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Chapter One
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Going to a chess tournament sounded like a terrible date idea. Nevertheless, Paige Harmon walked up the steps of the Philadelphia Free Library arm-in-arm with her girlfriend, Leda Beckett. “Tell me again why we’re spending a Saturday morning watching elementary school kids play a board game?” Paige’s griping was mostly in jest.

Leda rolled her eyes. “We’re here to support Cassidy, remember?”

Cassidy Harding was a precocious six-year-old. Paige had helped solve the murder of the child’s aunt. That case had also led to her meeting Leda, which was about the only bright spot to come out of the whole affair.

“Couldn’t we just send her a card or something?”

“I don’t think six-year-olds read cards.”

“Well, this one plays chess. I’m sure she can figure out how to read a card.”

“Melissa asked us to be here, remember?” Leda said. 

“I remember. I’m just old and crusty, especially after my insatiable girlfriend kept me up half the night. We should be getting some hair of the dog and easing back into the world.”

“Maybe if we can find a quiet corner between matches, I can make it worth your while. Now try to be decent. There are kids here. And Cassidy’s been asking about you.”

Their footsteps echoed in the cavernous lobby of the library.

“Cassidy is terrified of me.”

“No, she’s not. She’s just shy around you. That usually means she’s really into you.”

“You’re not shy around me.”

“No, but I used to be. You brought me out of my shell, remember?”

“All too well. And I would be happy to take you back to my place and remind you how I did that.”

Leda slapped her on the arm. 

“Ow.”

“So fragile.”

“I’m elderly, remember?”

From up ahead, a small voice echoed off the walls and dome of the lobby. “Leda!” A pint-sized tornado of excitement streaked toward them. 

Leda pulled away from Paige and crouched down with her arms open in time to catch Cassidy as the little girl barreled into her for a hug. “Hey, Peanut! I hope we aren’t late.”

“No,” Cassidy replied. “I don’t play ‘til later. Rana’s group plays first.”

“She’s your coach, right?” Leda asked.

“She’s my mentor,” Cassidy corrected.

“Oh, I see. I’m excited to meet her. Do you want to say ‘hi’ to Paige?”

Cassidy seemed to sink into herself, looking down at the floor and then quickly back up. “Hi,” she said in a quiet voice.

Leda looked up at Paige.

“Uh, hi,” Paige said. “Are you excited to play today?”

“Yeah,” Cassidy replied a few seconds later.

Paige nodded. “Cool, cool.”

Leda rolled her eyes again and turned back to the little girl. “Where’s your mommy?” she asked with a smile.

“She’s at art class with Felicity. They’re doing a painting together. Daddy’s over there.” She pointed in the direction of her father, who had paused in talking with another man.

“You okay, baby?” he called.

“I’m good, Daddy!”

He waved. “Hey, Leda. Hi, Paige. I’ll be right over.”

Leda turned back to Cassidy. “So, where are you guys playing today?”

“Upstairs! Daddy said that room is usually used for weddings. It’s really pretty.”

“Ooh, sounds fancy. We’re both looking forward to watching, right Paige?”

“Yup.” Paige gave a definitive thumbs-up. “Can’t wait.”

“Are you nervous?” Leda asked.

“No. It’s fun. I don’t know who I get to play today.”

Her father, Bruce Harding, walked over then. “Hey there! Thank you guys for coming. Mel usually handles chess day, but she’s out with Felicity. Didn’t think we’d get an actual cheering section.”

“We’re excited,” Leda said. “I’ve never been to an actual chess tournament before.”

“I gotta warn you, it’s not very spectator friendly. The final boards will be easily viewable, but for the most part, it’s organized chaos. And we’re stuck in what they call the skittles room, so we might get a glimpse of her game on one of the monitors. Some content creators are going to stream and evaluate some of the games online,” Bruce said.

“Even more exciting,” Paige said.

Leda shot her a look. “We’ll do our best not to be in the way, and just enjoy everyone else’s enthusiasm.”

“Well, thanks again for coming. I’m going to get this peanut upstairs. I hope you’ll stay for a little bit. I’d like to introduce you to some folks.”

“We’ll be here. See you in a while,” Leda said as she stood up. Bruce and his daughter headed off, and she turned to Paige. “You really did get up on the wrong side of bed today.”

The words were delivered gently, but Paige could tell there was hurt behind them. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I don’t mean to be an ogre. I just feel weird around all these kids.”

“Why?”

“I wish I could give you a good answer.”

“You rescued a bunch, remember?”

Paige remembered all too well. “Maybe it’s because I had to rescue a bunch, then. They’re so young and vulnerable, running around without a care in the world. Maybe I’m just keyed up looking for predators.”

Leda rested her head against Paige’s shoulder. “If there are predators stupid enough to be hanging around today, they’ll be slinking off with their tails tucked when they realize you’re here.”

Paige snorted. “I wish my mere presence was actually a deterrent, believe me. It also doesn’t help that the last time I even looked at a chessboard, Mason Broadstreet was leading the class.” Mason Broadstreet had in fact been Helen Rayne’s murderer and had also played a role in the attack that left Leda with a gunshot injury.

“Eew!” Leda shuddered. “No wonder you’re skeeved out. Well, try to relax and have some fun, okay? Remember that one of these kids is Melissa’s, and we actually like her, even if you do scare her to high heaven.”
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Cassidy hadn’t been kidding. The chess tournament was being held on the fourth floor of the library, in a banquet room called The Skyline. It featured picture windows with a stunning view of the city outside. Paige had never been in it, but she’d seen photos of weddings and other events held there.

The chess tournament was chaotic but surprisingly organized. The players sat four to a table. This provided plenty of room for referees to walk and observe the proceedings and kept the kids from feeling too crowded. The “skittles room” was a section that was walled off by partitions. That was where the players stored their gear, and where families and chaperones hung out during play.

Cassidy’s age group finally got under way, so Bruce joined back with Paige and Leda. He pointed out various members of the club with which his daughter played. “Over there is Adah Gelin,” he said, pointing to a beautifully stern woman with salt and pepper hair pulled back into a bun. “She’s a women’s grandmaster originally from Israel and heads the Philly Girls Chess Club. And over there,” he pointed to a serene-looking woman wearing a bright pink hijab, “is Fayza Kamila. She’s originally from Sudan and is Adah’s assistant. She’s the nice one,” he added. “I’m not sure what level she attained, but she’s also really good.”

Paige surveyed the room while Bruce and Leda chatted. She saw a mix of anxious and overbearing parents, coaches severe and relaxed, and kids who just seemed excited to be playing a game they enjoyed in such a beautiful setting. She imagined it was a lot like any other sport or competition. The kids actually playing it were the ones least invested in who won or lost.

Leda excused herself. “There’s refreshments on the other side of the room. Want me to bring you anything?”

“I’m good,” Paige said.

“Same, thank you,” Bruce added.

Leda kissed Paige’s cheek before she flounced off to the concession area.

“You guys really are cute together,” Bruce said. “Mel says it makes her feel warm and fuzzy when you come over to visit.”

Paige couldn’t help snort-laughing. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been accused of making anyone feel warm and fuzzy before. How is Mel doing, anyway?”

Bruce wobbled his hand from side to side. “She misses her sister. They were best friends. The girls miss her too, but they’re resilient.”

“Kids shouldn’t have to be resilient.”

“No argument there,” Bruce said. “Having art and chess helps. I think they can still feel connected to Helen without dwelling on what happened to her.”

“I just hope Leda and I don’t keep opening the wound for you and Mel.”

“Farthest thing from it,” Bruce said. “The kids adore Leda. She’s their favorite babysitter.”

“I’ll try not to be too jealous of elementary girls,” Paige said with a wink.

Bruce’s laugh was loud enough to turn a few heads and elicit a dirty look from one of the coaches. “Whoops,” he said. “Speaking of, looks like Cassidy is done for now.”

The six-year-old had entered the skittles room and bounded over to them, all smiles.

“How’d it go?” Bruce asked, crouching down for a hug.

“Good. I won a game!”

“Wow. Nice work, Peanut!”

Paige smiled down at her and offered her hand. “High five?”

Cassidy paused, but slapped Paige’s palm with her own. “Daddy, I gotta go to the bathroom,” she announced.

“Oh, all right. We can do that.”

“I don’t want to go in the boys’ room. It’s yucky in there.”

“I mean, you’re probably not wrong,” Bruce said. “Uh, maybe Paige could take you to the girls’ room?”

Paige felt a jolt of panic move up her chest. She looked for Leda, but her girlfriend was still standing in line all the way across the room. “Well, I guess so,” she said.

“Thank you. You listen to Miss Paige, okay?” Bruce said to Cassidy.

“I will, Daddy.” She held out her hand, and Paige took it gingerly.

“Uh, okay, do you know where the bathrooms are?”

“Uh huh,” Cassidy said. She tugged on Paige and led her out of the banquet room and down the hall. Instead of going to the closest bathrooms, she continued to the staircase.

“Where are we going?” Paige asked.

“Downstairs has less people. I don’t like to potty with lots of people.”

Paige did not have an argument for that, so downstairs they went. They found another women’s restroom, and Cassidy was correct: this one was empty. “Good looking out,” Paige said when they walked in.

“Will you wait out here for me?”

“Of course. Do, uh, do you need help or anything?”

“No, I can do it.”

Paige waited while her young charge did her business. Cassidy actually hummed a tune while she went, and then flushed and everything. The girl was surprisingly efficient. She left the stall and went to wash her hands.

“Miss Paige?”

“You don’t have to call me ‘Miss’ if you don’t want to.”

“Okay. But Miss Paige? There’s weird writing on the wall in there.” Cassidy pointed to the stall.

“Some people think it’s funny to add their own decorations to toilet stalls,” Paige said. “You’ll probably learn all about it when you get to middle school.”

“They teach you that in school? Is it like Felicity’s art class?”

Paige chuckled. “No, not exactly.”

“Okay. There’s a weird cross on the door, too.”

Paige felt an uncomfortable tingling run up the back of her neck. “A cross?”

“Yeah. Like an X.”

Shit.... “Let me take a look, okay?” Paige was suddenly very aware of the small Wasp mini revolver secreted away in her right front pocket. She went to the stall that Cassidy had used. Sure enough, someone had used a black marker to inscribe a large swastika on the door. Paige looked on the wall over the toilet. The rest of the stall was clean, but in black marker, someone had written the phrase “Judin Raus!” Despite the misspelling, the meaning was crystal clear.

She went into the other two stalls and saw similar graffiti. It had to be recent. There was no way the staff would have left the restroom open and defaced if they knew what had happened. Then Paige remembered that Bruce had said one of Cassidy’s club leaders was from Israel, and the adrenaline really kicked in. She did her best to keep her voice even when she spoke to Cassidy. “Someone wrote some pretty horrible things in there. We need to go find someone who works here and tell them so that it gets cleaned up, okay?”

Cassidy’s face was somber. “Okay,” she said softly, suddenly reverting to the shy girl she usually was.

Paige felt awful for bursting her bubble of happiness. “It’s going to be alright,” she said, holding out her hand. “We just need to find someone to clean up in here.” 

Just as Cassidy reached for her, they both heard a loud series of pop-pop-pops, and Paige’s adrenaline rush bloomed into full-bore panic.
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She’d faced gunfire before. She dealt with kids in danger before. She’d dressed her girlfriend’s wound when Leda had been shot. But right now, everyone else was in another location, and she and Cassidy were stuck together in a cramped bathroom. The little girl’s face was pale, and her lips trembled.

“Paige? What is that?”

From somewhere outside, they heard shouts. At least they weren’t screams, and they sounded far enough away for now.

Paige knelt in front of Cassidy. “I need you to do something,” she said as evenly as she could. “I need you to go in the last stall and lock it and crouch down between the potty and the wall. Can you do that?”

“You won’t leave me, right?”

“Not a chance, Peanut. I’m going to look outside and see if it is safe to run, and then I’m going to call for you, okay? But I want you where you won’t get hurt if anything bad happens.”

“But what if you get hurt?”

Paige did her best to smile. “I’ll be able to move faster when I know you’re safe. Deal?”

“Okay.” Cassidy hurried off and locked herself into the stall.

“Can you count to twenty?” Paige said.

“Yup,” the girl called back. 

“Start now. I’ll be right by the door.”

She heard Cassidy start the countdown, and pulled her gun free as she opened the door a crack. She could hear shouting from down the hall. It was hard to make out, but it sounded like someone was holding a hostage and making random demands.

What they weren’t doing was shooting anymore, and that was good enough.

Cassidy hit “twenty,” and Paige closed herself back in the bathroom. “Still good?” Paige called.

“I’m okay.”

“Great. Can you come out to me?”

The stall door banged open, and Cassidy barreled out of it and grabbed onto Paige. “I’m really scared.”

“I know, sweetie. I am too. But we’re going to get you out of here, okay? I’m going to get you back up to your daddy, and then I’m going to see if I can fix whatever’s going on out there. I need you to stay with me, okay?”

“Will you carry me?”

“Of course.” Paige’s gun was back in her pocket, so she was able to scoop up Cassidy with a grunt. “You ready?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you count to fifty?”

“I don’t want to count to fifty.”

“That’s okay,” Paige said, hoping she sounded soothing. She wracked her brain. “What about chess moves?”

“Chess moves?”

“Yeah. Can you recite the moves to an opening for me?”

Cassidy looked thoughtful. “I think so. Yeah. What opening?”

“You pick. Start when we get to the door.”

“How many should I do?”

“I don’t know. Try to go as far as you can. Close your eyes if it will help. And make sure to whisper them in my ear, okay?”

“Okay.”

Paige carried her over to the door and placed her foot against it. “Ready? Set? Go!” She shoved the door open and hustled out in a crouch.

Cassidy started rattling off alpha-numeric coordinates like “d4-d5.” Most of it was lost on Paige, who rushed down the hall as fast as she could. She skipped going up the central staircase, and instead darted across it, aiming for one of the doors at the side. She could still hear shouting from below, but it sounded like it was moving up. She shouldered open the door.

“I can’t remember the next moves,” Cassidy said.

“Try a different opening. We’re almost upstairs.”

“Okay. Uh, e4, e5....”

Paige got up the steps and made her way to the doors of the banquet room. To her dismay, they were closed. She tried to push them open, but they had already been barred. Credit to whoever was running security for the competition, but it meant she and Cassidy were in a pickle.

“Shit,” she muttered.

“Mommy says we’re not supposed to use that word,” Cassidy immediately chided.

“She can yell at me later.” Paige looked around. There were large pillars out towards the stairs. She darted to one of them and crouched down. “This looks like a good hiding spot,” she said.

“I want my daddy,” Cassidy whispered.

“I know, honey. I’m going to do my best to get you to him. I just need you to be brave for a few more minutes, okay?”

Cassidy sniffled. “I’m so scared.”

“Me too. We gotta take care of each other.” She hugged the little girl close.

From the next level down, she heard a man shouting. “You tell them cops to stay outside, or I’ll shoot this bitch! I want a chopper and ten million dollars in the next hour, or she dies and all of you do too.”

Now she could hear the sound of a woman crying as well.

“What do we do?” Cassidy said in a whisper.

Paige blew out a breath. “Can you hide here for a minute? If that man comes up here, I want to make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“You won’t go very far?”

“No. But I want you to make yourself as small as possible. And I don’t want you to watch until I come back, okay? Stay hidden. Promise?”

Cassidy nodded.

Paige gave her a reassuring hug, then poked her head around the corner.

The sounds of the yelling man and crying woman came closer, then they came into view at the top of the main staircase. He had his back to Paige. One arm was around the woman’s neck, the other held a gun to her head. He pulled her backward into the hallway. Paige stood up and let his ranting mask her approach. Just before he backed into her, she hauled off and drove her fist into his armpit on the side where he held the gun.

The man screamed, and the woman cried louder. His weapon dropped from a hand that no longer worked properly and clattered to the floor. Before he could react further, Paige grabbed his eyes from behind, squeezing them for all she was worth, and then pistoned her foot into the back and inside of his right knee. He buckled, and the captive woman was able to get out of his grasp. As the hostage started running away, Paige took the man’s head in both of her hands and heaved him to her right, smashing him into the marble railing of the balcony. The man stopped screaming and crumpled to the ground. Paige stepped back to assess the damage and look for his gun.

Before she could recover it, unarmed security guards swarmed over the man, securing him with zip-ties. Someone picked up his gun and had the good sense to clear it. Paige hustled back to check on Cassidy. To her chagrin, the little girl was peeking around the column.

“What are you doing?” Paige said. “I told you to hide.”

“I wanted to make sure you were safe.”

Paige felt a lump in her throat. “I’m safe,” she said.

Cassidy held her arms out, and Paige picked her up, holding her tight.

“Ma’am?” someone said. 

She turned around. 

“Are you and your daughter all right?”

Paige didn’t have the energy to bother correcting him. “We’re fine. I need to get her back to her daddy in the Skyline.”

“Okay. I’ll help you get in there. Just give me a minute, okay?” He looked back at the unconscious man. “That was some fast work you did. You a karate teacher or something?”

“No,” Paige said with a dry chuckle. “I’m a PI. I’ve dealt with this kind of sh- with this kind of stuff before, I’m afraid.”

“I guess so. We’re going to need you to make statements. But let’s get your family back together.”

“That’d be divine, thank you.”
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Chapter Two
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Bruce Harding put forth an admirable effort to hide his tears, but ultimately gave in once he had his little girl in his arms. Paige felt a huge weight lifting off her chest, one that was lightened even further when Leda grabbed her in a massive hug.

“Thank god you two are okay,” Leda mumbled.

“I was thinking the same thing about you all.”

Adah Gelin and Fayza Kamila, Cassidy’s chess coaches, came up to where Bruce and Paige held their loved ones.

“What happened out there?” Fayza asked.

Paige cleared her throat. She was definitely not choking up over Bruce’s emotional relief. “We went to the bathroom. We found swastikas in the stalls. Then we heard gunshots. Things got worse from there.”

“Swastikas?” Adah said.

Paige nodded.

The two coaches looked at each other.

“I need to get back to our club,” Adah said, “and make sure no one has defaced it.”

That seemed like a strange thing for her to worry about, but Paige let it go. Police officers were filtering into The Skyline. Paige saw the security officer who’d brought her up point in her direction, and a familiar plainclothes detective walked over.

“Miss Harmon,” he said, “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to see you here.”

“Detective Fellini. No offense, but I’m kind of surprised to see you.” John Fellini was part of the major crimes division, and she wasn’t sure if this counted yet.

“I was in the neighborhood,” he said. “All available were called to the scene. That included me. Security says you lent a hand in taking our subject down?”

“More or less. Was anyone hurt? I heard shots fired.”

“Fortunately not. He dumped some rounds into the ceiling before he grabbed the woman.”

“Thank goodness for small favors.”

“You good to provide a statement?”

She gave Leda a squeeze. “Yeah, I’m sure you’ve got a lot to get through.” Paige gestured to the crowded room. “May as well start with me.”
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Paige wasn’t expecting to be on a train heading out to the Philly suburbs, but per Cassidy’s request, that’s exactly where she was. Once she, Bruce, and Leda had given statements, Fellini had let them head home. “I figure I know where to find you if I need anything else,” he said to Paige.

So now she was sitting on a SEPTA train with Cassidy pressed tight against her. Leda was on her other side, and Bruce sat across from them. His eyes were still red-rimmed. Paige could only imagine how awful it must have been when he was locked in a room while his little girl was trapped somewhere on the other side, somewhere where bullets were flying and violence was being meted out.

Violence that Cassidy had watched her mete out, specifically. And now the little girl was glued to Paige. Whether she was in the thralls of hero worship or using her as a security blanket was anyone’s guess, but either way, Paige thought that kind of thing should have been reserved for her mommy or daddy. Cassidy also had Bruce’s phone in one hand and was watching a video on it. A pretty young woman was explaining the principles of a chess opening.

“Who are you watching?” Paige asked.

“Her name is Ina Cortez. She’s not as good as Miss Adah, but she’s fun to watch. She blunders her queen a lot.”

“So you’re kind of learning what not to do as well as how to play?”

“Yup. She also does a lot of videos in the park. She plays chess hustlers and usually wins. They don’t think pretty girls can play chess, so it’s fun.”

Paige thought it was a shame that Cassidy was already learning about misogyny, but maybe it was being handled in a way that would empower rather than scare her. “Have you ever met Ina?”

“Nope. She’s coming to Philly for the Franklin Open, though. Maybe she’ll sign a chess book for me.”

“What park does she play in?”

Cassidy shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Bruce answered for his daughter. “She’s based out of New York City.”

“Ah. Not too far away, then.”

Cassidy perked up. “Really?” She looked to Bruce. “Daddy, can we go to New York City? I want to play in the park, too.”

Bruce chuckled. “I’m not sure you’re ready for NYC. It’s big, loud, and busy. Besides, we have a park here you can play in. Rittenhouse Square has chess meetups.”

“Yeah, I want to do that, too. But I want to beat some hustlers. I bet they won’t expect me to be good, either.”

Leda chimed in. “The thing about hustlers is that they cheat,” she said.

“They cheat?”

“Uh huh. Sometimes they try to move pieces while you aren’t looking, or they mess with your clock.”

“But that’s not fair.”

“That’s kind of the point of hustling,” Paige said. “They want to make money off of their opponents, who they call marks. So you really have to pay attention, and that can distract you from your game.”

“Oh. I bet I can pay good attention.”

“I bet you can, too,” Paige said.

Cassidy went back to watching her chess video.

They passed the rest of the trip in silence. When they got to their stop, Melissa Harding and Felicity were waiting for them. Both of them had clearly been crying too. Most families never came close to this kind of trauma even once, and here these poor people had dealt with both murder and a domestic terror attack within a year’s time. That, as much as anything, galled Paige. These were good people, and they didn’t deserve this kind of fright.

The train station was only a couple of blocks from where the Hardings lived, so Paige and Leda walked the family back to their
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