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ballerina en pointe

A LOUD THUMP disturbed Garvin from his video game as he slayed dragons with his online friends. He looked over at his startled stepfather and a broken tablet on the wooden coffee table. A few minutes earlier, he had seen Oliver Jones casually browsing the web on that tablet, enjoying something of interest. Garvin kept his eyes on Oliver as the man hurried across the room. He stood, wanting to find the cause of his stepfather’s worry, and watched from the corner of his eyes as Oliver delicately pulled the window covering aside and peered into the dimly lit yard. The man’s back was pressed against the wall, his head only slightly turned, his face in knots.

“What’s wrong?” Garvin had never seen his stepfather look so afraid, and that caused a queasiness in his stomach. 

Oliver didn’t answer the question, but his expression told Garvin everything. Garvin’s heart pounded. 

As a prosecutor for the state of Illinois, Oliver Jones had put away some bad people, and at times, they’d threatened him and his family. Garvin worried that someone was finally making good on a threat. 

Oliver clenched his jaw, and his chest heaved, causing Garvin to freeze. Oliver dashed for the sectional and said in a whispered shout, “The closet!”

Garvin hesitated. Oliver had built a safe room upstairs, and Garvin wondered why he would send them to the closet instead. His mind swirling with negative thoughts, Garvin couldn’t move. He glanced at his seven-year-old sister, Samantha, who sat on the floor, playing with her doll.

“Get in the closet!” Oliver said.

Garvin grabbed Samantha, and pulling her behind him, he darted for the closet. His knee hit a side table and slowed him down. Seconds later, the force of his stepfather’s hand on his skinny forearm propelled him toward the door. Samantha stepped on his heel, but Garvin caught her before they both hit the floor. 

“Not a word,” Oliver whispered as he closed the door behind them. 

Garvin tensed as his sister trembled against his rigid body. She clutched his waist and buried her face in his side. He squeezed her tiny frame, attempting to comfort her. 

Peering through the louvered door, Garvin observed his stepfather fumbling with his phone. His face tight with frustration, he tossed the phone on the table, and Garvin assumed the signal had been jammed or the phone had lost the network. 

Garvin’s mother, Jenna Jones, entered the room and stopped in her tracks—her mouth gaping as deep ridges appeared in her forehead. Garvin surmised a silent scream had left his mother’s throat, because he didn’t hear the sound. His heart sprinted as he closed his eyes, wishing it was all a dream, that he was back on the sofa, playing with his friends, and everything was normal again. Samantha’s fingers dug into Garvin’s waist as she cried softly. He slowly opened his eyes, and filled with dread, he assumed the worst was still to come. 

“Quiet,” Garvin whispered. 

In their silence, his racing heartbeats echoed in his ears, vibrating through his ribs. He pulled his sister closer, his throat constricting as he fought for his breaths. The sound of someone jimmying the lock made Garvin shift his eyes from his stunned parents to the front door. 

A moment later, he stood in agony, watching as a stranger invaded their home. Unimpeded, the man moved deeper into the house, walking toward Oliver and Jenna with his gun raised—silencer attached. 

Garvin gasped quietly. 

In a flash, Jenna Jones and her husband lay dead on the living room floor. A fourteen-year-old Garvin and his sister were made orphans that instant. Oliver Jones had raised Garvin since he was four years old and given the curious, green-eyed boy his name. He was the only father Garvin had known. 

Rocked with fear, Garvin couldn’t move. The sight of his parents’ lifeless bodies lying in pools of blood struck hard, and his head reeled as he stood there helplessly.

The man hoisted his gun again and stared at the closet. Something came over Garvin. He gazed into the eyes of a killer and didn’t flinch. Instead, he read them. Cold and heartless, those were eyes of a psychopath. Laced with resolve and determination, they held no empathy. But they fascinated Garvin. 

The stranger lowered his gun and moved out from Garvin’s line of sight. Garvin pushed Samantha behind him and eased closer to the front.

Soon, the killer reappeared. His eyes pierced the louvered door and right through Garvin. Holding his breath, Garvin stood still, like a statue, his hands pressed firmly on Samantha’s as hers still clutched his stomach. 

The man moved through the room with lyrical efficiency. And Garvin saw a professional apt in his craft—quick, precise, and deadly. He wasted no energy, hardly an effort. Like a ballerina en pointe, he danced. The gun was his partner, the silencer his instrument, and his bullets made the haunting music. In one moment, he’d appeared, and in another, Jenna and Oliver were gone. 

But Garvin had seen him. The man’s face was etched in Garvin’s photographic memory—an image impressed on his brain to torture and torment him. 

The killer turned his back again, and Garvin dug into his memory to recall every detail of that face: pale skin, light-gray eyes, long nose, and thin lips. 

Garvin watched as nimble fingers wrapped in gloves hastily opened Oliver’s briefcase and removed documents. Those hands swiftly descended on cell phones, stuffing them into coat pockets, then the steely eyes pierced the closet again. Garvin held his breath, unable to look away. The killer’s right hand went for the gun, and Garvin finally blinked.

The man left, and Garvin wished he had followed. Suddenly, he wanted to see more of the man. Something drew Garvin to the killer, pulling him toward a world he’d only heard existed.

Garvin Jones should have wept for his dead parents that night, but he held his tears. The killer occupied his mind and enthralled him. In awe, he wanted to be the killer and experience what the man had felt the moment Jenna and Oliver Jones had taken their last breaths. 

Questions that Garvin couldn’t answer raced through his mind, but he vowed he would have the answers one day. He would know exactly what that man had felt. And he was sure it wouldn’t be pity. The time would come when he would be the ballerina en pointe. He would avenge his parents’ deaths, even if it killed him. He would find that man and put a bullet in his head. He didn’t care how he would do it or what it would take. Nothing else mattered, only his sister.

Samantha’s crying stirred Garvin back to reality. She ran from the closet to cling to her dead mother. Seeing his sister covered in blood, Garvin felt the pounding of his heart return.

“He killed our parents,” she yelled. “He shot them.”

Garvin grabbed Samantha and took off for their neighbor’s place, vowing never to return to his own house again. Not him. Not Samantha. That house belonged to the dead.

####

Sasha pressed her back against the wall in the far corner of the room. The entryway and front door were within her vantage point, making her position the perfect place to wait for her father’s return. She sighed again. Tension rose in her chest, making her breaths hitch. She couldn’t understand why he’d been so late that evening.

Mrs. Price, the housekeeper, had sent twelve-year-old Sasha to bed four hours earlier and had already left the house. Her father should have already returned home.

Sasha bit her bottom lip in frustration. “I hate this!” Her father’s tardiness made her stomach churn. “Something bad must have happened.”

Albert Steel had never been so late returning from his trips. Mrs. Price would normally say good night, and half an hour later, Mr. Steel would walk into her room while she pretended to sleep.

Squeezing her eyes shut, Sasha released a soft moan. She opened them and focused on the abstract painting on the opposite wall. The bold red strokes pulled her mind away for a moment, but suddenly, a deluge of thoughts returned, making her shiver. 

Sasha was still a child, but she understood the risk her father took each time he left on one of those trips. She knew what he did for a living and didn’t care for his job. But he was all she had. 

Albert, a former New York City undercover detective, had told his daughter that to keep her safe, he had to do hard things—like kill bad people. He’d never put it that way, but Sasha surmised it was exactly what he did. 

Adopted by Albert Steel, Sasha was his only child. He’d came home one day with the black baby in his arms, and six months later, his marriage was over. It had been just Albert and Sasha ever since.

Her back still against the wall, Sasha sank to the floor. She pressed her knees to her chest and hugged them as she rocked. With each passing moment, her anxiety shot up. It reached a boiling point, and she blew out a series of short breaths to calm herself.

Almost fifty minutes later, the sound of a key in the lock made Sasha jump to her feet. Her father was safe. She sprinted to the door and into his opened arms, and he gave her a bear hug before releasing her.

“What took you so long, Dad?” She struggled to get her words out.

Albert shrugged. “I needed to clear my head.”

Sasha gazed at her father, expecting a better answer.

“Things didn’t go so well last night. This job is getting to be very difficult.”

“Why don’t you quit?” Sasha asked.

“I can’t. I really can’t.” He poked her playfully. “I wish I could.”

Sasha and her father were as thick as thieves, and he’d told her many things. She learned that he and her biological father, Edward Phillips, Albert’s NYPD partner at the time, had done something bad to pay her mother’s medical bills when Sasha was still in her womb. 

Albert had told her how the DA used it as leverage and forced him to join the Corporation—an organization in the shadows, led by callous and brutal men who would do anything to get desired results. Albert Steel was the Corporation’s number-one fixer.

Sasha followed her father into the office, wanting real answers. “Are you okay?” 

“Last night was awful,” Albert said, hanging his head.

“But didn’t you say you only take out the garbage?”

“I did, but this time, there were kids involved.”

“Did you hurt kids, Dad?” Sasha had to know there was a line her father wouldn’t cross. She stared at him, silently demanding that he tell her the truth.

“I didn’t. I won’t do that,” Albert replied, his voice fading as he spoke. “It’s time for bed,” he said, raising it again.

Sasha stood in the doorway, observing the torment on her father’s face. Unable to bear it, she headed upstairs. Hours later, she still hadn’t fallen asleep. I hope he didn’t hurt any kids. 
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glass walls

SIXTEEN YEARS AFTER his parents’ brutal murder, Garvin Howard, formerly Jones, stood in his large corner office in the Corporation, gazing out over the New York skyline through his glass walls. A broad smile expressing his joy, he took a deep breath. Elated that the executive floor was now his domain, Garvin snapped a selfie and decided to download and frame it later.

After eight years with the Corporation, Garvin had finally reached his goal. The label on his door read VP of Operations, and with that position, Garvin could wield unlimited power and influence if he followed the rules. But they were loose, and Garvin found they could be easily bent and broken.

Garvin’s assistant, Marla, entered his office. “You’re not picking up.”

He remembered he had turned down the ringer on his extension. “Sorry about that.” He reached over and adjusted it. “What’s the problem?”

“Someone’s here to see you.”

“My calendar is clear for the next hour. I’m not expecting visitors.”

“I know, but he’s insisting.”

Garvin turned his eyes to the large display hanging from the ceiling in one corner of his office. He glanced through the multiple feeds to locate the lobby. His uncle Richard’s face appeared on the monitor in the reception area, and Garvin unmuted the audio.

“Is my nephew here or not?” Uncle Richard huffed at the receptionist.

“You don’t have an appointment. I’m waiting to hear from Mr. Howard's assistant.”

“Tell Garvin Jones this is his uncle. I’m sure he’ll make time to see me.”

The woman stood quietly. Garvin didn’t take the time to search for the feed which captured her expression, but he assumed she was confused. Uncle Richard’s enjoyment of her reaction confirmed his assumption.

His uncle could get him in trouble. Garvin had changed his and Samantha’s last name to Howard years ago. Not that it mattered in the broad scheme of things, but Garvin wanted to keep that secret from the Corporation’s number-one fixer, Albert Steel.

“I’ll see him,” he told Marla.

At thirty years old, Garvin was no longer the little boy who’d seen his parents murdered in cold blood, but the horror of that night lay just below the surface. The sight of Richard Sullivan caused him to drift back to the moment of their deaths. 

He and Samantha had made it to Bill Williams’s home that evening. Samantha was hysterical, but Garvin was calm, resolute in knowing that everything was up to him. He would be the one to raise his sister and to make their parents’ killer pay. He was only a teenager, but he was smart and wise beyond his years. He theorized that he needed to be strong. Not only for himself, but also for Samantha.

“Are you sure you didn’t murder them?” Bill asked. 

Knowing the man, Garvin assumed he couldn’t handle the tragedy and tried to bring a lighthearted moment to a horrible situation. Garvin shot Bill a look that sliced him in many pieces, and Bill never asked again. 

But Bill was a weird guy. A divorced, black Gen-Xer who really wanted to be a Baby Boomer and experience life in the sixties as a free spirit. He’d often told Garvin that if he’d had the opportunity, he would have headed out to California for free sex and drugs. 

But it was the twenty-first century, and Bill was a celebrated computer software developer. He was paranoid about the NSA and its capabilities, as well as the private contractors selling them to the highest bidder. He told everyone who would listened that the mercenary companies to whom the government had outsourced its dirty work would one day take over. Then democracy would fall, and the mercenaries would be unstoppable and rule with an iron will. Garvin had always enjoyed his rants.

Bill ended up caring for Garvin and Samantha for two years. Thankfully, Garvin was well-trained. He didn’t need any help from Bill. He had free rein to raise his sister and himself as he saw fit. At age sixteen, Garvin was off to university and took Samantha with him to California as his ward. At age eleven, she was off to boarding school. 

Marla stepped through his door with a smiling Uncle Richard on her heels, breaking Garvin hard from his thoughts. 

Richard bounced toward his nephew. “It’s good to see you, Garvin. We’ve been apart too long.”

Garvin stared at the man quietly as he moved out from behind his desk.

“Don’t stay away from your family. You’re my dead sister's son, for goodness’ sake.” Richard gave Garvin a bear hug, but a rigid Garvin only sighed softly and tentatively placed his arms around the man. 

Is this guy for real? Garvin couldn’t believe his eyes, and the fact that his uncle would show up at his workplace made him wary. 

“So are you still flying around in private jets, being chauffeured in Bentleys and Rolls-Royces, and living in sprawling mansions?” 

Garvin wasn’t sure where the question came from. It was rude, but he hadn’t expected much from his uncle.

Richard’s chuckle turned into a boisterous laugh. “I don’t apologize for being wealthy. Can I sit?”

“Where are my manners?” Garvin pointed to a guest chair. His uncle sat, and he returned to the chair behind his desk.

“From what I’m hearing, you’re not doing so bad yourself,” Uncle Richard said. He continued speaking, but Garvin had already blocked him out, thinking only of his first memories of his uncle. 

A year after his mother’s death, Garvin had learned that she came from a wealthy family. Her reasons for walking away from them were not clear, but Garvin had heard rumors that she’d been cast out for her choice in men. First was Garvin’s father, a low-life crook who’d ended up in prison, and second was a black man—his state-appointed lawyer. 

“Why are you here?” Garvin asked bluntly.

Richard didn’t answer. He fidgeted in the chair. His phone rang, and he answered it. “Just a minute, Garvin. I have to take this call.”

Richard stepped out of Garvin’s office, and seeing him walk through the door sent Garvin back to their previous encounter.

His uncle had come by one day with his driver and two bodyguards in a stretched Bentley. Garvin and Samantha were both dressed and ready to spend time with their rich uncle, but the man made it clear Samantha was not welcome.

Garvin pressed his lips together and fought to steady himself as the memory of that day made his chest rise sharply. And the fact that he’d gone with the man and left his sister distraught was making his throat constrict. Garvin’s anger started to boil over. Remembering the long ride, he clenched his fist. His uncle hadn’t spoken to him until they arrived at his posh apartment in the city. Garvin recalled every word of their conversation there.

“Your place is back with your mother’s family,” Richard had said. “When do you want to move in? I plan to have you in boarding school in two weeks.”

“What will happen to my sister?” Garvin had asked.

“Half-sister,” his uncle had corrected him. “She’s only your half-sister. And in case you haven’t noticed, she’s black. There is no room for her in this family, but we have wealth—she’ll be taken care of.”

At the time, Garvin had wanted to bash his uncle in the head, but he’d thought up another plan.

Uncle Richard walked back into Garvin’s office and disturbed Garvin from his thoughts again. “I want to start over, Garvin.” 

Yes. You are really a piece of work. Garvin smiled, hoping he hadn’t given away his true feelings. 

“I’m bringing the entire family together next weekend,” Richard said. “I want you and your sister to meet everyone. Hopefully, this could be the start of something new.”

“I’ll think about it.” Garvin was already sure his answer would be no, but he humored his uncle nonetheless.

Richard’s smile had no end, but Garvin couldn’t wait to see the man’s reaction when he and Samantha rejected his offer in person. He curved his lips into a shallow smile and watched Richard’s eyes light up. But soon, Uncle Richard’s gaze started shifting, as if he were searching for somewhere other than his nephew’s face to affix his eyes, reminding Garvin of the man’s deceitfulness.

You fucker! 

Bill had hacked the court system for anything relating to Garvin’s parents and found Jenna Jones’s restraining order against her own brother. Bill’s hacking also revealed that Garvin’s mother had established a trust fund for her children’s benefit. By the time Garvin had graduated with his computer engineering degree from the University of California at Berkeley, both he and Samantha were very wealthy. Nonetheless, Garvin spent two years at Harvard and graduated with a master’s degree in business.

“Garvin?”

“Yes, Uncle Richard.” 

“Are you okay? You seem distant.”

“My job can be difficult at times,” Garvin said.

Uncle Richard chuckled again, and Garvin realized that chuckling was his thing. 

He smirked at the man delicately. 

“You’re a Sullivan. This job is perfect for you,” his uncle said.

He’s really full of shit. I know better. Garvin twisted his mouth.

There was no reason for Garvin to be on the executive floor of the Corporation, except to use its unlimited power and influence for his own purposes. But Garvin was surrounded by those like him—men of privilege who wanted more.

“I’m happy you came,” Garvin said, changing the subject. “I can’t wait to tell Samantha about the visit, and I’m sure she’d want to come to the get-together. It’s about time we meet the rest of the family.” 

“I guess I’ll be seeing you soon,” Richard said.

Garvin walked the man to the door and handed him off to Marla. “I’ll call you.”

The conversation with Uncle Richard was just a waste of time in Garvin’s view. Now that he and Samantha had money of their own, she was welcome to join the family. Richard was only worth a laugh.

Garvin sat in his chair and swiveled to face his glass wall, pondering important things. He’d reached a critical point in his revenge plot and was constantly working over the next move in his head. Garvin had no doubt he was prepared for anything, including avenging his parents’ death. The last eight years in the Corporation had made him ruthless. Garvin had come to know stealing, blackmail, kidnapping, assault, murder, extortion, and making people’s lives a living hell. While he didn’t do it himself, he directed the operations, and the outcomes had their benefits. 

The matter at hand was different, though, and to deal with the man who’d murdered Jenna and Oliver Jones, Garvin would have to get his hands dirty. After all, Albert Steel was one of the Corporation’s own.
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i'm sorry

SASHA HURRIED THROUGH the crowd at JFK. Weaving through the mass of travelers with her carry-on in tow, she bumped into irate passengers, who gave her the eye. Her flight from Seattle had arrived two hours late, and it was already afternoon. She wanted nothing more than to have that airport in her rearview. Her father had been unable to meet her as he had promised, and just the thought annoyed her. That job of his had always come first, and twenty-eight years later, nothing had changed.

Sasha took a cab to her father’s house, and her father called just as the cab was pulling into his driveway.

“Sorry, Sasha. I really wanted to be there to get you, but I’m still at the office.”

“It’s fine,” she answered, masking her disappointment.

“Can we meet for dinner? A little later, maybe? Seven should be fine.” 

“Sure. Text me the address,” Sasha said.

“One second,” he answered, tipping her off to the fact that she’d tripped his security camera. 

Sasha chuckled. “Are you watching me from that app on your cell phone?” 

“Guilty,” Albert said.

“Dad, you haven’t changed. Will you ever be normal?” 

“When are you going to move back to New York so I won’t have to worry about you?” 

That was a sore spot. Sasha had her own ideas of right and wrong. They were at odds about his job. She’d moved cross-country to avoid him and hardly called. Now and again, she texted. Sasha found it to be impersonal and a good way to prevent lengthy discussions and questions she wanted to sidestep. But recently, she’d been having second thoughts. Sasha and her father had been so close at one point. It felt like ages ago, though. Nevertheless, she wanted to repair the relationship. They only had each other.

“I'm here now, and someone—or should I say something—else has your attention.”

“I’m sorry, Sasha. The job is demanding,” he said, although Sasha heard: You know what I do and why I do it.

“Yes. I know,” she blurted. “You’re taking out the garbage to protect me from bad people.” She hoped it stung. Her attitude about it always did.

“Watch your tone,” Albert Steel said lightheartedly. 

But Sasha knew her comment had hit him hard, and she regretted it right away. 

“I’m sorry, Dad. I came all the way from Seattle, and you promised me you’d be off.”

“I know,” he said.

“I’m jealous of those people at your work.” She laughed. “They have you all to themselves. I think they own you.”

“Come over and wait for me.”

“I just be wasting my time,” she said. 

“I don’t think so,” he said. “They’ll see my daughter pining away for her father’s attention. Maybe they’ll let me leave early.”

Sasha sighed, concluding he’d tried to let her down easy. She surmised he wanted to see her and thought perhaps he wouldn’t get home before late at night and she wouldn’t wait up. If she went to his office, then they would at least have a chance to chat for a few minutes.

“Sounds interesting, considering you wielding all that power,” she said. 

“I’ll leave you a pass,” he said, ignoring her comment, then hung up.

She swallowed, understanding she’d probably made a trip to New York in vain. A lump formed in her throat.

The lock in the front door clicked as Albert Steel opened it remotely. Sasha pushed through and found her keys on the side table of the foyer, where she had left them six years ago.

With hardly enough time to shower and change, she was in and out of the house in twenty minutes. The red BMW her father had brought her as a present when she graduated from Columbia University sat in the garage. Sasha hopped in, adjusted the seat, and drove off. By the time she reached her father’s office in Manhattan, it was after six. 

Albert Steel was meeting with his team when his daughter stepped into his large corner office. Sasha gasped as she took in the view of the city’s skyline. She hardly noticed the men and women sitting at his table.

“It’s breathtaking,” she mumbled.

“Sasha!” Her father pulled her from his glass wall as he rushed to hug her.

Sasha return his embrace. “Hi, Dad.”

She released her father, and her eyes moved around the room, examining the confused faces peering at her. They settled on a familiar one—a guy she’d met in university. Surprised to see him, she narrowed her gaze, and he quickly looked away. 

“This is my daughter, Sasha,” Albert said.

The confusion didn’t leave the faces still staring at her. Albert pointed to a photo on his credenza. “It’s her.” 

Sasha shook her head. She’d only sent her father the photo a few days ago.

Albert placed his arm around Sasha’s shoulders, and his group acknowledged her with a collective “Hi, Sasha.” 

The man smiled proudly, causing a warmth to radiate through Sasha’s body. She took a deep breath.

Albert then introduced each member of his team individually. Sasha’s eyes widened when Albert came to the guy named Ryan Williams. He had dated her friend Kasey in college. Sasha was surprised to find him in the employ of the Corporation. 

“Sasha?” Her father pulled her from her thoughts. “Did you hear me?”

Sasha stood quietly. She hadn’t heard a word he had spoken after Ryan.

“We’ll catch up later,” he said, and Sasha assumed he’d brushed her off.

“I can walk her out for you, Albert,” Ryan said.

A fake smile landed on Sasha’s face. She pulled back her lips, baring her teeth slightly and wrestling with the feeling of contempt about to overtake her. Albert had made her fly more than five hours for nothing, but she was happy to leave. “That will be nice of you, Ryan.”

“I’m really sorry. I’ll make it up to you,” Albert said. 

“That’s both of us,” Sasha told her dad. “I have an emergency at work and will be returning to Seattle tonight. My flight’s at eleven.” That wasn’t true, but she wanted to get even. “I’ll leave the car at the airport.” She hugged her father again.

“I love you, Sasha,” he whispered, and for some reason, she didn’t say “you too,” but her heart soared. 

Sasha then followed Ryan out of the office. They had almost reached the elevator when she hissed, “I know who you are, Ryan.” 

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Mr. Shady. Hacking is your hobby, and you’re for sale to the highest bidder.”

He didn’t answer.

“The tech company you and Kasey started when we were still in university went bust because you hacked a government computer. You’re not locked up, so what are you? FBI, CIA, or NSA?”

Ryan laughed. “I work for the Corporation. Anything else?” 

“You’re a spy. That’s what else.”

“These walls have ears, and there are eyes all over this place,” he said. “You shouldn’t say that in here.”

For some reason, Sasha believed him and cared. She drifted off, pondering Ryan’s comment, her father’s work, and how they had grown apart. She soon caught herself and found she’d lagged behind Ryan. She hurried to catch up. He didn’t speak, and she kept her thoughts to herself. They arrived at her car, and as she got in, he whispered, “Don’t read it until you drive away.” 

“What are you talking about?” she asked, furrowing her brow as he gazed at her quietly.

He walked away without saying anything else. 

Strange guy. Okay, I won’t. 

Sasha reached into her pocket for her key and found a note. It said Call me and provided a phone number. Sasha threw it in her handbag. She drove away, thinking her visit was a waste of time. She called her friend Kasey to join her for dinner. 

####

A few minutes past eight o’clock, Sasha entered the posh Italian restaurant on the Upper East Side.

The hostess greeted her with a professional smile. “Can I have your name please?”

“I’m meeting Kasey Riley. She had reservations.”

“One moment, please.” She studied her computer screen. “This way, please.” She walked off, leading the way, and Sasha followed.

They passed through a crowded area with hardly enough space between the tables. Sasha turned sideways to avoid bumping into the chairs of patrons eating dinner and sipping drinks. 

A small group caught Sasha’s attention. The members seemed to be celebrating a milestone of sorts, and their boisterous laughter roared. The gathering reminded Sasha of her graduation dinner. Her father had beamed proudly as he’d made his toast, and the older man in the group did the same. 

Sasha released a short sigh. She decided to text her father when she got a chance, figuring she should wait up for him, so they could talk later. 

Sasha looked up and found herself several paces behind the hostess. The woman stood a few tables away, staring back at her and smiling. Sasha caught up and followed closely. 

Kasey sat at the table, staring at the screen of her phone. A half-full glass of red wine sat within her reach, a print of her lipstick on the rim.

“Hi, Kasey.”

“Hello, Sasha.” Kasey got up and embraced Sasha. “I’m so happy you came.”

“Me too,” Sasha said. 

They both smiled and took their seats. 

“Your server will be right over,” the hostess said and left the table.

“I thought I might have been a bit early,” Sasha said, hinting at her surprise that Kasey, who was usually late, had been the first to arrive.

Kasey laughed as she poured Sasha a glass of wine. “No, you’re right on time.”

“It’s been a while since we had dinner. This restaurant is a great pick.”

“I’m glad you like it. My friend owns the place. I have standing reservations. We often meet here.”

“That’s one thing I miss about New York—seeing my friends… and family.”

“That’s because you moved cross-country, hardly returning to New York to see old friends and your father.”

Sasha didn’t like hearing Kasey’s comment. She knew that Kasey cared about Albert and would always take his side. But her friend was right, and not wanting Kasey to scold her about not spending enough time with him, Sasha quickly changed the subject.

“How’s your family? Matthew and your dad?”

“My brother is fine,” Kasey answered. “But you know better than to ask me about that other man.”

Sasha shook her head. Smiling, she said, “And you plan to deal with him one day?” She recalled Kasey’s many threats to kill Hugh Martin. She chuckled softly, believing it to be Kasey’s way of soothing herself for whatever problem the man had caused.

“I working on it,” Kasey answered, eyes glowing, her tone leaving Sasha unsure what to think.

“Kasey, you can’t hurt a fly. You’ve been making that threat since college.”

“Enough about fathers.” Kasey sipped her wine. Setting it down and playing with the stem of her glass, she added, “Let’s just enjoy the evening. We have a lot to talk about.”

“Yes, we do.” Sasha laughed, nodding. She and Kasey hadn’t talked for a while, and it had been at least three months since they had seen each other. “How is the new job?”

Kasey’s face lit up with a soft glow. “I like it.”

“Tell me more. You seem happy.”

“My boss is nice. She’s young—less than thirty, I would say—but smart and wise. She and her brother own the company. It’s good to see a woman that young running the show.”

“I’d like to do that one day—own my ad company, call the shots,” Sasha answered, drifting off to daydreams about being her own boss. She’d thought about it seriously before, but never made the effort. Sasha had told herself she was young and still had time.

“Are you listening?” Kasey asked.

She stared at Kasey, smiling, unwilling to tell the woman she hadn’t heard a single word. 

Kasey shook her head. “I said you shouldn’t romanticize it. I’ve tried owning a company more than once, and it isn’t what you think. It consumed my life and cost me a five-year friendship.”

Sasha smiled softly, knowing Kasey meant her partnership with Ryan Williams, which had ended badly. She wanted to say that Kasey had failed at many great ideas because hard work wasn’t in Kasey’s DNA. Kasey was a trust-fund baby who reveled in a life of luxury and privilege. “How’s dating these days?” she asked, veering off to another subject.

“Nothing’s changed. Men are all the same—liars and cheaters.”

Sasha chuckled. Since college, Kasey had changed boyfriends like clothes.

“I’m so over them,” Kasey added then took a sip of wine. “But you know, I’m thinking of starting up a new nonprofit. I want to buy school uniforms for poor kids.”

Sasha pressed her lips together, thinking up a delicate response. Finally, it came. “And this will be your tenth—no, eleventh—nonprofit. You’re always looking for a cause.”

“It’s good, Sasha. I consider myself a modern-day Robin Hood—sort of—get money from the rich and give it to the poor.”

“That’s exactly who you are.” Sasha laughed, observing Kasey’s pride surface. Sasha loved how Kasey spent time, money and energy to help the less fortunate, but she couldn’t deny Kasey chased one crusade after another, hardly ever sticking with any.

“Did I tell you I donated my salary to a local shelter?”

“No you haven’t, but that’s wonderful, Kasey. It makes me proud to have you as a friend.”

The server arrived at their table, and the women ordered dinner. While they waited for their meal, Sasha struggled with whether to announce she’d seen Ryan earlier, but in the end, she decided against it. Sasha was aware that Ryan’s involvement in the failure of Kasey’s first startup was a sore spot. 
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who are you?

GAME ON! GARVIN Howard sat at his desk and pondered his plan for Albert Steel’s demise. Garvin had worked on it for years, and the night to get it done had arrived.

Marla stepped into his office. “If you don’t have anything else for me, I’ll take an early night.”

“I’ve nothing at the moment, but I might need you to work this weekend.”

“Fine. This new position hasn’t been that bad. I’m leaving early on a regular basis.”

“Enjoy it while you can, Marla.” Garvin half smiled. “The honeymoon period is ending, though. A major incident has just landed on my desk.”

“I know,” she said. “The billionaire family kidnapped in Cairo.” 

“My job is to return them to the United States unharmed.”

“That’s a small issue for you,” Marla said. 

“Not really. I want to make sure the Corporation pays nothing for ransom. It won’t be easy to make that happen. My work’s cut out for me.” 

“Well, we wouldn’t be on the executive floor if you weren’t capable.”

Garvin laughed. Marla knew how to stroke his ego. He liked it and didn’t care that she knew he did. “Good night, Marla. See you tomorrow.” He watched her leave then took to his sofa.

Another critical matter hung over his head. A sanctimonious senator was waging war against the Corporation. He and a group calling themselves the Gate Keepers of Democracy—or “Demies,” as Corporation staff referred to them—had started a think tank for the sole purpose of dismantling the Corporation and were finally making inroads. As VP of Operations, Garvin had the assignment of putting an end to it. The board wanted it wrapped up soon.

In Garvin’s view, the whole thing was unbelievable. He’d always felt that he and his colleagues were the real gatekeepers. The government clearly needed curtailing, and companies like the Corporation had emerged for that reason.

But getting to Albert Steel was more important at that moment. The last few weeks had seen Garvin in turmoil as he prepared to enact his revenge. He’d been tossing and turning at nights, watching the sunrise from his city apartment window, and pacing the halls of his country estate. 

Samantha had weighed in on his uneasiness. Two weeks earlier, while they were having dinner, she’d stared at him and said abruptly, “You have bags and dark circles under your eyes.” 

It threw Garvin for a loop. He smiled at his sister as he attempted to cover up his true feelings.

“I think you need a wife,” Samantha said. “You know that girl, Kasey Riley, who works for our company? She likes you. I think you two should hook up.”

Garvin narrowed his eyes, gazing sternly at Samantha, wondering if she knew that Kasey was also a call girl and his boss’s daughter. Though Kasey had fallen out with her father and dropped his last name, any operative at the Corporation of a certain age knew of her. She’d practically grown up in her father’s office. Garvin knew that Samantha would find that hard to believe, as most people would, considering Hugh Martin’s position, so he sat quietly. 

“Are you gay?” Samantha asked, causing Garvin to laugh. “I don’t have a problem with my brother being gay. Actually, you could have a harem of men and women, and it won’t bother me.”

“Is this my sister?” His laughter grew louder. “Sorry to burst your bubble, but I already have a harem of women. Madam sends one over when I need service.”

Samantha rolled her eyes. “You’re not focused. Leave that crazy place and work for our company.”

“You’re very capable. Plus, I gave you a top-notch partner. Someone I trust to look after you and my interest.” Garvin hoped his statement would have an effect.

The gleam left Samantha’s eyes as she shifted in her seat. When she started twisting her hair, he chuckled softly.

“Relax,” he said. 

Garvin had not mentioned their partner’s name. Mark Dobley was his old friend. They had met in university in Garvin’s freshman year, when Mark was a senior. Now twice divorced, he and Samantha were sneaking around. But Garvin knew all about their relationship. While Mark was a money-making genius, Garvin reasoned that the guy was not right for his sister. Nevertheless, he’d left it alone. Samantha was still young and needed to learn some lessons on her own.

“Garvin, can we talk?” she finally said.

“Aren’t we talking now?”

“Really. I can’t believe this,” she hissed.

Changing the subject, Garvin said, “Come out to the estate this weekend. When were you last there?” 

Samantha pursed her lips. “So when can I expect you? There’s a vacant office next to mine.”

Garvin returned an expressionless gaze, realizing his sister intended to press her point. He had things to think about in private and wasn’t prepared to have Samantha badger him about his job at the Corporation. “I have to leave. Sorry.”

Samantha shook her head, giving the look of disbelief he’d come to know over the years.

“I have an important meeting,” he said. That was untrue, but Garvin was sure his sister would let it slide. She looked up to him, and he knew it. But he would have to keep his secret because she wouldn’t approve. He stood up from the table. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Of course,” she said.

He walked away knowing she was right about his lack of focus. 

That dinner with Samantha had been the last time he’d seen his sister. He’d thought about calling her, but he wanted to think of nothing else but Albert Steel and how he would feel when he placed his bullet in the man’s head.

Garvin inhaled deeply, fidgeting with items on his coffee table. He still lacked focus. It was the main reason he wanted the Albert Steel matter over. Then he could return to being an excellent VP. Perhaps it could be the stepping stone for something bigger, like CEO of the Corporation. Garvin had thought about that and concluded it wasn’t something he wanted, but the power perks at the VP position had him revising his views. He got up and left the sofa.

Sitting at his desk again, Garvin stared at the photo of the black woman Albert Steel had introduced to his team as his daughter. That was three hours ago, and he still awaited confirmation of her identity. 

“Who are you?” Garvin’s curiosity wouldn’t leave him. He wondered if Albert was using the woman as a ruse. But that didn’t make sense. 

Thanks to his spy on the team, Garvin had seen and heard the whole conversation when Albert introduced Sasha. The guy had given Garvin the code to hack into Albert’s laptop and phone to listen in on Albert’s calls and track his movements. While the Corporation already spied on its employees, Garvin didn’t want to use those apps because that might get him caught—and that would be dangerous.

A few minutes later, a text came in on his burner phone, confirming that Sasha Phillips was Albert Steel’s adopted daughter who lived in Seattle. She had worked at an advertising company since graduating from university six years earlier. She was two years younger than Garvin and used her birth parents’ last name.

Wow! There’s no record of that in the Corporation files. Garvin scratched his head in shock. As VP, Garvin had access to all the employees’ personal files and classified fixes. Not only was there no record of a daughter, but there were also no mentions of an ex-wife. According to Garvin’s spy, Albert’s wife had died in a car accident many years ago. It seemed the Corporation had hidden information about Albert for a purpose. 

Garvin wondered why Albert would expose his daughter to his colleagues, but he theorized that soon, no one would care. He wondered if Sasha knew what her father did for a living. He quickly dropped the thought, considering Samantha didn’t know about his real work. 

There was also no record of the hit on Garvin’s mother and stepfather in any of the Corporation’s files. Garvin had followed a long trail of breadcrumbs to unearth that truth, agonizing that some were still hidden. He had learned from several operatives he trusted that a long-dead district attorney had ordered the death of Oliver Jones, but there was nothing to indicate why Jenna Jones had been murdered, as well. The guys had no real evidence, but that didn’t matter to Garvin. Albert Steel had killed his parents, and Albert Steel would die.

“Lucky girl,” Garvin whispered as he traced the image of Sasha’s photo on his tablet. He had heard her say that she was returning to Seattle that evening. “I really don’t want to have to kill you too.”

It pleased Garvin that his parents’ killer would be alone that night. Garvin would show up with his gun, silencer, and bullet. He would finally make the haunting music and be the ballerina en pointe. 

Garvin’s alarm on his watch went off. It was time to leave if he wanted to make it to his apartment on time. Madam was sending a call girl over to help him unwind before he made his way to Albert’s house.
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