemonade they were sipping.  Emily had slipped down to the beach to check out who was about.  She was looking for celebrities she could tell her friends she had seen.  Both Sean and Emily’s friends were salivating over an invite to their mom’s new digs.

“Are you disappointed?” Kit asked, a little defensive.

“Nope, not in the least.  Are you?” Alice asked, waiting for her response.  She was a very patient cat and mouse player, much more so than this daughter, who was bound to her only by the bonds of love.  She saw so much of Kathy in this young woman when she thought back to their college days.  She’d had no romantic interest in Kathy at that time.  Kathy had just been part of a group of young women that her sister hung out with.

“I’m excited about my courses again.  It was becoming tedious,” Kit admitted.  “But that was good advice to get the basics out of the way.  Now, I can concentrate on the fun courses.  They aren’t easy, but they are truly fascinating.”

Alice smiled, showing off her new, neat, straight smile.  Her teeth had been bad for so long after the torture and other hardships she endured, and she was pleased they were fixed now and no longer caused her pain.  Going back to her Los Angeles dentist had proven to be a good idea.  He fixed what others had changed about her smile.  “Have you decided what area of law enforcement you are going into?” Alice asked carefully, not wishing to offend her daughter or cause her antennae to rise.

“I’m not going to be a cop,” she said with a self-deprecating grin.  “From what I’ve heard, I think this family has had enough of that.”  She waited a moment before adding, “I think I’ll get my master’s degree, so I can enter higher on the food chain wherever I land.  Maybe Internal Affairs, so I can go after dirty cops.”

Alice was surprised, and that didn’t happen often.  Kathy must have kept their daughter well informed...then she looked at her other daughter on the beach chatting with someone, and her eyes narrowed slightly.  She thought maybe she knew who had kept Kit well informed.  She only hoped that Emily never shared the whole story with anyone; that would be unfortunate.  She looked back at Kit and something else occurred to her.  With a master’s in law enforcement and the ensuing courses, this kid, who studied hard, would probably get top grades and come to the attention of other law enforcement people.  Suddenly, she wondered if Madelyn knew of Kit’s plans.  People might come calling from the FBI, the CIA, and other less desirable acronyms.  That was the part that worried her.  “That’s a good idea,” she said, not discouraging the young woman.  She knew Kit had delayed declaring her major for as long as she could.  Now, the master’s program would keep her in school at least two more years.  “Are you going to stay at Stanford?”

“I was thinking of transferring to Harvard for my master’s,” she informed Alice, watching her carefully for any sign of displeasure.  For some reason, she had always wanted to please this woman.  Alice had been extremely supportive of everything she wanted to do, not just financially but also providing emotional and informational support, anything Kit needed.  She had to admit that meeting Alice had been the best thing that could have happened to her and her mother.  Alice had provided them a level of financial stability they had never previously experienced.  Even during the time her mother had been missing and was thought dead, Alice had been there for them all.  Remembering her own brush with the insidious, she knew Alice had somehow protected her.  She could see by the ravages on Alice’s face and body that her time away from their family hadn’t been pleasant, but she wouldn’t pry.  Just as she hadn’t asked her mother why she was going through with the divorce while seemingly mourning the death of their marriage.  It was obvious, at least to their children, that these two women loved each other.

“Want me to write letters?” Alice asked, not telling the young woman she could get her in with no effort at all.  She was pleased that Kit wanted to go to her mother’s and her alma mater.

“When I’m ready,” she admitted.  “I still have to get my bachelor’s degree.”  She sighed inwardly, not sure why it had been so stressful to tell Alice her plans.  Her mother hadn’t objected in any way, and for that Kit was immensely relieved.  

“Maybe I should consider Yale too?  You know, have a back-up plan?” she teased Alice and enjoyed a good laugh at her mother’s expense.  She went on to talk about her roommates, and when she mentioned a guy named John, Alice’s antennae perked up.

“How close are you and John becoming?” she asked casually...perhaps too casually.

“It’s just a college thing for now,” Kit admitted, sounding so grown up.  “I told him I can’t do serious.  I want to get my degrees first.”

Alice smiled slightly.  Atta girl, she thought.  “You still need to have fun,” she pointed out.  “Don’t become so serious that you neglect your personal life away from academia.”  She felt like a hypocrite saying that.  That was exactly what she wanted for their little girl, who was all grown up now.  Still, her heart squeezed as she was reminded of Kathy at a younger age again when Kit smiled.  Study.  Don’t go out with guys.  Get your degree and keep your nose to the grindstone, is what she thought.  Still, she had to be the parent, and encouraging her daughter to have a fully rounded life was the right thing to do.  She sighed.  She hated being a parent sometimes.

“Oh, I do,” and Kit launched into stories of going to parties on beaches up in the San Francisco Bay area.  Some of the stories were repeats of earlier stories she had told for Alice and Emily’s benefit.  

Alice had deliberately kept those conversations on tape in the house for the benefit of whoever was bugging her place.  She reminded herself she would have to take care of that soon.  She kept telling herself that there were a few things she had to take care of.  It was time.

The visit was going well, and Alice was contemplating ordering pizza for everyone when Kit mentioned Emily’s friend, Carmen.  “I don’t like that chick,” Kit mentioned.  “There is something insidious about her.  She is always listening where she doesn’t belong.”

Alice’s eyes narrowed slightly at this.  It was odd to have someone else confirm her feelings.  She had never liked that friend of Emily’s either.  She inwardly sighed, knowing she should have done something about it a while ago.  She remembered meeting Carmen’s parents, Sandi and Richard Pasternack.  They were neighbors of theirs in Palos Verdes.  They had triggered several red flags in her psyche.  She couldn’t discount the fact that Sandi worked for Sebastian.  That on its own told her a lot about the woman, but it was the look in that woman’s eyes that had set off all her alarms.  That was something else she would have to investigate.

“Wasn’t that girl one of the mean girls that Emily always complained about?” Kit mused, not expecting an answer.

Alice thought about that.  The girl’s attitude towards her sickly daughter had changed abruptly with Alice’s return.  Was that deliberate?  Had her parents put her up to it?  She remembered very well looking in Sandi Pasternack’s eyes and seeing like for like.  Then, seeing Sandi at Sebastian’s house had been a shock to them both, which reminded her that she hadn’t seen a death notice for Sebastian.  She should visit him.  God!  What was wrong with her?  She hadn’t been taking care of business, and that would have to change.  She looked out at the rapidly fading sunlight and saw her younger daughter heading back up the beach.  She enjoyed the sight of her daughter’s rapidly growing frame, which was finally filling out.  It was as though Mother Nature was catching up for the times when she was so ill.  Emily wasn’t the skeleton she had been then, although she still needed to pack on some pounds.  But then, so did Alice.

“Would you like me to order pizza?  You can eat while we decide which stores to hit on Saturday?” Alice asked Kit.

“Sounds good.  I want a vegan pizza please, if you don’t mind?”

“Vegan?  Since when?” Alice asked, amused.

“I love its cracker thin crust,” she admitted.  “Vegan or even vegetarian is healthier.”  She sounded sanctimonious, like a lot of college kids who thought of themselves as smarter than their parents.

Alice smiled.  She’d have to agree.  “I do recall a kid who once had extra meat on her meat lover’s pizza,” she pointed out as she reached for her phone.  She already knew Sean’s preferences for extra everything, and she would get a whole pie just for him and his voracious appetite.  She could hear him on the video game upstairs as she hadn’t bought headphones for it.  As Emily walked up, she asked, “Em what do you want on your pizza?” just as Kit was enthusiastically denying her past love of meat lover’s pizza.

“You know I love Hawaiian deep dish,” Em said with a smile, showing the need for a bit of orthodontia in that smile.  Alice made a mental note to discuss that with Kathy.

“There’s a restaurant down here that adds pineapple and cherries on the pizza,” Alice told her as she punched up the number on her phone.

“That doesn’t sound...good,” Emily stated hesitantly.

“Oh, it is.  I promise,” Alice told her as the person answered, and she placed orders for three pies plus plenty of soda and bread sticks.  She had her credit card memorized, and the order was soon completed.  “They’ll be here within the hour,” she informed her daughters.

“But cherries?” Emily whined, continuing the conversation now that her mother was off the phone.

“Remember how much you loved the ham at Easter with the pineapple and cherries your mom fastened to the sides with toothpicks?” Alice reminded the youth of those traditional meals Kathy had engineered.  She was grateful for the memories and grateful that Kathy had given her a night alone with the children, even if Sean was glued to his video games and not really participating.

“Oh, yeah,” she put in, suddenly brightening at the memory of that food and occasion.  Pineapple on pizza had once seemed gross, but she had wanted to like the same things as Momma A, a moniker they had assigned to Alice years ago, and Alice liked Hawaiian pizza.  Cherries didn’t sound quite as gross now.

“You will love the pizza on the east coast if you like crackers for crusts,” Alice continued, picking up where she’d left off in her conversation with Kit.  They continued discussing food and the possibility of Kit going east for school at Harvard.

“Do you know what you want to be when you grow up?” Kit asked Emily.

“I hate the phrase ‘when I grow up!’  It isn’t like you are so grown up.” Emily stated to her older sister.  “I’ve seen some adults that never grew up,” she pointed out.

“Touché,” Alice murmured, amused.

Kit laughed.  “You do have a point.”

“I don’t know what I want to do yet.”  She looked at Alice and asked, “What do you want me to be?”

“Happy,” Alice answered without any hesitation.

“No, really, Mom,” she said, aggrieved.  “What would you like me to become?”

Alice leaned forward and took her daughter’s hand in her own, squeezing it slightly.  As a woman known for not being very demonstrative, both her daughters were touched by this gesture in completely different ways.  “I want you to be healthy and happy,” she answered softly.  “It’s getting cold out here.  Let’s go inside.  We can decide where we are going shopping and compose a list of what I need while we wait for our pizza.”

Kit grinned ruefully, seeing how her actions had unnerved her mother, or so she imagined.  Emily swelled with undisguised pride over what Alice said.  The three of them went inside to wait for their pizza, and the two younger women started a list for Alice.  It was going to be a very expensive weekend.
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“Thank you for inviting me,” Alice told Kathy as she helped put the trimmings on the table.  They had inserted extra leaves in the table just for this occasion.  They’d already discussed Emily’s orthodontia, and Kathy was going to arrange an appointment.  Kathy was surprised that she hadn’t noticed Emily’s teeth, and she was pleased that Alice had consulted her.

“You’re very welcome.  We’re still family,” she admitted.  Besides, she really liked seeing Alice there.  It felt so right.  “I hear you are all going shopping?” she asked, amused.  Alice didn’t like to shop.  She liked to go in, get what she wanted without fuss, and get out.  The girls’ idea of shopping didn’t match Alice’s.  “Are you taking Sean too?”

“He is welcome to come.  I might need back-up...and muscles.  Those girls can’t lift,” she confided in a conspiratorial whisper.

“I heard that,” Emily put in as she brought a bowl of mashed potatoes to the table.

They all enjoyed a lively debate over the Thanksgiving dinner Kathy made, giving Mrs. Fernandez some well-deserved time off to spend with her own family.  Besides, it made their housekeeper feel needed after the year of uncertainty they had all gone through in so many ways.

Sean agreed to go along for the shopping but only if he could drive.  He planned on using the Rav4 to pick Alice up since the Ferrari would never hold all the purchases.

“I don’t think the Rav4 can hold much more than us four passengers either,” Alice pointed out, amused.  She pointed to the two girls, including them in the conversation.  Then, she looked at Kathy.  “You want to come?”

“Oh, no.  You aren’t getting me involved in this.  I’m going to stay home and enjoy the quiet.”

Alice laughed, amused.  She wasn’t sure what Kathy was doing these days, and she missed that, but her wife’s schedule was no longer any of her business.

They enjoyed some movies in the family movie room that night.  The large screen, surround sound, and comfortable seating, was highly conducive to good movie viewing.  Alice glanced at Kathy a couple times.  It was not that long ago that she had confessed everything that happened to her in Russia right here in this room.  She wondered if Kathy realized how much had changed in their lives since then, not all of it for the better.

“Hey, before I go,” Alice said as she put on her coat to leave, “what happened when the police went through the house that last time?  How did they not find the wall where I stored...” she began but lowered her voice in case any of the kids were listening.  Emily had proven that they could be overheard.

“I’d used up the funds before you replaced them,” Kathy pointed out.  “Didn’t you take your passports out?”

Alice realized she had and wondered why she hadn’t thought of that.  For some reason, she’d started to worry that the cops had copies of her fake passports.  What the heck was wrong with her memory?  She nodded stiffly.  “If you need anything...” she said as Kathy saw her out to the Ferrari.

“No, we’re good.  All set,” Kathy told her, regretting she had ever asked her wife to leave the house and filed for divorce, but it was too late now.  The divorce was well on its way to being finalized.  She thought that Portia, Andi, and Alice would all be upset if she asked to halt things now.  She wasn’t even sure Alice wanted the divorce stopped at this point.  By the new year, she should be ‘free,’ but Kathy knew in her heart she would never really be free.  There would always be something between them, and it was not just the children they shared.  “Have fun shopping tomorrow,” she said with a sardonic smile, knowing Alice would hate it.  Alice waved as she drove the powerful car down the driveway and out through the gate.  Glancing about the nearly fully restored estate, Kathy was grateful for the fact that Alice had sent those teams around to fix the damage caused by the front-end loaders, bulldozers, and other equipment while attempting to find evidence hidden on their grounds.

[image: image]

By the first week of December, Alice’s house had a new look.  It was filled with the latest furniture, fixtures, and electronics.  She’d had the Geek Squad in to wire the TV and its components, including a DVD player that was beyond anything she felt she wanted to tackle.  The sophistication of today’s electronics was something she knew she was going to have to study up on.  She felt in a funk over some of it, and that pissed her off.  She sat down and read through the manuals, amazed by how far a simple TV had come over the years!

She wanted to get computers again but would wait until after she swept the house for bugs.  She wanted to stop by her favorite stores without the children, but they made even more trips over to her house that week as the purchases were being delivered.  She didn’t mind though.  She enjoyed her children.  Kathy got an earful about the fantastic location of her house, the stars the children were certain they had seen, and all the new items Alice had purchased.  She was almost sick of hearing about it.  Kit returned to college, pleased to see her mothers were adjusting to their new lives, and she soon forgot her concerns over her mothers as she got back into the routine of her own life.

Alice knew she couldn’t put some things off any longer, even with the tail that followed her to Palos Verdes time and again.  She managed to lose them one day, so she diverted to Beverly Hills and watched as they whizzed by the hidden driveway she pulled into.  Once she was sure she had lost them, she pulled out and headed for Sebastian’s home.  She ended up parking two blocks away as she had been refused entry at the gate just like last time.  She made her way to his neighbor’s property, jumped their gate, and then made her way around the perimeter, being careful not to trip the alarm or get caught in a frame when she saw a motion-activated camera.  For a long time, she had been feeling like her skills were fogged up and muddled from her inactivity.  She’d gone to the house in the valley for a workout, but her car was a bit too conspicuous for that and had attracted unwelcome attention.  She seriously considered selling it, angry over her impulse buy.

“Alice,” Sebastian gasped, barely able to get the word out when she suddenly appeared in his bedroom.  That he was still alive after such a long time must be due to his doctor’s vigilance.  The man should have been dead months ago—between the cancer ravaging his body and the nurse that was killing him slowly and insidiously, gleefully taking pleasure in the pain caused by her administrations of meds.  Maybe he was just imagining Alice there looking down on him like an avenging angel?  “You’re dead,” he gasped, trying to remember if that was a dream or the truth.  His hand crept to his chest where he felt his heart pounding.

“The rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” she told him with a grin.  The smile told him that he was awake, and she was really there.  “Sebastian you’re alive,” she stated unnecessarily, sorry to see the man so emaciated by a disease there was a cure for.  Damned pharmaceutical companies and their greed!

“Is it really you?” he rasped, glancing beyond her looking for a halo, an unearthly glow, or something to indicate she had come from the beyond.

“I’m here, my friend.  I’m sorry.  I should have come sooner,” she whispered, not wanting to bring her presence to anyone else’s attention.  Entering his house had been more difficult this time.  They had learned from her last visit and installed more guards, monitors, and alarms.  She’d had to fight against her own internal fog and really concentrate, looking for the innocent and seemingly innocuous patterns.  It was the patterns that would give away the things that could catch her.  She was grateful for that knowledge and vowed to train harder again.  She needed to clear away her mental cobwebs.

“Kill me,” she thought she heard him say.  He reached out a claw-like hand, “Please?”

“You want me to kill you?” she heard herself whispering, suddenly feeling like something was clutching at her innards as she gazed upon her old friend and adversary.

“Yes, the pain of it.  Nothing stops the pain, and that bitch!” he spat out the word ‘bitch,’ which sounded particularly nasty on his tongue, “is enjoying every moment.”

“I’ll take care of her for you,” she promised, knowing immediately which bitch he meant.

“Will you kill me?” he pleaded.

Alice hesitated for a moment, and his eyes lowered in disappointment.  “I came to visit an old friend, not to kill him,” she tried to say.  She was astonished to see he was still hanging on.  She’d been certain her last visit would be the last time she saw him.  She’d had to make certain he was gone though, as part of cleaning things up.  She’d made a start, and it was important to her to methodically clean up her past, so she could begin her future, whatever it might be.

“Artum take care of your family?  They safe?” he rasped out, making it hard for her to hear him despite the nearly silent room.  There was one machine beeping regularly, but it was turned down low.

“No, Kathy refused his offer of help.  Maybe it was all for the best?” Alice questioned honestly, seeing the flare of anger in the old man’s eyes.  That spark remained for just a moment before quickly fading; it required too much effort to sustain.  

He sighed.  He hadn’t been obeyed, and Artum and his team would pay for that.  He might be old and dying, but he would make sure that his orders were obeyed.  Thoughts of what he would do faded as quickly as they formed.  His mind was too befuddled by drugs, some prescribed by his doctor and some added for the amusement of a sadistic woman who enjoyed his pain.  “Kill me?” he pleaded again, watching Alice.

“I would, Sebastian, you know I would, but it’s not justified, and I’ve already got enough weighing on my soul.  Also, you don’t deserve it...” she looked at him sadly before adding a belated, “now.”

“You got religion?” he started to laugh, which turned into a coughing fit.

Alice smiled widely.  Her teeth were fixed now, and she was comfortable with her smile again.  The idea of her going to a church, or following any organized religion, greatly amused her.  “Anything else you need, my friend?” she asked, sad to see him in this condition.  She glanced at the equipment setup and rose, readjusting the lines.  She pulled the hose of one line from its drip, then reattached it in better order.

“Most is...taken,” he said slowly, haltingly.

She waited for him to finish that sentence and then realized he had.  “Pasternack?”

He nodded and said, “Some.”  He waited a moment, trying to gather his befuddled thoughts.  “I got most of it diverted before he stole the rest.  But his wife, she’s something else,” he added, his mind wandering again.

“Well, Sebastian, I can hear movement, and it won’t be long before they discover me here.  I wanted to see why you were still hanging on, you, old shyster,” she teased, earning a glare from his fading eyes.  She thought she saw a shadow in one of them.  Perhaps it was cataracts.  Still, it was obvious he could see her as his eyes followed her around the room.  

“They will come,” he said cryptically, but Alice didn’t understand him.  She frowned slightly, wondering what he meant.

“I should go before I get your people excited,” she told him, touching his parchment-like hand, void of any fat below the skin.  He was a skeleton.

“Avenge me,” he whispered in goodbye, unable to summon the tears he wanted.  He was simply too dehydrated to bother trying.

Alice looked at him once more before heading towards the door she had come through.  She listened at the door momentarily before slipping out and going down the hallway to another door.  She listened again and slipped through, just before footsteps on the stairs signaled someone was coming.

Artum looked down the hall and wondered where the guard outside Sebastian’s bedroom had gotten to.  Even the chair was missing, and that alarmed him.  Slowly, he walked down the hall, listening carefully and looking through doors that were ajar, before he arrived at Sebastian’s room.  He cautiously opened the door, his hand on his gun, ready to pull and fire.  He thought he saw something in the room and pulled his gun, leading with it as he opened the door wide, but all he found was the old man lying in his bed and looking up weakly at him.  

Sebastian saw the gun coming through the door and hoped it was someone come to avenge some past crime he had committed.  Instead, he was disappointed to
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