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Living large in New York City as a corporate lawyer for the most savvy drug lord on the East Coast, Special Agent Steve Williams carefully plots Charlie Wisnowski's downfall. His plans go to hell when his wife Jennifer survives an attack by a serial killer. With her life in jeopardy and his undercover guise threatening to unravel, he orders Charlie’s arrest. But the sting goes woefully wrong and Steve becomes the target of a mafia assassin hired by the biggest crime boss in America.

Escaping from the city, Steve and Jennifer settle back into their quiet life on the banks of Mirror Lake. Their peaceful existence shatters with a crippling loss and Jennifer’s visions escalate, forecasting a brutal assault on their family.

Armed with scant details from her dreams, Steve trudges through a litany of past connections, searching for the key to stop the course of fate.

What he uncovers chills him to the core - a brother with a grudge, a serial killer and a mafia assassin are all on his trail. The hunt begins...

“VENGEANCE follows FBI agent Steve Williams deep undercover inside a cocaine ring. With each chapter, the tension mounts as Taylor turns the screws using multiple and excellent techniques to grip the reader. It’s a great crime thriller—an excellent read. It moves at a frenetic pace with multiple character threads woven through it to culminate in an explosive ending. I recommend it as a gripping read you won’t be able to put down.” Poppet—author of Darkroom and Seithe
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Part One

Charlie and the Cocaine Factory

STEVE WILLIAMS STOOD AT the printer, scanning financial records. The light bled from beneath the cover, creating the only beacon in the otherwise dark office.

“Come on, come on.” He shifted from foot to foot, his eyes darting between the copier and the door, intently listening for any sound beyond the swish of the machine. When the paper spit out, he propped open the lid and flipped the ledger to the last page. As he hit the copy button, the cell phone in his pocket vibrated.

“Shit.” He flipped the phone open. “Hey, Jen.”

“Where are you?” Her groggy voice asked.

“The office. Why?”

“You need to come home.”

“I have to finish this.” He yanked the copies from the tray and turned off the machine.

“I had another vision.”

Steve took a deep breath, calming his nerves. He really didn’t have time to discuss her vision; he needed to get out of the building before someone saw him. “Another dream?” he asked, anyway.

Silence.

He stuffed the papers into his attaché case. “When?”

“I don’t know. A couple of hours?”

He slid the ledger back into the file cabinet and looked around the office one last time before he crossed to the door. “I’m on my way now.” He closed the phone, opting for the stairs instead of the elevator.

Rapidly, he descended the stairway. The dim lights popped and flickered, sending shadows into the far corners of each landing. His eyes darted from shadow to shadow, and he cast a quick glance over his shoulder when he reached the entrance leading to the parking garage. He yanked the door open, turning his head toward the garage, and nearly plowed over the man blocking the exit.

Charlie Wisnowski stepped back, putting his hands up to stop him. “Whoa! What are you doing here?”

Steve halted, meeting the hard, gray eyes of his boss. “I, uh, got into an argument with my girlfriend and needed some breathing room.” He swallowed and shifted the briefcase strap on his shoulder. “I figured I’d cool my jets here and look at those service contracts.”

Charlie crossed his arms. His gaze landed on the briefcase. “Contracts?”

“Yeah. The ones you gave me this afternoon.”

“Right.” Charlie didn’t budge from his spot, blocking Steve’s escape route.

Skirting around Charlie, he took a backward step toward his car, every muscle in his body tense and ready for flight if Charlie reached for the briefcase.

“How do the contracts look?”

“A couple of things need tightening up.” Sweat trickled down the small of his back, tickling his skin, and he squashed the urge to itch.

“Like what?” 

“There’s a gap in the service agreement. We need a better rate than triple time for off hour service,” Steve began, thankful he had reviewed the documents before leaving earlier. “Especially since they consider regular hours between nine in the morning and three in the afternoon.”

“You’re shitting me?” Charlie’s arms fell to his sides.

He smiled and shook his head. “No offense, Charlie, but I’d be loving life with hours like that.”

Charlie scoffed and turned toward the building entrance. “Go home and screw your girlfriend,” he said over his shoulder.

The door swung closed behind him, leaving Steve staring at the heavy steel. Glancing at the cameras mounted in the corners, he strolled to the car. When he was clear of the garage, he took a deep breath and tilted his head back against the headrest, letting the relief melt into his taut muscles. “Ho-ly shit.”

He navigated the late-night streets from Manhattan to Brooklyn until he reached the parking garage across from his apartment complex. He pulled into a parking space, grabbed the bag, and crossed the street as he glanced at the brownstone building. All their lights were on, which meant he’d have to deal with the vision tonight.

He tossed the briefcase under the table by the door and crossed the loft to where Jennifer stood, drying her hands. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“You should wake me up before you sneak out in the middle of the night.”

The touch of anger in her tone took Steve by surprise. He raised his eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

“I’m your wife, damn it.” She stepped around him.

He reached out, pulled her close, and met her angry glare. “I didn’t want you to worry.”

Jennifer laughed. “And you think waking up to an empty bed will not freak me out? Especially when I’ve had one of my visions?”

Tilting his head, he looked at the floor before raising his eyes to hers. “I’m sorry, babe.” He offered the crooked smile that always disarmed her. This time was no different.

Holding his gaze, she let a sigh escape before leaning in to kiss him.

Her lips were soft and inviting, with a faint flavor of cinnamon. Running his hands down her back to the hem of her baby-doll nightgown, Steve momentarily forgot about the close call with Charlie and led Jennifer to the bed in the far corner, his hands leaving her body only to flip off the lights.
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“WHAT WERE YOU REALLY doing here?” Charlie flicked the lights on, looking for anything out of place. He turned in a circle, surveying the desks and file cabinets throughout the work area.

Nothing was out of order, but a gnawing suspicion crawled under his skin, and he glanced toward his lawyer’s office. Navigating the neat bullpen of desks, he crossed to the large window office opposite his and stepped inside. Spread over the desk were the annotated pages of the contract. Charlie picked up the top sheet, scanning the highlighted marks sprinkled over the document.

“Huh. Maybe the kid was telling the truth.” He dropped the paper back on the desk, leaving Steve’s office and heading into his own. Steve had done some damn fine contract negotiations for him over the last six months and set up some slick financing schemes to launder the money Charlie pumped through the organization. However, not once in all their conversations had Steve mentioned a girlfriend. That irked Charlie.

He shuffled through his file cabinet, pulling Steve’s employee file and flipped it open, perusing the contents, he studied Steve’s history, tapping his pen on the desk as he read. An only child, no living relatives to speak of, the last of whom were his parents, and they passed away when he was in high school, leaving him with next to nothing. He’d worked his ass off, taking two, sometimes three jobs at a time to keep afloat while going to Georgetown, and then finished his law degree at Yale.

Charlie chose Steve because he graduated at the top of his class, but more importantly, he was in debt up to his eyeballs. Now Charlie wondered what drove him to excel in the face of adversity, of such poverty.

What was his lawyer really made of?

Charlie hit the speed dial on his cell phone. “I need you to keep an eye on someone for a while,” he said. “Steve Winchester, one of my staff lawyers.” Charlie read off the address and flipped the file closed. “Report anything unusual to me.”

He pocketed his cell phone and unlocked the top drawer of his desk. Stashed under a fake panel, a bag of his street product mocked him. His blow was dubbed the best in the city by his clientele. Dumping a small amount on the mirror, he meticulously cut the coke into three even lines. Charlie snorted the rows rapidly and sat back, sniffling. It took a few minutes for the rush to hit and then he locked the drawer and headed out in search of some action.
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JENNIFER SETTLED IN HIS arms, a small, satisfied smile on her lips.

“Tell me what you saw,” Steve whispered in her ear, spooning her in the soft bed.

“A hunting knife covered in blood. It reminded me of the knife in the movie Rambo.” She cuddled closer to him. “It was a blonde this time, and the bastard played with her before he killed her.”

“Anything else?”

“There’s something on his right wrist, but I couldn’t make it out,” she yawned. “I think it’s a tattoo.”

Silence filled the room. When her breathing evened out, he slid out of bed and booted up his computer. This was the third dream Jennifer had in the last few months involving a dead woman and a hunting knife.

Typing a special secure URL and his clearance code into the computer, the FBI logo appeared, giving way to the internal email system. Steve scanned his inbox before typing a new message to his boss.

Jenny had another one. Let me know if you find anything.

He looked between the message and Jennifer sleeping a few feet away, wondering if he was doing the right thing. He’d put her in the line of fire before, and that miscalculation almost got them killed. But this is different. He inhaled and pressed send before shutting the computer down.

Yawning, he crossed to the window and looked out at the street.

Someone was watching.

He stepped back into the darkness.

The car, in contrast, sat under the streetlight. Steve sat on the edge of the bed, his mind racing over the steps he took to cover his tracks tonight.

He must have missed something.

“Shit,” he muttered and climbed under the covers next to Jennifer. “Shit!”
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THE ALARM WENT OFF, startling Steve. He slammed the snooze button, stretched, and turned his attention toward the window. The car was still there.

He rolled toward Jennifer. “Jenny?”

“Mhm?” She turned away from the light filtering in the window.

“You need to leave.”

It took a few minutes for his words to sink into her sleep-infested brain. She slowly turned her head toward him. “What did you just say?”

“I want you to go home to New Hampshire. It isn’t safe here.” He leaned over and flipped on the light.

“Steve.” She sat up.

He put his hand up. “Please Jen. I ran into Charlie on the way out of the office and he apparently ordered someone to follow me.” He hooked his thumb toward the window. “That car has been there all night.”

“So?” She tried to look beyond Steve, and he shook his head, stopping her.

“He doesn’t even know I’m married.”

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

Lowering his eyes to his hands, light bounced off the gold of his wedding band, which graced his right ring finger instead of his left. He twirled the band slowly and raised his eyes to hers, taking her in. Her dark rumpled hair framed her face, and her alert green eyes waited for his answer. Steve tilted his head, sighing. “If he finds out what I’m doing, he’ll kill me, but before he does, he’ll cut you into little pieces to make his point.”

She shivered. “How can you stand being in the same office with that man?”

“It’s my job and I want to take this son of a bitch down.”

“I don’t like your job.”

“I know, but you knew what you were getting into when you married me.” He reached out, wiping a stray hair out of her face. “We both know I can bullshit my way out of most anything, but if I’m worried about you, I might fuck up.”

Jennifer bit her lip. “I don’t want to go to New Hampshire.”

He glanced down at her left hand. The diamond studded wedding band and solitaire engagement ring donned her left ring finger. “It’s dangerous Jen.”

“All the more reason for me to stay.”

Closing his eyes, he hung his head, shaking it back and forth. “No,” he said, meeting her gaze. “I don’t have a good feeling about this and the last time I didn’t listen to my gut where you’re concerned, it almost got us killed.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Jesus Christ!” Steve threw back the covers and hopped out of bed, storming across the little efficiency where he ripped open the closet and grabbed a suit before disappearing into the bathroom. The doorframe rattled with the force of his slam.

She swung the door open and stood with her arms folded. “Steve, it’s my choice.”

The toothpaste foamed under his angry brush strokes, and he spit before rinsing off the toothbrush and dropping it in the cup next to the sink. “No, it isn’t.” He swiped the back of his hand across his lips and turned in her direction. He had seen the photos of the poor souls Charlie had caught. The lucky ones got a single shot between the eyes. The rest, well; let’s just say it wasn’t pretty.

Jennifer pressed her lips together, her chest rising with the significant expansion of air in her lungs. “I just got the lead on Broadway.”

“Off-Broadway.” He reached in the shower, turning on the water to let it warm up.

“It’s still the lead and I don’t want to go home just yet. Not until we know for sure, okay?”

Steve closed his eyes and wiped his face with his hand. She had worked hard, going from audition to audition, getting rejection after rejection and then her luck changed, and she was offered the lead in Vanities. “Fine. Then you need to take the rings off.” He stripped his boxers and shot her a glare.

Jennifer’s eyebrows rose. “Why?”

“Because he doesn’t know I’m married. He thinks I got into a fight with my girlfriend and landed at the office to get away from her.”

She pressed her lips together in irritation. “You couldn’t think of anything better than that?”

“I’m surprised I got that out. He scared the crap out of me.” He sucked in his breath and opened the shower door. “Five minutes earlier and I’d be dead right now.” He slipped under the water without further comment. He closed his eyes and let the stream cascade over his tired skin.

He just wanted to keep her safe. He didn’t want a repeat of what happened in Brooksfield. He had gotten lucky, but not lucky enough to stop his fraternity brothers from raping Jennifer before attempting to offer her up as a sacrifice. Getting her clear before they finished the ritual hadn’t been easy and just when he thought they were safe, something in the woods attacked, knocking his gun out of his grasp.

His chest and back still bore the claw marks from the struggle and the only reason he was alive today was Jennifer. She found his gun and killed the beast before she lost consciousness. To this day, he wondered which miracle was bigger: that her shot was accurate, or that he had the strength to carry her over a mile to safety without bleeding to death.

He never wanted to be that close to losing her again.

Dressing, he took his time forming his thoughts and when he entered the bedroom; he crossed to the bed, where she had settled under the sheets. He took a seat on the edge. “This is the first time either the bureau or the DEA has got someone this deep inside Charlie’s operation.”

“But why does it have to be you?”

“Because I am the best.”

“You are a cocky son of a bitch.” She sat up.

Steve shrugged, and he scanned his wife, smiling. “Yeah, but that’s one of the reasons you love me.” He glanced out the window and his smile faded. He returned his gaze to Jennifer. “Promise me something.”

“What?”

“If I tell you to run, this time you run and keep running.”
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STEVE SAT AT HIS DESK with the contract spread out in front of him and the electronic version on his computer, crafting the modifications needed in the service agreement. His mind kept circling around every step he took the prior night, trying to pinpoint a mistake. He came up empty every time.

Charlie cleared his throat.

Steve glanced toward the door. “Oh, sorry, I’m in the middle of updating the contract,” he said, pointing toward the computer screen casually, but his heart now throbbed in his chest. Charlie stared at him, his teeth nibbling on his bottom lip in contemplation.

“Was she there?” he asked and shifted, leaning against the doorjamb.

It took Steve a moment to digest what Charlie asked, and Steve tilted his head to the side, sending a questioning glance in his direction.

“The girlfriend.”

Like you don’t already know. Play it cool. Steve nodded and took a deep breath, stretching his back and swiveling the chair toward the door. “She’s moving in with me.” He leaned back in the chair, rubbing his face.

“Really?” Charlie straightened up.

“Yeah, that’s what the fight was about. She gave me an ultimatum.” He gave a half shrug.

“Sucker.”

“I guess.” He pivoted toward his computer and returned his hands to the keyboard, hoping Charlie would leave without calling his bluff.

“I’m having a small get together at my place Friday night. I think you should bring her along.”

Steve raised his eyes. Charlie rarely socialized with his employees, and this was the first personal invitation ever extended to him. The perfect opportunity to gain Charlie’s trust was just thrown into the shitter because Jennifer wouldn’t be there! Friday night, her play opened, and he promised he would be in the audience on opening night. Torn between his commitment to the job and the promise he made to his wife, Steve weighed the ramifications.

“I’d love to, but we can’t. My girlfriend’s play opens Friday and she’ll kill me if I’m not there.”

Charlie shifted and crossed his arms, his eyes darkening with doubt. “Your girlfriend’s an actress?”

Steve nodded, wondering what Charlie would make of that. “She’s starring in Vanities, down in Soho. It’s her first lead.”

“What’s her name?”

“Jennifer Curtis.”

“Maybe next time.” He disappeared from view.

Steve stared at the now empty doorway and then returned his attention to the contract, silently swearing because Jennifer was now officially involved, not just some random girlfriend in Steve’s life and not taking Charlie up on the invite might screw up his chances of gaining his trust. He was going to get reamed.

Royally reamed.
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CHARLIE CROSSED INTO HIS office, irritated with Steve for declining his invitation. None of his employees ever said no. They all clamored to be in his inner circle, but not Steve. “What the fuck is wrong with him?”

He realized he knew very little about his star lawyer outside of the outlined in his file. That would need to be rectified. The kid certainly seemed aloof, too distant and private, and getting any information from him was like pulling teeth. Today, he offered more than he had in the entire six months, almost as if he sensed Charlie’s doubts. He swung his chair around and stared out the window at the surrounding buildings.

CW FOG Inc. provided the legitimate front to his illegal drug operations, as well as bringing in a decent amount of money on its own. Fiber optic glass had stepped up in demand and the creation and distribution for both the fiber optic business and his cocaine production occurred on the Brooklyn waterfront, miles away from his corporate headquarters in downtown Manhattan.

Steve had been privy to all aspects of the fiber optics business, but Charlie hadn’t let him in on where the excess cash was coming from. He made it perfectly clear that all the money movements needed to be below the radar, citing tax avoidance as the primary reason for the creative financial schemes he asked Steve to devise.

His eyebrows scrunched together. Steve never once asked for further explanations, and that struck a chord. He swung back to his computer and searched for the Soho Theater. Vanities was indeed re-opening on Friday night. Staring at the monitor, he clicked on the cast link, shuffling through the pictures until Jennifer’s came up.

He leaned forward, staring at the dark-haired beauty on his screen, and chuckled. “Now I know why you put up with her.” On impulse, he bought a pair of tickets. He closed the web browser and stood, leaning on the window frame and flipping open the cell phone. “Anything?”

“No, he was with his girlfriend all night. His name’s on the mailbox and it looks like she’s moving in,” the voice answered. “What’s with this guy, anyway?”

“Just making sure he’s legit,” Charlie answered. He looked over his shoulder into the heart of the office.

“Do you want me following her or back on his tail?”

He debated and glanced at his watch. It was still early, and he expected Steve to be at the office until at least six. “Stay on her until lunchtime and then head this way.” He flipped the phone closed and glanced at his calendar. He had a meeting with one of his distributors in an hour. Closing his laptop, he locked his office before heading out.
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THE CAR FOLLOWED STEVE out of sight, and she kicked into action. Suitcases came out and garments flew from the bureau into the open luggage as she tossed as much of her clothing as the two bags would hold. She unplugged the tiffany desk lamp and headed out to the garage, depositing the suitcases in the trunk of her car along with the lamp.

After seizing a box from the closet, she haphazardly threw some books and CDs into it, as well as a frying pan. Satisfied with the impression of a quick packing, she brought the box down to the car. She made one last trip up to the apartment and looked around. The decorative pillows on the couch caught her eye and on impulse, she snatched both the pillows and her make-up case on her way out the door.

Tucked out of sight on the far corner, she studied each car that pulled to the side of the road by their building. She didn’t have to wait long before the man hired to watch her husband pulled into the same parking spot he had settled into the previous night. He leaned back in the seat, watching the entrance of her building.

Jennifer took her time, driving around Brooklyn, stopping to grab breakfast at a little café before she headed back to their apartment. She didn’t have to be at the theater until later this afternoon, and the morning performance was much more critical because her husband’s life was at stake. She had to make the man watching believe she was moving into their apartment.

She swung her car into the no-parking zone in front of the building and climbed out. She released the trunk before climbing out onto the sidewalk. With the first box balanced on her knee, she slammed the trunk closed.

A police officer stopped her halfway across the sidewalk.

“You can’t park there,” the heavyset officer said. Her gray hair curled around her cap, and she continued to point at Jennifer’s car with each approaching step.

“Officer,” she began, “I just have a few things to bring inside. I’ll only be a couple of minutes. I promise.” She took another step toward the apartment.

The officer flipped the page and wrote out a ticket.

“Please don’t give me a ticket. I’m moving in today and I don’t have any help.”

The officer raised her beady, narrow eyes. “You can’t park here.”

Her arms were burning from the weight of the box. “Just let me bring this up and I’ll move the car,” she pleaded.

The officer went back to writing the ticket.

She debated whether she should go upstairs or move the car. “Screw it.” She turned, entering the building, and headed to the elevator. The officer slipped the ticket under her wiper just before the elevator doors closed on the view. “Shit.”

Returning a few minutes later, she ripped the ticket off the windshield and dropped it in the trunk, retrieving the two suitcases. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the tail staring at her. She paid no attention to him and slammed the trunk closed.

Jennifer deposited the suitcases inside and locked up before heading down once more. This time, she slid into the driver’s seat and pulled the car into the garage across from the building. She made a spectacle of herself juggling the throw pillows and tiffany lamp as she crossed the street, muttering under her breath and clutching the parking ticket in her hand.

The apartment door closed behind her, and she exhaled. The encounter with the officer had been annoying, but it also was a good diversion. It gave her a chance to get a better look at their stalker. Dark hair pulled tight into a ponytail, tinted glasses and a scar on the side of his Latino cheek. Based on the number of cigarettes on the ground outside his car window, he was also a chain smoker.

She made the point of going over to the curtains and throwing them wide to let in the morning sunshine before she unpacked her clothes and placed the lamp on the desk where she had grabbed it. When she finished, she headed into the bathroom and ducked into the shower, letting the water dissolve the tension from her muscles.

“Please God, let that be convincing enough,” she whispered as she poured shampoo into her hand.
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THE CELL PHONE VIBRATED in his pocket, and Steve checked the display. A text message appeared with instructions. He waited a half hour, then locked his computer and walked out of the office, heading to the Starbucks down the street.

He scanned the busy crowd for a tail before stepping inside. The scent of muffins and coffee filled the small shop. His stomach growled, and mouth watered from the conditioned reflex of hundreds of Starbucks visits.

“Large vanilla latte,” he said to the bubbly girl behind the counter and slid his Bluetooth into his ear. “And a blueberry muffin.” He handed over a twenty, taking his change and his order, and headed to a corner table by the window where he opened the newspaper left behind.

A napkin fell out and Steve slowly crumpled it after reading the message scribbled on the thin paper. He glanced at the story highlighted in the message. A blonde-haired woman looked accusingly from the page of the newspaper. Found dead in her apartment last night. The information paralleled Jennifer’s dream. “Damn.”

“No kidding,” the older gentleman in the chair right behind him said. “How’d you know?”

Steve inhaled and glanced at the reflection in the window. His partner, Jerry Kasmur, stared into the glass, their eyes meeting briefly. Jack hadn’t filled Jerry in on Jennifer’s clairvoyant abilities, and he wasn’t in the mood to get into the details of his wife’s gifts in a busy Manhattan Starbucks. Hell, it had taken Jack almost a year to accept it; he couldn’t expect Jerry to in five minutes. “Crystal balls, remember?”

Jerry choked on his coffee, sputtering it all over the table, and Steve stifled a grin, scanning the article in front of him again before he spoke next. “By the way, I almost got nailed last night.” He sipped his coffee while his gaze surveyed the crowd inside the restaurant and outside on the street between glances at the newspaper in his hands.

Silence.

His phone vibrated, and he pressed the Bluetooth, connecting the call. He took another sip, glancing at the newspaper while peeling away the wax paper from the bottom of the muffin.

“What happened?”

“I got the last of the documents and should have time to review them over the weekend,” he said into the phone. “I’m hoping I’ll have the final contract by Monday.”

“What happened?”

“I ran into him at the office on my way out.” He and glanced back at the newspaper. “Jenny’s involved.” He took a bite of the muffin, swallowing the nervous lump that had formed in his throat. “I needed a reason to be there at that hour and invented a crazy girlfriend.” He shot a sideways glance at the glass.

“Jack’s not going to like that.”

Steve uttered a short laugh. “That’s the understatement of the year.” Jack had been livid when he found out Jennifer was in New York with him. She wasn’t part of the agency. She was a civilian, and he didn’t care that they were married. This assignment was supposed to be deep cover and the dossier they built for him had no mention of a wife. While her identity had been kept under wraps after the situation in Brooksfield blew wide open, anyone with the type of connections Charlie had could dig deep enough to find out about Jennifer’s past, and her connection to the FBI. Using her maiden name on the billing made it much easier for that connection to be uncovered.

Returning his gaze to the paper, he asked, “Is this the same guy?”

“Yes,” Jerry said.

“Missing digit?”

“Yes.” The confirmation came with the scraping of the chair as Jerry got up, heading toward the door. “We’ve arranged for our seats to be next to yours at the play Friday.”

“Jenny ought to love that.” Steve rolled his eyes. Taking another bite of the muffin, he listened to his partner’s chuckle before the line went dead.

He finished his coffee while reading the paper. A cop in the seventh precinct survived the latest victim, and she came home to find her sister dead. He’d seen some of the crime scene photos from the Slasher’s earlier victims, and if this was anything like the other murders, it was messy as hell.

That must have royally sucked.

He flipped to the business section and after reading three stories, painting doom and gloom in the financial sector; he closed the paper, collected his garbage, and dumped it in the trash on the way out the door.
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STEVE STEPPED ON THE elevator and pressed the button for the fifth floor.

A hand shot between the doors, causing them to retract. The owner of the appendage stepped into the elevator. He gave Steve a nod and went to press the button for his floor, but pulled his hand back at the last moment. “Looks like we got the express.”

Steve glanced at his elevator mate, offering a civil elevator smile, memorizing as much about him as he could. CW FOG covered the entire fifth floor, and he had never seen this joker before. Between 6’1” and 6’2” with white teeth that poked out from behind his dark beard. The Prada shades shielding his eyes hinted that the man was better off than he appeared. A New York Yankee baseball cap covered most of his unruly curls, but some still poked out around the edges. The color matched the deep brown of his beard. His jeans were torn at the knees, but his Nikes were spotless. The corduroy blazer had patches on the elbows, reminding him of the pompous professors at Yale, yet he carried a package and clipboard under his arm.

The contradictions intrigued Steve. There was a strange, almost bohemian flavor to the man, the scent of sweat and nicotine emanated from him, mixing with the sweet aroma of vanilla latte in the small space. Steve took a sip of the coffee and watched the floor count rise.

When the elevator opened, he held the door for the man, watching as he headed into the office, approaching the empty reception desk.

“Can I help you?” Steve asked.

The man checked his clipboard. “Is Mr. Wisnowski around?”

“Do you want me to sign for that?”

The man shook his head. “Says here to hand deliver to Mr. Wisnowski.”

“Okay. I’ll see if he’s in the office.” Steve stepped out of the reception area. Charlie’s door was closed, and he rapped his knuckles on the mahogany wood, waiting. After a moment, he headed back into the lobby. “I’m sorry, but he isn’t in the office right now. You sure you don’t want me to sign?”

The man nodded and wrote a quick note. “Have him call me schedule a more convenient time.” He handed him the paper and disappeared into a waiting elevator.

Steve opened the note as he walked into his office and stopped in the middle of the room, reading the scribbled script.

Got a package from Mr. B. Give me a yell and I’ll bring it by.

His eyebrows creased as he refolded the note and tucked it into his shirt pocket.
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THE PRINTER SPAT OUT copies of the contract, and Steve picked up the group of papers, scanning his notes, and suggested updates. Charlie entered the office and Steve grabbed the last page off the printer and intercepted him.

“Do you have a minute?”

“What’s up?” Charlie swung his office door open.

“I wanted you to look over the changes to the contract before I send it out.” He handed over the pages. “And a courier was here earlier. He needed your signature and said to call him set up another time.” He pulled the note from his pocket and handed it to Charlie.

A small smile appeared on Charlie’s lips as he read the scribbled note. He pocketed the paper and took a seat behind his desk, motioning for Steve to do the same. Charlie scanned the proposed changes Steve gave him.

He nodded when he agreed and chewed his lip when he had reservations.

Steve had defined a more reasonable deal, sighting normal hours as between eight in the morning and six at night, and triple time only applied between the hours of midnight and six in the morning. Everything else was double time.

“You think they’ll go for this?” Charlie asked when he looked up from the annotated contact pages.

“I don’t know. They were pretty skimpy on the timeframe for reasonable and customary rates.” Steve raised his eyebrow, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the arms of the chair. He clasped his hands together. “I think they’re going to push for a longer triple time window.”

Charlie leaned back, drumming his fingers on the desk. “I’m not thrilled about paying triple for any time of day.”

“I could change it to say off hour service is paid at double time,” he said, “but they might tell you to go pound sand.”

Charlie chuckled. “Change it and let’s see what their reaction is. If they squawk, offer them this deal.” He handed the papers back to Steve.

“Will do.” He walked out of Charlie’s office with no more of a clue as to what the messenger’s note meant than before. After making the updates, he sent an electronic copy to Hammond Boilers and waited for their reaction.  
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THE EMPTY APARTMENT GREETED him. He tossed both his briefcase and overcoat on the desk, and opted to fix a quick meal before he settled into his daily de-brief. With the scent of chicken alfredo drifting through the flat, Steve opened his laptop and signed on. He attended to dinner, stirring the sauce until it thickened and when it was finished, he prepared a plate for both Jennifer and himself. Hers he covered and placed into a warm oven and his took the place of his briefcase and coat on the desktop. Settling behind the screen, he alternated between typing and eating, not really tasting the delicious meal he’d cooked. Instead, his focus remained on detailing his day at the office and the odd courier visit.

When he finished his recap, he pulled Charlie’s file, popping open a Corona before reading the information for the hundredth time. Charlie’s parents died in a car accident shortly after his brother was born. Paul Wisnowski had been traveling too fast for the conditions when he hit an ice patch that spun him into the path of an eighteen-wheeler. Both he and his wife died on impact, leaving Charlie and his younger brother Kyle in the hands of the state.

Because Charlie was such a rebel, it was difficult to find folks willing to open their doors to the orphans for any length of time. So, he and his brother flowed from one foster family to the next. When Charlie turned sixteen, he took off, leaving his younger brother in the hands of the foster system until he died in a car accident five years later, at the age of sixteen.

Charlie’s family doesn’t seem to have luck with cars.

Steve drained the beer and read the accident report for Kyle. The teenager lost control of his car and slammed into a tree. The car exploded, leaving the body mostly charred by the time the firefighters arrived.

He raised his eyebrows.

Cars don’t just explode... unless it was an old Pinto.

Cocking his head, he leaned forward, pulling up the make and model. The kid had a Trans-Am, not a Pinto. He popped the cap off another Corona and sat back, reviewing the eyewitness accounts. The car didn’t explode on impact. They said it took a good ten seconds between hitting the tree and the explosion, which was powerful enough to send a couple of bystanders onto their asses, contributing to the chaos at the scene.

Just doesn’t seem right.

He chewed the inside of his lip in time with the gnawing sensation in the pit of his stomach.

Jennifer walked in the door, interrupting his train of thought.

“I moved in today,” she said.

He met her stare, and the crease between his eyebrows deepened.

Jennifer pointed to her ear and then twirled her finger at the ceiling.

Steve glanced around, catching her drift and kicking himself for not thinking of it before. He hadn’t had a scan of the apartment for a couple of weeks, and it would be just like Charlie to bug the place now that he was on his radar. “So I see.” He returned his gaze to her. “How’d rehearsal go?”

“Good. What’d you cook for dinner?” She caught a quick kiss before dumping her pocketbook and coat on the chair.

“Chicken alfredo. There’s a covered plate in the oven.” He sipped his beer and closed the connection, shutting off his computer. Swiveling the chair around, he studied the room. Nothing was out of order.

“My god, this is good,” she said through a mouthful of chicken.

“Feel like grabbing a drink after?” he asked, still surveying the apartment. His eyes landed on a knick-knack that he hadn’t noticed before and he crossed to the window, smiling as he shot a sideways glance in her direction and drew the shades.

“After what?” Jennifer understood, taking the bait and teasing him.

Steve’s smile disappeared, and he turned his back on the covered window. “After we screw around.” His voice carried a certain lightness not reflected in his knotted muscles. He crossed and pointed to the piece.

“Why don’t we have a drink first?” She shook her head and shrugged, telling him it wasn’t hers.

It certainly wasn’t his. He examined the ceramic bunny and glanced over his shoulder with a shrug. “Why’s that?”

Her light laughter filled the apartment. “Because if we get into that bed, we both know we won’t be going out tonight.”

“You’ve got a point.” Steve leaned on the desk facing her, his eyes still scanning the room for places where listening devices could be planted. “You about ready, then?”

How long has Charlie been listening?

Every conversation over the last couple of weeks flowed through his mind and the only time he went off script was this morning.

Shit.

He glanced back at the shelves where the ceramic bunny sat. He didn’t think it had been there, but he couldn’t be sure. He swung his apprehensive gaze toward Jennifer.

“Sure. Let me finish this and I’ll be all set.” She took the last bite of her dinner and rinsed the dish before they headed out.

“Jesus,” Steve whispered on the street.

“You really think there’s a tap in our apartment?” Jennifer asked.

“Yes. He’s got a tail on us, which means he’s got some questions about me.” He glanced sideways.

“That isn’t good, is it?”

He shrugged and stopped at the corner when the Do Not Cross sign turned solid. The tail car drove down the block and stopped. A bus pulled through the intersection, temporarily blocking the view, and Steve turned, leading Jennifer down the street to the right and into a small bar on the far corner of the block before the tail could track them again. They took a seat in the back and ordered a beer.

“No, it isn’t,” he finally answered Jennifer. “It’s just a matter of how long he’s been listening. If he heard our conversation this morning...” He trailed off. “Please reconsider going home.”

“I just landed the lead in the play. Besides, I’m not leaving you.”

He took a deep breath. “Charlie invited me to a get together Friday.”

She stiffened, and the unhappy set of her jaw caused him to shake his head.

“I turned him down.”

Jennifer blinked and tilted her head. She opened her mouth and then closed it and looked into her beer. “I don’t know whether to thank you or smack you,” she commented after her first sip.

“I promised you I’d be there.”

She leaned back in the seat, and a smile played on her lips. “You chose me over your job? I’m flattered.”

“Yeah, well, don’t be. Jerry arranged to have the seat next to mine.”

The bell over the door of the bar jingled with the next patron.

“That’s him.” She glanced toward the door and back at Steve.

“I figured it wouldn’t be long. Just don’t look at him again,” he said. “Are you ready for Friday?” He tipped the beer to his lips and glanced at the mirror behind the bar, catching their tail’s reflection in the smoky glass before returning his gaze to Jennifer. She was talking.

“So, I got a little angry.”

His eyebrows creased. “Why’d you get angry?”

“Are you even listening to me at all?” she yelled. “Or were you watching the ballgame?” She pointed at the television above the bar where the Knicks were taking on the Celtics.

“I, uh...” Steve glanced over his shoulder. Her outburst drew the attention of the entire bar. He turned back toward her, seeing the spark in her eyes. “I heard what you said,” he recovered, getting into character.

“No, you didn’t! You never listen!” Jennifer stood up and stormed out of the bar with everyone staring after her.

He hung his head and stood, heading out with a shrug to the other patrons. He caught up with her around the corner near their apartment, grabbed her arm, and stopped her. “What was that all about?”

“Roll with it.” She yanked her arm out of his grip and stomped into the apartment building.

Steve put his hands on his hips, exasperated. He hated it when Jennifer took matters into her own hands—things usually got messier when she did that. He made his way into the building and caught sight of the tail as the elevator doors closed.

The ceramic figurine hit him in the temple when he closed the apartment door. It fell, smashing on the floor. Steve ducked under the next item thrown in his direction, the heel of his palm pressed to the spot where the first torpedo hit. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“You never listen!” she screamed and hurled another item from the shelves at Steve. She picked up yet another item and pulled her arm back to send it sailing in his direction. “You’re always ignoring me and now that I have your attention...”

“Don’t throw that!” he bellowed. Jennifer’s hand wrapped around a paperweight his grandfather gave him. Embedded inside the crystal ball was the emblem of the Marine Corps unit his grandfather had served with before he became an FBI agent.

“Why the hell not?”

“My grandfather gave me that.” Steve crossed the room, tearing it out of her hand. He slammed it back on the shelf and turned his attention to the shattered bits of items he wasn’t able to save. “Damn it, Jenny!” He glared in her direction. “You broke the eagle Peg gave me.” He pulled his hand away from his temple. It was covered in blood and a warm trickle slid down his face. “And I’m bleeding.”

Storming into the bathroom, he slammed the door behind him and looked at his reflection. “Shit.” He was bleeding all right. Snatching a washcloth off the rack, he turned on the cold water and soaked the fabric, wringing it before he pressed it to the gash. Anger engulfed him, and he yanked open the bathroom door.

Jennifer ran the broom over the floor, collecting the glass in a small pile. “I’m sorry,” she said without turning. “I overreacted.”

“Ya think?” He continued to hold the wet compress to his temple, watching her sweep the glass into a dustpan. “I need stitches.”

Jennifer turned with wide eyes. “You deserve it!” she snapped and mouthed the words I’m so sorry. She looked back at the pile of rubble in the dustpan and picked out the microphone chip. “What’s this?”

Steve stared at the wiretap she held and shrugged, in full view of their stalker.

“You don’t trust me?” She dropped the dustpan, sending the glass bouncing off the pan over the floor, and she crossed to him, holding the microphone in front of her like a dead mouse.

Steve stepped away even though he knew the anger emanating was manufactured for their audience. “I’ve never seen that before in my life,” he answered, his gaze bouncing between the wiretap and Jennifer’s face. “What the hell is it?”

“A microphone.” She inspected the item closely. “My ex tapped my phone once with something that looked like this.” She raised her eyes, tossing it to him.

Steve caught the small electronic device. He tilted his head, gritting his teeth. “I didn’t put this here.”

“If you didn’t, then who did?” Jennifer barked.

“Maybe you did.” He spiked the microphone on the floor, grinding the heel of his shoe on the speaker, destroying it.

They stood staring at each other for a moment. Neither one was sure whether the microphone in the knick-knack was the only tap in the apartment.

“I didn’t plant the wire,” Jennifer said, keeping in character. She sat on the edge of the bed. “Maybe it was my ex.”

Steve sighed and glanced at the mess on the floor. He sat down on the edge of the bed, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. “I’m not your ex,” he said for the benefit of any live microphones, “and if that son of a bitch comes anywhere near you, I’ll kill him.” He pulled the cloth away from his temple, the blue fabric now purple from absorbing the blood. “I need to get to the hospital. Can you drive?”

Jennifer audibly sighed. “Yeah.” She led him out of the apartment.
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“ROLL WITH IT?” STEVE asked as he sat in the emergency waiting room.

Jennifer chuckled and shrugged. “I didn’t mean to split your head open.”

“Yeah, well, you also broke the eagle Peg gave me.”

Her smile disappeared at the mention of his ex-fiancé’s name, bringing her back to the initiation rite that almost killed them the year before, and all the tragic events leading up to it, including the death of her boyfriend. “If you noticed, I also smashed the ceramic cat Tom gave me.”

He hadn’t noticed; he was too busy dodging the projectiles. He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes against the raging headache. “I’ll need to sweep both cars and the rest of the apartment over the weekend to make sure there aren’t any more bugs.”

“Do you think that quantifies me as the crazy girlfriend?”

Steve burst out laughing. “I’d say so.” He glanced over at her. “You can be pretty scary when you put your mind to it.”

Their stalker walked through the emergency room entrance.

“And you can be a royal jackass at times,” Jennifer said, slipping into character.

Steve’s eyebrows creased. “I have half a mind to press charges,” he muttered, sending a wink in her direction.

“You wouldn’t dare!”

Steve allowed a brief smile to surface before suppressing it. “Assault with a deadly knick-knack.”

She burst out laughing, covering her mouth to stifle the echo in the small waiting room.

Steve looked at the floor, the smile gaining traction on his lips until the snort escaped and the laughter took hold. He glanced sideways at her. “I’m still pissed at you,” he said, still chuckling.

“I know.” Jennifer patted him on the back. “You’ll get over it.”
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THE KNICK’S GUARD MISSED the shot and Charlie jumped to his feet, his beer bubbling up from the sudden lurch. “Come on!” he yelled at the large screen television. He had a lot riding on this game, and with the home team teetering on a loss, his mood turned foul.

He switched the bottle to his left hand and snapped his right wrist, sending a small spray of beer over the glass coffee table. Tipping the beer to his lips, he drained half the bottle in one pull and sat down, glaring at the television, willing the Knicks to win.

The phone interrupted his mental chant, and he snatched it off the cradle. “What?” he snapped, his eyes still glued to the television.

“They found the bug.”

Charlie’s attention snapped away from the basketball game. “Who?”

“Your star lawyer.”

Irritation blazed under his skin, and he clenched his teeth. The Celtics just sunk a three pointer and drew a foul.

Fuck. First the Knicks, now this?

He muted the television. “How?”

“His girlfriend.”

Blinking, he digested the comment. “His girlfriend?”

“Yeah, she is a crazy bitch. I’m talking certifiable. She freaked out on him at a bar because he was watching the Knicks game and then when they got home, she threw the ceramic figure I planted at him.”

What were the odds?

Speechless, he caught his slack-jawed expression in the television's reflection and closed his mouth. “Was that the only item she threw?”

“No, she threw
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