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Returning were as tedious as go o’er.”

Macbeth, 3.4. 142-144
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––––––––

“this young girl, who stands so grave and quiet 

at the mouth of hell, looking collectedly

at the gambols of a demon.”

Jane Eyre
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CHAPTER 1
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Katerina Mills sat in the silver Honda Civic, peering through the lenses of the binoculars. The factory parking lot loomed larger as she watched the first shift employees filing out, heads bowing to brace against the frigid Vermont winds, and dashing to their cars.

Katerina knew every inch of the toy factory her father had managed. In high school, she had helped out after classes, typing, filing, and bookkeeping. Following graduation and while caring for William Mills through his bout of cancer, Kat worked a few hours a day and carried paperwork back and forth to her father at home. 

Can you keep an eye on things for your old man?

Bullshit, Kat thought. It was time to find out the truth.

Kat snapped out of her thoughts as Richie Calico emerged. She watched him turn up the collar of his jacket as he hustled toward a shiny, red Dodge Durango. Kat knew Richie as a third-generation, blue-collar working stiff, always looking for an angle and an easy buck.

That looks new, Kat thought as she sharpened the binoculars on the Durango. 

Richie’s head swiveled back and forth as he hurried to the SUV. 

That’s not the confident man I remember strolling up to my desk with a singsong “Kat-a-reeena.”

As if we shared a secret.   

Richie slid into the Durango, revved the engine, and took off, speeding out of the lot.

Time to spill your secrets, Richie.   

Kat put the Civic in gear. 

***
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Katerina watched Richie pull into a strip mall, park in front of a run-down pub, and get out. She followed, parking in the back of the lot and cutting the engine.

Leaning forward, Kat wrapped her arms around the wheel. I have to go in. I need him to fill in the blanks. How do I get in and out without being noticed? Steal in and out. Like a thief. 

She sighed. It had been a little more than two months since her first B and E. Alexander Winter, “Bob,” and “Professor,” to Kat, a good man and an expert thief, had walked her through it and brought her out. He would know what to do. She closed her eyes, the familiar ache of missing him threatening to overwhelm her. 

Not now, Katerina thought, opening her eyes and forcing herself to return to the business at hand. There’s a reason Richie is looking over his shoulder. Remember what Winter taught you, she thought. Once you go in, you give yourself five minutes. Every minute you linger, your risk of getting caught rises. 

Scanning the lot one more time, she flipped the fur lined hood over her chestnut hair, opened the door, and got out. 

***
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Slipping in through the back door, Katerina stepped into the shrouded gloom of the deserted dive bar. She came up behind Richie as he slouched in a booth, drinking alone. 

Suddenly, Richie’s eyes shot up from his Coors and he jolted at the presence of a person looming over him. Shifting to face him, Kat brushed her hood back and watched his eyes grow wide. He gaped at her as she slid into the booth.   

“Katerina,” Richie said, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard.  “Uh . . . Merry Christmas, Happy New Year . . . when did you get home?”

“Hi Richie,” Kat said. “How’s the heroin business?”
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Chapter 2
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Katerina did a quick inventory of the bundle of nerves opposite her; the twitchy, restless hands, the fidgeting arms and legs. Beads of sweat began to bloom on Richie’s brow; he drained his bottle of Coors and licked his lips. A man dying of thirst, Kat thought. Or a man afraid of dying. 

He shook his head. “I—I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” Richie said, his eyes darting around. “I don’t—”

“Sure you do, Richie. The way I figure it, you were in on it from the beginning. When my dad got sick, you just put your hand all the way into the toy stuffing to sell a little junk on the side. And my father just didn’t need to know, right?”

Richie shifted in his seat. “Hey, he asked me, okay? I just followed orders.”

“Three months ago, my father stopped off in New York before he pulled his Houdini. He mentioned your name. ‘Richie, my number two. He’s his own man.’ He sounded a little bitter. Try again.”

Richie threw himself against the back of the booth, one leg bobbing up and down like a frenetic yo-yo. “I made one little change. I saved the operation a lot of money.” 

“More for you to buy your shiny, new little red wagon?”

Richie’s tennis match scanning continued between the bar in the front and the back door.

“Expecting company?” Kat said, feeling perspiration break out beneath her clothing.

“You . . . you haven’t seen anybody . . . like, you know . . . like . . . cops . . .”

“What kind of cops? Uniform cops or special cops, with a special name, like DEA?”

Like a corrupt DEA agent who showed up at my apartment demanding I find my drug- dealing father? Why yes, Richie, I have. I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t.

This is what happens when you’re desperate.

“Hey, I told that guy—” 

“What guy?” Kat asked, her heart giving a thump in her chest. “The guy who wants his ten-million-dollar drug money payoff?  The guy with brown hair, brown shoes, and a gunshot scar on his side? Agent James Sheridan? That guy?”

Richie leaned in. “How do you know him?” he asked in a choked whisper.

Katerina wondered if her expression betrayed her thoughts as the memories attacked like a battering ram at a crumbling fortress. Her shock at finding Sheridan in her New York apartment, her useless mad dash for the door, being crushed against a wall, pinned . . . 

You work for me now. Find your father. Or you and your mother are going to prison. 

“We went for a mani-pedi,” Kat snapped, pushing the images down like an overstuffed suitcase she was desperate to close. “What about the shooting, Richie?” 

“That was your dad,” Richie said. “He pulled the trigger.” 

***
[image: image]


This is taking too long, Katerina thought as Richie grabbed a napkin and wiped the sweat from his forehead. 

“I don’t know where the money is, Kat. I swear on my mother’s grave.”

“Bullshit and your mother is alive. She lives in Jersey.”

“So I bought a fuckin’ truck, so what? I got stiffed on the real money,” he whined.

Katerina did a quick mental estimate of the percentage of lies in Richie’s story. At least half. Probably more.  

“How did it work?” Kat asked.

Richie shook his head. “It was in the paperwork, the bookkeeping. Some of the bills you paid for supplies, materials, toy stuffing? That wasn’t toy stuffing. Those weren’t real suppliers. That was product coming in.”

“What about sending the product out?” Kat asked. 

“You didn’t know you were typing phony invoices? Lost shipments weren’t lost, there were no damaged or stolen boxes of toys, sometimes the whole distribution company was a fake,” he babbled. “They were distributing, just not plush toys. Everything you were doing mixed in the drug money with the regular money.”

Great. Just what I needed. Another felony.

“And then the money kept moving around until it was okay. I really thought you knew. Your dad had it all figured out. It was perfect.”

“How did something so perfect blow up? What was that one little change?”

“After you left, you know your dad was better but not a hundred percent. Everything was going great, like always, so, he trusted me, and then I saw an opportunity so . . . I changed the trucking.”

And I wasn’t here to tell him, Kat thought. “You just cut out the first trucking company, just like that?”

“They got pissed. But the new company was cheaper. They didn’t need to know anything. Just deliver the boxes. I think a box must have opened, or a seam on one of the toys ripped, maybe one of the packets fell out. Somebody made a phone call. All of sudden Sheridan shows up and he wants money.”

Kat marveled at the depth and breadth of Richie’s stupidity even as she hung on his every word, desperate for an angle that could hold off a dirty DEA agent.

“What about the laptop my dad gave you? You were using it to move the money?”  

Richie nodded. “He had a bunch of accounts. He took it back.”

Kat felt her blood pressure surge in frustration. Searching for her next move, she made a snap decision to play dumb.

“Who’s in charge at the plant now?” she asked, even as the hair on the back of her neck prickled, even though she had a feeling she knew the answer. 

Richie sat poised like a runner ready to push off the block.  “They are,” he said. “They’ve got people on the inside. They took back the trucking; they took control of the product. They took everything.”

They have a name and I need it. Before Christmas, Katerina had sent them a gift through an intermediary, a tip. Their operation was at risk from a DEA agent. She had provided just enough details, without a name, gambling they would remove corrupt DEA agent James Sheridan, alleviating her problem. She lost. They didn’t. 

“Who was your contact? What’s their name?” she pressed.

Richie’s eyes darted around in another sweep of the pub. “No real names. I just dealt with a middleman.”

A big man, with dark hair and bovine features, crossed the threshold from the bar into the back room, a glass of beer in his hand. He sported the popular lumberjack look: jeans, checkered plaid flannel shirt, down jacket, and Doc Martens construction boots. He set the beer down on a table out of earshot. He pulled out the chair and sat parallel to the table, facing the flat screen television.  

Kat watched Richie’s complexion blanch, his eyes fill with fear. 

You didn’t follow Winter’s advice, Katerina thought. You stayed too long. Now you’re out of time.  

***
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Richie grabbed his coat, keeping watch on the man staring at the television. He made a move to bolt. 

Katerina took hold of Richie’s arm, squeezing with everything she had.  Faced with an exercise in failure, she tried one last time.

“What about Lulu?”

“Who?” Richie asked, snapping to attention. 

Katerina rolled her eyes. “Don’t give me the bullshit that you don’t know about my father’s cuddle bunny hooker.”

Richie shook his head, his eyes still on the lumberjack. “I don’t know why he took up with that skank,” he said, sweat gathering again at his temples and on his upper lip. “Kat, I gotta go.”

“Where did the skank live?”

“She rented a studio in a private house,” Richie mumbled. He rattled off the address, his eyes darting to the interloper still nursing his beer.  

“Give me your cell number,” Kat said, wishing she had left five minutes earlier.

“Why?” he asked. 

“Because I said so.”  

Richie whispered the number. He looked over her, as if seeing her for the first time.  “Your dad always bragged about your memory, how you never forgot anything.” He leaned in. “If you see him, put in a good word for me, okay? Tell him I didn’t try to hurt him. I was just tryin’ to make a little money, something just for me.”

Sure thing Fredo, Kat thought. 

Richie hustled out of the booth, shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat, and rushed out the back like a man trying to outrun flames licking at his heels.  

Katerina stayed in the booth, waiting to see which way the lumberjack would head out before deciding her exit route.

He didn’t move.  

Kat thought maybe Richie’s paranoia had leeched into her, warping her judgment.

Her eyes took in the glass of beer sitting untouched, the man’s eyes staring at the screen, his fingers drumming on the table.

Katerina could feel the flop sweat break out over her body. 

He’s been playing a waiting game.

And he’s not waiting for Richie.

***
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Kat bolted out the back door, running around the back of the building. As she came through the parking lot, she watched the taillights of the Durango grow smaller as it tore down the road. She jumped into the Honda, her heart racing. 

The lumberjack exited the bar and stood still, skimming the lot.

Katerina’s breath came fast and shallow as she slid down in the seat, feeling like a duck in a shooting gallery, hoping he couldn’t set his sights on her.

He stopped scanning. Katerina followed his gaze to an idling gray Altima parked across the street. The lumberjack went to a dark sedan and climbed in. He gunned the engine and drove off. The Altima didn’t follow.

Katerina started the car and pulled out of the lot, checking the rearview. Nothing. When she checked again her heart thudded in her chest at the sight of the Altima, following behind. 

Who the hell are these guys?
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Chapter 3
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Kat zigzagged around town until the Altima vanished and she felt clear to return to the farm. When she stepped into the kitchen, a New York newspaper tucked under one arm, the sweet scent of sugar mixed with a hint of incense greeted her. The warm, welcoming space was a jarring juxtaposition of blue and white country style mixed with hanging crystals and a small Buddha on a shelf, sporting an enigmatic smile.

Kat’s mother, Linda Mills, standing next to the deep, double-wide copper farmhouse sink, didn’t look up from slicing vegetables for the evening dinner.  

Katerina couldn’t quite absorb the new Linda Mills. For as long as Kat could remember, her mother had kept her hair in a neat bob and favored conservative dresses cinched at the waist. Now, her mother’s shiny, abundant chestnut hair swung about her shoulders and she sported the BoHo chic of long, flowing dresses, paisley maxi skirts, and puffy, peasant style blouses. Even her cream complexion had taken on a youthful glow. Being dumped by her husband and left destitute had worked wonders for Linda Mills.

“You were out early today,” her mother said. “Did you drive by the house again?”

“Yup,” Kat said. After her mother had asked the question the first time, she settled on the lie of frequent drives past their former home as expedient and easiest to explain her absences. 

Katerina’s gaze zeroed in on the pile of newspapers on the trestle table. Newspapers she had been buying at the bookstore every day since she came back. 

“Are you done with those?” her mother asked, turning to Katerina and frowning at the sight of the paper under her daughter’s arm. “Katerina, we are guests in this house. They recycle. You shouldn’t let these things pile up and buy more. Why do you need them?”

Because I have to know if there’s been a break in a murder case. 

I have to know if I’m going to be arrested as an accessory after the fact. 

“Just keeping up with current events,” Kat mumbled. 

“You can do that on the internet.”

Web searches can be tracked. And presented as evidence at trial.  

Katerina suffered through yet another of her mother’s sudden silences. When she lived in New York, Kat had found the light, flippant, and sometimes ditsy tone of her mother’s phone calls exasperating. Upon Kat’s return, Linda Mills had reverted to her “Minnesota Nice” upbringing of constrained politeness. Katerina didn’t need to wonder why.

William Mills had been Kat’s Pied Piper, filling her head with grand dreams of an exciting career as a high-powered lawyer in New York City. William Mills had turned out to be a man neither she nor anyone else could know or trust. The blinders had been torn away too late; gravitating to him had been a betrayal, one that couldn’t be forgiven. Linda Mills no longer saw a reason to hide her displeasure with her only daughter.

“How are you, love,” Rachel said, gliding in and breaking Kat’s purgatory.

“Everything’s Gucci,” Kat said, suppressing the urge to open the paper and start scanning.

Rachel eyed the papers. “Anxious to go back already? We would hate to lose you so soon.”

“No. I have a few more weeks,” Kat said. “I’m enjoying the break.” From cops, criminals, and a crazed, sadistic client . . .

“I hope they don’t work you too hard,” Rachel said.

“No, it’s standard, personal assistant stuff, taking care of the family car . . .” Stealing a car for Simon Marcus—from his wife.  “. . . running errands . . .” Getting an exotic, illegal drug for Paul Patel’s writer’s block. “. . . decorating an apartment . . .”  Why does Thomas Gallagher call MJM Consulting, an agency that supplies consultants to do the dirty work no one else can, for decorating his apartment? “. . . recommending a birthday gift . . .” she added, almost to herself.  

“Your clients must love you,” Rachel said. 

Simon Marcus tried to kill me.  “I get the job done,” Kat said. 

“I’m sure your agency appreciates you,” Rachel said.

They helped Simon Marcus try to kill me.  “They’re always thinking of me.”

Katerina caught her mother giving her a sideways glance, but Linda Mills remained silent. 

Rachel took a warm cider doughnut from an overflowing plate and handed it to her. “Sometimes we spend so much time caring for others, we forget to nourish ourselves.”

Katerina nodded. Rachel’s wisdom came from her lifelong spiritual journey, a mix of transpersonal psychology and shamanism, seeking the bridge between states of consciousness and forging connections between this world and other unseen and unknown worlds. 

“Don’t forget there’s a gathering ceremony tonight, my love,” Rachel said. 

“What’s it for?” Kat asked.  

“Finding your spirit animal,” Rachel said. “Your mother is coming.” 

“Interesting,” Kat said, looking to her mother. Linda Mills had turned back to the sink. 

Rachel gave Kat a motherly pat on her shoulder. “You stay as long as you like. This will always be a safe haven, a home . . . for both of you,” she said with a gentle smile as she slipped from the room. 

Without Rachel, the tense silence returned. Katerina sat at the table, turning the pages of the newspaper in a slow, methodic cadence, her heart skipping in trepidation. 

Searching for the perfect birthday gift. Katerina remembered the day John Reynolds, her first client, had hired her to follow his wife, Felicia, and discover her preferences and passions. 

When Katerina had crossed paths with the kind and impulsive socialite, Felicia had pressed a gift of her own earrings upon Katerina, a one-of-a-kind pair, shell-shaped quartz encrusted with diamonds, in exchange for a promise. Katerina should never cut her long, flowing, chestnut hair, a symbol of freedom. Be free. Someone should, Felicia had said. Now, the earrings were hidden away in Kat’s apartment, a talisman of capture and imprisonment. 

As Katerina turned another page, her heart surged again with grief and guilt at her naiveté; Reynolds had used her as a canary to discover his wife’s true preference and passion—a handsome, second-string theater actor, Will Temple—and he had already set the real assignment in motion. 

He unleashed the man in the blue Ford, a man Katerina could identify. This man had brutally murdered Felicia Reynolds and a second victim, Cheryl Penn, a copycat killing to throw police off the scent. John Reynolds had confessed it all to her. Why? For what purpose?  

Katerina turned the page, wondering if she would see a story on Will Temple. She could close her eyes and see him standing in front of her apartment building, a charming young man with careless hair. He had come to audition for a film, Love’s Fury, for a production company called Random Girl Films. He had her name. The case of mistaken identity was hardly a coincidence. 

Will Temple had disappeared before Christmas. Maybe he ran, Kat thought. Maybe he escaped. I hope you did. 

When Kat reached the sports section, she closed the paper. Another day’s reprieve.  The relief vanished in the next breath, as it always did. Back in New York City, Detective Ryan Kellan was on the hunt to find the killer. Kat knew the dark-haired, intense, decorated young detective from their brief dating stint last year. The closer he gets to the truth, the closer he gets to the one link that connects to John Reynolds, Felicia Reynolds, Will Temple, Cheryl Penn, and a killer in a blue Ford . . . me. 

Katerina looked up to find Linda Mills studying her only daughter. 

I should never have come back here. How do I tell you any of this, all of this?

“I think I’ll go out and help Ethel,” Katerina said, avoiding her gaze. 

“That’s nice, dear,” her mother said.

Katerina dumped the newspaper in the recycle bin and fled the kitchen.
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Chapter 4
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New York City detectives Ryan Kellan and Walter Lashiver got out of the car as a man exited a diner, still chewing on the last bite of his lunch and carrying a Styrofoam cup. In his early forties with a short, neat haircut, he wore a black coat over a dark suit and tie.

“Detective Tom Morse,” Lashiver said. 

Morse’s eyes sparked with recognition. “No shit,” he said, thrusting out his hand. “You are still alive.”

Lashiver chuckled and nodded in Ryan’s direction. “You spoke with my partner, Ryan Kellan.”

Morse nodded. “I remember. What can I do for you?”

“Just checking if anything turned up on Will Temple,” Ryan said.

Morse shook his head. “Guy fell off the map. No one’s seen him. But no sign of foul play.”

The two detectives nodded. 

“Nothing yet on the dead socialite?” Morse said.

“Two dead socialites,” Lashiver said. “We’re looking for a break on the Cheryl Penn murder, too.”

“You think the kid did it and ran?”

“We don’t know,” Lashiver said. 

“We think he’s a possible victim,” Ryan cut in. 

Lashiver shot Ryan a look but the younger detective remained undeterred. “What about the airports, trains . . . morgue?”

Morse shook his head. “Everything is clean. Look, he could be off doing a movie, lost his cell phone, broke his iPad, or maybe he just got a better deal as someone else’s boy toy.” 

“Maybe. Did you try again on Random Girl Films?” Lashiver asked.

Morse nodded. “There’s no such company.”

“What about his friends?” Ryan asked. “Did he mention Random Girl to anyone?” 

“A couple of people knew he had an audition. He told them it was a bust, but he met a pretty girl. That’s it.”

Lashiver and Ryan processed the dead end in a moment of silence.

“You think we could see his apartment before everything is tagged and bagged and put into storage?” Ryan asked. 

Morse glanced between the two and shrugged again. “Sure, I can get over there this week.”

Ryan offered his hand and Morse took it. 

As Ryan headed back to the car, Morse and Lashiver shook hands. 

“Your partner’s got a hard-on over this.”

“Yeah. He’s a little—he’s not himself. Trouble with the girlfriend.”

Morse nodded. “Girlfriend or ex-girlfriend?”

“Right,” Lashiver said.

“So he’s sniffing in the wrong place?”

Lashiver hesitated. “Maybe.”
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Chapter 5
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Taking one of the horse-drawn wagons, Katerina rode over the rough hills of Rainbow Farms, stopping near a large copse of trees. Hidden away behind them, Kat found the half shell of a tiny house and Ethel, Rachel’s other half, dressed in overalls and layers of flannel, working on the build.

Since her arrival for the Christmas holiday, Katerina had forgone her usual yoga routine, finding herself drawn to this most unlikely exercise. With the lingering specter of Agent James Sheridan always on the periphery of her thoughts, Kat preferred being outside, a knee-jerk reaction to the fear of being trapped in a small space. The older woman had shown patience, allowing Kat to work on the project, a gracious yet distant host. 

The cold quickly fled as Kat’s body heat rose from the exertion of drilling holes for the steel studs in the framing. She had never done the taxing work before; in the beginning, the drill had felt strange and difficult to control.  

Ethel no longer needed to stand over her, instead leaving her to herself. With the whirring of the drill, Kat’s mind turned, searching for a way to extricate herself from the web of MJM, John Reynolds, drug dealers, and James Sheridan. She was on the clock to find a way to keep the corrupt DEA agent at bay.

I’m running out of time.  

The thought of him unleashed a sudden firestorm of images. Sheridan shoving her against the wall, striking her, restraining her . . . forcing his fingers inside her . . . In her rage, Katerina wasn’t drilling the frame anymore; she was driving the bit into Sheridan, inflicting pain on him as he had done to her. A sudden wave of exhaustion washed over her and she set the power tool down. 

Pulling off her gloves and safety glasses, Kat wiped her sleeve across her face and tested the sore muscles in her shoulders, back, and neck. 

Ethel inspected her work. “I think you’ve found your calling,” she said. “Let’s take a break.”
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Ethel broke out a thermos of coffee and filled two Styrofoam cups. They leaned against the truck, drinking in a comfortable silence, Ethel’s trusty .17 HMR rifle close by. 

“How did you meet my mother?” Kat asked, curious to know how Linda Mills had found this refuge among strangers.

Ethel took another swig of coffee. “I didn’t. Rachel did. Your mom went to one of the Reiki circles.”

My mother. Linda Mills. At a Reiki circle.

Bullshit. 

Katerina kept her thoughts to herself and switched the subject. “How did you and Rachel get together? What was it about her?”

Ethel gave Katerina a sideways glance; a prolonged silence followed. Ethel pulled out a cigarette from the pack stashed in her pocket and lit up.

Katerina realized that her question could be misconstrued as prying—or a prelude to judgment. “I mean, how did you know you were meant to be with this one person out of everyone in the world?”

Ethel took a long drag on her cigarette, examining Katerina through narrowed eyes. “Are we talking about me?”

Busted. 

“Who is he?”

Kat looked out at the expanse of property, the mental image of Alexander Winter causing a sudden flush to rush through her. How do I explain a steal-to-order thief who lives in the shadows? “He’s a—he’s self-employed.”

Ethel shrugged. “Sometimes you don’t know,” she said. “But with Rachel, one look at her and—”

“And what?” she asked, turning to the older woman, impatient for the answer. 

“Beats me,” Ethel grinned, her weathered skin crinkling around her blue-gray eyes. “I just knew.” 

“Knew what?” Kat pressed.

Ethel took another drag on her cigarette. “It had to be her.  I didn’t want to be without her. It would never be right.” She looked into Kat’s eyes. “Make sense?”

Katerina nodded. 

“How old are you, twenty-five?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Shit, girl, don’t even worry about it. You’ve got years of bad decisions ahead of you,” she said. “You going to find your spirit animal tonight?”  

Katerina registered the slight snark in the question. “The vision quests, the fire ceremonies, the sacred stones . . . you don’t believe in any of it, do you?”

“Hell, no,” Ethel said, flashing a broad smile. “But it’s important to Rachel, and I wouldn’t want her to be any other way.”

“Maybe that’s how you know,” Kat said. 

Ethel held out her cup and Katerina tipped her cup against it. “I’ll drink to that,” Ethel said.  

Katerina worked for another hour until tiny pinpricks of cold wormed their way into her thighs, her fingers tingling in the heavy gloves. She put down the drill and left. Ethel continued on with no word of thanks. Katerina didn’t need it. As she headed back to the house, Katerina took in the silence and seclusion of the property, remembering Rachel’s words. A safe haven. She had no idea what Rachel and Ethel had suffered in order to be together. She wondered at the coincidence of her mother going to a Reiki circle and meeting a woman who happened to own an isolated farm, making it easy to drop out and stay hidden. 

Why does my mother need to hide? 
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Up in her room, Katerina showered and curled up in bed under the earth-toned patchwork quilt. She glanced up at the dream catcher hanging on the wall above her. A simple wooden hoop with threads woven into a web, it entangled bad dreams, binding them until they burned away in the morning sunlight. Not all of them. The guilt over Felicia’s death, Cheryl’s death, and Will’s disappearance held fast, clinging companions never further away than a stray thought. 

She would buy the newspaper tomorrow, addicted to the ritual, needing to know if she had escaped for one more day. But in the back of her mind, the words of John Reynolds at their last meeting twisted knots of terror inside her. We still have a lot of work left to do together, Miss Katerina.  

She had remained with MJM Consulting to stay one step ahead of the game, but the idea that had been forming in her mind before Christmas mushroomed, like a new shoot on a plant, unfurling, stretching out, growing larger each day. What if I can find a way to leave, escape everything MJM and my father has brought into my world.

Katerina let the exhaustion overtake her and settled her head on the pillow. As she dozed, another memory intruded: the dead of night in Upstate New York, a raging snowstorm, and two men, FBI agents, demanding to take possession of her. 

Except they were not the FBI.    

Katerina remembered the words one had spoken. 

Just give me the girl.  

To take me where?  

For what?

And Alexander Winter, gun in hand, standing in their way. 

She hadn’t seen or heard from Winter since he brought her back into the city, safe and sound. She wanted to reach out to him but didn’t dare. She had put him in enough jeopardy. And it had been my choice to come home.

If I disappear where John Reynolds, MJM, Detective Ryan Kellan, James Sheridan, and drug dealers won’t find me . . .  Alexander Winter won’t find me either. 

Right before she fell asleep, Katerina wished her only problem was decorating Thomas Gallagher’s apartment. 

In your next life, be an interior decorator. 

It’s safer.  

.
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Chapter 6
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On New York’s Upper East Side, Thomas Gallagher feigned relaxation as he sat in his favorite chair sipping his tea, listening to the gentleman seated across from him deliver his report. 

Joseph Smith made a trim, dapper appearance, dressed in a suit, vest, and tie. If Thomas Gallagher exuded an icy chill, Joseph Smith, with his square jaw, short, blond hair, and cold eyes, could only be described as glacial. He spoke with quiet authority, secure in his abilities, confidence oozing from every word he uttered.

Smith finished his recitation and waited. 

“I’m disappointed in the turn of events,” Thomas Gallagher said.

Smith nodded. “You thought this man she calls “professor” would follow her to Vermont, a logical assumption.” 

“Perhaps a few more days,” Gallagher suggested. 

“Someone is shadowing her. This—bodyguard—has picked up on our surveillance—”

“Then your man was sloppy,” Gallagher snapped. 

Smith shrugged off the comment, ceding the point. “This could work to our advantage. If my operative makes contact with the girl—”

“No. Your man was sent only to remove the professor, not to contact Miss Mills.”

“A slight adjustment. If my operative removes the bodyguard and takes hold of the girl, the professor will come to her aid. I assure you my man will act with restraint and self-control.”

Gallagher mentally ticked off the inconveniences this would cause: the mother would contact the police, the John Reynolds connection could come to light, the detective would come back into the picture. “Absolutely not.” 

Joseph Smith suppressed a sigh of annoyance. “Then, this changes to a fact-finding exercise. I need to learn more about this professor. A look inside the girl’s apartment will—”

“Miss Mills’ apartment is off-limits,” Gallagher said.

Though surprised at Gallagher’s response, Joseph Smith opted for a dulcet tone of reassurance. “You know any information I uncover about—Miss Mills—will be held in the strictest confidence. I’ve already demonstrated my client confidentiality in dealing with the Simon Marcus issue and the two contractors upstate—”

“I have no qualms regarding your ability to keep secrets,” Gallagher said. “It’s been your business for over twenty years, but you will handle this within the parameters I set. If the professor will not go to Vermont, then search for him. I gave you the Brooklyn address. Start there.”

Smith maintained his poker face. He’d had countless clients who fancied themselves back seat drivers. “This might cause a further delay,” he offered. 

“I have faith in your expertise,” Gallagher said. 

Smith nodded. He would participate in the charade and the subsequent waste of time. It was Gallagher’s time. These men were all the same: powerful and yet pussy whipped and pining. The myopic obsession would only grow worse over time as the blurring lens of reason continued to degrade; it would eventually drive Gallagher to come around. After he left the apartment, Smith sent a text to his operative: if the opportunity presented itself, take possession of Katerina Mills.  
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Mrs. Shields, carrying a Spode Blue Italian teapot of hot water, entered the study silent as a cat. Thomas Gallagher watched his housekeeper as she prepared a fresh cup of tea. When he had first seen her, she had been a thin, delicate sprite with heavy bangs just brushing the fringe of lashes framing her deep blue doe-eyes. She had belonged to one of his business partners, catering to his every whim without question or protest.  

She set the cup down on the stand and waited. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Shields. You anticipate my every need.”

The woman nodded and left. 

Gallagher took the cup in hand, considering the polite flattery he had just bestowed on Mrs. Shields. Flattery . . . so easy to dispense.  Plans for Katerina Mills twisted like threads in his mind; he ruminated on how best to bring her under his wing and resolve this situation once and for all. A sudden surge of anger spiked within him at the thought of Katerina in love with her “professor,” choosing him over all others. Choosing him over me.  Gallagher had been privy to their written communications until the professor had discovered and removed the spyware installed on Katerina’s phone. 

He had signed his texts “W.” 

She had called him “Bob,” no doubt a pet name for him, a private joke only they shared. His lips pinched in distaste at the thought, and he sucked in a deep breath to cool his ire and focus on the task at hand.  Destroying “Bob” would have to be done with care, leaving Katerina Mills vulnerable and in need of a place of safety. A comforting, protective cage she wouldn’t want to leave, even if the door of escape stood wide open. He forced his anger into submission. I will not punish her for choosing the professor, he told himself.  No, I will forgive her and speak to her with—flattery.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 7
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Katerina shivered in the frigid car in spite of the bright noon sun. The used Civic blended in with the few parked cars scattered up and down the street. She had done several rounds of surveillance on the well-worn pale blue clapboard house at the end of the block. She observed the owner’s schedule of comings and goings, taking note of any activity in or around Lulu’s apartment on the side of the house. The owner, a woman, had shown the place a few times.  

Kat had considered presenting herself as a potential renter but decided it would open up a host of new problems. I won’t be left alone so I can’t search for . . . whatever.  I can be identified. 

I have to break in. 

Katerina thought back on her experience with Winter, breaking into the house in the Hamptons and found herself at a loss. She doubted there would be an alarm but if a lock needed picking . . .         

She continued to watch the apartment, the sparse bushes and the ground on either side of the door still covered in snow and ice. Kat ruminated over Alexander Winter’s golden rule. Keep it simple. What do people do just in case they get locked out of their house or forget their key? They keep a spare hidden nearby. 

Twisting her hair into a coil, Kat pinned it up, then tugged a cap down over her head. Zipping up her North Face parka, she opened the car door and got out, pulling in a long breath of icy air. As she walked, Winter’s voice whispered in her head.  

Walk like you’re where you’re supposed to be.  

She plodded forward, her breath coming in puffy, white bursts. 

Don’t keep your head down, but don’t look anywhere specific.

The wind plucked at her clothing as she approached the house. A beat-up gray Nissan, dented and scraped with the beginnings of body rot, sat in the driveway. No sign of activity.  

Crouching down by the door of the apartment, Kat thrust her hands in the snow, checking for an overturned flowerpot or fake rocks. The action triggered a sudden flashback: Upstate New York, the dead of night, in the woods, on her knees, numb with cold, a gun pointed at the back of her head. Determined not to go out without a fight, she pawed in the icy snow with her bare hands, forming a rock-hard ball.

Katerina forced her mind back to the present as her fingers closed over a hard, round object. A sense of satisfaction shot through her as she found two other objects of the same shape but different sizes.   

She glanced around; no signs of life. Pulling the objects out, she held three rocks, small, medium, and large. Poppa rock, Momma rock, and baby rock, she thought as she examined each piece. Under her prodding, the baby-sized rock gave way and a key fell out. 
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Katerina surveyed the shabby, run-down apartment. Most of what Lulu owned had been moved out; only a few boxes and some yellowing newspapers remained. Kat wondered how many times William Mills had come here to see little Lulu, betraying her mother. Kat’s stomach turned at the thought. She forced herself to put it aside. 

Once again, the clock was ticking.
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Kat made short work of searching the boxes and then moved on to the cabinets. She hit pay dirt in a junk drawer. Lulu must have been in a rush to leave, forgetting the few phone bills and deposit slips stuffed in the back.  

“What the hell are you doing in here?”

Kat’s heart lurched. Shoving the papers in her coat pocket, she whirled around.

The woman had a round, lined face, gray, disheveled hair, and an overweight body underneath a rumpled yellow housecoat and an old ratty sweater. She blinked several times, as if attempting to focus.  

“I’m here about renting the apartment,” Kat managed, as the familiar nervous perspiration broke out under her clothing. “The door was open.”

“I told you, you’ll have to wait,” the woman slurred, staring at Katerina with glassy eyes. 

Completely shitfaced.  Still, Kat knew she needed to be careful.  

“I need the place now,” Kat said. “I can clear this stuff out.” 

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Nothin’s goin’ nowhere. Tenant still owes me for two months.” 

“That doesn’t help me.”

The woman put her hands on her hips. “Watch your tone.”

“Whatever,” Kat said, breezing past her.

“Hey! Hey!” the woman called out. “You wait just a minute, girlie.” 

Afraid the woman might make a scene and take it outside the apartment, Katerina stopped and turned around.

The woman shuffled up to her. Kat flinched as she caught the stale smell of alcohol and cigarettes.

“Little wiseasses, both of you. You tell little Lulu if she wants her stuff, she can come back with my money.” The woman stuck out her hand; Katerina dropped the key in her upturned palm.
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Katerina beat a hasty retreat to the car. Sliding into the Civic, she gripped the wheel with shaking hands, willing herself to calm down. She turned the key in the ignition and took off. 

Close. Too close.

Alexander Winter would not be pleased. 

Glancing in her rearview mirror, her stomach somersaulted at the sight of the gray Altima following.

***
[image: image]


Katerina drove at a measured pace, threading her way through the downtown area and into the picturesque heart of the UV campus. She kept checking her mirrors; the gray Altima still followed at a steady distance. She scanned the other vehicles, looking for the dark sedan the lumberjack drove. What if he switched cars? What if they’re working together? 

Her mind raced with every compulsive check in the rearview mirror as she tried to figure out who was behind this. 

Sheridan wouldn’t play this game. 

Cops would have already pulled her over and made an arrest. 

Felicia’s killer? Her stomach sliced again. No, Reynolds wouldn’t let him off the leash to wander this far.  

Then who? 

Katerina spotted a busy corner and made a split-second decision to jerk the Civic over to the curb. She jammed the gear into park and checked the rearview mirror, waiting to see if the Altima would step on the gas and move on.  

The Altima passed the Civic. Katerina watched the red taillights shine as the driver hit the brakes and then maneuvered into an open spot. 

Katerina sat stunned, the ragged, shallow sound of her breathing in her head as she flashed back. Last month, sitting in a parked car in Manhattan, her eyes glued to the rearview mirror, watching Sheridan get out of his car, watching his every step as he came closer . . . A fit of anger washed over Katerina. Not again, she thought, and she threw open her door and got out.  

Her eyes shifted between the car and the crowded street in the seconds it took her to reach the Altima. The driver held a cell phone to his ear as she knocked on the window. He said a few words and clicked off the phone.  With a soft whirring sound, the window descended. He wore a short, neat haircut and dark coat; he looked like a middle management businessman.    

“You and your partner suck at surveillance,” Katerina said, sneaking a glance at the pedestrians, her insurance policy.

“I work alone,” he said.  “And who said you’re under surveillance?”  

“Who are you working for?”

He gave a kind smile. “A friend.”

“I have enough friends. Unless someone drops dead, I can’t have anymore,” she quipped. 

His eyebrows rose and he gave a smile. “Everyone can use another friend, especially you, Katie.”

Katerina’s heart skipped at the sound of her nickname. Only one person called her by that name.

“Alexander Winter says hello.”

Katerina felt the relief flood in as her breath escaped. Winter who had been there, upstate, in the snowstorm, in the dark woods, when she had run out of strength, out of options, out of time.

“What about the other guy? The lumberjack in the Doc Martens?”

“Don’t worry about him,” he said. “He’s gone now.”

Katerina nodded, not wanting to know the exact definition of “gone.”

“What do I call you?” she asked. 

“Carter.” 

Katerina, heart thudding in her chest at yet another escape from disaster, said, “Please tell Winter I said thank you.”

Carter held out the burner phone. “Tell him yourself.”

Kat accepted the phone with a nod.
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When she slipped back into the Civic, Kat sat behind the wheel, cradling the phone and considering Carter’s words, wrestling with the urge to make the call. She shoved the phone in her purse, refusing to put Winter at further risk. 

The Altima sat idling, waiting on her to pull out. 

As she maneuvered back out into traffic, Kat decided she needed to drop out of sight for a few hours. She needed a warm, welcoming place to decompress and get her head together.  

She knew where she needed to go. 

Uncle Sergei.
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Chapter 8
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“Everyone wants a prime piece of real estate, right?” the retired executive said.  “Every millennial with, what do you call them, the haircuts, you know, short in the back and long in the front?  Jesus Christ, what is that? Anyway, everyone wants a big high-rise or a loft—a fade, that's what it's called, yeah, it's called a fade. Damn kids. They’re spending the check before they even cash it. Anyway, everyone wants an apartment that's not a fuckin' closet where you eat, sleep, and shit all in the same room. But where can you find that? So, I'm thinking, you know, commercial. Commercial real estate is where to be now. You pay a few million, have it renovated, hang up a lamp, and call it chic. Before you know it, some snot making a mint at a tech startup can't wait to buy up what used to be part of a meat packing plant.” He took another swig of his scotch and shook his head. “I should have done this years ago. I could have retired at forty.”

As the retired executive talked, Joseph Smith sat across from him, nursed his drink, and listened. “You only have space in Manhattan?” he asked.

“No, no,” the executive said, shaking his head. “Two years ago, I bought a building in Brooklyn. What a bitch to fix up, a fucking nightmare. But it's earning its money. I sold some of the units.”

“So you only sell.”

“No, I mean, yeah, I sell, but if it doesn't sell, you know, I don't want to carry the cost.” He knocked back the last of his scotch and raised the glass to catch the bartender's eye. He examined the stranger again, confirming he had an okay look about him. He looked like he had money; and that’s all that mattered.

“I heard you have a penthouse available. Cash. No credit checks.” 

The retired executive went quiet. “Oh yeah? Where’d you hear that?”

Smith smiled. “Relax, friend. I was given your name by a former tenant.”

“Who?”

“He rented the penthouse in December. Quiet. Professional.”

The retired executive went silent. Sure, he remembered the guy who had rented from him. That guy didn't strike him as a person who made referrals. Or had friends. What the hell do I give a shit? That’s his problem.

“Oh yeah, sure.”

Smith leaned in confidentially. “Which name did he use? Burton Johnson?”

The retired executive laughed. “Jesus Christ, what a name. Where did he come up with that? No. Steven Bartholomew.”

Smith laughed. “Well, friend, don’t worry. I can pay better than Steven Bartholomew. Is he still wearing the beard?” 

“No, no, clean shaven, short haircut. Good looking guy. Bet he does well for himself, hunh?”

“The ladies love him,” Smith said. “You have a business card?”

The retired executive pulled out his card and slid it over to him. 

Smith picked it up and slipped it into his pocket. He got up, peeled off several bills, and placed them on the bar.  “I’ll be in touch.”

The retired executive lifted his glass. “No problem. I can get you something in Midtown too, if you need it.”

He watched the stranger stroll out of the bar, a vague uneasiness washing over him. Maybe he had said something he shouldn’t. He knocked back the last of his drink. So what? he thought. Not my fucking problem. 
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After exiting the bar, Joseph Smith took out his cell phone and placed a call to his team. He gave instructions to locate and dissect Katerina Mills’ “professor,” one Steven Bartholomew. 
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Chapter 9
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Katerina drove the Civic down a paved, two-lane road, taking the twists and turns at a measured, cautious pace. Each fall, tourists flooded the area. Armed with maps, they searched out the artisan workshops that were hidden away in the landscape. Katerina slowed the car, easing off the paved road and onto a narrow dirt path; thick, sloping tree limbs encased in ice and snow created an arch above her. Exiting into a frost-covered clearing, the familiar birchwood cabin greeted her, a spiral of smoke puffing out of the chimney. The smaller structure next to the cabin, the artist’s studio, appeared deserted.  This workshop isn’t on any map, Kat thought. It isn’t meant to be found. 

Katerina eased the Civic to a stop and cut the engine. Two young men she had come to recognize, Sergei’s nephews, came around from the back of the cabin. They had dark hair and solemn faces, and they wore their usual thick denim jackets, wool caps, jeans, and sturdy boots. They eyed her, as always, with a curious deference.  

The cabin door opened and Sergei Grigorievitch Volkov emerged from the house. In his younger years, Sergei had been strapping and handsome with a head of black hair, a full, neat beard, and piercing dark eyes. Time had treated him well; he still had a solid, sturdy build. His hair and beard were now salted with gray and there were lines etched into his forehead and around his eyes. He waited at the door while the young men approached Katerina, faithful footmen flanking her, ready to catch her if she should slip. 

As she approached, Sergei held out his hands to her. Kat responded, slipping into his paternal embrace, breathing in the sharp, familiar scent of cigarette smoke clinging to his clothing. 

“My little Katya,” he said, kissing her on both cheeks.   
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The cabin, clean and comfortable, had a welcoming living area with an overstuffed sofa, heavy pine coffee table, and a well-stocked bookcase. In the compact kitchen, Katerina stood at the stove in front of a large fry pan. Using a spatula to loosen the thin pancake, blini, she turned it out onto a growing stack.  Taking each one in turn, she used a light touch and folded twice. After arranging them on a plate, she spooned a generous helping of strawberry jam and sour cream on top. She brought the plate to the round oak table where Sergei sat and placed it before him; he gave her a wide smile of approval.
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They ate in a comfortable silence. The man she knew as “Uncle” was neither gregarious nor taciturn; he had a quiet, gentle way about him that appealed to her and eased her mind.  

“Thank you for the use of the car,” Kat said. 

Sergei gave a wave of his hand, dismissing the thanks as unnecessary. 

“Are you going to stay here in your dacha?” Kat asked, glancing around. 

Sergei shook his head as he dropped a dollop of honey into her steaming mug of tea. “This is not dacha. Dacha is summer house. You do not have your good things in dacha because you are always outside, in garden, taking fresh air.” 

He motioned with a wave of his hand that she should drink her tea. “I am happy you visit your Uncle Sergei many times, since you will soon leave. I would have liked it to see you more.”

“You could have come to the farm,” she said.

He made a noise of disgust. “Kuriatnik,” he said.

Katerina gave him a questioning look. 

“How you say . . . chicken coop.”

Kat smiled. “Hen house, Uncle, hen house.”

“Da, da,” he said. “But you don’t say “Uncle” in Russian. Dyadya. You need to study.”

“I will. How are the nephews?” she asked even though she had seen them on several occasions, in the marketplace or at the supermarket. They nodded in acknowledgment but never approached.

He grunted. “Evgeny is foolish. Pavel is the more foolish. But they do like they are told.” 

Sergei took up a bottle of vodka, pouring out two fingers into his glass. “So, you come to visit, we talk, you say many things but tell me little. About this, I am not happy.”

“What do you mean, Uncle?” she said, suddenly cautious. 

“You don’t talk about your life in Big Apple . . . if you see someone.”

Katerina felt a flush rise to her cheeks. 

“Ah,” he said. “A man. I knew this. Now you talk and say something.”

“There is a man. I like him very much.” 

“This I see, in the face, in the eyes. So . . .?”

Katerina caught herself before she spoke. She held the mug between her hands, enjoying the surge of warmth. “Sometimes you can’t be with the one you want. It’s not possible.”

When Kat glanced over at him, she found warm understanding in his eyes. “You are wise girl. You have learned much already about man, about the foolishness of the married man.”

Katerina straightened, anxious to rush through the door Sergei had unexpectedly opened, the subject that had lingered between them, unspoken. Now, we talk. She put her mug on the table. “Did you know, Uncle? Did you know what my father was going to do?” Do you have any idea who my father really is?

Sergei’s face pinched in disapproval. “No one knows this. Always he is like this. Hiding things. Sometimes, Katya, it is loudest man who has the most secrets.”

“But you stayed his friend?”

“When I first meet him, many years ago, I see him. I see your mother. I think, this man, he knows beauty. He values the beauty.  But I am wrong in this.” He patted her hand.  “We must trust everything will be as it should,” he said, “if we take care to always do right thing, yes? You talk with your mother, spend time with her?

Katerina stared at her plate. “It’s—hard.” 

“The hard things, Katya, they are most important. We never know how much time we have with someone. We must take the moment and not waste. One day, there is no more time.”

Sergei took hold of her hand and she felt the comfort of his grasp, appreciating his efforts to step into her father’s shoes. 

“Did you finish book I give you?” he asked. 

Katerina shifted in her chair. “Yes,” she said, chiding herself for forgetting this subject would come up.

“But you say nothing. You do not like this book?”

Katerina averted her eyes. “I don’t understand why it’s called The Captain’s Daughter. Most of the time Marya Ivanovna—”

“Masha,” Sergei interrupted.

“Masha, just stood around looking petrified.” 

“Ah, but in face of evil, still she stood. This is very brave thing, to stand. Do not think silence is weakness, Katya.”

“But a woman should be able to do something,” Katerina said, warmth flooding her face as she thought of the night in Upstate New York. In the thick of the storm, sick and wounded, Alexander Winter held her close in his arms, gun in hand, ready to kill to save her. “If she can; maybe even save the man.”

“Masha does this,” Sergei objected. “She saves this man she loves from execution.”

“By spilling her problems to a stranger who just happens to be Empress Catherine the Great, who fixes everything and pardons Masha’s beloved. That’s convenient.” 

“Now you don’t believe miracles? You don’t think you can talk to person, not know who they are, what they can do?  Powerful things that change destiny.”

“No, I believe in that,” Katerina said.

They sat in a strained silence until Sergei gave a deep sigh and said, “Perhaps you are right. But it is the job of man to do these things,” he added.

“You’re old-fashioned, Uncle—and a romantic.”

Sergei gave a snort of displeasure. “What is wrong with romance? Romance is in heart of every Russian. How can you say you do not like this book? You say you don’t like Pushkin, the great writer, the heart and soul of Russia? He believed in love. He challenged a man to a duel over the one he loved. This was brave man.”

“A brave man with bad aim,” Katerina said. “He wasn’t there to love her anymore. He died.”

“It was noble death.”

“Dead is dead,” Katerina said, shocking herself with the bluntness of her statement. “And they were separated, forever.” Kat worked to stifle the emotions threatening to surge to the surface.

Sergei shrugged. “He had to do it. Believe me, there is nothing worse for man than to be helpless to save one he loves.”

“I take it back, Uncle. You’re a hopeless romantic.”

“So was Pushkin,” Sergei said. 

Katerina, discomfited that she had disappointed her host, rose from the table and wandered to the bookcase. Tilting her head and running her finger across the spines, she stopped, slipped a book off the shelf, and turned to him. “Uncle, why do you have a Bible?”

“I should not have Bible?”

Katerina brought the book to the kitchen table. Sinking into her chair, she placed it on the table between them. 

“You’re an atheist.”

“An atheist does not believe in God,” he said. “I am not this. Of course, God exists. We know this. He has made man in his image.” Sergei tapped his fingers on the book. “What do you see man doing?”

A sudden chill ran through her, making her shudder. Spilling blood. Killing. “Some are doing good, others not.”

“And so, I already know God. Sometime he does good, sometime not. So man is same, like God. This is not book about only God, but book about men.”

“Some men are like God.”

“No, Katya, this is not true.”

“Some men . . . they might as well be gods,” she said.

“You take this book. Read it. You will know what men have in their hearts, what they will do. And you will find how to defeat men, the ones who are like gods.” 

She nodded. 

“You don’t believe your Dyadya Sergei tells truth?”

“I do, Uncle,” Kat said, Winter’s words of wisdom whispering in her head. Did you go to Sunday school?  “I’ve heard this before. The man I—like, he believes, like you.” 

“This is smart man. I like this man.” He patted her hand.  “You are good girl, moya malyshka, 
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