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      With tremendous thanks and respect to N. James Whitehill III, of the American Ballet Theatre, who patiently answered my numerous silly questions and showed me around his amazing theater, and to Joanne Whitehill, who has spent years lovingly nurturing and honing the skills of young dancers through her magnificent Burklyn Ballet Theatre. The world is a more beautiful place thanks to the work you both do.

      

      And to my beloved Nina, who surprised me with tickets to a performance of Giselle, and who stared at me in consternation when I pulled out a tiny notepad and started jotting down ideas. May we always find joy in dance.
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      The spot of blood seeping through the pale pink fabric grew bigger.

      “Stop!” Margot hissed, then glanced around, making sure no one had heard. Her chest heaving as she attempted to catch her breath, she glared at the crimson circle, just visible in the near darkness, willing it to cease its spread. There was certainly no time to do anything about it before her next entrance in less than a minute.

      Don’t think about it. No one will see it. This is it—your last entrance. Ever. A choking tightness pushed up through her chest, and she struggled to breathe. DO NOT CRY!

      She tucked the ribbon she had been tightening into place and stood upright, grimacing ever so slightly as she made a quick circular movement with her foot. The ribbon was secure, and the blasted blister wouldn’t matter at all after tonight.

      Her final appearance as Giselle, a role she had danced at least forty or fifty times in her career, and here she was, bleeding like a novice. With luck, her performance throughout the evening had been so spectacular that no one would notice the stain on her heel. Okay, maybe not spectacular, but it had been damn good, and the commotion over her retirement with the countless curtain calls and flowers should prevent any eyes from straying to her stained tights.

      She took one last deep breath. This really was it. She had to think young, be young—an innocent peasant girl, still besotted, even in death, with the handsome young noble who had literally broken her heart at the end of the first act. Dead, now, as throughout all of Act II, but still eternally young. Please, please, let these last simple steps be the most beautiful ever.

      Andy, the stage manager, stepped from his position at the booth and came over to give her a smile and a thumbs-up, dimly visible through the dim blue stage light.  He had stood at his station throughout her thousands of entrances and exits, and she was grateful for his compassion now.

      Yuri completed his final solo as the bereaved Count Albrect. It was time. Margot’s last entry. She inhaled and forced herself to ignore the tears that stubbornly refused to heed her will. This was her choice, and she would not cry. She moved from the wings in a graceful bourré and went as a ghost to bid her beloved count goodbye before he returned to the land of the living, and the curtain fell on her career.

      

      
        
        Four Hours Earlier

      

      

      

      The ding of the microwave and the ring of his cell phone were so close to simultaneous that Frank looked from one to the other, momentarily confused. Then the phone rang again, and he snapped to attention.

      “This is Sutton,” he barked into the phone.

      “Frank.”

      The prolonged enunciation of his name brought a scowl to Frank’s face. He knew that tone. His boss was calling him back in, yet again. What was it about “off’ that the son-of-a-bitch didn’t understand? He had just finished his sixth twelve-hour day, and he was supposed to be “off.”

      “Yes, sir?” He made his tone as uninviting as possible.

      “We have a . . . uh, a rather unusual situation, and I need your help.”

      “An unusual situation?”

      “Yes. But I’m sure with the right attitude, you’ll see it as a pleasant . . . diversion.”

      “A pleasant diversion? I’m supposed to be off, remember? ‘Til Saturday?”

      “Yes. I remember. But here’s the thing. Conroy and Hernandez are both out with the flu. Mason was put on bedrest today for pre-term labor, and Blackman had to fly to Miami for his father’s funeral. I need you to go to the ballet.”

      The microwave dinged again, insistently reminding him that his burrito was ready, so Frank figured he had heard wrong.

      “The what, sir?”

      “The ballet.”

      “Did you say the ballet?”

      “Yes. We have two officers at every performance, and all our regulars are unexpectedly unavailable. I’m in a jam, and you’re the next contestant on the new Price is Right.”

      “You want me to go to the ballet?” He tried to keep his tone polite, but the guy had to be kidding. His day had started at 4am when he had been called in after only a few hours of sleep. The flu was knocking out officers left and right, and no one healthy was being spared extra shifts. But the ballet?

      “Yes, the ballet. The performance starts at eight, at the Columbus Theater. So you should plan on arriving at about 7:30. No uniform. You’ve got nice theater clothes, don’t you?”

      Frank had put the call on speaker while he got a beer out of the refrigerator, and now he glared at the phone lying on the counter.

      “I’m sorry, sir. You’ve caught me a bit off guard here. What exactly do you mean by theater clothes? Are you asking me to put on a fucking tux or something?”

      “No, no, of course not. Just nice slacks and a jacket to cover your holster. Regular undercover attire. Nothing too fancy. The whole idea is to blend in.”

      “Blend in.”

      “Yes.”

      “At the ballet.”

      “Yes.”

      Frank shook his head in disbelief. “I don’t think I’ve been to a ballet since my sister was a mouse or something-or-other in The Nutcracker thirty years ago.”

      “Well then, it will be a nice change of pace.”

      “A change of pace.”

      “This conversation is getting old, Sutton. Go to the ticket booth, show them your ID, and tell them you’re replacing Mason. The regular guys love the assignment, so I’m sure it’ll be fun. Then you’ll be off, and I’ll see you on Saturday.”

      “Wait!” Frank’s voice sounded desperate, even to his own ears. “What am I supposed to do there?”

      “You watch the ballet. Isn’t that what I said?”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yeah. No biggie. As I said, we have two officers at every performance, but with all the shit that’s gone down, you’re all I have tonight. You sit there like a good boy, watch the ballet, keep your eyes open for trouble, and enjoy the evening.”

      “Are you expecting trouble?”

      “Of course, I’m not expecting trouble. It’s a frigging ballet, for god’s sake. The easiest assignment you’ll ever get.”

      Chief Mackie was gone. Frank glared at the phone in his hand. The microwave dinged again.
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      Two minutes after the curtain had gone up, Frank was sure the night would be interminable. All the bright colors, the dancers flying around in every direction, and the god-awful boring music. Maybe if he closed his eyes, he could sneak in a few minutes of sleep. The young girl in the excruciatingly tight hair bun next to him was sitting on the edge of her seat, the woman on her other side smiling fondly at her enthusiasm. They wouldn’t notice a thing, as long as he didn’t snore.

      Frank shook his head ever so slightly and sighed. He was supposed to be paying attention, because, who knew? Maybe a masked bandit would appear on stage and demand everyone’s wallets. Good luck getting anything out of the dancers. What little they had on was so skin tight he doubted there’d be room anywhere for even a hidden coin, let alone a wallet.

      He sighed inwardly again and glanced at the well-coiffed heads in the three rows in front of him. Didn’t look like any armed bandits were hidden amongst those hoity-toity attendees. Nope. He was stuck for the duration, no doubt the most boring night of his life.

      His eyes focused on the young girl dancing around and between the ridiculous huts on stage. He guessed those two pansies prancing about were supposed to be fighting over her, though what she could possibly see in either of them was beyond him.

      God, she was gorgeous. He studied her more closely. Her movements were lightning quick, and she seemed to hang almost suspended in the air as she danced around. But when she held still, he could just make out the exquisite planes of her face, and he began to think that maybe she wasn’t as young as he had first thought.

      He watched her more intently. There was some silly game going on with a flower—some sort of ‘he loves me, he loves me not’ nonsense, he assumed, and as her brows drew together in a frown, he saw a maturity to her eyes that belied her girl-like portrayal.

      He continued to watch her, almost spell-bound, as the dance went on. At times she sprang from the earth like a bouncing ball, and at other times she appeared more as a graceful butterfly. The postures she contorted herself into were unimaginably complex and stunningly beautiful.

      A few minutes later he frowned in disgust as she suddenly appeared to be dying on stage, her long hair released from its pins, cascading over her convulsing figure.

      What kind of fucked-up nonsense was he watching? The curtain came down to deafening applause, the lights came on, and people began standing and pushing to the aisles. He shook himself slightly and stood, moving out of the row and then off the side so that audience members could pass around him.

      Intermission. Probably the best time to resume his lookout for pick-pockets or whatever other criminal-minded assailants might be lurking about. Right. He was stranded amongst hundreds of obviously wealthy idiots who had nothing better to do than watch the world’s stupidest story played out by grown-ups in tights.

      He plastered a pleasant expression on his face and moved slowly up the stairs behind the crowds. He’d wander around the lobby, watch the fools pay too much for the tiny glasses of alcohol they’d have to swallow down too fast, and then he’d cross his fingers that the second act would pass quickly and he could finally go home.

      Ten minutes later he was back in his seat. The lights hadn’t dimmed yet, so he turned to the printed playbill. That beautiful dancer must be Giselle, and . . . yup, from everything he was reading, she must indeed be older than the nymphet she was playing. Tonight seemed to be her farewell performance. What the hell? Did these prima donnas get to retire as soon as they were old enough to drink? His mother had retired last year after thirty years of teaching; this girl, or okay, woman, looked like she could pass as one of his mother’s high school students without much effort. And damn. That meant the blasted thing would probably go extra-long, and he’d be stuck here ‘til God only knew how late.

      He read the synopsis. Giselle had definitely died, according to the notes, but she’d be back in Act II anyway. Pretty gullible, these ballet folks. He settled back and prepared for another hour of punishment. Willis came next, the program had said. What the hell were Willis? There were about a million names listed on the cast list, so maybe they were some kind of army. This whole thing gave him the willies. Maybe he had died himself and was now in some bejeweled version of hell. He breathed a quick sigh of relief as the lights dimmed. The second act was starting, which meant the end was in sight. Let it come soon, he hoped.
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      Margot lifted the bouquet that Jacob, as Hilarion, had left at her grave and sorrowfully handed it to Yuri, her heart-broken Count Albrect. This was it. She looked at him with genuine love and devastating sorrow, and a few rebellious tears slipped down her cheeks. And then, her arms lovingly outstretched, she moved backwards into the shadows, her graceful en-pointe steps marking the end of her performing career.

      She moved quickly back up-stage in the dark, swiping at her tears and begging her nose not to run. She watched Yuri’s final sad steps as he moved back into the land of the living. He bent his head to theatrically inhale the non-existent scent of the stage flowers before turning back to replace them on her tomb.

      Yuri crumpled to the ground.

      Margot stared, confused. What was he doing on the floor?

      “What happened?” Andy, the stage manager, hissed. “Margot, go back. Kneel next to him and cradle his head or something. Make it look like part of the show, and see if he’s all right.”

      She moved instantly, still trying to sniff back her tears, gracefully coming to settle down next to Yuri. She lifted his head and felt a stab of fear. What was wrong with him? His eyes were wide open in unseeing frozen horror and his mouth was weirdly agape, his lips seemingly frozen in a desperate inhale. Margot forced her features into a gentle expression though he seemed completely unaware of her presence. She looked towards Andy’s questioning gaze and shook her head ever so slightly as she lovingly cradled Yuri’s head.

      The music continued to its dramatic, slow finale, and just a few bars ahead of schedule, Andy brought the curtain down. The back-stage lights went on, and people rushed to the stage and surrounded Margot.

      The heavy curtain muffled some of the uproariously loud applause, and Andy communicated on his headset while relaying instructions to the dancers and technicians.

      “Dr. Han’ll be here in a second. Jimmy said not to move Yuri until he gets here, so we’re going to bring down the second curtain in front of him. Willis, move up quickly and make a single line to bow and then split and move to both sides so we can bring Liza and Jacob out before Margot goes out alone. Just put his head down gently, Margot.”

      The dancers obeyed, adjusting without hesitation to the new directions as if they had rehearsed them for hours, but none of them could resist turning their glances again and again to the motionless Yuri. After Liza, as the Queen of the Willis, and Jacob, as Hilarion, had taken their bows, Margot moved out into the center spotlight alone, the two principals separating to stand several feet off to both sides.

      Afterwards, Margot would remember nothing from those shocked several minutes beyond a cold tingling of horror that seemed to stretch from her fingers to her toes. As she took her first deep curtsey, the voice-of-god announcement boomed out: “Ladies and Gentlemen, due to an unfortunate injury, Yuri Ossipov will not be appearing to receive your applause. He regrets most deeply that he cannot come out to join you in honoring this final performance of our beloved Margot Johnson.”
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      Frank heard quiet exclamations of confusion and speculation, but the roar of the applause continued unabated. The heavy front curtain came down, and then the ballerina Giselle came out through an opening in the center of the curtain for curtsey after curtsey. Ushers brought her flowers, the conductor appeared, bowed to her and gave her a bouquet, and some young girls appeared in party dresses to present her even more flowers. The poor girl’s face was almost obscured by all she was trying to hold in her arms.

      She disappeared through the opening, but the applause did not stop. Then out she came again, arms empty, and Frank rolled his eyes as the whole process seemed to begin anew. It was like a fancy-dress version of whack-a-mole.

      He studied the ballerina’s face. She was smiling graciously, but Frank was sure he saw distress in her eyes. Was something amiss in ballet fairy-land?

      No one seemed ready to let go of their beloved retiring idol, but an usher suddenly appeared beside his end-row seat.

      “Excuse me, but you’re the police officer, right?”

      Frank, already standing with the hundreds of clapping audience members, nodded, immediately tense.

      “They need you backstage. Could you come with me, please?”

      Frank followed the elderly gentleman out of the auditorium and into the side corridor he had ascended during intermission, but this time he was led down, and the usher opened a door barely visible through the paneling. They quickly climbed some steps, and Frank felt the aggravating twinge as his brace rubbed against his irritated flesh. He had been on his feet for too many hours this week, and now it looked like the week was about to get even longer.
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      The thirty-second reprieve from the spotlight allowed Margot to unload her flowers into the arms of the waiting assistant stage manager. One glance at the crowd clustered near the tombstone was all it took to know things were not okay. Dr. Han was on the floor next to Yuri, gasping for breath, and everyone else had moved back. Her eyes darted to the dancers holding each others’ arms, some of them crying. A bone-chilling cold passed through her and she began to tremble. What was wrong with Yuri?

      The clapping from the audience continued. She looked towards Andy, and he nodded in silent agreement, holding up a single finger. One more time, and then he’d put on the house lights. The tribute was meant to be prolonged, with Paul, the Artistic Director, coming out to make a speech, but there was no time for that now. Calling on discipline she had been honing since the age of three, she forced her limbs to stop shaking. She had to smile. They were applauding the great Margot Johnson. One more time. And then she could go back to Yuri. Please let him be okay. Oh God, please.

      

      Frank was momentarily taken aback by the chaotic scene on stage. What had been a darkened grave site moments ago was now brightly lit, and there seemed to be an extraordinary number of people milling around a cavernous area that had appeared quietly desolate only a few moments earlier. A few men dressed as he was, all with phones out, seemed to be acting as a barricade between the costumed dancers and two figures on the stage floor. The prince-dancer lay sprawled out, and another man, dressed in street clothes, was doubled over. A few feet away another man, probably in his 50s and dressed in an elegant tuxedo, was also speaking into his cell. Frank picked him out as the one in charge, and as he approached, he could make out the man’s words.

      “That’s right. The doctor who started CPR now needs help as well. He’s not able to talk, but he keeps gesturing for us all to stand back. No, I don’t think so. Hang on.” He turned from his phone and spoke to the crowd standing several feet from the two injured men. “Can anyone tell if Yuri is breathing?”

      One of the buffer-men spoke. “It doesn’t look like it, but I don’t want to touch him to see if there’s a pulse. I’ve got headquarters on the line, and they say a team with hazmat suits should be here in minutes.”

      Frank looked between the two and held out his ID. “I’m Frank Sutton, NYPD. Can you tell me what’s happened here?”

      “Where’s Officer Mason?” The buffer-man spoke first.

      “She couldn’t make it. What’s happened, and who are you?”

      “Luis Enriquez. NYFD. We’re here regularly, but this is totally bizarre. It looks like there might have been some kind of poisoning—it brought the first guy down instantly, and then the doctor got sick the minute he started giving CPR. That’s why we’re keeping everyone back.”

      The elegant figure spoke. “I’m Paul Cashman, Artistic Director. Yuri just collapsed. No one knows why.” His words were even, but Frank could hear the fear in his voice as he continued speaking.

      “And then when Dr. Han, our company doctor, started to help him, he came close to collapsing, too. He looks like he’s having a hard time breathing.”

      “Yuri? Isn’t that a Russian name?”

      “Oh my God,” one of the firemen hissed. “Do you think it’s that numchuk stuff?”

      Paul’s eyes widened, but he answered Frank’s question. “Yes. He’s our guest artist. He’s been with us all season.”

      Frank felt his adrenaline kick in.

      “Whom have you called?” He directed his questions to Enriquez.

      “Only headquarters, to report a possible poisoning. That’s why they’re sending a hazard team. But if it’s that Russian stuff, we could all be in trouble.”

      “Yeah. Just trying to think—is it better to lock everyone down or clear the area ASAP?” He made up his mind, lifted his phone to take several quick pictures of the scene, trying rapidly to record everyone’s positions, and then spoke to the director, Paul.

      “I need you to get everyone out of this area as quickly as possible, but get them all together somewhere else in the building. Keep the doors closed, but no one is to leave, do you understand? No one. Do you have a large room where everyone can congregate?”

      Paul nodded. “Yes. We’ll go to the studio.”

      “Get everyone there—everyone that was here tonight. No one goes anywhere else— no changing clothes, getting phones, or anything. And we have to get this theater emptied. There’s no telling what may be in the air. Can you get an announcement made?”

      Paul nodded and went to speak to the man at the booth off stage with the headset.

      As Frank lifted his phone to start making calls, he saw the ballerina come from the front of the stage, her arms again filled with flowers. She started towards the prince on the floor, but the director called to her and motioned her towards him. Her already large eyes seemed to grow enormous in her pale face, and Frank felt a stab of pity for her. This was supposed to have been her special night, and even he was pretty sure that she had done a spectacular job.

      A voice boomed through the announcement system. “Ladies and Gentlemen, the entire Empire Ballet, and our beloved Margot Johnson, in particular, thank you for coming tonight. However, due to a problem with the electrical system, we ask all patrons to exit the building as quickly as possible. Thank you for your cooperation. Again, please exit the building as quickly as possible.”
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      It was 3:30 in the morning before Frank and the FBI agents who had arrived within a half-hour of his initial call had finished getting contact information and statements from everyone who had been on stage or backstage at the time of the incident.

      Frank was flabbergasted at the number of people needed to put on one performance. He had started a list with the director in the small notebook he always carried, writing down names and what each person did, but by the end he was trying to squeeze in so much info that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to read his own notes. Carpenters, electricians, prop handlers, sound technicians, wardrobe, wigs and make-up, musicians, stage techs, and of course, all the ruddy dancers. And then there were the animal handlers and dancers from the first act who weren’t even around by the end of the show. What a frigging nightmare.

      Off to the side, though, the girl, no, watch it, asshole, the woman, was standing alone, wrapped up in a ratty, pale pink sweater that looked like something even his grandmother would have consigned to a charity donation.

      Her name was Margot, he had been told, and it had taken him a few minutes to realize that the printed “Margot,” which he had reasonably thought rhymed with “car lot” was whom they were talking about when they said what sounded like “car go.” Crazy, effed-up dance people. They couldn’t even have normal names.

      She and that boy dancer who had died onstage with the Willis—the one who had died in the story before the other one collapsed—they had been the last two people to touch the flowers that were right now being tagged as the likely cause of the problem.

      The forensic hazmat team had arrived and wrapped up and carted away all of the props that had been on stage. Margot and Jacob, the first male dancer, had been taken somewhere else in the building with a hazmat medical technician and an FBI agent, but Margot had returned and was now just standing there. She looked utterly exhausted and very alone. The director, Paul, had gone over to speak to her a few times, but he had left about ten minutes ago. Frank wondered what she was waiting for.

      “Did someone tell you to stay here?” he finally asked, after looking around and confirming there were no others still waiting his attention.

      She started, and her great round eyes narrowed in confusion as she looked at him.

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m not sure, really. I was hoping someone would come and tell me how Yuri is doing.”

      He stared at her, again puzzled by his inability to guess her age. She was still wearing thick stage makeup, and her eyes looked huge in her pale face.

      He knew, of course. He had heard by text more than an hour ago that the dancer was dead. But she looked so alone and uncertain that he hesitated.

      “I think it would be best to go home and get some rest. We’ll know more in the morning, and I’d bet my last dollar that someone will want to ask you more questions by then.”

      “We’re supposed to go to the wedding together.”

      “What wedding?”

      “Paul’s. He’s getting married on Monday. Yuri’s never been to an American wedding, so I told him we could go together.”

      “Was. . . is Yuri your boyfriend?” He was bemused by the sense of irritation he felt while voicing the question.

      Her large eyes seemed to grow even bigger, and then she laughed.

      “Of course not. His boyfriend is dancing in Paris right now. He’s just such a sweet kid.” She closed her eyes briefly. “Besides, I’m almost old enough to be his mother.”

      He seriously doubted that.

      “Tell me about this wedding.”

      She seemed to focus on him for the first time. “I’m sorry. Could you tell me who you are, again? I’ve spoken to so many people tonight.”

      Even in her exhaustion, she had a regal poise and beauty that made him stare, silent, for a moment.

      “Detective Frank Sutton, NYPD.”

      “Can you tell me what they think happened? I mean, I know what I saw happen, but I don’t understand what . . .”  Her voice trailed off as her arms rose and spread out as though in an attempt to encompass the entire room.

      “Right now, the working theory is that Mr. Ossipov inhaled some kind of poison when he smelled those flowers. Whatever it was also affected the doctor, though less severely, when he started CPR. The FBI should have mentioned the flowers when they spoke to you.”

      “Well yes, they did. They asked me questions about almost everything on stage. But they wouldn’t say anything about Yuri. Are you . . . do they . . . did someone try to hurt Yuri intentionally?”

      Again, those enormous brown eyes focused intently on him. He reached out and took her hand, the touch of her cold fingers against his the first awareness that he had done so.

      “It’s Ms. Johnson, isn’t it?” Her fingers had tightened around his own, and he noticed how small her hand looked in his.

      “Yes, but my name is Margot.”

      “Margot. I’m terribly sorry. Yuri died tonight. It looks like someone wanted someone dead. We don’t know for sure if Yuri was the intended target. It could have been the other male dancer who brought in the flowers--Jacob Kattmeyer, right? Or it could even have been you. We don’t know. But it definitely seems to have been intentional. Since Yuri is a Russian national, and the Russians have a history of using poison, that’s our first line of inquiry.”

      A wave of shock and horror raced up from his mid-section. What the hell was he doing, talking to her like this? She was a possible suspect.

      He took a deep breath and tried to reassert an official tone to his words. “I’ve told you more than I should have, and I need to insist that you keep what I’ve told you to yourself.”

      Holy shit, he thought as he continued to stare at her. For all he knew, she could be a Russian plant herself. What the fuck had gotten into him?

      Her eyes remained on him without wavering, but now he realized they were filled with tears, and one was moving down her pale cheek. Her lips began to tremble.

      “Yuri’s dead?”

      He nodded gravely.

      She seemed to cave in on herself, and he reached out instinctively and pulled her towards him.
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      Minutes ago Yuri had lifted her high in the air, and now he was dead? Margot couldn’t breathe. A trembling seized her, and her entire body turned to ice. A whimper of horror escaped her throat. How could what this man said be true?

      Seconds passed before Margot realized the stranger’s arms had encircled her. He was tall, and his chest was broad, and as her face pressed into the scratchy fabric of his blazer, she inhaled a choking breath. He was so warm, and he smelled like a wintry campfire. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been held like this—in arms meant only to comfort. For a moment she tried desperately to focus on breathing. He felt so strong and solid, and a sense of security enveloped her. She was safe. But oh, God. Yuri was dead.

      Her tears flowed more quickly, and she pulled back in embarrassment. She didn’t know this man, Yuri was dead, and she had to . . . she had no idea what she had to do. She swallowed convulsively and forced herself to focus.

      She tilted her head back and looked up at him. The stage was only dimly lit now, most of the lights having been turned off at some point, but she thought his eyes were a golden-brown color, and they appeared filled with compassion. Amber, she thought. His eyes are like amber. A choking sensation rose up from her middle. She would never see Yuri’s bright blue eyes again.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to regain her composure. “I, uh . . .” She looked around, desperately knowing even as she did so that there wasn’t anything nearby she could use to wipe her face. The towel she had used backstage from the second act had probably been picked up hours ago by the stage crew.

      But then as if by magic, he was holding out a package of pocket tissues. She stared at him, astonished at his ability to read her mind.

      “It’s flu season, remember? I haven’t caught it yet, but that doesn’t stop my nose from running when I come in out of the cold.”

      She took two tissues from the packet, nodding her head in gratitude. After a moment she took a deep breath.

      “Thank you. You’ve been remarkably kind. And I apologize—I know I just asked you this a few minutes ago, but what did you say your name was?”

      “Frank,” he said quietly. “Frank Sutton. I’m a detective. I was sent here tonight because the officers who normally would have attended were all unavailable. It was supposed to be a quiet, boring evening.”

      She watched him as he spoke. His face looked like he had weathered a lot in life, but his eyes were gentle as he continued.

      “And I understand that this was supposed to be a special night for you. It’s a real shame things turned out the way they did because you danced beautifully. I’ve never been to a ballet before, but even I could see how great you were.”

      Margot sniffed and managed a small smile and slight nod of gratitude. She was used to ballet fans singing her praises and to the sometimes affectionate, sometimes snide, words of praise company members threw back and forth. But here was someone who seemed to know nothing about ballet, and it somehow warmed her to know he had liked it.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I’m glad you’ll have at least something nice to remember about tonight.” She tilted her head in confusion as the words he had said sunk in.

      “What do you mean, the officers who normally would have attended? Are there always police officers at our performances?”

      Frank’s eyes widened ever so slightly. He inhaled, seemed to hold his breath a moment, and then spoke in a less than successful off-handed manner.

      “It’s very late. How are you planning on getting home? Do you have a car here?”

      Margot’s lips lifted in a tired smile. “A car? No one voluntarily drives in this city. Normal people don’t have fancy lights and sirens that let us come and go whenever we want. I take the subway like everyone else.”

      Frank glanced at his watch.

      “It’s far too late to be walking the streets by yourself. My car is in the garage. I’ll give you a lift.”

      “You don’t even know where I live.”

      “I assume if you dance here regularly, you don’t live in Montana.”

      She looked at him in confusion. “Montana?”

      “You’re very tired. Get your things and I’ll drive you home.”

      Margot drew the ragged sweater more tightly around herself and turned to move off the stage. She hissed quietly as her first steps caused the point shoe to dig yet again into her blister. How could she have forgotten to take them off?

      She shook her head slightly and resisted the urge to rub her eyes. Her eyelids felt unbearably heavy under the weight of her stage makeup and her fatigue. She had no clear recollection of the many hours that had passed since the ballet had ended. She had been herded into the rehearsal studio with what seemed like hundreds of people, and then so many questions had been thrown her way.

      Figures in ridiculous-looking space suits had examined her, looking into her eyes, listening to her heart, and making her breathe out into some kind of weird tube. And then men in normal suits and two in FBI jackets had asked her again and again about the damn flowers, and about almost every other prop on stage. How was she supposed to know who had touched what? Her job was to dance, not to watch the stage crew.

      But here she was, hours later, and she hadn’t even taken her costume or shoes off. Bettina, the wardrobe mistress, would be pissed, and a pissed Bettina was never pleasant.

      “Give me ten minutes, if you’re sure it’s no trouble.” She looked back at the kind stranger and felt a twinge of guilt. He looked as tired as she was. “But I can catch a cab. You don’t have to go out of your way.”

      His head tilted ever so slightly, and Margot thought she saw a flash of surprise on his face.

      “It’s no trouble,” he said. “I’ll feel better knowing you’re home safe.”

      She nodded and turned to make her way to the dressing room. Everything that had happened since her last entrance had been so very, very wrong, but this stranger with the kind eyes stepping up to offer help somehow seemed to ease the panic that had been threatening to consume her.
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      Frank plugged his phone into the charger and hesitated. 4:57. Should he put it on ‘do not disturb’ – something he almost never did – or cross his fingers that he could get at least a couple hours of sleep before the damn thing did its best to ruin another day?

      He was so tired it hurt to make such a minor decision. Just do it, he thought to himself. Let the world bother someone else for a few short hours.

      A pair of haunted brown eyes flashed across his fading consciousness. Against all protocol and common sense, he had insisted she take his phone number.

      “You might think of something,” he had said, standing at the entrance of her Brooklyn apartment building. The neighborhood looked clean and well-lit, and the card-operated entry seemed relatively secure. He had been relieved she didn’t live in one those hoity-toity uptown palaces but in a real building where normal mortals might live.

      He left his phone on, even checking to make sure the volume was turned up. She wouldn’t call; of course, she wouldn’t. It had been absolute insanity to give her his private number. But she had looked so tiny and vulnerable, totally exhausted but resolutely carrying a huge black bag on her shoulder. He had taken it from her when they approached his car after descending to the garage from the theater and had been shocked by its weight – he’d guess close to at least thirty pounds.

      “Jesus Christ!” The words shot from his lips without thought. “What do you have in here, bricks?”

      Those huge eyes had widened and her eyebrows rose high into her forehead as a condescending smile made him catch his breath.

      “It’s my dance bag. Of course, it’s heavy.”

      Silly him. What had he been thinking? She stood about five feet tall and probably didn’t weigh even a hundred pounds. Carrying around a bag of bricks must be what all tiny little ballerinas did.

      “Sure,” he had muttered. Any semblance of eloquence had remained absent during the fifteen-minute drive. He normally loved the empty streets of New York at 3 or 4am, but Margot’s silent and frozen figure of endurance distracted him. She had stared directly ahead, her back ramrod straight as if relaxing against the car seat would be an illegal offence.

      When she got out of the car, he had walked with her to the front door.

      “How about I put my number in your phone?” Even as he spoke the words, he mentally kicked himself. But the look she gave him was more confused than suspicious.

      “It would make me feel more comfortable knowing you have it.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, she whispered “thank you,” and he wanted to pull her close again. He resisted but held her gaze in the bitingly cold night air.

      “Get some sleep. I’ll probably see you tomorrow back at the theater, but don’t hesitate to call me for any reason.”

      She had nodded, pushed her card into the security slot, and then turned one last time before crossing the threshold. “Thank you again, Mr., uh, . . .”

      “It’s Frank.” The vehemence of his words brought forth a puff of frosty vapor.

      “Thank you again, Frank. You made tonight more bearable. Good night.”

      With that she was gone.

      Now he lay on his bed, the sounds of the city muted by the hour and his distance from street level. He couldn’t remember the last time he had thought of a woman with anything but professional detachment. Brenda had done such a number on him that he wondered occasionally if the nerves to his genitals had been severed by the IED that had messed up most of his left leg. He probably wouldn’t have noticed.

      Nope, the lying bitch had taught him that “love” was for gullible idiots. Brenda had been the cutest girl in their high school class, and all that marrying her had got him was a decade of deceit.

      Tonight, though, he had been surprised by the strange sense of attraction and protectiveness the pretty little dancer seemed to have awoken in him. Going down that path would be stupid at best, and down-right humiliating all around. Frank moved his head back and forth against the pillow, trying to get comfortable and banish ridiculous thoughts. Women were poison to begin with, but a cop and a fairy-tale ballerina was bananas.

      His mind wandered, though, as exhaustion set in. What kind of weird-ass name was Margot? And why did a tiny creature need to carry around a bag of bricks? And what in the world would be the motivation for killing a twinkle-toed Russian dancer? What kind of threat could he have been to anyone? And what if Mr. Twinkle-Toes had not been the intended target? What if the beautiful little ballerina was the target? Even worse, what if she was a murderess?

      He struggled to push away the unease those last ideas caused and tried to quiet his thoughts so he could sleep for just a little while. He forced a few slow, deep breaths and pictured a pair of enormous brown eyes. Beautiful eyes. Maybe tomorrow he’d see her without all that make-up, and they’d turn out to be regular, everyday eyes. But then again, maybe not.

      

      The trip back to Staten Island was its normal, late night/early morning mixture of exhaustion and tedium. An old white guy sprawled across two seats, his head back as he snored, several days’ worth of stubble on his haggard face and his right hand still gripping the neck of a bottle covered in a wrinkled paper bag. A few young kids—they all looked like kids, though they were probably in their 20s—nodded sleepily in time to the sounds from their earbuds.

      They were a mixture of races, and looking at them, it was hard to guess their origins. What did it matter, anyway? They were all stupid. It was a good bet none of them was just now leaving another endless day of work for a bunch of spoiled high and mighty artistes. A day of work that today had lasted even longer than normal. But at least the first step of the plan had succeeded.

      Fuck-head Paul would see his precious ballet company in the news for all the wrong reasons. And with luck, after tomorrow the raging headlines in the city papers would be even juicier. He thought his happily-ever-after would be complete with his upcoming wedding to the lovely Miss Perfect. But no one merited a happily-ever-after, most certainly not the great and powerful Paul Cashman. When you pushed the little people aside on your rush to the top and forgot all about what should have been, you deserved whatever you got. Kind of a shame about pretty boy Yuri. It seemed he might actually have died. Oh well. Guess that stuff had worked better than expected.
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