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Chapter One

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy had become a creature of the night, lingering in the shadows of streetlights to keep her secret. She stood by the dining room window, waiting for the horizon to snuff out the last light of day and release her from the solitary confines of the apartment. Her tentacled fingers now reached down to her toes. She pressed two fingers against the floorboards, sensing the slightest vibrations of Leo’s comings and goings. He was behind and to the left, moving away. That put him in the hallway going toward the bedrooms.

The wall was her connection to Cindy. The pitch of running water told her that Cindy was at the bathroom sink. The pipes shuddered, followed by the patter of bare feet.

Leo ambled toward her; his pace picked up, then stopped no more than three feet away. He was quiet, wanting her to tell him where he was. She was tired of playing that game, the probing, and being a freak.

Without turning around, she reached back and wrapped her middle finger around his ankle and yanked, sending him to the floor with a thump. “Is that the answer you wanted, Leo?”

Leo groaned. “I’d prefer a verbal response.”

She sensed his shifting weight on the floorboards. He wasn’t getting up. “You all right?”

“Need to stretch my back out a bit. I’m not a kid anymore.”

A door opened in Cindy’s apartment, formerly their apartment. It was Cindy’s bedroom door, each door with its own sound. Sammy pictured Cindy in the blue dress with the ruffled sleeves.

Sammy turned to Leo. “Need a hand?”

Leo nodded.

Sammy wrapped her index finger around his hand and pulled him up. “Guess I’m not fit to be around.”

Leo rotated his back. “You’ve been a little more surly than usual.”

“You got a test for that too?”

“I don’t delve into the psychological realm.”

She lifted her hand. “These aren’t exactly getting any shorter.”

“The genetic profile hasn’t changed, so there’s still hope that this condition can be reversed.”

“Yeah, a hope and a prayer.”

“You’ve gained control over the skin coloration.”

“You think I care if I have a brick wall painted on my face if I got to walk around with these?” Sammy asked, twirling her hand.

Leo seemed dazzled by the motion of the curling and unfurling tentacles.

Sammy turned back, staring at the sun’s orange trail heading toward sunset. “I’m going.”

“Going? Where?”

Sammy shrugged. She could go to the country and find a quiet place where only the birds, chipmunks, and squirrels would see what kind of freak she was. There might even be a big tree, big enough to put a house on one of the branches, and the grass would be a cool green carpet where she could lie. She wouldn’t even need any shoes. There’d be apple trees too, and when she was hungry she’d pick an apple as big as a pumpkin.

“Sam, let’s not do anything rash.”

“You did all the tests, and nothing’s changed.”

“It’s been what? Ten days?”

Strange, how it seemed both longer and shorter than that. The days in the apartment seemed to go on forever, but the sound of Tatiana’s neck cracking seemed moments ago. How many times had she awakened to that sound? She had dreamed of the tentacles turning on her as if they had a mind of their own and decided to take retribution for her sins.

“There are other tests I can run.”

Was he afraid to lose his prized lab rat? “Thought you did all the tests?”

“Those tests were designed to determine the next course of action. This is very early going, Sam.”

“I knew it’d be a never-ending round of tests with you.”

“Your condition is unique, so the variables in this case are numerous.”

“You mean too many to figure it out.”

“It means more testing.”

Yeah, next on the menu was the maze, or was it the hamster wheel?

“At least agree to an imaging scan.”

“I thought we were going to do that last week.”

“There were some setbacks on that front, but I’ve found a technician who will take an extended break for the right amount of psychedelics.”

Sammy felt the tapping of Cindy’s heels like hammers driving spikes. The pace was quick. She must be running late. The door to the apartment opened and banged closed. “You better get going.”

Leo dashed to the door. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

“I swear you must be psychic, Leo,” Cindy shouted through the door. The heels thundered away.

Leo slipped on his jacket. “You’ll be here when I get back?”

Sammy nodded. She’d go out when it got dark like she always did, but tonight she wouldn’t come back. She strolled to the bedroom window, hoping to catch a last glimpse of them.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Two

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy flung the rope out the window, the other end tied to the leg of the dining room table. She climbed out and pulled a bag of her clothes with her. It only had a couple of shirts and a pair of trousers she’d stolen during one of her night walks. The tablet was still in Cindy’s apartment, and so were the rest of her clothes. She could use more clothes, and the tablet might come in handy.

She surveyed her chances of using the fire escape to get into Cindy’s apartment, but the ladder was pushed all the way up and out of reach. If she swung from the rope, she might get enough lift to reach the fire escape. Sammy let go of the bag and dropped down on the rope. With her extended arm span, she created long arcs, giving her the sensation of flying. She wished she’d discovered this days ago. Approaching the height of the forward swing, she let go, reaching out, her heart racing at the thought of missing and crashing below. The middle finger snagged a slat.

Sammy dangled precariously, but if she swung, she might lose her hold. She reached out to the brick wall, hoping to find something to grab. The suction cups held onto the wall, allowing her to pull up and secure her grip to the fire escape.

Cat was looking up at her from below as if she were a meal about to drop. “Don’t they feed you?”

Igor’s sister came to the window. Sammy pulled her feet up, but his sister spotted her and screamed. It was too risky to climb up on the fire escape and be exposed. The wall, she could hide on the wall. She let go of the fire escape and latched onto the side of the building, bringing her knees up to make herself look small. Think brick wall. She felt the cool brick and its rectangular contours.

Mama jutted her head out the window, holding a long knife. She looked up toward Sammy. Did Mama see her?

Sammy’s feet slipped. She pulled her knees up, trying to get a footing. Fine dirt and dusty mortar trickled down.

Mama shot her another look. She shouted something in Russian. Sammy strapped both index fingers over her feet, bolting them to the wall. Mama had something in her hand. Sammy hoped it wasn’t a gun. A beam of light cut through the night. Shadowed slats cast off from the fire escape, moving up and down with the beam. Sammy held still.

The light went out. The voices were quieter now and muffled by their indoor confines. Igor’s sister called out to the cat. Cat looked up at Sammy with an expectant gaze and meowed.

Sammy smiled, wondering how Cat would take to the tentacles.

Igor’s sister had pebbles of food in her hand, trying to coax him in, but Cat didn’t take his eyes off of Sammy as if hoping for a bigger prize.

Sammy grabbed the rail to the fire escape and pulled up and over the rail. She opened the window and climbed in. The apartment was dark, but she could see her way around. The layout of all the apartments seemed to be the same, a counter separated the kitchen and the dining room, beyond that were the living room and the front door, and splitting the kitchen and the living room on her right was the hallway to the bedrooms and the bathroom.

Sammy’s arms were painted in the red brick of the building. She took in a deep breath and blew it out, then shook as if she were shaking off dust and dirt. The red brick faded away.

The place was pretty much the same, except messier. Cindy wasn’t exactly a clean freak. A sweet floral scent of Cindy’s perfume wafted in the air. Sammy twirled her fingers, taking in the aromas: toasted bread, the greasy residue of cooked beef, the tangy sweetness of spilled pineapple juice, the pungent, earthy odor of garbage long overdue for being tossed. Somehow she knew Cat was behind her, standing on the windowsill. Maybe his scent was mixed in with everything else.

She turned slowly. Cat’s keen gaze followed the long tendrils of her fingers. Sammy curled her fingers up and tucked her hands behind her back. Cat jumped down from the sill and rubbed against Sammy’s leg, arching his back. Sammy flicked her finger out and rubbed behind his ear. The strands of fur bent and sprang away from her touch like the blades of soft grass.

Cat looped around her leg and stopped to smell her finger. He licked the back, scraping the skin with his coarse tongue. She wanted to pick him up but was afraid she’d hurt him. “I’ll see if she has anything for you.”

Cat followed her around the counter, then stopped by the kitchen opening. The light from the refrigerator momentarily blinded her. The refrigerator needed a good cleaning too. Sammy ripped off a piece of chicken from a breast that was nearing its expiration date. She shredded the chicken and put it on one of the half a dozen plates from the sink.

“I know it’s not bacon, but that’s all I got.”

Cat crouched over the plate, lapping up the strands of chicken.

“Still better than that pebble food.”

Sammy walked past him and into the hallway. She stopped by her bedroom, trying to remember the last time she was there. The night before everything changed, she’d slept on the ripped chair in the junk room. It seemed like ages ago. She emptied the dresser drawers of underwear, three trousers, and five shirts.

In Cindy’s room, dresses were piled up on a chair, the bed, and the dresser drawers. Sammy took one and pressed it up to her chin. The hem hung low like on one of those church ladies. The sweet floral scent of Cindy was strong, almost overpowering. She put the dress back and walked out.

Cat sat up by the empty plate, licking his paws.

Sammy put her clothes on the dining room table and figured she’d clean out the sink before leaving. She washed three dishes at a time and snickered at the thought of getting a job as a dishwasher.

Cat seemed to have enjoyed the plate-twirling show, or maybe he was just looking for more chicken.

“I’d take you with me but don’t know where I’m going. You’re safer here with the Russians and their pebble food, anyway.”

Cat rubbed against the side of her leg and licked her finger.

Sammy stroked behind his ear. She liked the feel of the soft fur against her finger.

Cat tilted his head as if he’d heard something. Sammy pressed her fingers along the floor. Someone was coming. Her first thought was Igor or his sister looking for Cat, but the sound was wrong. It was the tap of heels. Cindy? She wasn’t due back for hours. Somebody else was with her. Leo? No, the step was too heavy.

Sammy ran for the window, but Cat skirted in front, tripping her. The lock clicked open and the lights flashed on, turning everything white.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Three

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy crawled behind the dining room table, wary of trampling Cat. She peered over the table and spotted Cindy, who stood by the door, looking as though she were waiting for an invitation.

“Looks like a nice place,” the guy behind her said. He seemed to fill the door; must be one of Johnny’s guys.

“What am I going to do?”

“How about stepping inside?”

Cindy took a few tentative steps.

The guy slipped in behind her as if the hallway were freezing and closed the door. His hair was dark and close-cropped. His face had a golden-brown tint from one of those spray-on tans. “Me and my buddies have a place on the other side of the bridge. It’s not any better than this.”

“Sam found it.”

“A friend of yours?”

Cindy nodded, staring blankly.

“Is he around?”

“Who?”

“Your friend, this Sam guy.”

“Sam’s a girl…or was. I haven’t seen her since she walked off with Tatiana, but Tatiana’s dead.”

“You think she killed her?”

Cindy searched his face. “I don’t know.”

“I knew a guy from the neighborhood who went to prison, but it wasn’t for murder.”

“Never thought about prison.”

The big lug chuckled. “I won’t tell the cops where you live.”

What was he talking about?

Cindy forced a smile. “Don’t you have to get back to work?”

He shook his head. “Rhino’s covering for me.”

“Thanks for taking me home.” Cindy stepped to the edge of the living room and gazed down the hallway.

He followed her. “You’re going to need somebody now that you’re a wanted criminal. I’m sure you’ll find a way to repay the favor.”

Wanted criminal?

Cindy leaned back. “I’ll get by.”

He was looking at her as if she were a rack of ribs. “You should be a dancer.”

“That’s not for me.”

“You got the body for it.”

Cindy tugged at her dress’s shoulder strap.

“The pay is great. What those girls make in tips…” he said, looking off as if he were counting the bills.

“Can’t work at the club anyway.”

“That’ll blow over.”

Toupee Johnny fired her?

“In the meantime, I can help with your moves.” His gaze danced over her. “I’ve worked in all kinds of clubs and seen plenty of dancers.”

Cindy slipped off her shoes. “You should get back. Don’t want you to get into trouble.”

“I said Rhino was covering for me.” His voice had an edge to it.

Sammy thought of hurling a chair at him.

“Johnny is going to find out you’re missing, covering or not.”

The slimeball circled the living room, taking notice of the crack in the ceiling. “He’s got a small army of guys. He won’t even know I’m gone.”

“I kind of want to be alone right now.”

“You got a beer or something?”

How about a chair over the head?

Cindy shook her head. “There might be some pineapple juice in the fridge.”

“Should’ve stopped for some beer.”

“You want the juice?”

He shrugged. “Sure.”

Sammy looked for something to throw but spotted her clothes on the table. She flicked her finger over the pile and pulled it to the floor.

“Whoa, what was that?”

Cindy spun around.

“Looked like a snake on the table.”

Damn it. He saw her.

Cindy approached the table. “I don’t see anything.”

“It jumped to the floor.”

Cindy backed away.

“Got a knife or something?”

Cindy dashed to the kitchen.

Sammy ducked down. What was she going to do? She couldn’t hide wearing clothes. She slid under the table and kicked off her shoes, then took off her shirt and bra. She slipped out of her trousers and panties, gathered her clothes, and stuffed them between the chair’s seat and the table.

Slimeball approached the table, white-knuckling the knife.

“You see anything?” Cindy asked.

The floor was cool and a draft passed over her, giving her a chill. She watched her body blend. It looked as if the floor reached out and swallowed her. Another kind of chill rippled through, and she smiled but kept still, waiting for him to pass, then flicked out a finger and tripped him.

He stumbled, grabbing onto the chair to keep from falling.

“You okay?”

“Something tripped me.”

“What was it?”

“Don’t see anything.”

Sammy smiled. “That’s right. You won’t see me coming,” she whispered, sliding out from under the table. She put a finger against the wall, thinking she was everywhere and everything. The finger blended against the wall, taking on the marks and blemishes as she moved it. Her belly tickled with excitement.

She stood and shuffled along the wall.

“I’ll take that juice,” he said. “You got something strong to put in it?”

Cindy trekked around the counter. “Just juice.”

Slimeball turned back. Sammy froze, thinking she was spotted, but his gaze tracked past her.

Sammy crossed the room, wondering if she could blend well enough in the open. She pressed against the narrow wall between the hallway and the kitchen. A cool breeze brushed over her from the open window. She shook.

Cindy set the glass on the counter. “Wonder what that was?”

“This place is spooky if you ask me.”

Cat strolled out from the hallway and rubbed against Sammy’s leg. Sammy tried to nudge him away.

“Got a cat?”

Cindy rushed out from behind the counter. Cat jumped back and hissed. “How did that get in here?”

“Open window, my guess.” He downed the juice.

Cindy turned back. “I didn’t leave it open.” She drifted to the open window. “Sam!” She swung around and brushed past Sammy into the hallway.

Slimeball followed. Sammy wrapped her finger around his ankle and pulled, sending him sprawling to the floor.

He sat up and searched the room.

Cindy popped out from the hallway. “What happened?”

He rubbed his knee. “This place is real spooky, like it’s haunted or something.”

“You see someone?”

He shook his head and pushed up off the floor. “Good luck with this place. I’ll stick to mine over the bridge any day.” Slimeball limped to the door and slammed it shut.

Cindy locked the door and leaned back against it, scouring the room. Cat sat across the room from Sammy, watching Cindy. She strolled toward the cat. “Did Sam let you in?”

Cat hissed when she got close.

“You really don’t like me, do you?”

Cat looked away, nose up as if catching the scent of something wafting by.

Cindy swiped the glass off the counter and gazed into it. “Could she be a ghost?” She searched the room, then looped around the counter into the kitchen.

Sammy crossed the room and pressed up against the wall, keeping Cindy in view. Cat slinked up to her and rubbed against her leg, then arched his back, pressing deeper against her as she stroked behind his ear.

Cindy stood over the sink. “I know I had dishes in here.” She opened the cabinet. “Yeah, she was here. Unless that cat can do dishes.” Cindy approached the counter and searched for Cat. “If you can do dishes, you can stay.”

“You hear that, Cat?” Sammy whispered. “You got a job.”

Cindy leaned back against the counter and sighed. “What am I going to do?”

Sammy thought about sneaking into the club and stuffing that toupee down Johnny’s throat. She had to find out what was going on. The tablet was at the other end of the table.

Cindy pulled at her dress, inspecting her boobs. She sauntered out of the kitchen and down the hallway.

Sammy swiped the tablet and flipped through news channels. She spotted Cindy’s face and hers side by side with big red letters flashing, “Wanted for Murder.” Tatiana’s face popped up next. It was the dead version.

Sammy swallowed. “Guess I’ll stick around.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Four

________________________________________

 

 

 



 

Sammy leaned against the wall in the hallway, listening to Cindy and Leo who were sitting at the dining room table. Cindy was doing most of the talking. “How’s Janine’s sister doing?”

“Fine,” Leo said. “Everyone’s fine.”

“She’s out of the hospital already?”

“Hospital?”

Sammy stripped and marched right behind Leo and tugged his ear.

“Ouch.” Leo turned back.

“You okay?”

Leo rubbed his ear. “It’s just a…a neck spasm.”

Cindy leaned in from across the table. “Want me to massage it for you? Johnny used to ask me to do it all the time after a long day at the desk.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

Sammy tugged his ear again.

Leo groaned. “If you must.”

“Changed your mind?”

Leo glanced back. “Yes, please.”

Cindy hopped out of the chair and dug her hands into Leo’s neck and shoulders. Cindy had a musky floral scent that seemed to flow in waves as she moved.

Sammy fluttered her fingers, taking in the scent. It reminded her of a spring day when she and Uncle Danny had sold flowers piled on an open blanket. He’d stolen them from the cemetery and told her he didn’t think anybody there would mind.

Cindy paused. “Feel a draft?”

Sammy dropped her hands.

Cindy resumed the massage. “Like I was saying about Janine’s sister—”

“Which one is that?”

“Janine? She’s a hostess like me but older, like thirty.”

“That old?”

Cindy nodded as her motion slowed and touch lightened. “She does greetings too. Some of the other girls don’t like her because they say she steers all the best customers to her section.”

“And you don’t mind?”

Cindy tapped her foot the way she always did when she needed to dwell on something. “Wouldn’t they all do that if they were in her position?”

“It would seem to be the prudent thing to do.”

Cindy grinned. “Prudent? I like that.” She rocked from side to side. “Besides, there’s not a big difference anyway.”

Sammy smiled, watching Cindy sway her hips.

“So did you hear about Janine’s sister?”

Leo shook his head. “I don’t really have much time to converse with the staff.”

“You always seem busy. I thought you’d have it down pat making those pills.”

“The psychedelics are only a small part of what I do.”

“Yeah?” Cindy paused the massage. “What else do you do?”

“Turn people into cephalopods, the annoying version.”

Annoying?

“Is that a kind of plant?” Cindy snorted. “So who did you turn into a plant?”

“The one standing behind you.”

Cindy jumped back from Sammy. “Scared me, Leo.”

“Now you know how I feel.”

Cindy cocked her head to get a better look at Leo, but he wasn’t giving anything away. Cindy went back to the massage. “Last night was the strangest thing. You know Grinder?”

Leo shook his head.

“Guess it doesn’t matter. He took me home, and I think he wanted some home cooking if you know what I mean.”

“Not particularly.”

Cindy studied Leo for a moment. “Weird things kept happening. He saw a snake that wasn’t there, and he tripped and fell, blaming it on ghosts.”

Leo glanced back. “An apparition of some type?”

Sammy grinned. It’d been one of her finest moments since growing the hands.

“Is that like a ghost?”

“That and much more.”

Cindy slowed the massage. “Another thing was the dishes.”

“Dishes?”

“Had a sink full of dishes, and they were all cleaned and put away.”

“If you know a ghost who cleans dishes, feel free to send her over.”

“Funny you said ‘her.’ You know who I thought of? Sam.” Cindy’s hands fell from him.

Leo turned back but didn’t say anything.

“I thought Tatiana killed her, but now that I know Tatiana died, don’t know what to think.”

“Wherever she is, I would hope she’ll learn to appreciate her host.”

“Where could she be?”

“I’m sure she’s closer than you could imagine.”

Cindy drifted back to her seat. “I miss Sam, especially now. She’d know what to do.”

“Whatever she does, I hope it’s nothing rash.”

“She was ballsy all right,” Cindy said with a grin. “I’m talking like she’s dead. She’s not dead, right?”

“I can almost feel her presence.”

Sammy thought about tipping over his chair and making him really feel her presence.

“Another thing I forgot to mention was the cat.”

“Cat?”

“One of the girls’ cat. He’s a nasty little thing.”

Cat wasn’t nasty, just temperamental.

“Anyway, he likes Sam and was in the apartment. Popped out of nowhere.”

He was hungry. Cheap Igor and his dopey sisters didn’t feed him enough. See how they’d like that pebble food.

“When I got out of my dress, the cat was gone.” Cindy leaned back in the chair. “Afraid I’d have to sleep with one eye open with that thing around.”

Cat wouldn’t do anything.

Leo shifted in the chair. “Well, I have to get back to work if it’s okay with some people.”

Cindy chuckled. “I guess that’s me. Sorry about talking your ear off.”

“Thank you for the massage.”

“If your neck ever cramps up, give me a holler.”

Leo nodded.

Cindy leaned over the table. “Leo, you’re not really making plant people, are you?”

“Let’s keep that between you, me, and the invisible plant people in the room.”

Cindy stepped back from the table. “You’re funny, Leo.”

“I’ve been told that my humor is of the deadpan variety.”

Cindy nodded and pranced out the door.

Sammy pushed off the wall. “Was that so hard to act like a normal human being for once?”

Leo glanced over his shoulder. “With all the social contrivances required, it’s a wonder anything gets done.”

“She’s just feeling lonely. Some people feel lonely, you know.”

“Yes, it’s an occupation of the idle.”

Sammy headed back to her room. “Sorry to interrupt your busy day.”

“Don’t you think it was an unnecessary risk exposing yourself?”

“Yeah, now I’ll unexpose myself,” she shouted from the hallway.

“You’ve mastered continuous camouflage?” Leo asked as he stepped into the hallway.

Sammy slipped on her panties. “Do you mind?”

“I can’t see you.”

“You’re staring at me like a pervert.” She snapped on her bra.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Sammy pulled up her trousers. “You were too busy.”

“When did this happen?”

“I was the apparition Cindy talked about.” Sammy ducked her head into the T-shirt.

“It wasn’t a good idea cleaning her dishes.”

“The sink was a mess. Remind you of anyone?”

“Did the change occur spontaneously, or did you try a different procedure?”

Sammy slipped into her shoes and shook free of the blend. “Geez, give me some room.” She waved him back.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Did the change occur spontaneously, or did you try something different?”

“If I say ‘spontaneously,’ will you stop asking me a hundred questions?”

“I expect the truth. You owe me that much.”

“I owe you. Is that how you see our little arrangement?”

“Not as an obligation, more in the vein of collaboration.”

“Why do I feel like I’m always on the giving part of this collaboration?”

Leo followed her into the kitchen. “I’m the scientist.”

“Guess that makes me the guinea pig.”

Leo sighed. “Not that again.”

Sammy peered into the opened refrigerator. “There’s nothing in here, Leo.”

“I’ll order a meal, and we can talk while we eat.”

Sammy let the door close. “Why am I always so hungry?”

“There could be several reasons. I’d have to do a metabolic profile to narrow it down.”

“Sounds like more blood samples.”

Leo searched his phone. “Any food preferences?”

“Yeah, order a side of beef. That should hold me for a few days.”

“There’s a medical imaging facility that shouldn’t be hard to get into. Tomorrow night sound good?”

“I don’t know.”

“You can’t ask questions of me and not allow me to do tests.”

Sammy remembered the old chicken in Cindy’s refrigerator. She hoped Cindy wasn’t depending on eating that. “Get something for Cindy too.”

Leo stared at her over the phone.

“She gave you a good massage. That’s worth a meal.”

“Will you agree to do the imaging tomorrow?”

“Fine.”

Leo tapped on his phone. “Barbeque sound good?”

Sammy nodded and marched out of the kitchen, wondering what else she was bargaining away.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Five

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

A holographic sign jutted out from the building: “Edison Medical Imaging.” It was a one-story building made up of large gray-and-white blocks with windows in an opaque shade of aquamarine.

Sammy climbed the three steps to the front door, but it was locked. “You have to be buzzed in or something?”

“No, we’re breaking in. Didn’t I mention that?”

“I think I would’ve remembered that, Leo.”

“We can’t exactly enter into a facility with your condition.”

“Condition” was Leo’s code name for “freak.” “I thought you knew a guy.”

“His employment was terminated. Apparently, he was handing out favors indiscriminately.”

“Breaking in wasn’t part of the deal,” Sammy said. “Do you even know if it has an alarm?”

“He did give me the alarm codes. All you have to do is unlock the door.”

Sammy searched her pocket for the picks. The ball bearings were in there too. “Don’t know if I can pick a lock with these hands.”

“You’ve exhibited tremendous dexterity on some of the tests.”

“It’s a feel thing, and these hands don’t feel the same.”

Leo glanced over his shoulder. “We’re here now. What would it hurt to give it a try?”

“Should’ve told me.” Sammy pulled out the pick and torsion wrench from the set.

She put the pick in one hand and the torsion wrench in the other, but it seemed clumsy. She tried two fingers, twirling the fingers around each tool. It felt as if someone else were picking the lock; probably because she was standing a foot away. She almost gave up, but then the first pin fell.

“How is it coming along?”

“Feel like I’m doing long-distance lock-picking.”

“I’m sure you’ll need to make a few adjustments.”

Sammy found the next pin. “You think?” She had three pins down and was sweating to get the fourth. It finally dropped. She pulled down on the torsion wrench, unlocking the door. Sammy swung open the door. “Go. You don’t have much time.”

Leo raced in, pointing to the alarm box. “There it is right by the door.”

The alarm looked like the same one from the place they stole the gene editor, but the cover had push-button pins on each corner. Sammy took out a couple of jumpers from her pocket. She had a feeling that she’d need them.

Leo tapped in the numbers. “It’s telling me it’s the wrong number.”

“He either gave you a bogus number or the company changed it. Since they fired him, my guess is they changed it.”

“Hmm, the thought never occurred to me.”

Sammy pushed in the corner buttons and popped off the cover. The countdown clock was at twelve seconds. “If I can disable this, will you buy Cindy’s meals for a week?”

“What?”

“Eight seconds.”

“This is extortion.”

“Six seconds. Remember, Leo, I can disappear and you can’t.”

“Okay.”

“You sure you don’t want to think about it?”

“Do it!”

Sammy shoved in the jumper with one second remaining. She jumpered the reset, disabling the alarm.

Leo glared at her. “This way.”

Sammy followed him into what looked like someone’s living room. They passed the front desk on the right and marched down the hallway to the end room on the left.

Inside, the room was partitioned into a small front section, no more than eight feet deep, and a large back room. A wide window gave a view of the back room, where a huge donut sat on its side with a narrow table crossing into the hole. Leo sat at the desk by the window.

Sammy stared at the big donut. “What is that thing?”

Leo followed her gaze. “It’s the imaging scanner.”

“Looks like a big butt hole.”

Leo grinned. “Well, you’ll be going into that hole.”

“I’m not going into no butt hole.”

“I can assure you that this butt hole is odorless.”

“You didn’t say anything about a butt hole. You forgot to mention a lot of things.”

He glanced up at her from the holo-screen. “It’s perfectly safe.”

“Does it fart and spit me out?”

“I’ll see if I can make the appropriate modifications.”

“Funny, Leo,” Sammy said. “How long am I going to be in there?”

“About an hour.”

Sammy swung open the heavy door to the back room. “You’ll owe me for this.”

“I believe I’m paying for it in meals to your friend.”

Sammy spun back, but the door closed and she couldn’t hear what he said. The room smelled like every cleaning product ever made converging into one place. She waved her hand, but the movement stirred it up. “It stinks in here.”

Leo rose from the desk and pushed open the door. “The shirt and trousers are cotton?”

Sammy nodded.

“Are you wearing a brassiere?”

She glanced down to see if her nipples were showing. “Yeah.”

“Take off your shoes and brassiere. Then you’ll be ready for a whole new butt-hole experience.”

“I think you’re liking this more than you should.”

“It was my attempt to ease your discomfort.”

“Yeah, that attempt worked as well as those alarm codes.” Sammy kicked off her shoes and unsnapped her bra.

He nodded to the narrow table. “Lie down and place your head on the block.”

Sammy lay back, sinking into a groove centered down the table. She had to inch up to get her head onto the molded head piece. “Going to chop my head off next and put it in one of those jars?”

“I’m not particularly fond of pickled heads.”

“Think how much time you’ll have to study it?”

Leo grinned, pulling her arms out away from her sides. “Lie still or this will take longer.”

“In that case, I’ll be as still as a brick.”

The table slid back. The groove kept her in place. If drumbeats started, she’d jump off and run out.

The hole wasn’t as narrow as it seemed. It gave her the feeling of being tucked in and cozy. The machine’s hum was a distant lullaby, and the gentle rocking lulled her to sleep.

The table jerked her awake. She was out of the hole and still had her head. Leo’s face was behind a cloud of swirling images from the holo-screen. She pushed through the door.

Leo glanced up at her. “I just have to wait for the images to be stitched together.”

“How long was it?”

Leo glanced at the corner of the screen. “Forty-eight minutes.” He swiped one thing and dragged another. “I’ll be at this for at least another twenty minutes. You don’t have to stay.”

“This place isn’t exactly in walking distance.”

Leo just nodded as he shifted one image over another.

Sammy leaned in, trying to make sense of what he was doing.

Leo forced a smile. “If you’re hungry, there’s a lunchroom on the other side.”

Sammy waltzed to the door. “You don’t have to hit me over the head.”

The hallway walls were an ugly lime green. She passed by the front desk and stopped in the oversized living room. She tested the chairs and the sofa. They weren’t as comfortable as they looked.

Sammy meandered to the other side of the building, walls covered in the same ugly lime green. The last door on the right led to the lunchroom. A table sat in the middle circled by six chairs, and a counter ran along the back wall.

A cup-a-meal machine sat in the middle of the counter between two metal wire racks of the cups. One rack had mostly soups while the others were pasta meals. She went back and forth between the macaroni and cheese and the tortellini Alfredo. She popped the macaroni and cheese into the machine’s dispenser slot. It prompted her if she wanted al dente. She clicked “yes” and waited.

A few minutes later, out popped the macaroni and cheese, cover off and steaming with a fork on its side. It smelled cheesy enough. She dug her fork into the cup. It tasted pretty good. She wandered out to the living room area and lay on the sofa. She scooped out the last of the macaroni and cheese. “Might try the tortellini next.”

The front door opened. Sammy swung her feet to the floor and put the empty cup on the table. Cops?

Two guys came in, scouring the place. One was tall and skinny and the other short and plump. Were they thieves or thugs?

“Where do you think they keep the pills?” the plump guy asked.

“Check the rooms,” the tall one said, bending over the front desk.

“There’s got to be someone here.”

Skinny pulled out a knife. “I’ll take care of anyone who gives you trouble.”

“Don’t know about this.”

“You want the pills or not?”

Plump Guy trudged off to the first room on the left.

Skinny shoved the knife back into a sheath clipped to his belt and rummaged through items on the desk.

Thugs. She stood and blended. They’d see the clothes, but she didn’t care.

Plump Guy emerged from the room. “Nothing in there.”

“Keep looking.”

Plump Guy did a double take at Sammy walking toward them. “What is that?” He pointed to Sammy. “Ghost?”

Skinny took a step back, staring at her. “What is this?”

Plump Guy pulled Skinny’s arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

They stepped back and bumped against the lime-green wall as Sammy advanced. The contact seemed to startle them. Plump Guy glanced at the door as if searching for an exit.

Skinny was looking real agitated but not willing to give up the place. “What are you? Some kind of ghost?”

“The pills ain’t worth it, Remy.”

“It’s a kid ghost. What can a kid ghost do?”

“Don’t know and don’t want to find out.”

“Go haunt your momma. She probably got you killed.”

Plump Guy took another glance at the door. “Maybe you shouldn’t have said that. You might’ve agitated it.”

Sammy stopped a few steps away. What to do now?

Remy pulled out his knife and waved it in front of him. “Stay back.”

“You can’t hurt a ghost. It’s already dead.”

“If I cut his shirt, he’ll have to go back for a new one.”

Sammy grabbed both ankles and pulled Remy’s legs out. His arms shot out as he fell. The knife tumbled away as soon as his head and shoulders thumped against the floor. Plump Guy was halfway out the door before Remy scrambled to his feet and was right behind him.

Sammy picked up the knife and dropped it on the desk. Remy and Plump Guy were a good block away when she locked the door. “Think I’ll try the tortellini.”

Leo stepped out of the scanning room. “You’re camouflaged?”

Sammy shook to bring herself back to normal. “I got bored.”

“Let’s go before someone comes.”

“Yeah, wouldn’t want that to happen.”

They walked out, and Leo called for a transporter. Sammy turned to the building as they waited, wishing she’d grabbed the tortellini.
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Sammy waited a few minutes after Cindy left, then she stripped and checked for Igor’s sisters, who at times ran through the hallways. It was clear. She grabbed the bag of food and tiptoed to Cindy’s apartment with a key in hand. It wasn’t locked, though. She slipped inside, realizing that she hadn’t blended.

She’d taken all of Leo’s precious eggs, so now he’d have to get the food he’d promised. She put the eggs, bacon, and cheese in the refrigerator and added to Cindy’s stash of flour and sugar.

The sink was a mess. She soaped up a sponge and went to work cleaning out the sink. She blended and headed for the door.

The door swung open, and Cindy rushed in. She took in deep breaths as if she’d been running.

Sammy hid the key behind her and pressed her back against the wall.

Cindy dropped the bag and stripped off her coat. A knock at the door. Cindy spun, her face drawn.

Another knock. “Hello, Cindy?” It was Igor.

Cindy took a step toward the door. “Yeah?”

The door crept open. Igor ducked his head in. “I called you.”

“That was you?” Cindy exhaled, color returning to her face. “Thought somebody spotted me. I’m afraid to leave the apartment, but I needed food.”

Sammy bristled. Damned Leo.

Igor closed the door. “As you should be.”

Cindy picked up the bag of groceries. “This has been a nightmare, Igor. I’m a prisoner in my own apartment.”

“You should find other place.”

“I’m not saying anything bad about it here. It’s just my situation now.”

“You are wanted murderer.”

Cindy strode back to the kitchen, the bag swinging by her side. “Murderer? I run away at the sight of a mouse.”

Igor followed her. “I fear the rodents will overrun building. It’s not as good building as I thought.”

Sammy inched along the wall to keep them in view. Something wasn’t right about Igor. The drool was usually on his chin by now.

Cindy stood by the open fridge. “Could’ve sworn I didn’t have eggs.”

Sammy grinned. Leo’s eggs.

“As I said, building will be overrunning with rodents. It will not be safe.”

Cindy pulled a loaf of bread from the bag and set it on the counter. “You can get another cat.”

“Cat is only good for sleeping and shitting in box. If you like scooping shit from box, get cat.”

“He doesn’t go after the mice?”

“Why should he? Sister feeds him.”

Pebble food didn’t count.

Igor sighed. “I say don’t feed him. He will get own food. No one listens to me.”

Sammy should pay Igor a visit and drop a dead rat on his plate. See how he’d like it.

Cindy rolled the bread bag between her fingers. “That cat was in here the other night. The window was open. Cats can’t open windows, right? I heard some dogs can open doors.”

“He was not here searching for mice.”

“The dishes were out of the sink,” Cindy said, glancing back. “The sink’s cleaned again.” She opened the cabinet and looked inside. “Is that cat around?”

“He is downstairs with sister.”

Cindy jutted up her lower lip. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

“I only believe what I see.”

“I think Sam’s ghost is looking out for me. The sink’s cleaned again and there’re eggs in here weren’t before.”

“You think she is dead?”

“Sam would’ve at least called me if she was alive.”

“She is thief. Who knows what thieves do?”

“The last time I saw her, she was walking away with Tatiana.” Cindy crinkled her nose at the name.

“Tatiana is dead. She must be alive, yes?”

“I’m thinking she stumbled away and died somewhere else. Sam was hurt before she left.”

“If they found Tatiana, they would have found thief. She is still alive. You should leave here and go look for her.”

“Wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“You should try the eastside midtown buildings. Very nice buildings, much better than here.”

“I couldn’t leave here, Igor. Besides, if she’s alive, she’ll come looking for me here.”

“She is waiting for you to go to her.”

Cindy stepped back from the counter, scanning the room. “It’s hard to explain, but it’s almost like I can feel her around me. That’s why I think she’s a ghost.”

The key slid from Sammy’s grip. She trapped it against the wall, making a low thud.

“What was that?”

“Mice. The building is overrun with them. It is not safe to stay.”

“I think it was Sam trying to communicate with me.”

“She is not ghost.”

“I’ll see if I can get a Ouija board and talk to her. It’d be good to talk to her even if she’s dead.”

Igor bristled. “She is not dead. You go and find her, yes?”

“Where do you think they sell Ouija boards? It doesn’t have to be new. I don’t think Sam would mind.”

“You pack clothes and look for her. You will not need board to talk to her.”

“Pack my clothes?”

“You want clothes when nursing her back to health, yes?”

“If I found her, I’d bring her back here.”

“You can’t bring her here. It is too dangerous.”

“I’d be careful.”

Igor shook his head. “Too dangerous. You go, yes?”

“You’re asking me to leave?”

“You are wanted criminal. Can’t stay.”

“You think I killed Tatiana?”

“It does not matter what I think. If cops come here looking for you, we are all out in street. They lock us up too?”

“You’re throwing me out?”

“I am asking you to find friend. Everybody will be happy, yes?”

Cindy looked lost. “Suppose I never find her?”

“You are good friend and tried,” Igor said, turning to leave.

Sammy chased Igor and snared his foot.

He tripped and stumbled to the floor.

Cindy dashed to him. “You okay?”

Igor sat, searching for the cause of his mishap. “Something caught foot.”

“Same thing happened to Grinder the other night. He thought it was a ghost.”

Igor scrambled up. “No ghost, no ghost.” He raced out.

Cindy stared blankly at the spot where Igor fell.

Bastard. Sammy wished she’d get that stupid Ouija board. She’d tell Cindy what Igor could do to himself.
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Sammy’s hands were stuffed into her jacket pockets, hood pulled over while she walked alongside Leo at the Food Mart. A guy in a tie up front watched her. “If that guy asks me to empty my pockets, I’m out of here.”

Leo stopped the cart by a display of bagged apples. “Then the deal with Cindy is off.”

“What am I supposed to do if he asks?”

“You should’ve thought about that when you took all the eggs.”

“Can’t you have something else for breakfast?”

“I always have eggs.”

“Only did it because you wouldn’t go yesterday like you promised.”

“I have a mountain of data to go through. Perhaps you forgot about the scans.”

“It’s just pictures, isn’t it?”

“The images have to be interpreted.”

“They’re not naked pictures?”

Leo sighed, shaking his head. “We’re here to shop. Point out what she wants so we can end this as soon as possible.”

“You really want me to point?”

“Nod or shout out the item.”

“Apples. Everybody likes apples,” Sammy said, nodding to the display.

Leo grabbed a bag. “Anything else in this section before we move on?”

“We’ll get the frozen vegetables. They don’t go bad.”

Leo dropped the apples into the cart and pushed on to the next aisle.

Sammy stared at a big can of tomato sauce, wondering if it was the same kind that leaked into Gladys’s bed the night everything changed.

Leo stepped behind her. “Tomato sauce?”

Sammy shrugged. “Guess.”

Leo dropped the can into the cart and pushed on.

Sammy followed. She hadn’t told Leo about Igor throwing Cindy out, mostly because she hadn’t seen him until this morning, and he was all pissed about the eggs. It might be better if she waited until he bought everything. “Can’t go wrong with soup.”

Leo stopped in front of the endless cans of shelved soups. “Which one?”

Sammy nodded to the cans of minestrone and chowder. The soups looked good from the label. They picked up more canned food, fruit juice, frozen vegetables, and cuts of chicken and beef.

Leo reached for a dozen eggs. “Does she want eggs or is she sitting on a stockpile?”

“Yeah, she’s waiting for them to hatch.”

Leo put the eggs in the cart. “I believe that concludes the shopping.”

Sammy checked the cart. It seemed to be a decent haul of groceries.

Leo wheeled the cart to the scanning chute but had to back out, knocking into Sammy.

Sammy stumbled back, hands flying out.

A girl about eight pointed at Sammy. “Snakes!”

A lady, her face contorted in horror, pulled the girl back.

Sammy bolted for the door and waited at the end of the block. No sign of cops.

Leo ambled out a few minutes later, pushing the cart as if he were taking an afternoon stroll. He stopped at the curb and took out his phone.

Was he getting a transporter? Sammy rushed over to him. “What happened?”

Leo glanced over at her. “This purchase has dwindled my funds.”

“Ask Johnny for a raise, then,” Sammy said. “What happened with the screaming kid?”

“It never ceases to amaze me the conclusions people draw with little evidence.”

“Yeah, yeah, are they calling the cops?”

“I quelled the hysteria by stating that you’ve had an accident and were under medical care.”

“You can lie with the best of them.”

He tapped on the phone for a transporter. “Nothing I said was a lie.”

“Taking a transporter?”

“Unless you wish to carry the bags.”

“So you can tell everybody about my affliction?”

Leo glanced at the cart. “You’ll have to help me carry the bags into the apartment.”

“How am I going to do that without anyone seeing me?”

“It was your idea to buy her the groceries. Figure it out.”

“My idea was to buy her restaurant food, but you’re too cheap. Must be from working with Johnny.”

“I consider this purchase more than generous.”

“I should pay Johnny a visit,” Sammy said with a grin. “He’ll suddenly become accident prone. Could even put a live rat on his head instead of the dead one he walks around with.”

Leo glanced at her, then back at the road. “Where is the transporter?”

“I’ll have plenty of rats to pick from, according to Igor. The place is overrunning with them. Next time he’s looking to get paid, give him half on account of how unsafe the place is.”

“I haven’t noticed an infestation.”

“He’s just trying to scare Cindy out of the place. I knew something wasn’t right when he wasn’t drooling after the first few minutes.”

Leo studied her. “Paying another visit?”

“I dropped off the eggs, your precious eggs. She got home before I could leave.”

“Let me guess. You cleaned her dishes as well.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “She thinks I’m a ghost. Feel like a ghost.”

“It might be best for all concerned if she believes you’re dead.”

“Typical guy response.”

“Suppose your condition is irreversible? Will you be sneaking into her apartment, supplying food and cleaning dishes for years to come?”

Sammy stared at him. “Are those pictures telling you that?”

“It’s too early in the analysis.”

Sammy gazed at the road as the transporter pulled up in front. Could she forget about Cindy and the twins? That had been her plan after killing Tatiana.

Leo bristled, pulling out his phone. “Could’ve sworn I mentioned that I had packages.” He tapped on the phone and the transporter’s back compartment opened.

Sammy looped her fingers around four bag handles and lifted them out of the cart.

The girl and her mother stepped out of the store, gaping at the spectacle.

Sammy huffed. “Figures.”

Leo smiled nervously. “What are you doing?”

“Giving you a chance to explain my affliction.” Sammy dropped the bags into the back compartment.

“Carrying four bags with one hand doesn’t come across as an affliction.”

Sammy stuffed her hands into her pockets, and Leo loaded the other three bags.
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Sammy walked toward Gladys’s house and crossed the street as she neared. It’d be hard to explain to the twins why she couldn’t take her hands out of her pockets. On the bright side, it’d be easier playing the candy monster. She had stopped by the school, and after spending a half hour staring at the stone-quiet building, she realized that the school was out for the summer.

Sammy peered into the yard from across the street. No sign of the twins. Mrs. Hughes was weeding her flower bed the next house over and looked up from the clump of dirt in her hands. She stared at her in the hooded jacket on a summer day. Sammy kept her head down and rushed past her, then crossed to the other side of the street and followed the path she and Cindy had taken the night everything changed. Sammy stood by the building where she had rested. On the other side of the fence, Tatiana had hidden in the shadows, bandaging her leg.

Two boys raced up the ramp and bolted out from the unlatched gate. The ramp sloped down into the building’s basement. Sammy thought there was a laundry room there but wasn’t sure. The ramp sloped back up to a playground in the back. Maybe the twins were there.

Sammy walked down the ramp and stood by the basement door. The room was blocked off by an entrance wall, but the faint, soapy floral smell of laundry detergents and the warm vents blowing out confirmed her suspicions.

Two kids were on the swings, two on the seesaw, and one on the monkey bars, but none of them were the twins. The three-story walk-up loomed ahead. She wandered toward it, each step tugging harder at her belly. The back door swung open. An older woman with a laundry bag tucked under her arm held the door, so Sammy felt obliged to go inside.

She trudged up the steps, trying to remember if they were the same ones she and Tatiana had taken that night. Tatiana had been in front, pushing off the handrail to keep off the injured leg. Sammy had followed, hoping by some miracle they’d work it out. Yeah, it had worked out with one dead and the other turning into a freak.

Sammy stopped at the top of the third-floor steps, looking up at the stairs to the roof. Tatiana had held the door to the roof and turned back to Sammy, who was on the midway landing, and said, “Coming?”

She lumbered up the steps and swung open the door. This time it was a bright, cloudless sky. Heat radiated from the black tar roof and yellow-and-black tape roped off the section where Tatiana had lain. A white taped outline marked the spot.

She dropped the hood and opened her jacket. Nobody was around. She drifted to the back of the building where Tatiana had stood, giving herself a bird’s-eye view of Gladys’s house and the surrounding neighborhood. Mrs. Hughes was talking to old man Gillespie. The twins raced down the block with another kid trailing behind. Jenna’s longer legs gave her the advantage with the race ending at Gladys’s house.

Sammy smiled. She hadn’t seen them in about two weeks. She laid her hands on the roof’s wall. What would they think if they saw these? Yesterday’s incident of the girl screaming, “Snakes!” clued her in to what they might think. She closed her eyes, not wanting to look at her hands. The warmth of the sun seemed to ease the heaviness. Her fingers relaxed as waves of warmth streamed up her arms, circling her body.

Distant steps, a banging, and the door flew open. “The dead lady was right here. I saw her.”

Sammy spun around. Her fingers swung out. A girl of about twelve screamed and ran for the door. The others followed, thumping down the steps.

Sammy circled the roof, looking for a way out. She’d be seen on the fire escape; this wasn’t an unoccupied zone building.

She tiptoed to the door and cracked it open.

“I called the cops. Somebody was killed up there already. Don’t know what this neighborhood is coming to.”

Sammy scoured the skies, looking for drones, although doubting they’d come to this neighborhood. A wail of sirens approached. Two cop cars raced toward the building, lights flashing.

“Damn! What was I thinking coming here?”

Sammy slipped out of her jacket and shirt and kicked off her shoes, thinking blend, but she wasn’t blending. She rolled the clothes into a ball and closed her eyes. “Come on, blend, just blend.” She exhaled and opened her eyes. “Shit!”

She dashed to the door and opened it a crack.

“Somebody’s up there threatening my kids with snakes,” a lady said.

“You said snakes?” He sounded like a cop.

“That’s what killed that woman a couple of weeks ago, wasn’t it?”

Sammy let the door close. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” She rushed around the other side of the building behind the door. There was an alley below and nobody in sight. She folded the shirt and shoes into the jacket, took off the trousers, and tied everything into a bundle with the jacket sleeves.

The door banged open followed by heavy footfalls. “How much you want to bet we find snakes?”

The other cop chuckled. “What odds are you giving me?”

Sammy dropped the bundle into the alley, then lowered herself over the side and inched down the wall. She was hoping for at least a flash blend. Footsteps headed toward her. She froze, clinging four or five feet from the top.

The cop snickered. “Saint Patrick must’ve come by and gotten rid of all the snakes.”

“They had us jumping to come over here for this?”

The cops were right above her.

“They’re spooked because of the Jane Doe.”

“Still a Jane Doe?”

“Found nothing on her,” the cop said. Dirt trickled down as he moved his arm over the top of the wall. “Rennie said that the feds are taking an interest.”

“I bet they have a name.”

“Give you good odds on that.”

They stepped away but not before dumping more dirt.

Sammy hurried down the wall to get into her clothes. She shivered as she unfurled the jacket and noticed she hadn’t even flash blended. What the hell was going on?

The back fence was about eight feet high, so she crept out to the front. The cop car was still there, lights flashing. That news lady Sammy had seen before was also out in front. The celebrities must be out of town.

Sammy sighed and headed back, not looking forward to climbing the fence. Her arms were still tired from the mad rush down the building’s wall. She toed the chain-link fence and climbed, crossing over the top and down.

“The snakes!”

Sammy jumped down the remaining few feet and stumbled.

It was a kid and the news lady watching her.

She ran out along the back of the building, past the playground, and down the ramp. She stopped by the laundry room. Could she hide in there? She dashed up the ramp and out the gate, then turned right and headed toward Gladys’s house. She ducked into Gillespie’s yard, figuring even if he came out, he wouldn’t notice her.

She sat between the back steps and the house, pulling her knees in and tugging her jacket tight around her. The ground was cold. Sirens wailed in the distance.
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Sammy walked through the busy midtown street like a ghost, brushing past people. Her hood was up, giving form to her blended body. With her head down, no one seemed to notice the ghost walking among them.

After an hour in Gillespie’s yard, she was bored and cold and thought wouldn’t it be nice if she could blend, then she blended just like that. She leaped to celebrate, sending the Chihuahua next door into a barking frenzy. Sammy scooted out of the yard with her hood up and hadn’t unblended since. No one wanted to look at her, anyway, so that was fine by her. She might go days without unblending.

“Snakes,” she whispered to herself. “Bet they’ve never even seen a snake.”

A small crowd gathered around a street vendor. Sammy sighed. It was Darla the Hygienic Robot with the catchphrase, “We leave out the germs with each serving.” They wore the same wig and dress since the time of the dinosaurs.

A guy lifted his kid so she could get a better look at the stupid robot. “I got my first sausage bun from Darla when I was your age.”

The kid stared at Darla, not looking too impressed.

Sammy reached up with her blended hands and pulled the wig halfway down the robot’s face.

“Oh, dear, I seem to have a wardrobe malfunction,” Darla said in its usual singsong way of talking.

Sammy swiped a sausage bun. “Thanks, Darla.”

The bun wasn’t that good, but at least it didn’t have any germs. She laughed. Didn’t Uncle Danny used to say that? A guy did a double take at the empty hood. She had to keep her head down.

Maybe she should get a wig and a mask and a couple of those phony hands sticking out of the sleeves. She might pass for normal then.

A store with an outdoor counter was selling popcorn, soft pretzels, and ice cream. It wasn’t even a bot, but a disembodied arm dishing it out. The arm held a bucket of popcorn as a girl tapped her phone to pay. Sammy reached around the counter and grabbed a bucket. She scooped out enough popcorn to stuff her mouth. “My arm’s better.”

Two girls walking by gasped at the sight of the faceless entity devouring the popcorn.

Sammy found a quiet space in the shadows of a large tree across the street from the park and free from the gawkers. It was close enough to see the jumbo screens. Just in time to watch the movie clips. The one with the big spaceship in orbit over a green planet piqued her interest. She just might sneak into a theater. She’d have to find a way to get butter on the popcorn, though.

The same reporter Sammy spotted at the building earlier popped on, looking more animated than usual. Sammy put the empty bucket down and rubbed her hand on her trousers. The three-story walk-up appeared next, followed by shaky images of her running along the back fence. A lady with snakes for hair flashed on the screen with sharp teeth and beams shooting out of her eyes, turning a guy into stone.

Sammy stomped on the empty bucket and marched out of the park. She walked back to the apartment like a ghost in the night. She reached into her pocket for the key, forgetting about her snake hands. Maybe her hair would turn into snakes next.

She skulked around the side of the building, checking for the open window to Leo’s apartment. Cat was on the fire escape, and Cindy was leaning out the window. Was she talking to Cat? If she was, it was but a whisper.

Igor had given Cindy till the end of the week to get out. Bastard. Leo said there was nothing he could do. It was between Igor and Cindy. At least he gave Cindy the food.

Sammy slithered up the wall, wishing she’d left the rope out. Something moved in the shadows by the courtyard’s back fence. It was a guy, and something about his face was off. She thought it might have been the angle, so she turned toward him, strapping her feet against the wall. He was wearing a rubber mask with wavy dark hair and the full cheeks of somebody famous.

He was halfway up the fence when his toe slipped, sending him sliding down. He hit the ground and fell back as if he was drunk or high. She’d seen Uncle Danny enough to know the look.

Cindy was still at the window. Did she see him?

The guy stared up at her.

Was he stalking her?

He turned and ran.

Sammy jumped down and chased him, finding something tossed by the stalker. It was the mask. She stuffed it into her pocket and raced down the block. The guy turned left up the next avenue. Sammy stopped at the corner, but there was no sign of him. In this part of the zone nothing stood, and the only inhabitants were the rats.

A cackling laugh erupted from behind. Sammy spun around.

Across the street, a scraggly old guy dressed in rags sat leaning against the lone standing wall to a collapsed building. He took a swig from something in a bag. “You ain’t going to catch him.”

“You saw him?”

“Biggest meanest red eyes you ever want to see.”

Red eyes? Sammy crossed the street. “Where did he go?”

“Flew off in a big black bird.”

Crazy old goat.

“The kind of bird that’ll swoop down and claw your eyes out.” He took another swig. “Knew a guy that had his eyes ripped out. Not a pretty sight.”

Sammy turned back, looking up the block. Nothing moved except the wind, which blew her hood back.

The guy stared. “Mind if you wait until I finish this bottle before you take me? It’d be a shame to waste half a bottle.”

“Take you?”

The guy swallowed. “You’re death, ain’t you?”

Sammy sighed. “I’m just a ghost.”

He took another swig from the bag. “Thank God.”

Sammy pulled up her hood and trudged back home.

“Say, you know Larry?” the old goat asked. “He died a few weeks back.”

“Yeah,” Sammy shouted back, “he said don’t drink so much.”

“Screw him!”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Ten

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Leo kept taking glances over at Sammy while he was eating his eggs at the dining room table. Sammy spooned in another mouthful of oatmeal. She was still blended since last night and figured he was going to say something but hadn’t come around to it.

He dropped the spoon in the bowl, making a clink. “It’s very disconcerting watching you eat in that state.”

“So don’t watch.”

He took the bowl to the sink. “That’s easier said than done.”

“Don’t want to burden you with my affliction.”

“Too late.”

Sammy rolled her eyes and spooned in the last of her oatmeal. “If you leave that bowl in the sink, don’t expect me to clean it.”

“Perhaps I should leave it in Cindy’s sink.”

“Don’t worry. She’ll be gone in a few days, no thanks to you.”

“And life will go on.”

“You’re such a sentimental guy, Leo. Don’t know how you get through most days.”

“Certainly this day will be a challenge.”

A bang at the door. “Hello?” It was Igor.

“At least I can speak to someone with a face.” Leo walked around the counter, then turned back. “Well?”

“You want me to leave?”

“It’d be difficult to explain your appearance.”

“Just say I’m a ghost. If you want, I’ll even make howling ghost noises.”

“Is this another tactic to curry favor for Cindy?”

“He said he never saw a ghost. Now he can say, ‘I see ghost. I believe in ghosts.’”

Leo just stared at her.

“Maybe I’ll grab him by the ankles and hang him out the window. Do you think he’ll believe in ghosts then?”

Igor called out, banging on the door again.

Leo sat down and crossed his arms.

“He’s probably looking for those pills. If you don’t give them to him, he’ll throw you out too, and then you’ll know what it’s like.”

Leo sat there looking smug. “I’ll manage.”

Sammy got up and headed to her room, where she stripped then scampered back out.

Leo swung open the door just as Igor turned to leave. “Sorry, I was otherwise occupied.”

Igor stepped in. “That is okay. Glad to see you, my friend.”

Leo closed the door, searching the room for signs of her.

She should grab the bowl and walk around with it or maybe put a sheet over her head.

“Building is good, yes? Everything fine?”

“The accommodations are satisfactory.”

“Satisfactory is good.”

“Are you looking for payment?”

“If you have it?”

Leo nodded and headed for the bedroom.

Sammy snapped his shirt from the back as he passed. She stepped beside Igor, plucking at a few strands of hair. Igor ran his hand over his head, looking up for flies.

Leo marched out, swinging wide from where she was before. He offered Igor a small bottle of pills.

Igor shook the bottle and smiled. “Are you eating?” He nodded to the bowl on the table.

Leo turned back. “Just finished.”

“I heard what you did for Cindy. I do not want to see her leave but what could I do? She is wanted criminal. If cops come, it is bad for everyone.”

“I’m sure you did what you had to do.”

“I got her job. I like her very much.”

Leo nodded.

“If that was thief? It wouldn’t be so hard.”

Leo took a nervous glance around.

“Cindy thinks the thief is a ghost.” Igor laughed. “She is on beach with loot she stole from Tatiana.”

“Or she could be close by and keeping quiet.” Leo said it like a warning.

Igor shrugged. “Who knows?”

“I’m sure she realizes that being inconspicuous is her best strategy.”

“You don’t always do what is best,” Igor said, scanning the ceiling. “Did you hear about Medusa on news?”

“Medusa?”

“From Greek myth. It is monster with snakes on head.”

Leo glanced around the room. “Snakes you say?”

“I know it is not snakes, but people will watch news if they say snakes.”

“An artifact of an active imagination, I’m sure.”

Igor laughed. “What will they think of next?”

“I’d hate to even speculate.”

Igor nodded, pounding on the wall. “Solid building. You won’t find better one anywhere.”

“What about all the mice?” Sammy asked.

Igor turned with a startled gaze. “Say something?”

Leo shook his head. “I was just thinking about being inconspicuous as a good strategy.”

Igor took a wary gaze over the room. “Yes, we do not want cops coming here.”

“Well, I have to get back to work,” Leo said, taking a step to the door.

“You make pills here too?”

“No, it’s a different project that accounts for endless frustration.”

“I could help. I have engineering degree from Saint Petersburg University.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I will not ask for much.”

Sammy snickered. “Just some crumbs?”

Igor’s face looked panic-stricken. “You hear that?”

Sammy grinned. “It’s all those mice talking.”

Igor swallowed, searching the room.

Leo ushered him to the door. “It’s good to see a face.”

Sammy circled around and grabbed Igor’s foot.

Igor tumbled to the floor. “Something grabbed foot.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t a misstep?”

He scrambled to his feet. “No misstep.”

“I assure you it wasn’t me.”

Igor bolted to the door and slammed it behind him.

“I bet he’s starting to believe in ghosts now,” Sammy said.

Leo sighed. “You showed great restraint in adhering to the inconspicuous strategy.”

“Can’t get any more inconspicuous than me, Leo.”

“Perhaps I’ll invest in infrared eyewear and hand them out to all my guests.”

“You can see me with those?”

“Every detail.”

“Pervert.”

“You’re the one walking about naked.”

Sammy marched back to her bedroom.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eleven

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy turned the corner, not knowing where she was going or why. She paused. The street was dark, and it wasn’t even in the zone. The block was thick with trees, the streetlights smudging strips of light on the ground like fallen leaves.

Normally, she’d avoid dark streets, but she could see as well as any cat in the dark. The idea of that made her giddy. She strode down the dark block, jumped up, and latched onto a tree branch. She took another look around, then swung, getting higher and higher. The branch on the next tree was within reach, so she let go and grabbed hold then looped up and around.

She stood a good ten feet up, surveying the prospects of making it down the block without touching the ground. She jumped, grabbed onto a branch farther out, and swung. The next tree’s branch was thinner, bending but not breaking. She dropped to a lower, thicker branch.

Sammy jumped, spun, and pivoted her way down to the last tree. Near the end, she went through without stopping and it felt like flying. She turned back to have another go at it, but this time she’d go nonstop. Sammy glided from branch to branch, moving from one tree to the next.

Two figures approached, silhouetted in the shadows. Sammy leapt up onto the branch, putting the trunk between her and them.

“What was that?” one of them asked.

“A bird?”

“Birds don’t come out at night. Got to be a bat.”

It was two guys. They strutted like they owned the street. One reached into his coat pocket and pulled out something. It glinted off a patch of streetlight. Was it a gun?

“What are you doing?”

“I hate bats.”

“Put it away.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

“We got business tonight. Don’t need cops coming down on us.”

“It’s the zone. Ain’t no cops here.”

The other guy pointed across the street. “The zone starts a block that ways.”

“Still don’t see any cops around.” Gun Happy lingered by the tree next to Sammy, looking up.

“Come on.”

He slipped the gun into his coat. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

“He’s leaving soon.”

Sammy swung back through the trees, keeping an eye on Gun Happy in case he turned back and started shooting. She figured she was moving more like a monkey than a bat, but at least it was better than a snake.

They crossed the street and disappeared behind the curving row of shuttered storefronts. They weren’t in the zone but close enough. Sammy climbed down and dashed across the street, staying close to the stores.

“Where does this guy live?” Gun Happy asked.

“The next block up.”

“Why weren’t we dropped off closer?”

“I’ll do the thinking. You do the shooting.”

“I’m not getting paid to walk.”

“You’re going to have to run after you pop this guy.”

Sammy swallowed. They’re going to kill somebody?

The row of stores ended midblock, opening up into an empty lot. Sammy slipped into the last store’s door well. What was she doing following these guys? Must’ve been crazy.

They strutted along the empty lot. Gun Happy glanced back before crossing the street.

The next block had trees at least, but it curved as well, so she couldn’t tell how far the trees went. The area was quiet. What could it hurt to walk a little? It wasn’t like she was following them or anything.

Sammy trotted along the open lot, crossed the street, and climbed up the corner tree. The two guys were a good hundred feet up from the corner. The trees weren’t as close, but they were big old sycamores. She ran along the thick branch, leaped, and grabbed hold of the next tree’s branch.

About midway up the block was a twenty-story apartment building with front-facing terraces, set back off the sidewalk with a wide sweeping front court and crowned with a lit fountain. It looked like it belonged in midtown.

Sammy leaped to the next tree, where she dangled by a finger. She wasn’t exactly quiet. Gun Happy turned back. She clambered up the branch. He slowed his pace, searching in her direction. Did he see her? She scampered to the trunk, balancing on a branch. They were still walking maybe seventy or eighty feet up ahead.

She opened up her jacket. It was a little warm tonight, but she needed the pockets to hide her hands. She made it to the next tree easily and took off the jacket, then draped it over a branch. This was the end of the line for the trees. She could either sit on a branch and watch the show or get down and get a closer look.

A long black car like the one Tatiana chauffeured drove into the front court, circling around to the front door. Could it be Golden Boy they were after? She blended and stripped, then crawled down. Sammy walked into the front courtyard, then stopped between the fountain and the front door. Gun Happy sat on the lip of the fountain and ran his hand through the water.

The other guy approached the car. “What are you doing here? Where is this guy?”

“Had no choice,” the driver said. “He wanted the car here before he came down. Think he suspects the hit?”

“You say something to him?”

The driver shook his head. “Been as quiet as a mouse.”

The guy surveyed the front of the apartment. “Maybe too quiet.”

“Been my regular self.”

“Yeah, you look regular.”

“I’m a little nervous. Who wouldn’t be?”

“Just nod when your guy comes out. Don’t want to be shooting the wrong guy.”

Gun Happy looked as if he were planning on launching a toy boat into the fountain pool.

The other guy marched over to him. “Twitchy is going to nod when your guy shows up.”

“Why don’t he drive us out of here? I’m not much for running.”

“Let me do the thinking, okay?”

“The guy was supposed to be waiting for us.”

“So shit happens.”

“Could be your thinking is shit.”

“Just worry about shooting.”

Gun Happy swatted at the water, sending a spray over the lip of the fountain. “There you go again telling me what to do.”

“Can’t explain everything to you.”

“Explain this to me, then,” Gun Happy said, rising slowly and putting his arm around the other guy’s shoulder. “How can you run with a busted foot?”

“Your feet are fine.”

“Not mine, yours.” Gun Happy sent his heel down hard onto the other guy’s foot.

The guy doubled over, grabbing his foot. “You broke my foot!”

“Guess we’re driving, then.”

The driver was nodding furiously. A balding middle-aged guy strode out the front with a boy of about ten galloping beside him. Gun Happy took purposeful strides toward them, whipping out the gun from under his jacket. The bald guy caught a glimpse of Gun Happy as he gazed up from the boy, looking confused. He opened his mouth as if to scream, eyes wide with terror. He grabbed the kid and pulled him in back, shielding him. The bald guy stood tall, pinning his shoulders back and glaring as if daring Gun Happy to shoot him. He shouted something that wasn’t English or Russian. It sounded like, “You will die a thousand deaths.” How did she know that?

Gun Happy aimed. “I don’t know what you said, but it’ll be your last.”

Sammy leaped and grabbed Gun Happy by the ankle, then yanked him down. He fell hard, the gun bouncing free.

The balding guy pounced on the gun and fired at the partner, who was reaching for his own gun. The bullet pierced his chest as the gun cleared the holster. The gun discharged as he fell back just steps from the fountain.

Sammy shrieked.

The balding guy waved the gun in her direction.

Sammy covered her mouth, hoping the blending was holding. A gust of wind blew a spray from the fountain, giving her a chill.

The balding guy yelled for the boy to go inside. The kid looked as drawn as Sammy felt. A second shout sent the kid on his way.

Sammy wanted to go too, but she was afraid to move.

Gun Happy stood and looked at his partner, who was panting for breath, his jacket splayed open. Blood bloomed out over his chest and stomach. Gun Happy’s gaze focused on his partner’s gun, whose fingers still caressed the handle. Would he try to go for it, or shout for him to shoot?

“You are not Albanian,” Balding Guy said with a heavy accent. “Who sent you?”

“It was nothing personal, buddy, just a job.” Gun Happy tugged on the waistband of his trousers, studying the guy holding the gun, sizing him up. “If I tell you what I know, will you let me go?”

The Albanian nodded, his face cold as stone.

“Don’t have much, but I know it was a business rival of yours who didn’t like a certain transaction. Your driver set it up. I’m guessing he could fill in the details.”

The Albanian’s lip curled as he glanced at the car. “Fred?”

Gun Happy nodded.

The Albanian waved the gun. “Go.”

Gun Happy spun and dashed for his life but was cut down by a bullet in the back. He crumpled to the ground, cursing every expletive known to man.

The Albanian grinned. “I let you go.” He marched to the car, gun held by his side.

Fred gunned the engine, squealing the tires around the loop and out the driveway.

The Albanian took out his phone and yelled in Albanian that he wanted Fred by the morning or… She didn’t get that last part, but she was still dumbfounded that she knew Albanian.

Sammy tiptoed around Gun Happy, whose face contorted in a shade of crimson as he pushed up to get into a crawl. She climbed the tree and slipped on her clothes. She turned away at the sight of the Albanian stomping on Gun Happy and shouting, “Just job.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twelve

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy crawled in through the window from Cindy’s apartment. Leo was at the dining room table, examining a 3-D image of her hand projected from the holo-screen.

“Cindy’s packing to leave.”

Leo jumped. “If you’re going to walk around like that, wear a bell.”

“She’s upset.”

“She’ll adapt.”

“Go over there right now and tell her she doesn’t have to listen to Igor.”

“He is the caretaker of this building.”

“The only thing he’s taking care of is himself. Probably has one of his Russian friends all lined up to take over the apartment.”

“You seem to have it all figured out. Why don’t you tell her?”

“Very funny.”

“You could always whisper to her in your ghostly voice.”

“You’re real funny today, Leo, been reading a book on it?”

“I’ve been reviewing your scans.”

Sammy glanced over at the holo-screen. It looked like a cross section of muscles and tendons. “Wish Cindy got the Ouija board. I’d tell her what to say to Igor.”

Leo expanded a section of her finger on the screen, then jotted down some notes.

“I’ll tell you exactly what to tell her. If you’re afraid of Igor, you can tell him that’s what I would’ve said.”

Leo glanced back. “I’m not going to engage in conversation unless you show yourself.”

“Fine.” Sammy shook free of the blend, but had forgotten she was naked. “Shit!” she screamed, running into her bedroom. She dressed and strode out. “You didn’t see me, did you? It’d be really weird if you did.”

“In that case, no.”

“Not very convincing.”

“Let me see your hand.”

Sammy laid her hand on the table in front of him. “I’ve been thinking about what to say.”

Leo squeezed her middle finger from the tip on down. “Sit.”

Sammy pulled the chair out and sat. “You tell her that Igor doesn’t own this building any more than she does. He’s just a squatter like her.”

“Pull in closer,” he said, reaching for a tape measure.

Sammy shuffled the chair closer. “You tell her that if he cuts her power, he’ll have ghostly nightmares until he puts it back on.”

Leo glanced at her with furrowed brows.

“If he’s mean to her, I can be mean to him.”

He ran the tape measure from the tip to the palm. “Almost two centimeters longer.”

“They’ve been growing since I got them.” How long would it be before she ran out of pocket room?

Leo picked up his trusty micrometer. He tightened the jaws around the base of her middle finger. “Thicker as well.”

“One goes with the other, doesn’t it?”

“I believe it’s because you’ve been using them for climbing walls and other activities I’m unaware of.”

Sammy’s stomach sank every time she thought about the Albanian. Next time she’d stay out of it, kid or not.

“Perhaps you enjoy the benefits they give you?”

“You think I want to look like a freak?”

“They give you greater control.”

“If I had control, I’d be living next door telling Igor what he could do with his eviction notice.”

“But you did trip him yesterday, and I suspect you enjoyed it.”

“I would’ve enjoyed it more if I grabbed him by the ankles and hung him out the window.”

“You certainly now have the strength to do it.”

“What does this have to do with my hands?”

“They’re not supposed to be this long.”

“Something went wrong?” Sammy asked, nodding to the screen.

Leo zoomed in on a section of her finger. He circled one part that looked like a tube stuffed into a box, then circled another farther down.

“What are they?”

“Growth segments.”

“Yeah, so they’re growing.”

He circled one by her palm. “But there’s none here.”

“They’re being added on like blocks?”

Leo nodded. “Take note of the knuckle area. It appears as if the finger bones have changed shape with added tendons and ligaments.”

Sammy leaned in, not sure she wanted to see what kind of freak she had become.

“Does this configuration remind you of anything?”

“Yeah, that I’m a freak.”

“It’s similar in design to retractable claws.”

“I have claws too?”

“No,” Leo said, losing patience. “The fingers should be able to retract.”

Sammy studied her hand. “You mean all the way back to normal?”

Leo shook his head. “With the added growth segments, the fingers are too long to retract.”

“So I’m stuck with these?”

“If severed at the first growth segment, they may be able to retract, and the fingers should appear fairly normal.”

Sammy pulled her hand back. “Cut my fingers off!”

Leo leaned in, studying the image. “It is a rather drastic means. There may be a way of stunting the growth.”

“I’ll choose stunting. I’m running out of pocket room as it is.”

“Refrain from using the fingers then, especially anything taxing.”

Sammy leaned back. She wanted to go to the park on Fourteenth Street tonight. It had a long row of tall trees. It’d be like flying.

Leo jotted something down. He was always making notes.

“So you’re going to talk to Cindy?”

“About what?” He seemed distracted.

“About not going.”

“I’m sure she’ll find an adequate living arrangement somewhere else.”

“Maybe I’ll find adequate living arrangement somewhere else too.”

Leo turned to her. “Are you going to play the haunting ghost next door?”

“The last thing I’ll tax these fingers on is hanging you upside down out of a window.” She marched back to her bedroom and slammed the door.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy lingered at the edge of the Fourteenth Street Park. Four guys were passing around their second cannabis vapor, and it looked as though they were in no hurry to leave. The trees running down to the end of the park were good swinging trees too.

She bounded out and down the street, wondering if she should head toward midtown and get something to eat. She wanted to do something  to help Cindy, but if she’d stayed at the apartment much longer, she might’ve done something she’d regret. She shoved her hands into her pockets, overstuffing them. Maybe it was a good thing she hadn’t swung through the trees.

Sammy crossed Broad Street at Twenty-Second and found a crowd had gathered at the park on Twenty-Third. Two food vendors ringed them in on opposite sides. She blended, strolling along the side of the taco vendor. He had a few tacos made and wrapped up, ready to go for an onrush. Sammy squeezed in between the vendor and the crowd, pretending to try to get a view.

A couple approached and ordered two chicken taco Supremes. Sammy slithered her hand behind the back of the vendor’s cart, feeling her way around to the wrapped tacos. When the guy handed the couple their tacos, Sammy swiped the two wrapped ones from the cart. She drifted along the back of the crowd, finding a spot where it was dark enough. She unwrapped the tacos and devoured them, better than any bot food. She stood on a bench to see what everyone was looking at. It was just a handful of people talking. Was it a protest? Nobody seemed to be riled up, though.

After a few minutes, she realized it was a play. She scanned the crowd, looking for anyone collecting money. Sammy emptied a box by the trash bin and walked around the edge of the crowd. “Enjoying the show?”

She had her hood up, making her voice do all of the work. She gave it a whiny quality, figuring it sounded needy that way. Then she followed it up with, “Thank you so much,” saying it as if the person had just saved her life. One lady had tears running down her cheeks and gave Sammy a few bills.

Sammy stood by the edge where the crowd split around the show. It was bright where she’d have to cross, almost as if it were the stage even though it was just a lit-up part of the park. She emptied the box, a pretty good haul, and thought it might be worth going out and around to get to the other side.

There was someone in the back with a hood up over the face. If she were going by height and shoulders, she’d say it was a guy. Was he hiding something? It was too warm for a jacket, even for her. She crouched down and looked up to get a better view. She could see his chin, which didn’t look right. Could he have some kind of deformity? He leaned over the lady in front of him, who turned and pushed him away. The guy stumbled back, showing the same mask as the creepy stalker by Sammy’s apartment. A few others gathered around him, taunting.

The guy backed away and shouted something that sounded like “cunts.” A few picked up stones and pelted him. He dashed out, and Sammy followed. He crossed Fifth and jogged down Twenty-Fifth Street. One transporter after another sped along the avenue. He was out of sight by the time Sammy crossed. There was no sign of him on Twenty-Fifth or Broad, which cut into Twenty-Fifth, but she couldn’t see too far up Broad since it angled away. Sammy raced up Broad and stopped at the end of the block on Twenty-Sixth Street. Damn! She’d lost him. She ran up Twenty-Sixth, turned left on Sixth Avenue, and trotted back to Twenty-Fifth. She searched up Twenty-Fifth, then back down to the park. The guy just vanished.

Sammy hiked back to the park. Why was that guy wearing a mask? Who was he and what was he doing at the park, and then at the apartment? Halfway up the block, someone stepped out of the shadows and into the overhead streetlight. The figure turned back as if expecting someone behind him. It was the masked man!

“Hey, you!” Sammy yelled, running after him.

He sprinted down the block and up Fifth.

Sammy stopped by a girl on the ground. “You okay?”

She rushed over and tapped the girl’s shoulder. The girl rolled on her back, eyes bulging and showing her final thoughts of terror, chest bloodied, a rope mark running across the throat.

Sammy stepped back, feeling as if she was going to crumple. She looked toward the park. “Bastard!”

She raced to the corner and turned up Fifth. The guy ducked into a transporter about a hundred feet away. Sammy grabbed onto the overhead streetlight, sling-shotted to the nearby tree, and swung to the next tree. The transporter turned on Twenty-Sixth. She leaped, grabbed onto the street sign, and hurled herself toward the top of the car. She grasped hold of the transporter’s back storage compartment.

The guy glanced back. He wasn’t wearing the mask.

The transporter turned up Sixth Avenue and was headed toward midtown. She hoped he wasn’t going uptown. It was getting a little chilly on this thing. The transporter slowed, then pulled over to the corner of Thirty-Eighth Street.

The door swung open. Sammy dropped off and was ready to pounce, but something was off. His jacket was different. Did he change? As he stood, she could tell he was shorter. He couldn’t change that. Sammy flipped her hood over her head. The transporter drove off, and the wrong guy trotted up the steps to a townhouse.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy climbed through the window. She dragged in Cindy’s white terry-cloth robe and still felt a little raw about the girl who was killed last night. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the girl’s face.

Leo sat at the dining room table, looking over the scanned images with endless fascination. He glanced over at her. “Stealing her towels now?”

“It’s a robe. She was going to leave it behind.” Sammy slipped it on, quelling a chill. The robe had a powdery floral scent.

“Come to grips with her leaving?”

“The only thing I’ve come to grips with is you being a jerk.”

Leo sighed, turning back to the screen.

“I think she’s going to stop by to say goodbye. That’s what normal people do.”

He gave her an “uh-huh,” looking up at the screen, then back down at his pad.

“This is your chance to not be a jerk and tell her she doesn’t have to go.”

“I thought I made my position clear.”

“Guess you didn’t hear the part about being a jerk.”

“Apparently, we have different opinions on the matter.”

“Jerk!”

“I found this interesting note about blood flow to the fingers.”

Sammy turned away from him. “I don’t talk to jerks.”

“This may concern why you’re always hungry.”

“Why are you here, Leo?”

“Because I live here.”

“Living in an abandoned building… Working in the Pleasure Palace for a sleazeball… Making pills so you can have all these gadgets. Why, Leo?”

“Why not?”

“Are you hiding from somebody? Wanted by the law?”

“I suppose we’re all hiding from one thing or another.”

“Is that why you won’t help Cindy? Trying to save your own hide?”

“We all do what is in our best interest whether we admit to it or not.”

“You’re saying I’m being selfish by trying to help Cindy?”

“I’m sure the bond you have with her provides you some satisfaction, which is in jeopardy if she were to leave.”

“So being friends with someone is selfish? You really are twisted, Leo.”

“I endeavor to see things as they are.”

“You’ll die a lonely old man.”

He turned back to his screen. “One can only hope.”

Sammy strolled into the living room and plopped down on the sofa, tugging the robe’s hem over her unseen legs. It was a little long on her, coming down mid-calf.

“Do you wish to hear my latest findings?” Leo asked from the dining room.

Sammy leaned her head back and closed her eyes. The dead girl’s face popped into her head. She replayed the events of her going up Broad instead of Twenty-Fifth, then she’d switch it and confront the asshole and save the girl. Would she have killed him?

Leo drifted into the living room, saying something about blood flow.

Sammy folded her arms. “I’m not listening.”

“It’s for your own well-being.”

She closed her eyes and plugged her ears, humming to drown out anything he had to say.

He shouted something.

Sammy smiled at the thought of rattling him for once. She opened her eyes. “Shit.”

Cindy was standing by the opened door. “Leo?”

Leo spun around. “Yes?”

Sammy tried to keep small as she climbed the back of the sofa. Could she slink over the side and take off the robe?

“You were yelling, so I wasn’t sure if you said to come in or not.”

Sammy sat on the sofa’s back, but her feet depressed the seat. She inched up the wall, drawing her feet up.

“So what can I do for you?” Leo asked.

“I just wanted to say goodbye and to thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

He would’ve done nothing if it weren’t for her.

“That’s quite all right. Glad to help.”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to pay you back.”

“Consider it a lesson in civility, a hard-fought lesson.”

“I’ll be leaving soon, waiting for it to get a little dark so no one will spot me.”

“I’m sure you’ll manage.”

“Manage?” Her voice cracked. “I can’t manage anything.” She stood in the middle of the room, sobbing.

A tear rolled down Sammy’s cheek. If there were a way she could help somehow…

Leo shuffled his feet. “These things take time.”

“Ever since Sam left, things have been getting worse.” Cindy dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “I would’ve died if it weren’t for Sam, you know.”

“I’m sure you’d do the same for her.”

“If I knew she was sick somewhere, I’d go right there and help her. Don’t know if I could do as good of a job, but I’d try.”

Sammy smiled, knowing there’d be no one else she’d want by her side if she were sick.

“Sam always told the twins that they were stronger together. That’s how I feel about me and her.”

Sammy nodded, wanting to hold her.

“Maybe I was meant to die, and she just delayed it.”

No, sweetie, no.

Cindy gazed down into some dark void. “You think there’s a place you go after you die?”

“I don’t…”

“It wouldn’t be so bad if there were places to go.”

The wall fell away. Sammy somersaulted over the back of the sofa and onto the floor. She raised her head.

Cindy stepped out from behind Leo. “Sam?”

Sammy gazed down at her legs. She wasn’t blended.
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Sammy shoved her hands behind her back but couldn’t feel her fingers. “Hi.”

Cindy stared, eyes slightly squinting as if she wasn’t sure what she was seeing. “What… What are you doing here?”

Something was wrong with her hands. She desperately wanted to look at her hands. “I’m recovering.”

“You’ve been here all this time?” Cindy asked, looking back to Leo, who was no help.

“How long has that been?” Sammy asked, stretching her fingers to grab hold of something, anything.

“I thought you were dead.”

Did she even have hands? “I’m alive.”

“Thanks for letting me know,” Cindy said, her voice cracking.

Sammy looked to Leo for help, but his gaze was fixated on the sofa. What was he looking at?

“The only two people I thought cared about me were lying the whole time.”

“I care, Cindy. It’s just that… It’s complicated.”

“Afraid I won’t understand because I’m too stupid?”

“No, it’s not complicated that way… Not that you couldn’t… Here,” Sammy said, pulling her hands out from behind her back. “That’s why.” Sammy didn’t even look at her hands, afraid of what Cindy would say.

“Why what?”

Sammy expected a scream or at least a gasp. Her hands looked small and stubby. Were they normal size?

Cindy ran out, sobbing.

“Cindy!”

Leo rushed the sofa and snatched up what looked like one of her fingers. He held it up close, turning it this way and that. “Fascinating.”

Sammy flexed her fingers. “Do these hands look normal?”

Leo dashed to the dining room. “I’m sure I have specimen bags.”

Sammy swallowed. Her fingers were on the sofa and at least a couple on the floor.

Leo hurried back, wearing latex gloves and carrying clear plastic bags a little too small for their intended purpose.

“What happened, Leo?”

“Apparently, you shed your fingers.”

“Nobody sheds fingers. How could I do that?”

“Cervids shed antlers by changing hormone levels. Did you experience any changes that could’ve precipitated such an event?”

Sammy stood. “I felt bad for Cindy.”

“We should take blood samples.”

Sammy plodded away.

“Don’t you want to know what it was?”

“Not that badly.” Sammy walked out and tried the door to Cindy’s apartment, but it was locked. She knocked but no answer. “Cindy?”

“Go away.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thought you cared.”

“I do. Who got you the groceries last week?”

“Leo got them for me.”

“Who do you think put him up to it? Do you think he would’ve done it if I didn’t make him?”

“He didn’t care either?” Cindy said through sobs.

Sammy pounded the wall. “Can’t say anything right.” She turned back, wondering if she should get the key.

The lock unlatched and the door creaked open enough for Cindy to stick her head out. “Are you wearing my robe?”

“You weren’t going to take it.”

“You’ve been spying on me?”

“I was worried about you.”

“So worried that you couldn’t wait for me to leave before taking the robe?”

She felt like a jerk now that she thought about it. “I was cold, and it looked warm.”

Cindy swung open the door. “Want something else? Maybe some shoes?”

Sammy looked away from her glare. “Okay, I was a jerk. Happy?”

Cindy’s shoulders sagged. “Sam, why didn’t you at least call?”

“I didn’t have a phone, and I had these weird fingers, so I couldn’t call if I had one.”

“You were right next door.”

“I looked like the swamp creature from the lagoon.”

“Sam?”

“If you don’t believe me, I’ll show you.” Sammy grabbed her hand and dragged her to Leo’s apartment. There was one finger left on the floor. She picked it up, but it was lifeless and foreign to her now. It wasn’t the thumb or middle finger, but other than that she couldn’t match it.

“What are you doing with that?” Leo asked.

“I’m trying to figure out which finger it was.”

Leo took it from her. “You shouldn’t be touching it.”

“Tell her, Leo. It’s okay, you can tell her.”

“Tell her what?”

“About the shedding of the fingers.”

He carried the finger to the table, where a long strip of cellophane wrap was waiting. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“What are you wrapping up then?”

“It looks like octopus arms to me.”

“Yeah, but what is it?”

“I’ll be studying it the next few days in order to make a determination.”

“Oh, he’s good about talking around things.”

Cindy’s nose crinkled. “It looks like squid.”

Leo nodded. “They’re in the same subclass.”

“See, that’s why I stayed away, because I had ten fingers just like that.”

Leo folded the cellophane over the dead finger. “Are you still feverish?”

“Feverish?”

Leo turned to Cindy. “I told her not to exert herself, but she insisted on doing something to help you.”

“She was sick? Why didn’t you say you were sick?”

“I’m not sick.”

“Fever can lead to hallucinations.”

“See how he talks? He implies everything and says nothing.”

“I’ve been treating her after she ingested a biological agent. The effects have been very concerning. I thought it was best for everyone to keep her isolated.”

“Still saying a whole bunch of nothing, Leo.”

“There were times she’d walk around all day naked.”

Cindy’s eyes narrowed on him. “Really?”

“She stole your robe while naked. She’s not wearing a stitch of clothing underneath the robe.”

Sammy looked away from Cindy’s pitiful gaze, gritting her teeth.

“Will she get better?”

“I have to continue to monitor her condition, but she hasn’t been the most compliant patient.”

“I know what I’ll do. I’ll disappear. Then what will you say about that, Leo? Will that be a hallucination when I disappear?”

“Can you hold her?” Leo asked Cindy. “I’ll need to take a blood sample.”

“You’re not taking my blood.”

“It’s okay, Sam.” Cindy held Sammy’s arm. “He’s trying to help.”

“Tell her why you want it, Leo. Tell her about the hormones and the shedding fingers.”

Leo stepped behind her with a big fat needle used for oak trees. “Can you hold her steady?”

Sammy reached out over Cindy’s shoulder, trying to grab onto Leo. “How do I get these claws out? Just one claw is all I ask.”

Cindy’s grip stiffened. “Sam, it’s okay.”

Leo jabbed the needle into her outstretched arm.

“I’m disappearing. Watch close because you won’t see me…” The words came out slow as if she were underwater. She suddenly felt heavy, falling into darkness.
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Thoughts and dreams seemed to bubble up not yet formed, drifting away, not quite understood. Her finger was pressed and prodded. Leo sat beside her, examining her hand.

Sammy grabbed his finger and bent it back.

Leo yelped, yanking his hand free. “Trying to break it?”

“What did you give me?”

He massaged his finger. “A sedative.”

Sammy sat up on the sofa, feeling light-headed. “Take blood too?”

Leo flexed the hand. “Haven’t lost your strength.”

“Where’s Cindy?”

“I’d imagine in her apartment.”

“She didn’t leave?”

Leo rose. “I didn’t witness another tearful farewell.”

Sammy pulled down the hem of the robe. “Thanks for making me sound like a psycho.” She followed Leo into the kitchen and grabbed hold of the counter to steady herself.

Leo ran water over his hand. He noticed her watching. “I don’t know what you were thinking.”

“You had it coming, making me sound like a raving psycho.” Sammy tightened the robe’s sash. “‘She walks around for days naked.’”

“What did you hope to achieve by telling her?”

“She’s my best friend. If I can’t tell her, who can I tell?”

“No one.”

“She won’t tell anyone.”

“Are you going to bet your life on that nugget of wisdom?”

“Talk about doom and gloom.”

Leo toweled his hands. “I have more experience in these matters. Believe me when I say that I did you a favor.”

“Yeah, I feel indebted.”

“I’m going to my lab early.” Leo opened the fridge and took out two bags.  “Have a lot of work to do.”

Sammy studied her hands. They still didn’t feel or look right. “Are these going to change again?”

“Oh, you want answers now? Perhaps I’ll stop somewhere and get a crystal ball.”

“Forget I asked.”

Leo marched out and slammed the door.

“I’ll get a crystal ball,” she said, imitating him. She meandered to the dining room table and swung at the roll of cellophane. It flew off the table and bounced off the wall.

A soft knock at the door.

“Yeah?”

The door clicked open, and Cindy stuck her head in. “Feeling better?”

“A little groggy. He must’ve confused me with a horse.”

Cindy had a slightly queasy smile. “Is Leo around? I heard the door slam.”

“He left.” Sammy trudged to the sofa. “Went to the club.” The Pleasure Palace… She grinned. Nothing about Leo seemed pleasurable.

Cindy stood at the door, looking as if she wasn’t sure if she should come in. “Feel bad about last night.”

“You?” Sammy dropped to the sofa. “Leo was the one who jabbed me with the needle. How much blood did he take?”

“I meant about setting you off.”

“Forgot I’m a psycho.”

Cindy stepped inside. “Don’t talk that way, Sam. What you’ve been through…”

He must’ve been working overtime with these stories. “What did he say?”

“That’s not important. What’s important is that you get better.”

Yeah, better at breaking his finger.

“I can make you soup. It’s from a can. It won’t be like Mama’s,” Cindy said, puckering her face. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but they want us out of here.”

“I heard.”

“I’ll just tell Igor that you need more time.”

“Yeah, he’s the understanding type.”

Cindy smiled. “I’ll get you the soup.”

Sammy jumped off the sofa. “I’ll come with you.”

“Sure it’s okay?”

“Before Leo left, he told me how much better I’m doing.”

“Really?”

“Would he have left if I wasn’t?”

Cindy held the door for her. “We’re wanted criminals, you know.”

Sammy nodded. “It’s all Gladys’s doing. Should’ve let the psycho bitch finish the job.”

“Sam!”

“She’s a miserable old goat, and you know it.”

Cindy had that look as if Sammy said something that embarrassed her in public.

“How about being put in a coma?”

Cindy closed the door and locked it. “Felt bad when Tatiana hit Gladys.”

“Yeah, that feeling passed after she called the cops on us.”

“Let’s not think about it, all right?”

Yeah, wouldn’t want to be set off again.

Cindy scampered around the counter and into the kitchen, popped off the soup’s lid, and poured the reddish-brown gelatinous mix into a pot. It reminded Sammy of the pots of soup stacked on Gladys’s counter that night.

Cindy added a little water and set the pot on the stove. “It won’t take long.”

“I’m not too hungry.” Losing the fingers must’ve taken away her appetite too.

Cindy leaned on the other side of the counter, rocking gently. “I’m glad you’re back.”

Sammy nodded. “Me too.”

Cindy grabbed a bowl from the cabinet and stirred the soup. “It’s starting to bubble.”

“You’re going to have some too?”

“Don’t want to take your soup.”

“I’d feel much more settled if you were sitting beside me.”

Cindy grinned and took out another bowl.

The door’s bolt unlatched and Igor stepped in. “What is going on?”

Cindy trotted around the counter and out to the living room. “Isn’t it great, Igor? Sam’s alive.”

Igor grimaced. “Wonderful.”

“You don’t want to get too close,” Sammy said.

“It’s not contagious,” Cindy said. “At least not now.”

What did Leo tell her?

“Good, now you can go together.”

“I’m too sick to go anywhere, Igor.”

Cindy nodded. “She’s been through so much.”

Igor stepped in closer, studying Sammy. “You don’t look sick.”

“The wounds are below the surface and run deep.”

“This is bullshit.”

Sammy noticed the soup bubbling up over the top. “I think the soup’s ready.”

Cindy rushed into the kitchen and turned off the heat. “Hope it’s okay.”

“It’ll be weeks before I can even think of leaving this place.”

“You are not staying. You are going.”

“If I go now, I’ll have to turn myself in.”

Cindy stopped at mid-pour. “Really, Sam?”

“So turn yourself in,” Igor said. “If you are innocent, you will be set free.”

“I’ll have to tell them where we’ve been hiding. They’ll come around here asking questions. They might even think you helped me.”

“I do not help. More bullshit.”

Cindy carried the hot bowl of soup and set it on the table. “Be careful, Sam. It’s hot.”

Sammy sat down and blew on the soup.

Igor paced. “This is bullshit.”

Cindy brought her bowl and sat next to her. “How is it?”

“I think it’s radioactive.”

Cindy giggled, blowing on the spoon of soup.

Igor looked as though he was between going and staying, afraid if he left he’d have to give in.

“When I was lying deathly ill, I had the strangest feeling that this place is haunted.”

Cindy dropped the spoon into the bowl. “I felt the same way, Sam. I thought you were dead, and it was you.”

Igor sneered. “No such thing as ghost.”

“It seemed like an angry ghost.” Sammy dipped the spoon into the soup and stirred. “I could’ve sworn it knocked my feet out from under me.”

“Isn’t that what happened to you, Igor?”

“Nothing happened to me.” He spun and marched out.

Sammy took a sip of the soup, only scalding now.

Cindy smiled, raising the spoon to her lips.
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Sammy sat in the middle of the laundry room of the apartment building down the block from Gladys’s house. It had been two days since she had been back in the apartment with Cindy, and she was still adjusting to the stubby fingers. Cindy said they looked normal, but Sammy didn’t remember them being this stubby. She folded the last of her T-shirts, still warm from the dryer, and dropped it into her laundry bag.

The washer and dryer at the apartment were busted again, and she didn’t think Igor would be listening to complaints. Besides, she could visit the twins with Gladys off to bingo. She trudged out into the cool night air with the laundry bag tossed over her shoulder and checked her pocket for the candy. She’d paid for it along with the laundry with the money from the outdoor play. It felt good to do something normal and regular for a change.

An older lady wearing flip-flops shuffled her way, pushing a wheeled mesh laundry basket. “Get one of these. That way you won’t hurt your back.”

“Where do you get them?”

“That store on Cooper has them,” the lady said, thinking on it. “What’s the name of it?”

“McGreevy’s?”

The lady nodded. “That’s it, McGreevy’s.” She disappeared into the laundry room.

Sammy hiked up the walkway and stopped at the top, looking toward Cooper. McGreevy’s was two blocks over. She bet that laundry cart could be folded up and fitted under her jacket. She shifted the bag to the other shoulder and headed toward Gladys’s house.

The twins stood on the sofa, each clutching those tube pillows that Gladys thought were the greatest things. Justin jabbed his pillow at Jenna, but she swatted it away and hit him over the head with hers. Cartoons played on the wall screen, showing a similar battle. Mark had to be down in the basement, or the only battle would be on the screen.

Sammy put the laundry bag on the stoop and crept inside.

Jenna jumped down from the sofa and rushed her. “Sammy!”

Sammy bent over and hugged her.

Justin approached, still holding the pillow. “Where were you?”

Sammy crouched down. “Don’t I get a hug?”

Justin dropped the pillow and leaped into her arms. He held her tight, resting his chin on her shoulder.

“My brave little man,” she whispered, stroking his back.

“I missed you, Sammy.” There was a slight sniffle to his voice.

“I missed you too,” Sammy said. “I miss both of you guys.”

Jenna put her arms around both of them, resting her head on Sammy’s.

“Is Mark down in the basement?”

Jenna nodded. “He’s been down there since dinner.”

“Momma Gladys is at bingo,” Justin said.

“Figured as much when I saw you two dueling on the sofa with those pillows.”

They grinned, blushing lightly.

“Come on. Let’s get some night air.”

They hurried out, banging open the door.

“Quietly,” Sammy whispered.

Jenna gazed down at the laundry bag. “You coming back, Sammy?”

Sammy shook her head. “It’s my laundry I did up the block.”

“We got a washing machine,” Justin said. “You can do your laundry here.”

Sammy figured Gladys had had those washing packets counted. “I don’t think Gladys would go for that.”

Justin flashed a devilish grin. “You can do it when she goes to bingo.”

“We’ll have to find a way to lock Mark down in the basement.”

Their eyes brightened at the notion of that.

Sammy thought of taking a walk with them but didn’t want to haul the laundry bag.

“Where were you, Sammy?” Jenna asked.

Sammy glanced down at her hands. “I wasn’t myself for a while.”

Justin looked up at her with the sweetest brown eyes. “Are you yourself now?”

Sammy pulled the chocolate bar from her pocket. “What do you think?”

They bounced around her, squealing with joy.

She pulled them close to her, looking back at the door. “Quiet, you two.” Sammy sat with the laundry bag between her legs and peeled the wrapper off the chocolate bar. She broke off a piece for each of them and took a small one for herself.

They sat beside her, nibbling on the chocolate. Jenna beamed. “This is really good, Sammy.”

Justin nodded, shoving the remainder in his mouth.

“You two are going to turn into a couple of candy monsters.”

“If I was a candy monster, I would never hurt you,” Justin said. “You could take all the candy you wanted.”

Sammy rolled her lips over her teeth. “I’d have no teeth then.”

They giggled. She broke off more chocolate pieces. It was the same kind of chocolate she’d stolen the day Tatiana messaged her a dozen times. It was expensive but worth it for the reunion.

A car pulled up in front of the house. It wasn’t a cop car, but Sammy still felt uneasy.

“Who’s that?” Jenna asked.

The door swung open. The news lady stepped out.
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Sammy grabbed the laundry bag when the car’s passenger-side door opened. A bot rolled out, closed the door, and spun around the car to meet the news lady. Snakelike appendages sprang out from the bot and touched up the lady’s hair and face.

Jenna took a bite of the chocolate. “Isn’t that the lady from the screen?”

Sammy eased her grip on the bag. “Do you have somebody important staying here?”

“Just Mark.”

“Do you think she wants to talk to Mark?” Justin asked.

Yeah, the news lady wanted to do an exposé on rubber girlfriends. Unless she was here for Sammy?

The news lady stepped back from the bot. “Ready, Cass?”

The bot even had a name.

Lights flicked on from each of the bot’s appendages, giving it a bizarre sea-creature-like appearance.

Justin swallowed. “Wow.”

The news lady tapped up the walkway in heels, the bot behind her lighting the way. She flashed them a well-practiced smile. “Hi, I’m Maria Santiago from Chasing News.”

Justin shot up, pointing at her. “You’re the lady from the screen.”

“That’s right, and what’s your name?”

“Justin.” He looked a little embarrassed, standing there by himself in the glow of the lights.

Sammy reached out and grabbed his hand and pulled him toward her. “What can we do for you?”

“And what’s your name?”

“Sam.”

“Sam, Chasing News is tracking down Medusa. She was spotted in this area moments ago.”

Sammy fought the urge to roll her eyes. “If she was here, we didn’t see her.”

Maria waved her hand over her tablet and the holo-screen popped up, showing a somewhat blurry image of Sammy through a fence running away. “That’s who we believe is Medusa, and…” She flipped to the next screen. “This is what our camera drones picked up a little while ago.” It was a picture of Sammy carrying her laundry.

Sammy nodded. “I just did the laundry.”

“Cass, what is the probability that both images are of the same person?”

“Eighty-two percent.”

Sammy laughed. “You think I’m this Medusa?”

“There’s a high probability that you are.”

“Okay, you got me. We spent the whole night pulling snakes out of my head.”

Jenna shuddered. “Don’t even joke about that, Sammy.”

Sammy bent her head toward Justin. “Any snakes left?”

Justin scanned the top of her head. “Just hair.”

“There you go. The world’s safe now.”

Maria glared at her. “People have died.”

“Were they turned into stone? Nothing like a lady with snakes for hair to attract the eyeballs. Talk about mocking the dead.”

“Where were you last Tuesday afternoon?”

“I was in the park turning people into statues. The pigeons needed places to poop.”

“So you deny being on the rooftop just a few blocks from here even though the probability is eighty-two percent.”

“I’m in the eighteen percent that it wasn’t me.”

Maria’s practiced smile wore thin. “Cut it, Cass.”

The lights went out and the arms retracted.

Sammy took the chocolate out of her pocket and broke off a small piece for each twin. “Last piece, enjoy it.”

Sammy broke off a piece for herself. Maria cracked a smile, watching them eat the chocolate. “Want a piece?” Sammy held the bar out to her. “Be warned, it’s addictive.”

Sammy thought she’d decline and rush off, but she broke off a piece and took a bite. “I’m a sucker for chocolate.”

“In that case, you’re doomed.”

Maria glanced to each side of Sammy. “You take care of them?”

Sammy pulled them close to her. “They take care of me.”

“You do look familiar,” Maria said with a grin.

“I’ve only seen you on the jumbo screen. You look a lot smaller in person.”

“I cringe every time I see myself on those screens. Every blemish is magnified a hundred times.”

All the pretty ones worry about blemishes. Maybe when you’re that close to perfection, you demand that last bit.

Maria stepped back and gazed up at the house.”Something about this house or neighborhood looks familiar.”

“If you’ve seen one of these houses, you’ve seen a hundred,” Sammy said, standing. “Let’s get you two in and up to bed.”

Jenna pouted. “It’s still early, Sammy.”

“Momma Gladys lets us stay up later on Fridays,” Justin said.

Gladys’s name seemed to trigger something for News Lady. She queried her friendly bot and up popped the home invasion story. “Now I remember!”

Sammy glanced down at the laundry bag. Should she grab it and run?

“Power up, Cass,” Maria said, flipping through her tablet while the bot’s lighted arms unfurled, casting them in the glow of impending interrogation.
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The news lady stepped in closer like a shark going in for the kill. “I’m speaking with Sam, who was accused of a home invasion with two other accomplices, one of which is dead.” She turned to Sammy. “Sam, why did you and the two others rain terror on your foster home?”

What Sammy wouldn’t give to have her old hands back so she could knock News Lady on her butt. “‘Home invasion’ sounds like aliens coming down in ships.”

“Was it revenge?”

“It was nothing like that at all.”

“Were there abuses at this home? Is that why you came here? To send a message?”

“Why are you asking me? Looks like you have your own story going.”

“Then tell us in your own words what happened.”

Sammy looked down at the twins standing beside her. “I tried to save them.”

Jenna’s beautiful face glowed in the light. “You did, Sammy.”

Justin tugged her arm, nodding. “Sammy jumped on that nasty lady’s back and knocked her down,” he said, swinging his arm. “‘Run, run,’ she yelled, and we ran.”

“I ran but she grabbed me.” Jenna looked away, dwelling on it. “Sammy jumped on her, pulled her away from me.”

Sammy pulled Jenna close to her.

“So was it a home invasion that went wrong?”

“You and your home invasion.”

“What would you call it, then?”

Sammy shrugged. “I don’t know, a psycho doing psycho things.”

“Are you referring to Jane Doe?”

The name didn’t quite fit Tatiana, but she nodded, hoping to get rid of her.

“Were you a hostage when she took you to your foster home?”

“She didn’t take me anywhere. Do you think I’d let that psycho near them?”

“So how did you get here?”

“I ran like I’d never run before,” Sammy said, still remembering the sting in her legs.

Maria’s grin was a little forced. “But how did you know to come here?”

“She called me using Gladys’s phone. She knew I wouldn’t answer if she called me from hers.”

“So you knew her prior to the home invasion?”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “She did it to get back at me. I called her a psycho.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

“Because she would’ve hurt them, more than hurt them if you know what I mean.”

“So you—”

“What’s going on here?” Mark asked, standing by the door and holding the tube pillow Justin dropped.

Sammy snickered. Mark looked as if he’d just woken up, hair stuck to one side, torn T-shirt rumpled, and his socks slipped down to his ankles.

“Hi, I’m Maria Santiago from Chasing News.”

Mark passed the pillow to the other hand and ran his fingers through his hair. “I watch you all the time.”

Yeah, with his pants down.

“I’m doing a follow-up on the home invasion. Were you here that night?”

He nodded, shifting his feet.

“Could you tell me who you are?”

A loser.

“I’m Mark. I live here.”

“I’ve been speaking with Sam about those events.”

“Don’t believe anything she says. She’s a liar, a thief, and a wanted criminal.”

Justin spun around. “She is not!”

“Don’t talk to me like that, you little runt.”

Sammy pulled Justin to her. “It’s okay, sweetie.”

“I hate him.”

Mark sneered. “She steals candy for them, so they’ll believe all her lies.”

“Mark, could you tell me what happened that night?” Maria asked.

“Her friend snuck into my house, broke my nose, and tied me up, torturing me and my mother. Why isn’t she in jail?”

“Was her friend by herself?”

“I didn’t see the lying thief until later when her friend made her put on a funny-looking wig and a glittery dress.”

“Yeah, she was such a good friend that she made me do it.”

He shrugged. “It was some kind of lesbian thing.”

“What did she make you do, Mark?” Sammy glared up at him. “Tell it straight, or I will.”

“Like you know how to tell it straight.”

“You saw me fighting her in the hallway, didn’t you?”

“I saw fighting.”

“Who cut you free?”

“I cut myself free.”

“Who gave you the knife?”

“If you gave it to me sooner, I could’ve helped,” Mark said, staring out above the lights. “Could’ve helped.”

“Cut it there, Cass,” Maria said. The lights went out and the arms retracted.

Sammy bent down next to the twins. “Hugs?”

“You have to go now, Sammy?” Jenna asked.

Sammy hugged them. “Afraid so, sweetie.” She stood, ushering them up the steps. “That’ll keep me going for a while.”

Mark opened the door for them. “Get inside, runts.”

“I’m not a runt.” Justin stepped over the threshold. “I’m a little man.”

“My brave little man.”

Maria turned to Sammy. “Can I drop you off somewhere?”

Sammy hefted the bag over her shoulder. “No thanks.”

“A ride will save you from lugging that all the way home.”

“I lugged it here. I can lug it back.”

“I need to fill in some background material. No recording. You don’t have to answer anything you don’t want to.”

“Take me anywhere I want?”

Maria nodded. “As long as it’s in the city.”

“Damn. Wanted to see how cows are milked.”

Maria chuckled. “You have a sharp wit.”

Sammy followed her, the bot close behind. “Do I have to sit on Cass’s lap?”

“There’s plenty of room.” Maria swung open the door. “Sit up front with me.”

The last time she was driven, the psycho was doing the driving.

Maria waved her in. “I won’t bite.”

Sammy hated when people said creepy things like that. She sat and closed the door.

The bot slid into the back seat. Its body was a rectangular slab of metal with rounded edges. It had a screen in the middle and little appendages along the sides, looking like a horseshoe crab turned upside down.

“It’s not going to start doing my hair or anything like that?”

Maria smirked. “Cass, refrain from any urge to work on Sam’s hair unless you want to be turned into stone.”

“Hah, hah.”

They turned right on Cooper. “So was it really you in that first image?”

Sammy spotted McGreevy’s and wondered if they’d still remember her.

“Is that a ‘no comment’?”

“Why? Afraid I’ll squash that stupid story on the snake lady?”

“I’m just trying to shed light on some of the bizarre things that were reported. Not everything has a rational explanation. For instance, the police don’t have a firm idea of how Jane Doe was killed. Do you?”

“Yeah, snakes.”

Maria glanced over at her. “So what was Jane Doe’s real name?”

“Tatiana.”

“Where did you meet?”

“A club.”

“Does this club have a name?”

“The snake club.”

“Sam, this is strictly confidential. Your name won’t be linked to any of this.”

Sammy shifted the laundry bag on her lap.

Maria let out a breath and checked the mirrors. “Did you have a sexual relationship with her?”

“Let me out here!”

“I’m not trying to pry.” Her voice was slow and soft. “I’m just trying to find out the motivations for what she did.”

“She was a psycho.” Sammy tightened her grip on the laundry bag. “Trying to figure out what a psycho does will make you psycho.”

“I’m sure even she had her motivations.”

“Is that your next story? ‘Motivations of a psycho’? Instead of worrying about snake ladies and dead psychos, why don’t you go after the real killers?”

“If you know where the real killers are, I’m listening.”

Sammy pulled the laundry bag close to her. A soapy-floral scent bloomed out from the bag.

“Did you see anything, Sam?”

“Maybe.”

Maria pulled into a side street and slowed the car. “What did you see?”

“The girl, the girl the bastard killed.”

“What girl?”

“The girl on Twenty-Fifth Street near the park.”

The car jerked to a stop. “You saw who did it?”

Sammy nodded.

“I have to call my boss.” Maria fumbled for her phone. “Hello, Jack, I found a witness to the Twenty-Fifth Street murder.” She held the phone to her chest. “He wants to meet you.”

“I don’t want to meet him.”

“Sam, I know you want this bastard found. Keeping this information to yourself isn’t going to do that. Do you want that on your conscience?”

Sammy sighed. “Where is he?”

“At his office,” Maria said, turning the car around. “We’re on our way, Jack.”

Sammy wrapped her arms around the laundry bag, not liking this at all. She thought of jumping out of the car when it slowed to make the turn. The bot would probably try to hold her down if she made the attempt. Sammy turned back and checked the bot for any extended claws.

“Cass can give you a makeover if you’d like.”

“Why? You have to look pretty for Jack?”

“Jack’s not that way.” Maria glanced at her. “Sometimes a girl wants to look pretty for herself. I look truly hideous without my makeup.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you must have to cover all the mirrors in your house in the morning.”

Maria grinned. “You’ve been to my apartment?”

The car pulled in front of a townhouse on Thirty-Second. “This doesn’t look like an office.”

Maria swung open the door. “He works out of his home. Come on.”

Sammy hoisted the laundry bag over her shoulder and looked down one end of the street, then the other.

Maria came around the car and grabbed her hand. “He doesn’t bite either.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel good?”

She dragged Sammy inside the house. “How will it make you feel putting this bastard away?”

They stood in a long hallway that ended in what looked like the kitchen. To the left was a stairway and to the right was a room that led to another room with a closed door. Maria stepped inside, calling out, “Jack?”

The door opened to the next room. A middle-aged guy stepped out, waving them in. He was average height and average build; everything was average about him except for how much money he had.

Maria slipped behind her and pushed her forward. “Jack, this is Sam.”

He stuck out his hand as if they’d settled on the purchase of an expensive painting. “Nice to meet you, Sam. I’m glad you agreed to do this.”

Sammy shook his hand. It was warm and soft, not much of a grip either.

Jack pushed open the door. It was a decent-sized room, dimly lit with a stately mahogany desk in the middle. Maria kept behind Sammy in case she came to her senses and ran out.

A guy stood at the other side of the door. She thought it was Johnny at first, tall with a similar build, but the beady eyes and the face of stone told her it was a cop.

Sammy spun around for the door.

The cop plastered his hand against the door and slammed it shut. “Sit.”
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Two hardwood chairs with leather backing sat opposite the mahogany desk. Sammy sat on the one closest to the door. The cop loomed over her, smelling of cheap cologne.

Maria glared at Jack, the guy with the expensive cologne. “How could you?”

“Keep your panties on, Santiago,” the cop said, circling around to the other chair. “If it wasn’t for me, you’d be preparing a court date for that Shantou B and E.”

“I didn’t break in, Russo. I knocked, and I thought she said come in.”

“She wasn’t there.”

“I heard hissing noises. She has this snake thing going. I thought it was her.”

The cop chuckled. “You were in the apartment for sixteen minutes before Shantou returned.”

“Is that what this is about, Jack?”

Jack smiled uneasily. “This is a murder investigation, Maria. We have to involve the police in this.”

Maria turned to Sammy. “I didn’t know anything about this, Sam, I swear.”

Sammy looked away, her arms wrapped around the laundry bag on her lap.

The cop pulled the chair sideways and sat down, facing her. “So what did you see, Sam?”

“Am I under arrest?”

“Did you have a hand in killing her?”

Sammy’s face contorted. “I didn’t kill her. The creep did.”

“You want to tell me what happened?”

Sammy gripped the bag, looking over her shoulder at the door.

“You know this creep? Trying to protect him?”

Sammy shook her head.

“If you don’t start talking, kid, I’m going to hold you as an accessory after the fact.”

Maria stormed him. “Russo!”

“I’m tired, and I don’t need this pouting bullshit.”

“Sergeant, we’re all a little tired,” Jack said. “A little restraint would go a long way.”

The cop sighed, leaning back in his chair.

“I’ll get some drinks,” Maria said. “What would you like, Sam?”

Sammy ignored her.

The cop’s beady eyes were on Sammy. “Why don’t you help her, Jack?”

Great, now it was just her and the cop. What was he going to do? Beat the information out of her?

He pulled a flask out of his coat pocket and took a swig. “I get it. You don’t like cops. Most of my friends are cops, and I’m not too crazy about them either.” He chuckled and put the flask back in his pocket.

“You’re a regular conversationalist.” He stood and circled around back. He knocked on the desk. “I bet this cost a few bucks.”

Sammy looked back. They’d left the door open.

“You want to run out of here?”

“Why? You want to use me for target practice?”

“We use little kids for that. It’s more challenging that way.”

Sammy scowled. “I bet.”

He sat on the edge of the desk. “Why did you tell Maria about this murder?”

“Because I’m stupid.”

“So if you weren’t stupid, who would you have told?”

Sammy shrugged.

“Let’s pretend I’m that person.”

“Yeah, let’s both close our eyes and pretend.”

The cop grinned, pushing off the desk. “What’s in the bag?”

“Laundry. Do you want to check?”

“I don’t want to check your bag; I don’t want to play a hundred questions; I just want you to tell me what you know, so I can get the hell out of here and go home.”

“You’re not going to arrest me?”

“Sam, if you’re involved in this murder somehow, it’s best to come clean now.”

“If I just went down Twenty-Fifth instead of Broad, I might’ve saved her.”

“Let’s start at the beginning.”

“I saw him at the park.”

“Saw who?”

“The creep with a mask.”

“What kind of mask?”

“A rubber mask with black wavy hair and rosy cheeks.”

“He was walking around with a mask?”

“He had his hood up so you couldn’t tell.”

“When did you first see him?”

Sammy thought it was best to leave out the part of collecting money for the play. “I was in the park and spotted a crowd of people. So I checked it out. It was a play with all girls. There was a guy on the other side of the crowd, bothering this lady. It got so bad that the play stopped.”

“Other people saw this guy?”

Sammy nodded. “Thought they were going to lynch him.”

“Madison Park?”

“I guess. It’s the park that’s right there.”

“Okay, so then what?”

“I chased after him but there were a hundred transporters driving down Fifth, and I lost him.”

“By yourself?”

Sammy nodded. “I got to Twenty-Fifth and Broad. He wasn’t on Twenty-Fifth, so I figured he was on Broad. I hit Twenty-Sixth and still didn’t see him. I went around the block and came back down Twenty-Fifth toward the park. He was coming out of an alley. I chased after him. He turned right on Fifth. I saw the girl cut up and strangled.”

“You ever see his face?”

Sammy shook her head. “He was tall like you but beefier.”

“Why did you chase him?”

“Because he had a mask, and I knew he was up to no good.”

“You’re maybe what, a hundred pounds? And he was at least two hundred?”

“I had a big stick and wasn’t afraid to use it.”

He sat back. “It’s good to know we have such fearless citizens.”

“Can I go now?”

“Have you seen him before the park?”

“I thought you wanted to go home and polish your gun or something.”

“I’m a morning polisher,” he said with a grin. “Where did you see him before?”

“Someplace in the zone. I don’t remember where.”

“Did you get close to him?”

“Not that close.”

“A hundred feet, two hundred feet, give me a number.”

“I don’t know, more than a hundred, less than two hundred.”

“Was he wearing a hood then?”

Sammy shook her head.

“Nighttime? Daytime?”

Sammy sighed. “Nighttime.”

“Were all the streetlights working on that particular block that night in the zone?”

“Yeah, they lit them all up for the occasion.”

He jotted something down. “The night at the park, what would you say was the closest you got to him?”

“Seventy, maybe eighty feet.”

“Did the hood ever come down during that time?”

“No.”

“Have you seen this mask before?”

“First time.”

He smiled, jotting something else down. He waved behind her. The Chasing News crew was in the other room. News Lady marched in with a tray of bottled drinks. Sammy grabbed a fizzy orange one. It was good, not too sweet. She checked the label.

Maria smiled as if her treachery were all forgiven. “How are we doing here?”

“Making progress,” the cop said.

Sammy spun around to him. “I thought we were done.”

“We’re done as soon as you can tell me how you know so much about a mask you barely saw.”

“I said I never saw it before.”

He held up his phone to read. “A rubber mask with wavy dark hair and rosy cheeks.”

“All masks are rubber, aren’t they?”

“If you’re tired, we can go down to the station, and you can get a good night’s sleep. By the morning, I’m sure the answers will come to you.”

“A night on the rack, you mean.”

The cop took a sip from his bottle. “We got rid of the racks years ago. We may still have a few beds of nails, though.”

“Or she can stay here,” Maria said. “I can stay with her.”

Sammy huffed. “I prefer the racks.”

The cop laughed.

Maria glared at the cop. “Not funny, Russo. It’s all your fault.”

The cop handed Maria his bottle and leaned back, eyeing Sammy. “So what’s it going to be?”

Sammy twirled the bottle between her knees. “When I saw him in the zone, he threw down his mask and took off. I have it.”

“Where is it?”

“I can go get it for you.”

“I’m not going to let you out of my sight.”

“Can’t bring a cop there.”

Maria stepped forward. “I can take her.”

“Santiago.”

“I’m trying to be the bridge here, Russo.”

“A bridge too far.”

“If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have any of this.”

“You owed me. Now we’re even.”

“Jack?”

Jack sized up the cop. “I’m sure the good sergeant will be very forthright with his investigation.”

“You know me, Jack. I’m as forthright as the law allows.”

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Maria said. “You twist the law more ways than a pretzel.”

“Why, Maria, such accusations will do irreparable harm to police/media relations.”

“Jack, you’re not going to let him get away with this?”

“Let the sergeant do his job.”

“Russo, you don’t want to be driving a police car in the zone. I know the zone better than anyone.”

“Are you going to give me another BS story of your poor immigrant upbringing?”

“You have to admit it was very convincing.”

“You know nothing about the zone.”

“Didn’t I help you with that double murder on Thirteenth? That was in the zone, wasn’t it?”

“Thirteenth?” the cop asked, thinking on it. “You mean the suicides that you kept calling murders?”

“If it weren’t for me, there’d be a shadow of doubt.”

The cop shook his head. “How do you work with her, Jack?”

Jack rocked in his chair behind the desk. “She’s the best.”

“I’m tired, so you can drive, but you have to stay in the car.”

“Sure, Russo, sure.”
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Sammy looked down the end of the block from in front of Jack’s house, wondering if she could make a run for it. The cop stood a step away, waiting for Cass to move from the back to the front seat.

The cop grabbed Sammy’s jacket shoulder. “I’d hate to shoot you.” He pulled her to the car and opened the door. “Get in.”

Maria dipped her head down, looking up at him from the open window. “You have all the charm of a snake, Russo.”

He pushed Sammy into the back seat and slid in next to her. “You should know, Santiago.”

Maria started the car and turned back. “Where to, Sam?”

Sammy looked at the side window. “Keep going.”

The cop took out his phone. “Give her the cross streets. Hopefully, we won’t get lost.”

Sammy sighed and gave her the streets.

Maria looked back at him through the rearview mirror. “I know where that is, generally.”

The cop wrote something down on his phone. “What’s your name?”

“Sam. Haven’t you been paying attention?”

He gave her the dead-fish look right out of the cop handbook. “Full name.”

“Samantha Paulson.” That was what the adoption agency gave her after Uncle Danny died. Sammy didn’t tell them different.

“Looks like some people might want to talk to you.”

Maria glanced back. “If you ask me, that home invasion charge is bullshit.”

“Funny how I’m not asking you, Santiago.”

“Cass has the unedited interview I did earlier, which includes the complainant’s son, who confirms her story.”

“It was her foster home?”

Maria nodded. “I said it was bullshit.”

“I’ll add your opinion to the report,” he said, not taking his eyes off the phone. “A person of interest in the Jane Doe murder?” He studied her as if he were fitting her for a jail cell.

Sammy glanced at the door, wondering if it opened while the car was moving.

“The feds took over the case,” Russo said, “citing national security.”

The car swerved. “What?”

“Eyes on the road, Santiago!”

“Why would they do that?”

“If I had a suspicious nature, I might think they’re covering their ass.”

“You think she was one of theirs?”

“I have no thoughts on the matter.”

“You can be such a hard-ass, Russo.”

“That’s my proudest asset.” He dipped his head to look out the window. “We’re here. Pull over.”

“I know.”

The car pulled in front of the apartment. He stepped out and waved Sammy to follow. “Let’s get that mask.”

Sammy slid out. “Are you going to turn me over to the feds?”

“Believe me. The feds don’t want anything to do with you or this Jane Doe.”

“What about that thing with Gladys’s house?”

“Whose house?”

Maria swung open the door. “The home invasion, Russo. Can’t you read?”

He gave Maria an annoyed glance.

“You’re not going to arrest me?”

He shook his head. “It’s not my case. Besides, the address I put down isn’t in the system.”

“I’ll run the interview, Sam,” Maria said. “I’m sure they’ll drop the charges after they see it.”

“How will I know?”

“Watch for my show.”

The things you got to do.

“Back in the car, Santiago.”

“How sweet, Russo, being protective of me like that.”

“I’m protecting them from you.”

“You’re hilarious, Russo.”

The cop nudged Sammy. “Lead the way.”

“Don’t worry about me, Russo. I’ll be here all by myself, unprotected.”

Sammy turned back. Maria stood by the car with her hands on her hips. “Maybe she should take her makeup off.”

The cop chuckled. “She’s not so bad.”

“You like her?” Sammy asked, looking up at him. “It seems like you like her.”

“That was your take on all of that?”

Sammy shrugged, slipping the key into the lock. “Just a feeling.”

The cop pushed the door open. The dead eyes and stone face came out. Any hopes of hiding that he was a cop were dashed. Igor’s sisters were playing at the other end of the hallway. They stopped and stared, then ran into their apartment. “Which one?” His hand was on the gun.

“Upstairs. I can get it for you. Might save you from shooting somebody.”

He tilted his head toward the stairs. “Slow and steady.”

“I’ll crawl if it’ll put your mind at ease.”

There was a hint of a smile, or maybe it was just wishful thinking. He grabbed her when they got near the top of the steps. He peered down from one end of the hallway to the next. “Okay.”

Sammy walked lockstep with him to the apartment door. Cindy was on the sofa with the tablet on her lap, watching a show. She looked up at the cop and swallowed, then flicked off the tablet.

“He wants something and then he’s going, right?”

His beady eyes were scanning the place. “Where is it?” He grabbed Sammy before she could get two steps away. “Slow and steady.”

“I was just going to get it for you.”

He pulled out a handkerchief and flipped it open. “Show me where it is. I’ll get it.”

He was going to go through her drawers now. “It’s in my dresser drawer.”

Cindy put the tablet on the sofa. “What does he want, Sam?”

He nodded for her to go.

“Something I found,” Sammy said, leading him to her bedroom. If this wasn’t creepy, nothing was.

He grabbed her arm when she went for the drawer. “I’ll open it. Which drawer?”

The one with her panties and bras. “Top one.”

He opened it and gazed into it a little longer than she liked. “Is that it?”

“You think I got a collection of them?”

He stared at her with that dead-fish look.

“That’s the one.”

He pinched the mask with his handkerchief and lifted it, holding it up to the ceiling light.

Sammy slammed the drawer shut. “Somebody you know?”

He folded the mask into his handkerchief and dropped it into his jacket pocket. “Show me where you found it.”

Sammy flung the laundry bag onto the bed. “Are you ever going to leave me alone?”

“And here I thought we were getting along.”

Sammy sneered. “If all you wanted was to put the mask into that stupid handkerchief, I could’ve done that instead of you barging in everywhere and going through my drawers.”

“I have trust issues,” he said. “Let’s go. I’m guessing it’s not far from here.”

“You know everything, don’t you?”

He nudged her out of the bedroom. “Just enough to be annoying.”

“Got that right.”

“Everything all right, Sam?” Cindy asked, sitting on the edge of the sofa.

“Just one more thing,” Sammy said, not bothering to look up at him for confirmation.

They moved quicker leaving the building. The first floor was stone quiet. Sammy wondered if the Russians left through the fire escape.

Maria ran up to them. “Did you get the mask?”

“What part of staying in the car don’t you understand?”

“There’s nobody around. They can smell a cop a mile away.”

“Must be the cologne,” Sammy said.

Maria laughed. “I’ve been telling him to get new cologne for years.”

The cop pursed his lips. “Which way?”

Sammy nodded to the side of the building.

“Which way what?” Maria asked, tapping behind them.

“Car, Santiago.”

“A girl can stretch her legs, can’t she?” She called out to Cass.

“Leave the camera in the car.”

“Do you know how expensive Cass is? Are you going to pay if it gets stolen?”

“I thought there was no one around.”

“We feel safer with you, Russo. You should be flattered.”

“I better not see that camera come on.”

Sammy stopped under Leo’s apartment. “I was here when I saw him climbing the fence.” Sammy pointed to where he’d been. “He fell back like he was drunk or something. I yelled to him, and he ran.”

Maria crouched down as if she were looking for the guy. “Did you see his face?”

Sammy shook her head.

“Santiago!”

“Trying to help, Russo.”

“Show me exactly where he was on the fence.”

Sammy sighed. “You want me to tell you every step he took?”

“If it leads to where he lives, that’d be very helpful.”

Sammy brushed by Russo and stomped over to the spot by the fence. “Here. He was right here.”

The cop held his phone up to the fence as if he was taking measurements, then dropped the phone into his pocket. “Anybody on the other side of the fence?”

“Cindy was by the window.”

“Was that the girl on the couch?”

Sammy nodded. “He was looking up at her.”

“Where did he drop the mask?”

Sammy pointed a few feet away.

“You chased him?”

“Yeah.”

“Had that big stick again?”

Sammy glared at him. “I had a rock. Happy?”

“You chased him to First?”

She nodded. “If I didn’t stop for that stupid mask, I might’ve seen where he went.”

“Why do you think he dropped the mask, Russo?”

Russo shrugged. “Could be a real nutjob.”

Great, another psycho.
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Sammy and Cindy sat on the sofa with the tablet between the two of them. It was the second time the movie trailers played and still no Maria. She’d probably lied about playing that interview the same as she’d lied about everything else.

“That looks like a good movie,” Cindy said.

Sammy had lost track of which movie she was talking about. “We should go to one.”

Cindy’s gaze drifted away from the tablet. “Do you really think that cop was telling the truth about the feds?”

“He would’ve arrested me otherwise.”

Cindy glanced at the last piece of chocolate on the low table.

“Take it.”

“I can’t take the last piece.”

“I had it last night.”

Cindy snatched it off the table, then tried to break the small piece in half. “We’ll both take a bite.” She took her bite and held the remaining piece between her fingers. “Open up. I’ll pop it in.”

The chocolate bounced off her tongue and into the back of her mouth. Sammy gagged on it before getting it down.

“I’ll get you some water.”

Sammy waved her off, but Cindy was halfway to the kitchen.

Maria popped onto the tablet holo-screen. “I found out where Peppermint was hiding. Stay tuned.”

Sammy slammed back against the sofa, almost sending the tablet crashing to the floor. A commercial about Robota the housecleaning bot played for the hundredth time.

Cindy offered her the glass. “What’s the matter?”

“Peppermint. She’s talking about Peppermint.”

Cindy scooted around to the other side of the sofa and peered at the screen. “I heard she was sailing the Caribbean with Gabriel Goff.”

Sammy took a sip of the water. “Yeah, I’m on pins and needles.”

The door swung open with a bang. Sammy jumped, spilling the water.

Igor stomped in, glaring at Sammy. “You bring cop here?”

“Forgot how to knock?”

“Knock?” he asked, following her to the kitchen. “You leave now, not tomorrow and not next day.”

Sammy grabbed a dish towel to dry off her shirt. “Going to get a court order to throw us out?”

“I cut power,” he said with a sneer. “See how you like it with no power.”

“I’ve seen how you added power. Big deal twisting a few wires together.”

“You connect wrong wire, you cause fire.”

Sammy snickered. “Wouldn’t want to cause a fire in a place where I don’t live.”

“Stupid selfish girl.”

“I’m selfish? You’re throwing us out of here to save your own stinking hide.”

“I have sisters and Mama to take care of.”

Somehow Sammy didn’t think Mama needed taking care of.

Cindy stood. “That cop said they don’t care about who killed Tatiana, right, Sam?”

Sammy nodded.

Igor glanced at Cindy. His face softened. “Why would they do that?”

Sammy threw the towel onto the counter. “I’ll invite him over, and you can talk about that and your visa extensions.”

“Sam!”

“He’s always threatening us. See how he likes it.”

“He’s protecting his sisters and mother,” Cindy said, striding between the two of them. “How would you like it if someone threatened the twins?”

Sammy turned her back to Cindy. How could she say that?

“It breaks heart to do this to you, Cindy. You are smart and sweet, not like some people.”

Sammy did a silent mimic of him.

“Sam is helping him with a murder investigation, right, Sam?”

“Yeah,” Sammy said. “I had something he needed.”

“What? Another dead body?”

Sammy spun around, reaching out to him as if she had the tendril fingers to strangle him.

Igor stared at her. “What are you doing?”

Sammy dropped her arm. “Dreaming.”

“We’re waiting for Maria Santiago to do a show that’ll clear us,” Cindy said.

“Why would she do this?”

“Because she wants to sell a thousand more housecleaning bots to clean up the zone.”

“Sounds like bullshit.”

Cindy shook her head. “She interviewed Sam, the twins, and even Mark.”

Igor studied Sammy. “If she talked to you, prepare for many days in jail.”

“If she talked to you, prepare to spend the rest of your life in Siberia.”

“You say much but know little.”

Sammy imitated him with a sneer.

Igor swatted the air, turning his back to Sammy. “Waste of time talking to stupid girl.”

“We just need more time, Igor,” Cindy said. “I’m sure it’ll be straightened out.”

“For you, I give time.” He glanced back at Sammy with a curled upper lip, then stormed out.

Sammy followed him, slamming the door. “He can go back to Siberia and rub his nuts together to keep warm.”

Cindy stared at her, eyebrows raised.

“He’s the one who barged in here. ‘You must leave now,’” Sammy said in her best imitation.

Cindy grinned, slinking onto the sofa. “Think we missed the interview part?”

“The only interview she had was between Peppermint and Butterscotch.”

“I’ve never heard of Butterscotch.”

Sammy smirked. “He’s an up-and-comer.”

A commercial for the Donut Factory ended with a kid wiping the chocolate cream from his lips. A news story about a parade on Fifth droned on.

Cindy sighed. “We missed it.”

Maria, the double-faced liar, had no intention of running that interview. It probably made her look bad.

Cindy dropped back and leaned on the armrest. “Wonder where Peppermint is?”

Sammy shrugged, watching the parade. She used to love parades. Ten bracelets would be a slow day. They’d eat real good that night.

The next story was about a famous violinist who had an original Stradivarius, worth over four million bucks. He was doing a recital with a group of underprivileged kids on Sunday at the Midtown Center.

Four million? That’d be a heist worth doing, and she wouldn’t have to depend on cheap Johnny paying her.

Cindy grinned, watching Sammy stare at a guy in a tux playing a violin. “Are you going for a tryout?”

“For four million, I’ll even sing a song.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy heaved open the heavy doors to the concert hall and slipped inside. The door closed slowly behind her, belying its girth. Her feet sank into the thick carpet with its dark paisley design and tan border. The lobby was about fifteen feet wide and maybe thirty feet long, before curving around a wall of beige with white figure etchings. The ceilings vaulted to a height she could only guess, making her feel as if she should kneel and say a prayer. She expected a slew of guards to come rushing and tackle her to the floor.

Someone walked toward her from the other end of the lobby. She ducked into an alcove with a door on her left and another straight ahead. She took the door on the left, entering a decent-sized room with a handful of chairs scattered in the middle. On the other side of the room was another door.

“Place loves doors.”

The door led to a small stairway, then out to a huge stage at least seventy feet from end to end. It would’ve been embarrassing if they had a show going. Sammy tiptoed across the stage, checking to see if anyone was in the seats, which ran back at least a hundred and fifty feet, rising up as if perched on a low, sloping hill. Balcony seats jutted out along the sides, covered in a reddish-brown wood paneling.

The door on the other side led to a ramp that zigzagged out to another door. She was down among the seats now, looking up at the stage. She couldn’t take the violin while he was playing. Maybe in that room before going onto the stage, or even after he was finished.

Sammy walked up the steps along the side and out the door in the back.

“Excuse me?” It was a rich old lady with shoulder-length gray hair, a tailored dark dress down to the knees, and a string of pearls roping her neck. She had enough makeup to cover up more sins than a whorehouse on a busy Saturday night.

Sammy glanced behind the lady, expecting an army of guards, but she was alone. “Is this where they’re playing tomorrow?” She thought it was best not to mention the violin.

“Are you with the New Hope program?”

Was that the name of it? “Is it in this building?”

The lady leaned back, pointing behind her. “It’s in meeting room one. Don’t forget to take your badge on the table.”

“Don’t want to forget that.”

“Hurry. They’ve started already.”

Sammy nodded and jogged around to where she’d pointed. She grabbed the ID badge off the round wooden table and pinned it on. About a dozen kids sat in the room in three rows with violin cases at their feet. She was about to back out when the lady in front waved her in.

“I think I’m in the wrong room.”

“You’re in the right room, Amanda.”

Sammy looked down. She’d forgotten about the stupid badge.

“Where’s your violin?”

“Must’ve forgotten it.”

The lady gnawed her lip. “You’ll miss out on the free strings and tune-up.”

“I can go back and get it.”

She shook her head. “You’ll miss out on the orientation. I know what we can do. If you can come early tomorrow, I’ll get someone to look at your violin before the rehearsals. You’ll want to sound your best for Paolo Pumpernic.”

“He’ll be here tomorrow?”

The lady nodded. “We’re so lucky to have him.”

“You don’t know how much I want to meet him.” …and the four million bucks he carries.

The lady smiled and steered her toward the seats. Sammy grabbed a seat in the back. The kids were mostly twelve or thirteen, looking at her as if she had the octopus hands.

The lady droned on about a hundred things they had to do and have. Damn! She needed a dress and shoes. Even if she blended, she couldn’t hide a violin too easily, which meant she’d have to do some running, never easy in a dress and shoes. The lady said they’d meet Paolo Pumpernic in Dressing before their recital.

Sammy figured that was the room by the side of the stage. “Is he going to have the Stradivarius when we see him?”

“Why? Are you going to borrow it?” one kid quipped.

Just about everybody laughed.

“Funny,” Sammy said. “I bet you’ll get more laughs when you start playing.”

The kid turned red as the room let out a collective low hush.

The lady swallowed with a slight flush to the cheeks. “Paolo will be playing the Stradivarius at tomorrow night’s concert, so you’ll definitely see it and, more importantly, hear it.”

The only thing Sammy wanted to hear was her footsteps leaving this place with the four million bucks tucked under her arm.

The lady with the shiny silver hair ducked in. “Clara, you’re set up in Music Room Two.”

Clara nodded. “Okay, follow me for new strings and tune-ups.”

They all got up and marched out the door, banging violin cases as they went. The room was steps away from where Sammy met the gray-haired lady.

Clara stood by the door as the kids filed past her. “Do you live nearby, Amanda?”

“Why?”

“If you can get back here within the hour with your violin, Mr. Bellamy can help you tune it.”

An older guy stood by a table on the other side of the room. Sammy nodded. “I can give it a try.”

“Hope to see you soon.” Clara ducked into the room, dodging flipped-open violin cases.

Sammy was in no rush to have a violin restrung and tuned. They may ask her to play it. What she really needed was a plan. All she knew was that the violin would be here tomorrow night and played by Paolo. She couldn’t steal it while he was playing. That’d be downright rude. Even if she got it, she couldn’t just walk out, holding the violin by the neck and saying, “Stradivarius violin coming through.”

Wait. She wouldn’t have to hold it. The badge would get her in with the violin case, and she could put the four million…the violin into the case without anyone being the wiser. Better yet, bring a violin and just swap the two.

Sammy spun. “There’re enough doors and rooms in this place to have stacks of violins. They wouldn’t even miss it.”

She jogged down a hallway across from the tuning room. Bathrooms and a kitchen was all she saw. Out past the kitchen was a triangular room with stacked chairs and tables. She rushed past the tuning room through double doors, into a hallway with a lot more rooms. “They got to be in here.”

Sammy tried the door on the left. Locked. Same for the next one. A light from the door two down bathed the hallway. She trotted to the room.

A woman with blonde hair in a bun looked up at Sammy from her desk. She had a slight sneer. “Can I help you?” It sounded more like an accusation.

Were these offices? “I’m looking for the bathroom.”

“We have no bathing facilities in the building,” she said, gazing at Sammy head to foot as if she needed a good scrubbing. “There are restrooms out the doors and to your left.”

Sammy stomped away. She stopped and turned, wanting to spit in the woman’s face and tell her she could bathe with that.

“Who was that?” It was a guy’s voice, somebody in the room with her.

“The riffraff.”

“From the New Hope program?”

“It should be called the Hopeless program if you ask me.”

Sammy’s cheeks burned as she listened to them snicker. She took another step, then froze. If she made a scene, she could forget about the four million. “Why waste my breath on those losers anyway?” She turned and walked out, reminding herself to focus on the violin. Across the lobby was the weird-shaped storeroom.

“What happened?”

Sammy turned back. It was Clara standing in the tuning-room doorway. “I couldn’t get a transporter.”

Clara dipped her head, pursing her lips in disappointment. Her expressions always seemed a little over the top as if she were used to dealing with five-year-olds. “If you want, you can come in and watch.”

Sammy shook her head. “I’ll get the bus.”

“Are you sure?”

Sammy nodded, wondering if Clara did mime acts in the park on weekends.

In a hallway across the lobby from the bathrooms…restrooms, was another room with chairs in a circle and a stand in the middle. The room across from that had long racks of clothes against the far wall with tables and stacked chairs in front. “They love their chairs and tables.”

Sammy ducked into the room and closed the door. The silver-haired lady was walking her way. The only room she didn’t check was the other meeting room. She doubted they’d keep the violins in there. Unless they were stored in the back of the offices, but Sammy would have to get past the blonde-bunned bitch. Probably hired her as a watchdog. Sammy grinned, picturing her as a bulldog with a blonde bun.

She held her hand up, blending into the dark room. She hadn’t done that since shedding her fingers and wondered why she’d waited till now. Sammy stripped and fetched her lockpicks from her coat pocket, then slipped out and raced toward the double doors leading to the offices. Clara stood by the tuning-room door, practicing her mime routine as violin notes played and stopped.

Sammy picked the lock for the first door. It took her a minute to get the feel for the locking pins. It was an office and the same for the next room. She walked past the bulldog, who looked up momentarily from her desk. Must have bulldog ears too.

Sammy thought of knocking something off her desk but moved on. The door at the end of the hallway looked promising, but it was just a bigger office. Where did they keep all of the musical instruments?

“I’ll try one more,” Sammy said, picking the lock on the door to her left. “Damn, another stupid office.” She closed the door with a bang, alerting the bulldog.

“Hello?” The bulldog stood by her doorway, peering down the hallway.

A big, bulbous guy stepped behind her. “Cleaning crew?”

“In the dark?”

“I’ll call security.”

The bulldog gazed back at him. “There’s no security here today.”

“Why not?”

“Because they’re only here for events, Paxton.”

“What do you call the New Hope program?”

She marched down the hallway toward Sammy. “A disaster.”

Sammy dodged the lady’s swinging arms.

The bulldog opened the door to the big office and flicked on the light. “Aren’t these offices supposed to be locked?”

Paxton ventured a few steps away from his office door. “They are when we have events.”

She turned the light off and closed the door.

“Aren’t you going to lock it?”

“I’m not locking Tate’s door,” the bulldog said, jiggling the locked door on the right. “Suppose she left her keys inside?”

“Good point.”

“Believe me; you don’t want Tate pissed at you.” She opened the door on the left. “This one’s opened too.” She turned on the light.

Sammy stepped behind her to avoid being knocked over.

A gold bracelet slid out from under one of the bulldog’s long sleeves, catching the light from the room.

Sammy smiled. There was more than one way to get a violin.

The bulldog flicked off the lights and closed the door.

Sammy figured it would be better to take the bracelet in the darkened hallway, but how? The bulldog wasn’t exactly the type to stand still.

Paxton turned and waddled back to the office and the bulldog followed. Sammy raced up to the bulldog and tripped her, sending her crashing into Paxton and knocking them both down. Paxton reached for the wall, which caused him to twist and spiral down on top of the bulldog.

The bulldog pounded on his butt to free herself. “You’re on top of me, Paxton.”

“I know, Carmela. You knocked me down.”

“I was tripped.”

Sammy reached down and unclasped the bracelet. 

The bulldog dug her hand into Paxton’s back. “Can you roll toward the wall so I can slip out from under you?”

Paxton rocked, but he was pinned between the bulldog and the wall.

Sammy snatched up the bracelet and headed out the door to find a violin.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Arnie sat behind the counter at the back of the pawn shop, which looked even dumpier than she remembered. He gazed up from his tablet. “I thought you might’ve come up short in a knife fight.”

Sammy leaned on the counter across from him. “Yeah, the last time I was here was for the knife.”

“Didn’t have to use it?”

“Didn’t get a chance, really,” Sammy said, dwelling on the night she tangled with Tatiana. “The shoe worked better.”

“Shoe?”

“You’d be surprised what a big heavy shoe can do.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Sammy pulled out the bulldog’s bracelet. “I need a violin with a case.” She pushed the bracelet across the counter. “Will this cover it?”

Arnie picked up the bracelet and examined it. “From knives to violins, things are looking up.”

“I have something big planned.”

He dropped the bracelet on the scale. “Something to do with a violin?”

Sammy nodded. “Do you know anything about Stradivarius?”

“He’s been dead for a few hundred years.”

“Maybe I’m saying it wrong. It’s a type of violin.”

Arnie grinned. “I’ve heard of them. Can’t say that anyone has ever walked in here with one, not even an imitation.”

“They got imitations?”

“Sure.” He walked around the counter. “The good ones are worth decent money.”

“Not four million, though?”

“That’d be the real McCoy.”

“McCoy? Is that a type of violin too?”

Arnie stopped by the section on the wall where the violins hung. “You seem a little jittery.”

“It’s my first big heist.” She rubbed her hands together, getting the chill out of them. “If I just had more time.”

“Then take more time and get it right.”

“It’s gone after tomorrow night.”

“That puts a crimp in things.”

“There are so many things I don’t know. I know it’ll be in this building tomorrow night, but I don’t know where or what kind of security they’ll have.”

“If you want to graduate to the higher-end merchandise, you’ll need more time to prepare.”

“I just found out this afternoon, and he’s leaving tomorrow night. That doesn’t give me a lot of time.”

Arnie chuckled. “You had a whole afternoon to prepare?”

“I didn’t do any planning until I went there. Don’t know anything about this music stuff.”

“Sam, most pros specialize in one area. This way they know the ins and outs of acquiring and selling the item.”

“I was going to sell it to you.”

“If you’re talking about a Stradivarius, that’s out of my price range.”

“Never thought about that.” Sammy scanned the place, not somewhere a million bucks would be stashed. “Don’t know anything, do I?”

“That’s a start.”

“Not knowing anything?”

“Knowing you don’t know anything.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel good?”

“If you want to feel good, I know a fortuneteller who will give you vague rosy predictions for twenty bucks.”

“I’m not a sucker.”

“Didn’t say you were,” Arnie said, nodding toward the violins. “Still want one?”

“Don’t know.”

He lifted a violin off the wall. “Here. Maybe it’ll help you figure it out.”

Sammy held it gingerly. It was covered in dust. “Did you ever clean this thing?”

“The cleaning bot took off the first chance it got.” Arnie shuffled back behind the counter and threw her a rag. “Have a ball.”

Sammy ran the rag over the strings and along the neck. The tuning guy would have his work cut out for him trying to get this thing tuned. “It wouldn’t hurt to fix this place up a little bit, Arnie.”

“Who says?”

“Wouldn’t you get more customers?”

“I’d get the wrong customers.” Arnie dropped to the stool. “Plus more cops busting my balls, or some jarhead with an automatic trying to rob me.”

Sammy flipped over the rag and wiped down the body. “You forgot to mention some old lady selling a ring for cat food.”

“That falls under wrong customers.”

Sammy held up the violin. “Clean enough?”

“Now it’s priced out of your range.”

“What?”

He grinned, reaching under the counter. “Maybe you’re a natural.” He offered her a stick with a string stretched along its length.

Sammy had seen people playing in the park and tried to remember what they did. She rested the base of the violin on her shoulder, but it kept sliding back.

“You tuck it under your chin.”

She placed the violin on her chest and dropped her chin over it.

Arnie waved her over. “Let me show you.” He placed the base slightly forward to the side of his neck and held the other end with his left hand, fingers pressed on the strings. “That’s how you hold it.” He laid the violin on the counter and picked up the stick. “This is called the bow. The string is called the hair, and you hold it by the end part called the frog.”

“Are you making this up?”

He shook his head.

“Let’s see you play it,” Sammy said.

He picked up the bow and violin. “Be warned if your ears start bleeding.” He began to play, slow at first, and then he picked up the tempo.

Sammy thought it sounded okay.

Arnie put the violin on the counter and the bow on top. “No bleeding?”

“It looked like you knew what you were doing.”

“You try.”

“I’m sure it won’t sound good.”

“Maybe you’ll surprise yourself. Worst case, you’ll clear the building of rats.”

Sammy tucked the violin under her chin just like how he’d showed her and grabbed the frog, running the hair over the strings. She moved the bow every which way to get a decent sound out of it, but nothing was working.

Arnie waved her to stop.

“Couldn’t find a decent sound.”

“I think you chased all the decent sounds out of the city.”

Sammy shoved the violin and bow across the counter. “Said I didn’t know anything about music.”

“Some people pick it up right away, some need to take lessons, lots of lessons.” He swung the bow like a pendulum. “I took lessons until the teachers were paying me to stay away.”

“Is that how you bankrolled this place?”

He grinned. “Something like that.”

The front door slammed and two guys strode in, one middle-aged, the other in his twenties. Were they cops?

Arnie grimaced. “This clown.”

“Don’t let the decor fool you,” the middle-aged guy said with a smirk. “Half of everything that’s stolen goes through this dump.”

The younger guy studied the display casement along the side as if he were going to be tested on it.

“Why does Arnie the snake still get to slither around, you may ask? Because there isn’t a hole small enough he won’t slither into.”

Sammy turned back to Arnie. “Who’s this dick?”

Arnie cast his gaze onto the violin, tapping the bow on the counter. He shoved the violin and bow toward her. “Play it.”

“What?”

“Keep playing it. No matter what I say, you keep playing it.”

Sammy picked up the violin and stroked the strings with the bow, trying to get a decent sound. A couple of the strokes sounded halfway decent. “I’m getting better, right?”

The older guy stepped behind her. “Okay, that’s enough, kid.”

Kid? Sammy leaned into the strings a little too hard, making a shrill sound.

The guy squirmed. “Jesus, enough already.”

“I’m trying to get better.”

“Try it without strings.”

Need strings to play it. Sammy turned from him, causing the bow to run away. The sound rattled her teeth.

“Make her stop!”

“Give me the violin, Susie,” Arnie said. “It still needs to be tuned.”

“You mean destroyed.”

The guy was pissing her off, and Arnie was running a con. She gripped the bow too tight, letting out a screech.

“If you don’t take it from her, I will.”

“I’d tread lightly there, Sergeant.”

Cops? The violin screeched again.

A pained expression flashed over Arnie’s smirk. “She’s Judge Daniels’s niece. I’m the only place in the city that has any Clemson bows.”

What was he mixed up with? Was he trying to get her arrested? Sammy hit another shrill note.

“I’m getting a migraine,” the middle-aged guy said. “Let’s get out of here.”

The door slammed shut. Arnie laughed, pounding the counter. “You were great, Sam.”

Sammy dropped the violin and bow on the counter. “You didn’t tell me they were cops.”

“What are you worried about? To them you were some kid playing a violin badly.”

“Said I didn’t know anything about music.”

“I should’ve made a recording of that, and every time I smell a cop, I’ll blast it out. It’ll send them running like light to a cockroach.”

“Funny.”

“What are you mad at?”

“Forget it.”

“Wait. You weren’t trying to play bad?”

“You said play it. I had some good notes until that cop got on my nerves.”

Arnie grinned. “If it’s any consolation, you got on his nerves too.”

“I wanted to hit him over the head with it.”

“Would’ve been the best use of the instrument.”

Sammy plucked the string. It sounded better than anything she’d heard so far. “So you don’t think I should do this heist?”

Arnie shrugged. “Just because you can’t play it, doesn’t mean you can’t steal it. And if you do, I know a guy or two who can help you move it.”

“Yeah, but I don’t know anything about music.”

“So you learn.” He shoved the violin toward her. “Take it. If you decide not to do it, bring it back, and I’ll give you something else for the bracelet.”

Sammy ran her finger along the side of the neck. “I need the case more than the violin.”

He nodded and went into the back.

Sammy plucked the string. She’d do better without the stupid bow.

Arnie loaded the violin and bow into the case and handed it to her. “Trust your gut, kid. If you don’t feel right, walk away.”

“I’m not a kid.”

He dropped down on his stool and shoved a toothpick into his mouth.

 



 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy slogged from the bus stop to the concert hall, wearing the long dress she used for Xanadu with the chest pinned back. Cindy offered to do her makeup, but she was supposed to be thirteen, not twenty-three. A truck was backed into a service entrance, unloading crates. There were no bots in sight, just two guys with hand trailers. Sammy scooted around to the other side of the truck. This might be the best chance to steal the Stradivarius.

A guy in a suit, looking a little too slick, stood toe to toe with a guard blocking the entrance. “You want to be responsible for canceling the show?”

“Sorry, sir, but I can’t admit flammable materials into the building.”

“Let me make this as clear as I can for you—no fire, no show.”

The guard’s expression turned dark. “I understand, but that doesn’t change our policy.”

“I want to speak to Tate.”

“She’s been notified.”

“If she’s not here in ten minutes, I’m packing up and canceling the show.” The guy in the suit spun around and marched to the side of the truck.

One of the hand-trailer guys followed him. “You’re still going to pay me, right?”

“They’ll let us in.”

“I didn’t hear a yes, Mort. Took a lot of time setting this up.”

“It’s the smallest venue in the city. If they cancel this, they’ll look even smaller.”

“If I don’t get paid, I’ll burn your shorts with you in them. You’ll know what hot is.”

Mort turned back, then leaned into the guy. “You just worry about burning that violin.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“I’m talking dust here.”

The hand-trailer guy sighed. “It’ll be unrecognizable.”

“And I want it contained. Nobody gets hurt.”

“Burning it that hot and quick comes with no guarantees.”

“Are you with the New Hope program, young lady?”

Sammy jumped. A tall lady with a regal disposition and dressed in dark trousers and a beige shirt towered over her. “Yeah, I’m—”

“You’re supposed to be inside by now.”

Mort and the hand-trailer guy crept around to the front of the truck.

Sammy nodded to the entrance. “I’m going in right now.”

“That’s the south entrance,” the lady said. “You’re supposed to go in through the east entrance. Didn’t you get the memo?”

Mort studied her badge, which gave Sammy the creeps. “I’m sure Paolo will want to hear you play, Amanda Ryan.”

The tall lady waved a guard over. “Jerald, could you show Miss Ryan to the east entrance? I don’t want her to get lost.”

The guard escorted her to the side of the building and up the steps, and even opened the door for her.

Sammy watched the guard leave and wondered if she should follow. Her gut was telling her to get the hell out of there unless she wanted to end up like one of Golden Boy’s marshmallows.

“Are you with New Hope?” The voice had an edge of annoyance.

It was the bulldog. Sammy thought of saying no and bolting out of there.

The bulldog spotted the name tag, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled Sammy through the lobby. “You can’t be loitering. We have important people coming.”

“Wouldn’t want to scare them away.”

The bulldog released her grip. “Then stay with your group.”

Kids and parents huddled in the narrower lobby about twenty feet away from the meeting rooms. Clara stood in the middle of the throng, looking a bit overwhelmed.

The bulldog waved as if she were paddling frantically. “Clara, get them inside.”

Clara nodded with a pained expression.

“Go ahead,” the bulldog said, nodding to Sammy to move along. “And don’t go wandering around the lobby.”

Sammy trudged toward the group, wanting to send the bulldog sprawling to the floor. She’d tell Clara about the fire, and then she’d get out of there.

Clara stepped up to Sammy, her pained expression heightened by a forced smile. “There seems to be a problem here.”

“You got that right.”

“This girl claims to be Amanda Ryan also. Do you have a copy of your invitation?”

Sammy swallowed. She hadn’t expected that. “I’m Amanda Bryan. Thought they just got the name wrong.”

“Do you have your invitation?”

Sammy shook her head. “Didn’t think I needed it.”

Clara looked out past her as if searching for someone to come to her rescue.

Sammy unclipped the badge and handed it to her. “If she’s Amanda Ryan, then she should have it.”

Clara took it gingerly, biting her lip. “I’m sorry, but we only have twelve open slots.”

Sammy didn’t care about that now. “I got to tell you something about the show.”

“Yes?”

“They’re going to start a fire and burn a violin into dust.”

“As part of the show?”

“I don’t know, but people could get hurt because it’s got to be real hot.”

“I’m sure they know what they’re doing.”

“It didn’t sound legit to me.”

Clara pursed her lips with a knowing nod as if Sammy had made it up or got it wrong.

The tall lady and Mort strolled up to them from the other side of the group. Hand-trailer Guy came up behind them. He searched until his gaze found Sammy. If she had those long hands now, she’d reach out and wring his neck.

“Is this the next group of up-and-coming stars?” Mort asked.

Tall Lady wore a reserved smile well. “These are the finalists in our New Hope group. Clara Byrne is the chief coordinator for the program.”

Mort shook her hand and introduced himself. “I’ve already met one of your finalists, Amanda Ryan,” he said, pointing to Sammy.

Clara glanced back at Sammy with a pained smile. “I’m afraid there was a little bit of a mix-up.”

Tall Lady stepped forward. “What type of mix-up?”

“This is Amanda Bryan, not Ryan.”

“I’ll have Paxton look into this.”

“I hope this won’t deter us from hearing from the young lady?” Mort asked.

Clara sighed. “We only have twelve slots open.”

“So add another one. Make it a lucky thirteen. I’ve always found thirteen to be a lucky number.”

Tall Lady nodded to Clara.

“You’re in, Amanda,” Clara said. “Isn’t that great?”

“Yeah, great.” Just in time for a barbecue.

Mort turned to Tall Lady. “Paolo wants to meet them in the room off the stage.”

“The holding room?”

“He should be here soon, so why don’t all the kids head over there.”

The kids left the warm embrace of their parents and shuffled along the lobby, banging violin cases against bony knees. The parents bunched outside the meeting room, choking the lobby for the well-heeled patrons. They looked like tattered refugees, watching the last boat leave without them.

Hand-trailer Guy popped out of some hole, walking lockstep with Sammy.

“So what do you and Mort the snake have planned?”

“Keep walking, kid.”

Why would they want to burn a violin? Uncle Danny used to say there are two types of lightning strikes: lucky and planned. “Insurance? Is that why you’re going to burn that violin?”

“Shut up and keep walking.”

Stradivarius? “Going to burn the Stradivarius?”

He wrenched her arm just above her elbow. “You got a big mouth, kid.”

People have been known to do a lot of things for four million bucks, and Sammy didn’t like the ideas that were coming to her.

The kids crowded around the door to the holding room. Clara stood by as they filed into the room one by one.

“Clara, I—”

He yanked her arm. Something sharp pricked her back. “Say something else and that’ll get a lot sharper.”

Clara cocked her head to one side, waiting for Sammy to finish. “Yes, Amanda?”

“She wanted to know if you can get her a name badge,” Hand-trailer Guy said, tightening his grip.

“Oh, of course.”

“I’ll make sure they all get in while you get the badge.”

Clara nodded, sidestepping the remaining few by the door.

Yeah, this was a trap all right, and she had to get out before it sprang closed on her. Sammy switched hands on the violin and swung it at Hand-trailer’s head. He released his grip, careening against the open door. “It’s a trap! Run!”

All the kids stared at her, dumbfounded.

The door slammed into her, knocking her into the room. Her head pounded and her arm burned. He must’ve gotten her with the knife.

“They left us in this room with the nut,” someone whispered from the other side of the room.

“We have to all stick together,” another said.

Were they talking about her? They were line up against the back wall, holding their violin cases out in front like a barricade.

Sammy leaned back against the door. Her arm was bleeding like she’d thought. “The nut’s on the other side of the door.”

“There’s twelve of us.”

“You can count.”

“We’re sticking together, right?” They all nodded with ghostly expressions.

They’d all be ghosts if they didn’t get out of there soon. She turned the knob. It was locked. “Check to see if the other door’s locked.”

No one budged.

“If you can open it, I’ll go.”

One kid broke off from the group. He was the one who made the quip about her wanting to play the Stradivarius. “Keep an eye on her.”

It was locked also. “Why would they lock us in here? Did you think about that?”

“Because you’re nuts.”

“So they locked me in here with the twelve of you?” Sammy chuckled. She felt giddy for some reason. “Guess they don’t think too much of you.”

“There’s twelve us and only one of you.”

“And I’m the one who got knocked in the head.” Sammy thumped on the door. “Come in and knock some sense into them.” Sammy laughed, thinking of a slapstick comedy skit of banging heads.

Two girls in front let the violins slip from their grasp, and their hands fluttered out as if they were treading water. Their knees buckled before they collapsed over their fallen violins.

Sammy pushed off from the door, expecting them to get up and do an encore. She laughed. It seemed overly dramatic. “Are you going to say there are ten of you now?”

Another fell in less dramatic fashion. “Now it’s nine little Indians,” Sammy said, letting out a loud laugh. She dropped to one knee, trying to catch her breath.

The others, still standing, swayed slightly as if they were on a boat and getting seasick.

“It’s the air!”

Two others dropped.

“Bang on the door,” she shouted to the other kid across the room. Sammy clenched her fists and pounded as hard as she could.

The kid slapped the door at his end. The background music ratcheted up.

Another kid dropped.

Sammy slid down along the side of the door. “Bastards!” The room started to tilt and twirl.

The kid at the other end looked like a blind guy, trying to find something to hold onto.

Sammy scrambled to her knees and peered into the lock. If she had her picks, she could’ve opened it. “I need clips, pins, whatever you got!”

The four who remained standing patted down their shirts, reminding Sammy of Uncle Danny trying to find money when he was high.

“It’s too late.” Sammy close her eyes and just wanted to lie down and go to sleep. A jolt ran up her spine as she thought about the bastard laughing his ass off with a million bucks stuffed in his pockets.

Sammy stood and took an unsteady step toward the collapsed group. One brave soul still stood. She’d never get there and check for pins and clips in time. The violin was by her feet. Did it have anything she could use?

She dropped to her knees and opened up the case. The end of the strings anchored into the body were stiff. She might be able to bend them into shape. Sammy spun the tuning peg at the top of the neck, loosening the string enough to pull it out, and then bent the string into a pick wrench.

The last kid fell into the jumble of felled bodies and violin cases.

Sammy bent the other string’s tip as best she could for the pick. Everything was getting a little blurry. She stumbled getting to the door, blinking to keep the room from spinning. She slipped the wrench in and felt for the pins with the pick. Sweat beaded her forehead, drops rolling down and stinging her eyes. What pin was she on now? Did she get the last pin?

She wiped her forehead on her sleeve. “Focus on the bastard.” Another jolt. The pins were down. She turned the wrench, unlocking the door. She fumbled for the knob, but the damned door opened in. Sammy leaned away and fell back, opening the door. It felt like cool water on a hot beach. She crawled out into the lobby and lay down. “Where is everybody?”

She rolled onto her side. The kids were spread out on the floor like fallen logs. She had to get them out but didn’t have the strength. She yelled for help. Her voice couldn’t break through the blaring music. Sammy grabbed the edge of the door and swung it back and forth, hoping to fan out whatever the creep was pumping in. The breeze revived her enough to get up on all fours. She crawled to the kid who was a few feet from the door and dragged him out. It seemed to take forever, and she had eleven more to go. She yelled again for help, but couldn’t pierce through the music.

Sammy slapped the kid’s face. “Wake up. I need help.”

His eyes barely fluttered.

“Shit.” She took a deep breath and crawled back in. With each step, her head pounded as if somebody were using it as a drum. She pulled the next kid out, quicker this time, and tried to revive him with a slap to the face and a plea for help.

Sammy turned to go back in. Would there be enough time to save them all? The thought of that creep laughing over drinks on a beach while the parents wept over the dead flushed Sammy’s cheeks. She stood unsteady at first, knees weak, then trudged in and grabbed two by the arms, feeling like an oxen plowing a field of rocks.

The first kid she’d dragged out looked as if he was just waking.

Sammy leaned over, panting. “I need help.”

He turned his head toward her but didn’t show any signs of getting up.

Now she was getting mad at him for not even trying. She walked back in, steadier this time, and dragged the next two out, feeling a little more like herself now. “Wake up, asshole.”

The kid raised his head, looking around as though he didn’t know where he was.

“I need help.”

He stared at her as if she were a phantom.

Sammy stormed back in, doubly mad now, and dragged the remainder out as quickly as she could. The kids were fanned out by the door, like trees felled by an explosion.

The first kid finally sat up, running his fingers through his hair. “What happened?”

Sammy leaned back against the wall. “Carbon monoxide poisoning is my guess. Think you can get help?”

He rolled to the side and nodded. “Got a wicked headache.”

“Yeah, you and me both.”

He held onto the wall, steadying himself. “Were they trying to kill us?”

Sammy nodded. “Go on. Some of these kids are going to need more than fresh air.”

He glanced down at them, some stirring. He treaded down the lobby, holding onto the wall as he tottered away.

The music was turned down lower. Sammy felt another jolt and grabbed her violin by the neck.

The second kid sat up. “Why did they try to kill us?”

“Four million bucks is why,” Sammy said, waving the violin. “I got my own violin concerto to play on this thing.”

“You’re missing strings.”

“The notes I’ll be playing won’t need strings.” Sammy marched through the alcove and into the concert hall. She climbed the steps up to the stage, hugging the wall.

Hand-trailer Guy’s back was to her as he talked to Clara. Sammy stepped behind him and tapped his shoulder. He turned. Sammy swung the violin, smashing the base across his face. Spit and teeth flew in the other direction. He twirled and crumpled to the floor.

Clara backed away, sheer terror marking her face. “Oh my God, what did you do?”

The violin folded limply in her hands, held together by a couple of strings. “That asshole tried to kill us while you were standing out here with your head up your ass.”

“What?”

Sammy tossed the broken violin and strode down the stage steps. “Check the ventilation system in that room, Clara. Can you do that?”

A mother knelt beside her daughter, rocking her in her arms. Sammy stood there a moment, hoping the kid would wake up. Other parents streamed down the lobby toward them. The girl’s eyes fluttered open. “Momma?”

Sammy nodded and stepped around the awakening group. She flung open the heavy door and headed out into the late afternoon sun.
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Sammy stood on the mat in front of the uneven bars in the Gymnastics Center. If she couldn’t fly through the trees, then she could at least swing on the bars. Cindy had told her she should lie down after almost suffocating, but she had this excess energy she needed to work off. It was dark, but she could see fine. She kicked off her shoes, pulled off her shirt, and dropped her trousers.

She swung on the low bar with her feet up, getting enough momentum to leap to the high bar. She rotated, switching hand over hand, changing direction. Her arms and core were surprisingly strong even though it had been weeks since she was here last. Sammy let go at the top of her swing, giving herself enough height for a somersault, but she chickened out and settled for a twist. She stumbled slightly, landing sideways. The sound of feet shuffling outside the room paralyzed her.

“Hello?”

Sammy dashed to the wall and blended between two shelves of supplies.

The owner stepped into the room, feeling the wall for the light switch. Light flooded the room.

Sammy closed her eyes, peering out through slits until her eyes adjusted.

The lady scanned the room, spotting Sammy’s clothes on the mat. She picked up the trousers, examining them as if they were something foreign to her, then collected the shirt and shoes as well, putting everything into a ball and tucking it under her arm. She checked the window.

Sammy had entered through the front door by picking the lock.

The lady took one more look around then strolled out, turning off the lights.

Sammy raced to the doorway and spotted the lady plodding down the stairs to the first floor.

“Does she have a clothes fetish?” Sammy headed down the steps after her. The first floor was mostly a narrow hallway. One end led to the front door and the other to a back room. A dim light from within the room gave form to the doorway. Her clothes were bunched on top of a set of cabinet drawers outside.

Sammy crept toward the room, dressed in her panties and bra so she wasn’t completely invisible.

“I don’t know who it was,” the lady said from inside the room. “It looked like a kid by the clothes.”

Sammy snatched her kid clothes and rushed to the front door. It was clear, so she dashed out and put her clothes on. She started walking, wishing she had another twenty minutes on the uneven bars. Before she knew it, she was headed toward midtown. She hadn’t been there since shedding her fingers, which brought Leo to mind. She hadn’t seen him since, but she did have a dream of him making calamari from the fingers and offered her a plate of it with tomato sauce for dipping.

The sidewalks got thicker with people rushing to nowhere in particular. Food vendors of all types populated the walk. The last time she’d been starving. Now she was just a little hungry. The hands did help her get food, though. Sammy passed on the sausage buns no matter how quaint Darla looked today. Up the next block a crowd gathered around another street vendor. Sammy weaseled along the side of the crowd to see what the fuss was about.

“Shish Cow Bob,” said the short, stocky guy on the other side of the cart. He wore a bow tie and suspenders with sleeves rolled up to the elbows. “It’s not a mariachi band. No, it’s succulent meat and vegetables gently roasted on a stick.” He flashed a pointed stick in front of the crowd, then waved his hand in front, turning the stick into a shish kebab.

The crowd oohed. Uncle Danny had done that with coins and cards all the time. One hand holds the thing and the other hand distracts. Maybe she could do her own distraction.

“For less than five dollars you can satisfy not only your hunger, but also a passion. Remember, I push the meat in and you pull the meat out, and we still remain friends when it’s all said and done.”

The crowd laughed.

Sammy’s face twisted at the remark. “Gross.”

He turned to her with a slight jerky motion. Was he a bot? “You haven’t tried my meat yet, and no strolls through the park required.”

A trickle of laughter filtered through the crowd. A lady stepped forward and bought one.

Sammy inched along the side to get a better look at him. The bottom part of his body melded into the base of the counter. Along the side read, “Sandy Shish Kebab, go to our site for investment opportunities.”

“Please step back. I don’t let just anyone touch my sticks.”

Sammy drifted back. “If that isn’t the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Sammy did a bump and switch, ending up with a cold slice of pizza. She wondered if there was still some soup left at home. She found a choice seat in the middle of the park where all the jumbo screens converged. When the movie trailers played, she felt as if she were in the middle of the action. In one she was among the stars with a galactic war unfolding, while in another she was trapped out in a storm on horseback riding along an endless prairie.

She stood and stuffed the folded bag into her pocket for another bump and switch.

Maria Santiago popped onto the screen. “The avenging angel and a devilish plot. Stay tuned after these messages.”

Sammy scoured the ground for a rock to throw at one of the projectors, hoping to knock her teeth out. Robota the housecleaning robot was on again.

“I bet she’s got a dozen of those bots at home following her around and cleaning up her mess.”

A cop came on, bathed in camera lights. “Yeah, they all would’ve been dead if it weren’t for her.”

“All twelve?”

“Thirteen including her.”

The camera cut to a woman with tearstained cheeks. “She is angel,” she said with an accent as she clutched a kid.

The camera zoomed in on a tear flicked away on a blink from another woman holding a kid. “All I can say is thank you.”

The camera cut to a guy pacing, looking as if he’d drunk too much coffee. “I don’t have much, but what I do have is hers.”

Sammy stepped closer, looking for something familiar. “Is this from the concert hall?”

One of the girls she recognized came on. “She hit the guy with her violin and yelled for us to get out of there.”

“Did you try to get out?”

She shook her head. “We thought she was nuts.”

The camera cut to Amanda Ryan. “She had my name tag. I couldn’t get here the first night because my grandma was sick.”

“She was trying to impersonate you?”

Amanda shrugged. “She said her name was Amanda Bryan and that there was a mix-up.”

“Did she have a parent with her?”

“I didn’t see any.”

The camera cut to the kid who was at the other door. “We banged on the doors, but they just turned up the music so nobody could hear us.”

“What happened after that?”

“She asked for a pin or something, but everybody was nearly out. Then she started unstringing her violin.”

“What for?”

“Must’ve used it to unlock the door. I saw the strings by the door and the end shafts were bent.”

“What happened after you came to?”

“I saw her holding the violin by the neck, swinging it like a bat. She said she had a concerto to play. I thought it was a little strange for her to be playing a concerto being the way things were. She was missing strings too,” he said, dwelling on it. “She said she didn’t need strings for what she was planning.”

The camera cut to a guard. “She got him pretty good. He had to be carried out of here.”

“Who was he?”

“Him and another guy were setting up the show.”

“Anything unusual about the setup?”

“They wanted to bring flammable materials in here for a fire.”

The camera cut to the cop who’d opened the show. “I can only confirm that there was an unusually high amount of carbon monoxide in the room.”

“Was the ventilation system tampered with?”

“It’s still under investigation.”

“Were there any signs of how that much carbon monoxide got into the room?”

“Still under investigation.”

“Isn’t a fire in an unvented room the leading cause of carbon monoxide poisoning?”

“That’s my understanding,” he said, ducking away.

Maria flashed her pearly whites for a little too long. “We have a mystery girl going by the name of Amanda Bryan. Is it an alias? What was she doing here? We have fire and carbon monoxide. Is this just a coincidence or is there something more sinister here? I’m Maria Santiago from Chasing News. Follow us as we dig for more answers in the case of the avenging angel.”

Sammy huffed. “She’s got more spin than a tornado.”
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A shadow cast over Sammy as if someone was leaning over her. She jerked awake.

Cindy jumped back, clutching her chest. “You scared me.”

Sammy’s chest was thumping. It was afternoon by how the light streamed through the opened curtains of her bedroom. “What were you doing?”

“Checking on you. I was afraid that poison got to you.”

Sammy lay back and let out a long, slow breath. “Poison-free but died of a heart attack.”

“I couldn’t see your chest rising.”

“I got no chest, that’s why.”

Cindy sat on the bed. “It’s getting late, and I was worried about you.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“I’d call Mama, but I don’t think they want us around anymore.”

“I’m okay.”

“How about Leo?”

“No, definitely not him. He’s got a thing about taking blood. I think he’s part vampire.”

Cindy crinkled her nose. “Imagine drinking blood?”

Sammy flipped the covers off and rolled to the other side of the bed. She felt a little light-headed.

“I didn’t catch Maria Santiago’s show,” Cindy said, rolling the covers between her fingers. “Was watching the Howling Monkeys’ concert.”

“You didn’t miss anything.”

“You saw it?”

Sammy nodded.

“Is she ever going to do that show with you and the twins?”

“I wouldn’t count on it.”

“What are we going to do, Sam?”

Sammy looked back at Cindy. “Don’t worry about Igor. He’s a toothless tiger, and he knows it.”

“I told him it’d be straightened out.”

“So I’ll tell him it isn’t.”

Cindy sighed. “I’m afraid to go out, and I can’t work.”

“Johnny owes me money, lots of money. I’ll pay him a visit, and if I have to hold him upside down and shake out some loose change, I will.”

“He’s a big guy, Sam.”

When she’d had the long hands, it would’ve been a snap. She should’ve paid him a visit weeks ago.

Cindy sat at an angle to the window so that half of her face glowed while the other half was in shadow. “I’m just sitting around all day, watching videos and getting fat.”

“We’ll go out and see a movie. You find a trailer you like, and we’ll see that.” Sammy just hoped it wasn’t the one with the rain-soaked prairie.

There was a knock at the door.

“It’s Igor, and he wants us out of here.”

“If it was him, he wouldn’t have knocked.”

Cindy’s eyes widened. “You think it’s that cop?”

Sammy walked out of the bedroom and down the hall. Cindy was right behind her. “Cops are good for breaking down doors.”

“Thought they only did that when you don’t answer.”

“Guess we better answer it, then.” The thought did cross her mind that it could be the cop wanting to ask more questions.

It was Leo. “Hi.”

Cindy stepped in front of Sammy. “Come on in, Leo. We haven’t seen you in a while.”

“I’ve been very busy.”

Sammy closed the door. “Making calamari?”

“How is everybody at the club?”

Leo hesitated as if it was a tough question. “Fine. Everyone seems to be fine.”

Sammy joined them in the middle of the living room. “Do you know anyone at the club, Leo?”

“Mostly by face.”

“Any news?” Cindy asked.

Leo’s face brightened. “I was able to secure a new piece of equipment for testing.” He was looking at Sammy when he said it, which meant it was for her.

Sammy rolled her eyes. “What? Drain me of blood in seconds flat?”

“Blood? No, not blood, although it’d be prudent to take another sample.”

Sammy meandered to the sofa and plopped down. “You’re a regular vampire, Leo. Did you know that?”

Cindy sat at the other end, looking dejected. “I mean about the club. Any news about the club?”

“All indications suggest it’s doing well. Oh, there is talk about expanding the lab to increase psychedelic production.”

“Was there any talk about paying me?”

Cindy inched up to the edge of the sofa. “Anybody asked about me?”

Sammy chuckled. “Yeah, Johnny is chomping his fingernails to the bone worried about you.”

“Guess I’m just another dim-witted, big-boobed girl,” Cindy said, dashing out of the room.

Sammy jumped up from the sofa. “When am I going to learn to shut my big, fat mouth?”

Leo grabbed her arm as she passed. “Nerve stimulation.”

“What?”

“The device I was able to secure creates nerve stimulation.”

“Geez, Leo, Cindy’s upset.”

“It seems to be a perpetual state for her.”

Sammy strode to the hallway. “I’ll nominate you for a humanitarian award.”

Cindy lay across the bed, head buried in the pillow.

Sammy sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m sure everyone at the club misses you, even Johnny. I mean especially Johnny. He told me you were the best hostess.”

Cindy lifted her head. “He did?”

Sammy nodded. “More than once. And you know it was the truth because he and I never get along.”

Cindy wiped her face and sat up. “I think Johnny likes you in his own way, more like respect.”

“I’ll sleep better knowing that.”

Cindy grinned, putting her arm around Sammy.

“You check out those trailers,” Sammy said, “and we’ll see a movie.”

“Do we have any money?”

“I’ll find a way.”

“Is there anything you can’t do?”

Leo tentatively crossed over the doorway.

“Make Leo disappear.”

“That’s not nice, Sam.”

“I guess I should be nicer to him since he’ll soon be running a psychedelic empire.”

Leo huffed. “I have no such aspirations.”

“You’re going to need help when you expand.”

“You want to be my assistant?”

“Not me, Cindy.”

“Don’t push me on him, Sam.”

“He said you did a good job helping him recalibrate the equipment.”

Cindy looked up at Leo. “You did?”

Leo’s brows creased. “Recalibrate the equipment?”

“I swear he forgets his own name if I don’t remind him,” Sammy said. “The time Johnny had to remove the equipment for the inspection… You stayed here for about a week?”

Cindy shook her head. “It was only for a day.”

“It just seemed like a week.”

“Yes, I recall now,” Leo said.

Sammy stood. “So we’re all set. You get a new job, and Leo gets a new assistant.”

Cindy gnawed her lip. “I don’t know, Sam.”

“Just until we get all this stuff straightened out.”

“Only if Leo wants me.”

“Of course he wants you. Who else is he going to get?”

Leo shifted his feet. “Well, it’s not entirely up to me.”

Sammy stepped up to Leo and patted his shoulder. “I’m sure you can convince Johnny.”

“We should talk, Sam,” Leo whispered.

Sammy turned to Cindy. “Pick a movie?”

Cindy nodded, bounding out of the room, and Sammy followed.

Leo grabbed her arm. “Sam?”

Sammy spun around. “What?”

“This is not a good idea.”

“She’ll do fine.”

“It would be better to hire someone who doesn’t know you when conducting tests.”

“There’ll be no tests if you don’t hire her.”

Leo sighed. “The tests are for your benefit.”

“Yeah, you keep telling me that.”

“And you keep asking me questions I can’t answer unless I do the tests.”

“Cindy needs to get out of here and do something.”

Leo looked away.

“Have her go off and spin some knobs when I’m there.”

“Spin knobs?”

“I’m sure you can come up with something to keep her busy.”

“Sam,” Cindy shouted from the dining room. “Maria Santiago is interviewing Gladys.”

Gladys? Sammy raced past Leo, spotting a close-up of Gladys on the tablet, looking more sour than usual.

“Your son said that Samantha came in after Jane Doe?” Maria asked.

“She knew her. That much I know. Bad elements attract bad elements.”

“Samantha said that Jane Doe called her with your phone. Do you remember that?”

“I remember them talking over the phone, sharing their own sadistic sense of amusement.”

“Why would she use your phone?”

“It was just another sadistic, triumphant move. Lord over the weak and terrorized.”

“Yes, it must have been terrifying. I understand that you, your son, and the two remaining foster children were all bound.”

Gladys nodded. “It was one thing to terrorize me and my son, but another to do that to those young children.”

Sammy closed her eyes.

“But she was instrumental in freeing them?”

“I got the scissors to them.”

“How did you get the scissors?”

“I implored her to do one decent thing in her life and grab the scissors out of the drawer. My dear departed Francis used those scissors to cut the ribbon on our new home. The home now marred by those terrifying memories.”

“Your son said that Samantha gave him the knife to free himself.”

Gladys smirked. “I was calling the police. She had to do something to make herself look good.”

“So you yourself were free at that point?”

Gladys stared at the camera, eyes slightly squinted. “That’s right.”

“How did you free yourself?”

“It was all a blur. I knew I had to get to a phone to alert the police.”

“Is that the only part of your recollection that was blurred?”

Gladys sneered. “What are you trying to say? I was the one terrorized in my own home.”

“I’m just trying to get at the truth, that’s all.”

“You won’t get the truth from her.”

“Samantha?”

Gladys nodded. “She wouldn’t know the truth if it walked up and smacked her in the face.”

Maria popped on with her effervescent smile. “So there you have it. Go to our Chasing News site and take the poll: who’s telling the truth.”

“I didn’t see the beginning part,” Cindy said.

The camera flashed to images of the concert hall with a male voiceover saying, “Tune in tomorrow for new insights on the avenging angel.”

Cindy looked up at Sammy from the chair. “That sounds interesting.”

Sammy’s stomach sank. She trudged into the living room and plopped down on the sofa.

Leo approached. “You’re looking a little pallid.”

Cindy crept up behind Leo. “Maybe we’ll go to the movies another time.”

Sammy nodded and propped her feet on the low table.
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A guy the size of a tree opened the back door to the Pleasure Palace. He nodded to Leo and smiled at Cindy. “Hi, beautiful. Where’ve you been hiding?”

Cindy glowed, giving him a little wave. “Hi, Boulder.”

He smirked at Sammy as if she were an amusing oddity.

“Any of them got normal names?” Sammy asked.

“He’s a sweetheart.”

“What do they feed him? People who don’t pay?”

A lady in her thirties with dark hair in a bun and wearing a white apron hugged Cindy. “You coming back, hon?”

Cindy bit her lip. “Hope so, Linda.”

“He’s inside.” Linda nodded toward the lounge.

Sammy grabbed Leo, who was heading downstairs. “He’s not down there.”

He let go of the door reluctantly. “If we must.” He trudged into the lounge.

Johnny stood by the table closest to the stage, leaning over the back of a chair facing two girls, dancers by the look of them. “Hey, Professor,” he said to Leo, “tired of looking at all those Petri dishes?”

Leo turned back to Sammy. “These are the things I must endure.”

A wolfish grin spread over Johnny’s face when he spotted Sammy. “Look what the cat dragged in, the city’s number one felon.”

“Look what the rats dragged in then died on your head.”

Johnny’s grin flattened. “How long has it been? Not long enough.” He snickered like he thought it was clever.

“How long has it been since you haven’t paid me? Too long.”

“If I paid you, I’d be thrown in jail for conspiring with a criminal.”

“Why you cheap—”

Leo grabbed her arm and whispered, “This is not helping.”

“Give me a shot of something, so I can shoot a finger out and wrap it around his neck.”

“Calm down.”

Sammy yanked her arm free.

Cindy stepped from behind them. “Hi, Johnny.”

“Hey, doll. You’re a sight for sore eyes, very sore eyes.” He glanced over at Sammy.

“How about a black eye?” Sammy mumbled under her breath.

Johnny took Cindy by the hand. “Let me have a better look at you.” He pulled her under one of the ceiling lights. “If you were up on that stage, you’d be swimming in money.”

“Yeah, none of it from Johnny.”

His oily smile dimmed. “You make the other girls look like gnomes.”

Cindy blushed. “Thanks, Johnny.”

He rocked her back and forth under the light. “I’d love to have you back, doll, but you have a cloud over you.”

“It’s better than having that rug on you.”

Johnny’s face soured. “That reminds me. I have to buy that lawn gnome.”

“Are you going to actually spend money for it, Johnny, or do you want me to steal it for you?”

Johnny glared at Sammy and stormed out of the lounge.

Leo puckered his lips.

Sammy thumbed Johnny walking away. “Go tell him.”

“Yes, it’ll be much easier now.”

“What are you worried about? Without your psychedelics this place would be just another dump.”

Cindy joined them, trying to muster a smile. “I guess not.”

“Don’t worry, Leo will get you the job. Right, Leo?”

Leo didn’t say a word.

“Want me to tell you what to say?”

“You’ve been so helpful already.”

“He started it with that ‘cat dragged in’ remark like I was a piece of rotten fish.”

Cindy grimaced. “I don’t want to be put in the middle of something.”

“Leo needs you, Cindy. You don’t want to disappoint him, now do you?”

“Don’t want to be a thorn in Johnny’s side.”

“I’ll be the thorn in his side. Make that two thorns, one for each side.”

Cindy grinned. “You can be so…stubborn.”

Leo sighed. “I’d choose a different adjective.”

“I’d choose a different mad scientist too.”

“To think I left academia for this.”

Sammy chuckled. “Now you’re at the University of the Pleasure Palace.”

Leo shook his head and strolled away.

“I don’t know about this, Sam.”

“Johnny will be thankful once you help Leo make more pills. Just don’t be too good at it, or he’ll want to keep you there. If you hang around Leo too long, you wind up walking like a duck and bumping into walls.”

“Where do you come up with this stuff, Sam?”

“Look at him walk.” Sammy nodded to Leo, who disappeared into the back. “It’s just like a duck.”

Cindy chuckled in light peppered breaths. “You’re terrible.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Cindy patted Sammy’s arm. “Oh, there’s Janine.” Cindy bounded past Sammy to a lady in her thirties with blonde hair pulled into a ponytail and a bag strapped over her shoulder.

Sammy raced to the back and down the steps, then met Leo at the bottom. “If he gives you any guff, tell him you’ll pack your bags, turning this place into the dump it is.”

“I’ll handle this my own way.”

“What are you going to say?”

“I’ll relay my preferences for Cindy as an assistant.”

“Yeah, that’ll bowl him over.”

“I’m sure it will lead to inappropriate sexual innuendo. He has the libido of a teenager.”

“And the smarts of a six-year-old.” Sammy darted in front of him. “I’ll back you up.”

“I’m sure I can handle this myself.”

“Are you sure? It sounds like you need some backing up.”

“This will be painful enough. I don’t need the added angst.”

“I can stand outside his office, and you can wave if it’s not going well. Oh, better yet, I’ll blend and sneak in and turn that rug around. He’ll be so embarrassed that he’ll agree to anything.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Yeah, he’s been wearing that rug so long he doesn’t know how to get embarrassed.”

“Wait in the lab and don’t touch anything.”

Sammy ducked her head around him to look into the office door window, but Leo’s arm blocked everything but the front edge of the desk.

Leo held onto the doorknob and waved her on. “Lab.”

“All right, I’m going.” Sammy took a few steps, then turned back. Leo was still standing by the door. “I’m walking, see. If it makes you feel better, I’ll walk like you.” Sammy walked with a slight waddle, kicking her feet out, exaggerating the motion with each step. She turned back and watched the door click shut.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

She stopped by each of the gadgets in the lab that she hadn’t remembered seeing before. None of them looked like what she imagined the neurostimulator to be: a type of cap with dozens of wires popping out.

About ten black cages were stacked against the back wall in the corner, each about the size of two shoeboxes. Sammy peered into one cage at eye level. A whiskered pink nose greeted her. It was a white rat. “I’d free you, but Johnny might add you to the collection.”

She drifted from one lab item to the next, guessing what each one did. When she got to the end of the second table, Leo stepped in and strode to a side table where one of the newer gadgets sat. “Shall we begin?”

“Did you get her the job?”

Leo nodded.

Sammy meandered over to him. “You’re not just saying that?”

“She has the job at the expense of me being humiliated by his juvenile banter.”

“Did he say something about Cindy?”

“It’s gratifying to know that my well-being is front and center in your thoughts.”

“You? You’re like a bot.” Sammy studied him. “You’re not a bot, are you?”

Leo sighed. “Shall we begin?”

“I saw this bot the other night, and I thought it was a real person. His name was Shish Kebab Sammy or something like that. It wasn’t until he turned his neck that he gave himself away.” Sammy stepped to the side so Leo would have to turn to her.

Leo pulled out a stool from under the table. “I’m really Leo the lemonade man who has aspirations of becoming a scientist, so humor me and sit.”

Sammy hopped onto his stool. “You’re going to make me some lemonade, lemonade man?”

“Only if you remain quiet during the procedure.”

“‘Procedure’ sounds like it’s going to hurt.”

Leo picked up a cylindrical probe about the width and size of a long finger and adjusted the wave’s amplitude on the display.

“What are you going to do with that thing?”

He gazed down at the probe. “Stimulate a nerve.”

“What kind of nerve?”

“Motor neurons,” Leo said, flipping to another display of what looked like tree branches. “We’ll start with the ulnar nerve cluster in the arm.”

“Arm?”

“Where did you think?”

Sammy shook her head. “Better not hurt.”

“You may feel a tingling sensation.”

“Is that your way of saying that I’ll be on the floor convulsing?”

He moved the probe along the back of her arm above the elbow. “I should hope not.”

“Felt something.”

Leo moved the wave up a notch on the display.

“Felt more like an itch that time.”

He adjusted the wave again. Her elbow twitched. “Good. We’ve been able to create muscle contraction.”

“Is this where the convulsing starts?”

Leo zoomed in on the tree branch display, showing dozens of strands. “Now we’ll target individual nerves until we locate the one that actuates the extending tendon.” As he targeted each nerve, muscles in the forearm, wrist, and finger twitched. “I wonder if it’s in the radial cluster.” Leo selected another nerve.

Her fingers shot out about an inch. Suction cups dotted the tips.

Leo grinned. “So it is in the ulnar cluster.”

“Is this as long as they get now?”

Leo made a note on his tablet. “They’re only partially extended.”

Sammy pressed her palms together. The fingers on her right hand extended out about an inch and a half. “Do they go back?”

“Stimulating one of the four remaining nerves should cause them to retract.”

“Should?”

“I don’t have another subject to compare. Should is the best I can offer at the moment.”

“Could’ve lied.”

He picked up the probe. “Next nerve.” He tested the remaining nerves, but the fingers didn’t change.

Sammy jumped from the stool and paced. “I knew it. I just knew it.”

Leo leaned on the counter, studying the tree branch on the display. “There were three nerves that showed minimal reaction. One of those could signal the retraction.”

“Why don’t you throw a dart blindfolded and pick a nerve that way?”

The door creaked open and Cindy popped her head inside. “I’ve been looking all over for you, Sam. What are you doing in here?”

Sammy shoved her hand into her pocket. “Just talking to Leo.”

Cindy stepped in, looking over the room. “It’s a little different from the last time I was here.”

“Why don’t you shake hands and congratulate her on her new position.”

“Very funny, Leo,” Sammy said. “Give me another boost, and I’ll show you how funny it is.”

“I warned you this could happen.”

“It would’ve happened with anyone.”

“There are more boundaries with strangers.”

“Guess I should get to know this stuff.” Cindy ran her finger along the front counter. “That’s if I get the job.”

“I’ll save you the indignities.” Leo marched up to Cindy. “I spoke with Johnny, and he agreed to make you my assistant.”

Cindy leapt up on Leo and hugged him. “You won’t regret it.”

Leo stepped back, looking flustered. “I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

“Did you hear, Sam?”

“I knew you’d get it.” Sammy wanted to give her a congratulatory hug, but couldn’t with these damned fingers.

Leo ushered Cindy to the door. “Why don’t you see Johnny and have him reinstate you, then I’ll meet you upstairs to set up a schedule.”

Cindy nodded. “Coming, Sam?”

Sammy pressed her fingers against her leg, hoping the tips would fall off.

“I’m conducting an allergy test on her hand. It will need to be monitored for another twenty minutes or so.”

“Can I help?”

Leo opened the door. “It’s more important you meet with Johnny.” He closed the door and locked it.

Sammy pulled her hand out of the pocket. “Thanks.”

“There’ll be more of those incidences in the future.”

“Feel like a jerk for not congratulating her.”

Leo stepped in front of the display. “Let’s stimulate these other nerves and see what happens.”

“Think you’ll figure it out in twenty minutes?”

“If not, we can always opt for bandages.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy slid into the back of the transporter with Cindy. The tips of her fingers felt sensitive, but other than that, her hand was back to normal. Cindy got a cheap phone with the job. Sammy wanted to ask her what Johnny was paying but figured it was best not to open that wound.

Cindy tapped Sammy’s arm. “It was so good to see the girls. It felt like I haven’t seen them in months. Must’ve talked their ear off.”

“They’re happy to have you back.”

“I was going nuts in that apartment, Sam, absolutely nuts.”

“Now you can go nuts with Leo.”

“Leo’s been so great.”

“I told him more than once that he should be nominated for a humanitarian award.”

“If I had a vote, I’d write his name in.”

“We should check for places that take nominations.”

“What’s his last name?”

“Frankenstein.”

“No,” Cindy said. “Is it?”

Sammy shrugged. “I’m sure only the feds know for sure.”

Cindy narrowed her focus on her. “Sometimes I can’t tell when you’re serious.”

Sammy knew he was hiding from somebody, and it wasn’t some lady looking for child support.

“Johnny was really good about it. Thought he’d have to be arm twisted to bring me back.”

“What did he say?”

“He said if I made Leo happy, he was happy.”

Sammy gritted her teeth. “Creep.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

“I never thought I made Leo happy. Sometimes I get the feeling he doesn’t want me around.”

“Leo’s a complicated guy.”

Cindy nodded, peering out through the front window. “What were you doing down there for so long?”

“He was telling me about his lemonade-making days.”

“Now I know you’re joking.”

“He was known as Leo the lemonade man. Bring him a bowl of lemons tomorrow, and he’ll make you the best lemonade you’ve ever had.”

“You have me tied in knots, Sam. I don’t know what to think now.”

“He had a prime corner spot in midtown and his catchphrase was…” Sammy turned her head in a slow staccato fashion. “When you’re stuck with a lemon, make lemonade.”

Cindy laughed, giving Sammy a playful shove. “You’re terrible.”

Sammy smiled.

“Go to a movie?” Cindy asked as if she needed permission.

Sammy nodded. “Can you see trailers on that phone?”

Cindy examined it. “It’s not as good as the other one, but Johnny’s taking a big risk in hiring me.”

What was he paying? A set of lab coats?

Cindy showed her one of the movie trailers. “Not bad.”

Sammy had to squint.

“I’ll check Maria’s truth poll,” Cindy said, flipping through the screen. “You were up earlier.”

It’d been a whopping one percent lead over Gladys.

“I won’t tell you the results if you don’t want.”

Sammy looked out the window. They were no more than a few blocks away from the apartment. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Whoa, you’re way up, Sam.”

“What happened? Somebody slipped Gladys truth serum?”

Cindy shook her head. “It doesn’t say. Let me check the comments.”

The apartment was the next block.

“The avenging angel has my vote. The avenging angel’s word is good enough for me.” Cindy lowered the phone. “Who’s this avenging angel?”

“Shit,” Sammy said, looking out the window. She banged on the transporter’s front panel. “Go, go.”

“Arrived at destination,” the transporter said. “Please specify new destination.”

Cindy gazed out the window. “Is that Maria Santiago?”

Maria raced to the transporter and snatched open the door. “Aren’t you full of surprises, Sam? Or should I say, ‘Amanda’?”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-One
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Sammy rifled through her pocket for the key.

“You’re the avenging angel?” Cindy asked.

“That’s just a stupid name she came up with.”

“The parents called you angel for pulling their kids to safety,” Maria said. “You’re a real hero.”

Cindy pawed at Sammy’s arm. “You pulled them to safety?”

“It wasn’t like the building was on fire.”

“You saved twelve lives.”

“I saved myself.”

“Why did you pull them out if you were only interested in saving yourself?”

“I couldn’t just leave them in there. The asshole was still pumping poison into the room.”

“The humble, reluctant hero,” Maria said. “The people are eager to hear your story.”

“See how she spins everything.” Sammy twirled her hand in the air. “What do they call you? Cyclone Maria?”

Maria grinned. “I’ve been called many things but never that one.”

Cindy turned to Maria. “Why avenging angel?”

“Because it’s snappier,” Sammy said. “It sells more of those bots they’re always hawking.”

“Not quite true, Sam. You were implicated in breaking the suspect’s jaw.”

“He was no suspect. He did it.”

Cindy’s brows arched. “You broke someone’s jaw?”

“That’s what she said. Could be spin for all I know.”

“Didn’t you crack a violin over his head?”

Sammy nodded. “Best use I ever got out of that thing.”

Cindy gave her one of those disapproving looks.

“They locked us in a room and gassed us, Cindy.”

“You sure it wasn’t a mistake?”

“Yeah, a mistake that we lived.”

“Why would he do that?”

“The reason why anyone does anything: money.”

“Cass, close-up,” Maria said, waving Cindy and Sammy apart. The bot rolled to within a few steps.

Sammy fished out the key. “Close-up and goodbye.”

Maria grabbed her arm. “Sam, people need to know what happened.”

“Why? So you can run another poll?”

“You’re way ahead in that poll, Sam. People trust you.”

“She’s right,” Cindy said. “They should hear it from you.”

Sammy looked down at the key. She feared this would lead to more shit she’d have to worm out of.

Maria put on her serious news-reporter face. “Sam, you mentioned that the motivation for this heinous act was money. What did you mean?”

“Money? It comes in handy when you want to buy things.”

Maria chuckled. It seemed false. “How does the money fit in here?”

“They were going to burn the violin and get the insurance money.”

“How did you find out about this?”

“I overheard them.”

“Them?”

“Violin Face and Mort the snake.”

“Mortimer Edelson? Paolo’s manager?”

Sammy shrugged. “I guess.”

“So you heard about the plot, then what?”

“I told Clara, but she thought I was just another dumb kid.”

“She works for the hall?”

“She was supposed to be in charge of the kids. A seeing-eye dog would’ve done a better job.”

“She ignored your concerns, then what?”

“Mort the snake tells us to go to the room by the stage because Paolo is going to be there soon.”

“Where was Clara during this?”

“She was the Pied Piper, leading us toward our doom. I tried to break away, but Violin Face came up behind me and pressed a knife to my back.”

Cindy’s jaw dropped. “Oh my God, Sam.”

“Yes, truly chilling,” Maria said. “No one noticed this man’s unusual behavior?”

“The only thing Clara noticed was that I didn’t have a name tag. She took off, leaving us with the creep.”

Maria’s eyes widened. “She entrusted the safety of the group into the hands of a stranger?”

Sammy nodded. “I knew it was a trap. Why else would he be leading me to the room at knife point? I swung the violin case at him at the door and yelled for everyone to get out.”

“She’s so brave,” Cindy said. “I’ve seen it time and again.”

Maria nodded.

“I knew he wasn’t taking us there for foot massages, so I liked my chances better outside.”

A cop car pulled up to the curb.

Sammy glanced past the bot, wondering if she should make a run for it.

The car door swung open and Russo stepped out. He took a quick scan of the area before advancing.

Maria looked back and cursed. “Keep going.”

Russo reached out and pitched the bot back. “Stop recording.”

Maria glared at Russo and ended the recording. Cass’s arms retracted as it sprang back into position. “Damn you, Russo. How’s a girl supposed to make a living with you always lurking about?”

“Lurking is one of the perks of the job.”

“Come on, Russo, just a few more minutes.”

“You’re dangerously close to interfering with an open investigation.”

“Interfering? You wouldn’t have a case if it weren’t for me.”

“On behalf of the police department, I thank you for your contribution. I’m sure there’s a good-citizen plaque in this for you.”

“You know what you can do with that plaque?”

Russo grinned. “No, but I’m open to suggestions.”

“Give a girl a break, and let me have five more minutes. We’ll get a couple of drinks at O’Neill’s on me?”

“Sounds like a bribe.”

“Bribe? What bribe? I can’t buy a friend a drink?”

“We’re friends now?” Russo turned to Sammy. “You’re coming with me. Some people want to talk to you.”

“I knew it was a mistake talking to her.”

“Sorry, Sam,” Cindy said.

Russo turned, nodding for Sammy to follow him. “Just a few questions.”

Sammy brushed past Maria. “Can you just stay out of my life?”

“I’m the victim here too, Sam.”

Russo swung open the door. “Such civic pride brings a tear to my eye.”

“I’ll remember this next time you need a favor, Russo.”

“Goes both ways, Santiago.”

Sammy slid across the seat to the passenger side. Russo hopped in and closed the door. Sammy slumped into the seat and folded her arms. “What is it going to be? Fire hoses or rubber hoses?”

Russo turned on the car and glanced over. “We’ll have to see what we have on hand.”
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Sammy tapped her foot outside the office of the assistant district attorney, Kyra Kawaguchi. Russo paced by the door.

The door opened. “Sergeant?” said a medium-build guy in a suit. He held the door for them.

A woman in her forties sat behind a dark gray metal desk and looked up from her tablet, flashing Sammy a polite smile. “Thank you for coming.”

Sammy always checked for necklaces and bracelets when she spotted someone like her. A thin gold necklace hid behind a white blouse under a navy blazer.

Kyra scanned the room. “Where’s Lantz?”

“I’ll get him.” The guy darted out of the office.

The room was sparse with hard tiled floors and bare walls, save for two plaques. The light gray walls felt as if they were closing in on her.

“I understand you’re acting as her guardian in this proceeding, Sergeant?”

Russo nodded.

“Do I need to know the reason for this arrangement?”

“She’s a runaway and a CI in a murder investigation.”

“Is that the normal procedure at the Crime Task Force to use minors as informants?”

“If it helps put the bad guys away.”

A big-bellied guy breezed through the door wearing a suit jacket he got forty pounds ago. “Sorry I’m late,” he said with the breathiness of someone not used to moving much. “Good old Russo delivered.”

Russo gazed at him with a sly grin. “I see you’ve slimmed down since the last time I saw you.”

“What can I say? I married a good cook.”

Did he swallow her too?

“Sit, Lantz,” Kyra said. “You’re making me nervous.”

Wasn’t he the cop who Maria interviewed at the concert hall?

Lantz angled the chair toward her and Russo. “Kyra, the reason you’re involved this early is that this witness has issues.”

“Such as?”

“There is a federal murder investigation, a home invasion, and she’s a runaway, not to mention she broke the jaw of one of the suspects.”

The lady narrowed her gaze at Sammy. “Is that all?”

“She was never considered a prime suspect in the murder investigation,” Russo said. “Recent evidence suggests it’s someone else. The feds took over the case for reasons we can all speculate on.”

Lantz leaned forward, creaking in the chair. “Was that yours?”

Russo shook his head. “It was Garber’s at the One-Nine. The feds shut it down after five states showed interest in Jane Doe for multiple homicides.”

The lady leaned over the desk, looking at Sammy. “Young lady, how did you get involved with this woman?”

“I went to this skin joint on a dare, and I met her there. She became a full-blown stalker. After I ignored her, she called me with Gladys’s phone and told me I’d better come or people will start dying.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

“Because that psycho would’ve slit their throats and snuck out the back while the cops were licking donut jelly off their fingers.”

“So you thought you could handle this yourself?”

“I had a plan to slip in through the second-floor back window and sneak the twins out, but she booby-trapped the window.”

Russo cleared his throat. “That was the home invasion charge. Detective Rynarzewski at the One-Three is doing a follow-up investigation. There appears to be some discrepancies in the foster mother’s account.”

Kyra sat back in the chair. “We still have the assault charge, which may be the biggest roadblock.”

“What about the assault he did to me and those kids?”

“If assaulting him was the only means of escaping and saving the lives of the other children, then it’d be justified, but your act was more in the realm of vigilante justice.”

“He got what he deserved. Wouldn’t surprise me if Mort the snake slithers out of this one. Just wished he was there so that I could’ve shoved the rest of that violin up his ass, and each time he farted he’d play a concerto.”

Lantz laughed so hard that Sammy was afraid his belly would explode. “That’s good, kid.”

Kyra folded her arms. “We’ll see if we can avoid going to trial.”

Sammy stood. “So I can go?”

“Tell us what you know and maybe we can use that to further the investigation,” Kyra said, gazing over at Lantz, who was bent over and red-faced. “That’s if Detective Lantz can continue.”

Lantz held his hand out as if he’d just swallowed something and couldn’t talk. “It’s just that I’ve heard ‘concerto’ so many times.”

They took a break, getting a cup of water, and then questioned her for about an hour, coming back a few times to the phony name, trying to trip her up. She told them that Uncle Danny left her a violin, and she always wanted to play it. The silver-haired lady told her to take the name tag, so she went with the new name. She told them about her theory of the insurance angle, and how when she’d told Violin Face her thoughts, he’d told her to shut up and pressed a knife to her back.

Kyra sat up. “Insurance fraud is a possible motive.”

Lantz scanned his notes. “The Stradivarius wasn’t there. Paolo kept trying to step onto the crime scene, afraid we’d trample on his priceless violin. I finally gave it to him, but it wasn’t in the case. He accused me of stealing it.”

“Someone stole it?” Russo asked.

Too bad it wasn’t her. It might’ve been worth all the angst.

Lantz shook his head. “The violin was in the wrong case. The prick never even apologized.”

“It was a switch,” Sammy said. “Mort the snake had visions of making more than four million.”

“Want to explain?” Russo asked.

“It’s like a magic trick. You pull a scarf out of a pocket and cut it up. Then you put the scarf back in and pull it out again and it’s whole. The scarves were switched, making you think it was the same one. They planned on burning the fake Stradivarius and claiming it was the real one. That’s why Mort the snake told him to burn it into dust—so the insurance company couldn’t identify it.”

“So you’re saying the mix-up was planned.”

Sammy nodded. “Mort turns around and sells it to a private collector and pockets a few extra million.”

“Russo, who’s the guy that does the high-end art theft?”

“Fishbeck out of Police Plaza. He’d know a fence who deals in high-end musical instruments.”

“Paolo could’ve gotten offers for it,” Sammy said. “If he wasn’t in on it, I’d bet he’d be real happy to give you some names.”

Lantz nodded. “He seemed really surprised by the violin mix-up. No one’s that good of an actor.”

Kyra leaned back in her chair. “Perhaps we should put her on the payroll.”

Russo had a low rumble of a chuckle. “I still can’t get my head around how she made a lockpick out of the violin strings.”

“You’d be surprised what you can come up with when choking on your last breath,” Sammy said.

Kyra studied Sammy. “I’m tempted to hold her as a material witness. Do I need to be convinced otherwise?”

Sammy jumped up from the seat. “That’s what I get for helping you?”

“It’ll be a clean, safe place. I’m sure it’ll be better than where you’re living now.”

“A nice cage, you mean.”

Russo put his hand on her shoulder and pushed her down. “If you need her as a witness, I’ll get her there.”

“Kyra, we should go to trial just to put this kid up on the stand.” Lantz chuckled. “Farting concertos.”

“I don’t think the judge would share your sense of humor.” Kyra wrapped it up and thanked them for coming.

Russo stood, nodding to Sammy to do the same. He ushered her past Lantz.

Lantz nodded to her. “You’re okay, kid.”

“Going to take me to get lollipops next?”

He bellowed out another laugh.

Kyra shooed them away. “Go before you give him a heart attack.”

They walked to the end of the hallway, down the steps, and out the door without speaking. Russo looked down at her. “You were good in there.”

“Going to give me a job?”

He gave her the usual cop smirk. “You’re smart. Should be in school.”

“Didn’t like school.”

“That wasn’t the impression I got.”

“I’m good at fooling people. Ask Gladys.”

“So you didn’t get along with your foster mom. There are other homes. I could ask around.”

He opened the car door for her.

She slid across the seat.

Russo closed the door and jogged around to the driver’s side.

Sammy looked over at him as he dropped behind the wheel. “You said you’d make sure I’d show up. How do you know I won’t run off?”

“I don’t.”

“So why did you say it?”

He started the car. “Because I owe you.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Three

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy stood by the curb in front of the apartment, waiting for Maria Santiago. She had invited Sammy out to dinner as a peace offering. Sammy said no at first, but Cindy being Cindy convinced her.

“She’s trying to mend fences, and you just slammed the door in her face,” Cindy had said. They’d bonded over the makeup bot after Russo hauled Sammy in for questioning.

“It could be that I like the fences the way they are.”

“Sam!”

“You know she’s got some poll or interview up her sleeves to sell more of those cleaning bots.”

“You always see the worst in people.”

“Uncle Danny used to say, ‘Expect the worst and every once in a while they’ll surprise you.’”

Cindy called Maria back, apologizing and making Sammy seem like the biggest ingrate to walk the earth. Sammy couldn’t take it anymore and agreed to go on the stupid dinner date, just so she could tell Cindy, “I told you so.”

Maria pulled beside her and waved her in. “I won’t bite.”

Sammy plopped down into the seat and closed the door. “Is that your catchphrase?”

“What? I won’t bite?”

“It creeps me out.”

She put the car in drive. “Sorry. I’ll try not to creep you out.”

The bot sat quietly in the back, planning its attack. “Don’t you ever leave that bot at home?”

“We’re inseparable,” Maria said with a breathy chuckle as if something was funny.

Yeah, definitely creepy.

“It’s a company car, so I have to take Cass whenever I use it.”

Sammy took a hard look at Maria, trying to gauge if she’d turn into a psycho stalker like Tatiana.

“So was Detective Sergeant Russo his charming self?”

“He’s okay for a cop.”

“I’m guessing your standards aren’t too high for cops.”

“Yeah, just a notch higher than news reporters.”

Maria glanced over at Sammy. “Guess I stepped into that one.”

Sammy thought about looking for a new place. Then she’d know if Russo was on the level about owing her.

“So how did it go with the questioning?”

“Is that why you asked me to dinner?”

“I’m just trying to make conversation,” Maria said. “You’re not exactly a chatterbox.”

“Why don’t we talk about the makeup features of Cass?”

“You’re interested in that?”

Sammy folded her arms. “No.”

“Are you ever going to give me a chance, Sam?”

“A chance for what?”

“To be friends.”

“You want to be my friend?”

“Collaborators, then. Is that better?”

“Here it is. A new poll on how much I’m lying about things.”

“We had two differing accounts, so what was I supposed to do? Hook both of you up to shock mats until one of you told the truth?”

“I’m sure you’d rack up the eyeballs doing something like that. How many cleaning bots did you sell with the ‘who was lying’ polling bit?”

“Who’s going to pay for the car, Cass, my salary if we don’t sell spots? If you want to be treated like an adult, then grow up.”

Sammy stared at her. Did she just say that?

“Sorry.”

“No, that was good. Finally got to see the real Maria.”

“In that case, sorry, hard-ass.”

Sammy grinned. “That’s better.”

They both laughed.

“I had a place picked out to eat, but you’re not exactly dressed for it.”

“A fancy place?”

“You sound like that’s a bad thing. It has good food and good service, and most importantly I get a discount.”

“Because you’re Maria Santiago?”

“You got that right. I worked hard to be Maria Santiago.” She said her name in the same singsong way Sammy did.

“It’s not your real name?”

“It’s a shorter version of it.”

“How long is it?”

“Maria de la Santa Cruz Rosalina Angelina Rodriguez Santiago.”

“Holy shit!”

“Imagine saying that every night.”

They were a few blocks away from the park where the girl was killed. Sammy pressed down on the knot in her stomach. “Where we going?”

Maria glanced over at Sammy’s T-shirt. “Someplace casual.”

“Got to dress up to eat?”

“It’s all about packaging, Sam. What does your appearance say about you?”

“I’m not a phony.”

Maria let out a breathy chuckle.

“What?”

“So no white lies or half-truths ever pass your lips?”

“When it comes to protecting somebody I care about, then I’ll lie with the best of them. It’s got nothing to do with being a phony.”

“If you’re not saying what you believe, isn’t that a form of phoniness?”

“There’s a big difference between telling a white lie and dressing up like some pixie queen, thinking you’re something special.”

“Be careful, Sam. You’re showing a little psychic slip.”

“You interviewed a shrink once, and now you think you know something.”

“Touched a nerve. I wonder what that means?”

“It means whatever spin you put on it, that’s all.”

“We all spin, Sam, even you. You just like to spin against the wind.”

“Must be why I’m always falling down.”

Maria chuckled. “I like you, Sam.”

“Lucky me.”

Maria licked her lips, glancing over at Sammy. “I’m thinking of doing a long-form show. I haven’t even talked to Jack about this yet. You remember Jack, right?”

“The rich guy in the big house?”

“He does okay for himself,” Maria said. “Don’t know if he’s interested in producing it, though.”

“You asking me to produce it?”

“Unless you have a stash of money and a few connections.”

Yeah, Leo was her big connection into the world of the bizarre, and Johnny into the world of cheap owners of skin-joints.

“The reason I’m bringing this up is that I don’t know if it’ll be a go or not.”

“And why would I care about this?”

“I want to use you as a consultant for the first two episodes, and if we get picked up on one of the big streaming channels, you can come on as a permanent assistant.”

“You want me to tell you what to do?”

“More in the area of gathering the news and finding stories. You seem to have a knack for it.”

“How much are you paying?”

“I can’t pay much for the first two episodes, but if you come on as an assistant, you’ll get a regular salary.”

Salary sounded like a ball and chain with another ball added each week.

“I’ve always wanted to tell news events in more of a story form. This could be a way for me…for both of us.”

Sammy thought of telling her, “no thanks,” but said nothing.

“You don’t have to tell me now. It may never—”

The bot beeped and jostled in the back seat. Sammy spun. Was that thing itching to do a makeover?

“What is it, Cass?”

“Young female victim found… Status dead.”

“Cass, send coordinates to navigation system.” Maria made a hard right turn. “It looks like our dinner plans will be delayed.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Four

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Maria swung open the door and cursed. “How did Dragon Lady get here before us?”

“It wasn’t for lack of trying.” Maria’s pinned turns and squealing tires reminded Sammy of Tatiana’s driving, although Maria’s demeanor was more bulldog than the giddy chuckling of a psycho.

Maria slammed the door. “I bet she got images before they threw the sheet over.”

“A girl’s dead and you’re worried about pictures?”

Cass spun out of the back seat, rolled along the car, and squeezed between the two cop cars blocking the alley. Sammy hopped out. The bot stopped beside a lady talking to a cop.

The white sheet that covered the body seemed to glow as if the dead girl’s spirit hovered, unwilling to leave a life cut short. Dark stains of death pitted one end of the sheet.

The lady looked back at Maria with a smirk.

“She’s probably tickling his balls right now.”

Sammy stepped away from the car. “Gross.”

A drone hovered a few feet above Dragon Lady and the cop. Maria tugged on her sleeves and smoothed out her skirt before marching over to the cop. Sammy drifted behind.

“Why it’s Chasing Tail News,” Dragon Lady said, still holding onto the smirk.

“Who did you blow to get here first?”

“It’s called technology,” she said, pointing to the drone. “We don’t use the bucket-of-bolts makeup kit.”

“Maybe because there’s not a makeup kit in the world that’d fix your face.”

The lady glared at her. “Tell me what’s your secret, Maria Sauce? Do you swallow or spit out?”

“I push the trash aside.” Maria nudged past her to talk to the cop.

Dragon Lady strolled between the two cop cars and gave Sammy a once-over. “Who are you? An assistant? A protégé? Please, don’t tell me you’re a protégé.”

“Okay, I won’t.”

“You look familiar. Why do you look familiar?”

“Maybe I got one of those faces.”

“No, it’s not just the face. It’s the voice, the tone. I have a good ear for these things. If you want to learn from the best, you should follow me around. If you want to learn makeup, follow Maria Sauce.” She studied Sammy. “You don’t look like the makeup type, though.”

“The only thing I’ve learned from you two is how to be a trash-talking ass while the girl under the sheet is still warm.”

Dragon Lady’s gaze narrowed. “Ava, help me out here.”

The drone hovered a little closer.

“Oh, yes, you’re the avenging angel concert-hall girl. It wasn’t a bad piece until Maria Sauce flashed her fangs. I was interviewing Santella, or else I would’ve scooped her and made it a real newsworthy story.”

Maria strolled up to them. “You better be careful, Sam. The dragon’s been suspected of being rabid.”

“If you see Maria foaming at the mouth, look for scraped knees and dropped trousers.”

Sammy crossed her arms and leaned back against the car. “You two make me sick.”

“You’re right, Sam,” Dragon Lady said. “We’re acting like a couple of asses.”

Maria stewed. “Speak for yourself.”

The lady flicked her hand as if she were shooing a fly. “I’ve been doing this too long.”

“The years haven’t been kind, Dell.”

“Will you shut your hole, M?”

Maria looked as if she’d been slapped.

“It’s been a while since I called you that.”

Maria nodded.

“She used to be my protégé,” Dell said to Sammy. “Others lasted two weeks tops. M was with me more than six months, never missing a day until Chasing Tail News came around.”

“It was a show of my own. I thought you’d be happy for me instead of being the miserable bitch you are.”

“You were still too green.”

“You just didn’t want to let go of someone who could take all of your shit.”

“I was grooming you to replace me.”

“When was that? The ten- or twenty-year plan?”

“Now!” Dell said, looking away. “I’m tired of this.”

“You’re going to retire?”

Dell shook her head. “Go into production. Maybe do a special once or twice a year.”

A guy who was tall and lean with chiseled features jogged up to them. “They wouldn’t let me in.”

“You take the bus?” Dell asked.

“No,” he said as if that were the stupidest thing. He scanned behind him by the body. “Did I miss anything?”

“We’re waiting for the results of the autopsy.”

Maria chuckled.

“The body’s right there.”

“They put it back so when the detective returns from his two-week vacation, he can examine the scene.”

“You can be a real bitch, Dell.”

“Does that mean I can hump your leg?”

He shook his head and marched over to the cop.

Maria gazed at Dell with a smirk. “Yeah, you’d give this up.”

Dell gazed fondly at the guy. “How’s he in bed?”

“How would I know?”

Dell studied her. “That’s right, you liked that cop, or was it just for a story?”

Maria gave Dell the finger.

Dell smiled. “We had some good times, didn’t we, M?”

“It was okay.”

“Is Jack treating you good?”

“Sure.”

“I like Jack. His operation is a little too small for my liking,” Dell said, gazing at Maria. “Are you feeling pinched, M?”

“Only while taking the bus during my protégé time.”

“You had to take the bus what, twice?”

“More than that.”

Sammy sat on the car’s hood. “What are we waiting for?”

Dell gazed over at Sammy. “How old are you?”

“Old enough.”

“Isn’t she your concert hall story?”

“Claws off.”

“M, you don’t get an exclusive by kidnapping them.”

Maria rolled her eyes.

Dell turned to Sammy. “If she’s holding you against your will, blink twice.”

“Feel free to ignore her. Most do.”

Sammy sighed. “I’m trying to ignore the both of you, but it’s not working.”

Maria leaned against the car next to Sammy. “You get anything worth talking about, Dell?”

Dell shook her head. “A guy walking his dog found her. They wouldn’t let me near him.”

“The guy or the dog?”

“I let him sniff my ass, but he wouldn’t let me sniff his.” They both laughed.

Sammy crinkled her nose. “Gross.”

“Inside joke,” Maria said.

Dell gazed down the block, watching a group walking toward them. “Here’s the hordes now.”

The car pulled up behind them, parting the group. It was Russo.

Maria turned and stumbled, grabbing the side of the car to keep from falling. “You tripped me!”

Dell rushed past her. “You can’t run in heels, Maria Sauce.”

Maria pushed off the car and raced after her. “Bitch!”

Sammy roamed to the spot between the two police cars and stared at the white sheet. Her breath became labored as if the sheet were suffocating her.

The crowd surrounded Russo and peppered him with questions. Sammy skirted around them and walked back toward the other end of the block. Gazing at the heavy flow of traffic along Sixth seemed to lighten her mood. The area looked familiar, but she couldn’t have ever walked this far. She checked the cross street. “The Pleasure Palace is near here. Could the creep have been in there?”

Sammy rushed back, fearing it was Cindy under the sheet. She stopped about halfway. “It can’t be Cindy. She’s working in the lab with Leo.”

She leaned on the four-foot wrought-iron fence. Its spear-like pickets snared a ripped piece of cloth. Could it be from the creep? Sammy got in close, shifting her head, hoping it’d reveal whether or not it was from the murderer. She stood back and spotted something behind the fence in the bushes. She stepped up on the concrete border and leaned over, the spears digging into her chest. It was the mask!

She ran back, but couldn’t get close because the crowd choked off the alley. Lights lit up the crime scene as Dell’s drone buzzed overhead. She jumped on top of one of the cops’ cars. Russo was bent over the body, holding the sheet up. Sammy was relieved the girl’s hair was too light to be Cindy’s. One of the cops holding back the reporters shouted for Sammy to get down.

“I got something important to tell Russo.”

“You want to get arrested, kid?”

Maria looked up. “Sam, get down.”

“Russo,” Sammy shouted, waving her hands.

Russo dropped the sheet and looked up at her. “Sam?”

“I got something to show you.”

The cop pushed his way through the crowd. “How about the inside of a jail cell, kid.”

Sammy danced around the lunging cop.

Russo tapped the cop’s shoulder. “I got this.”

“Squirrelly little shit.”

Sammy jumped down. “Jerk.”

Russo dragged her away. “What are you doing here?”

“I found the mask and a ripped piece of cloth. I bet it’s from the creep.”

“Where?”

“Down the block. I didn’t have a handkerchief so I left it there.”

“You didn’t touch anything, did you?”

Sammy shook her head.

He nodded and scanned the crowd. “I need someone from forensics.”

The reporters spilled out around them as a guy with a suitcase approached.

“Show me where it is.” Russo waved her on. “Point but don’t touch.”

Sammy strutted off. The crowd drifted off to follow them.

Russo turned back. “This is a crime scene, folks. Anyone leaving this area will be arrested.”

Maria waved. “Russo, I’m with her.”

“Not anymore.”

“Hard-ass.”

Russo grinned and ushered Sammy ahead.

“It’s okay, she called me that too.”

“She brought you here?”

Sammy nodded. “She was going to take me to dinner, but the call came in.” They walked the half a block and stopped. Sammy pointed to the cloth.

“What?”

“The cloth. It’s still there. I was afraid it’d fall off and blow away.”

“Don’t see anything.”

“It’s right there.”

Russo asked the guy with the suitcase for a light. He rolled the light over the tip. “Jesus, how did you see that?”

“I can see good in the dark.”

“And the mask?”

The mask seemed to glow off the hand light. Sammy pointed to it. It still took Russo a minute to find it, and then he told the suitcase guy that he wanted the fence cordoned off. The guy opened his suitcase and called for help.

“I feel like something to eat,” Russo said. “Are you hungry?”

“I guess,” Sammy said with a shrug. “Don’t think Maria has dinner on her mind.”

They strolled to the corner. Russo stepped to the curb, looking down from one end of the block to the other. “Not even a taco stand?”

“Got to go to midtown to find vendors.”

He sighed. “Sorry, thought we could grab something close.”

“It’s okay, I’m not that hungry anyway.”

He flicked his hand back. “That’ll squelch your appetite.”

Sammy didn’t know if that was it. Maybe it was the thought of Cindy under the sheet. “Do you ever get used to that?”

“You never get used to it.”

“Everyone else seems to. The cops stand by like they’re holding back the crowd from a parade. The reporters act like a statue fell, and they got to be there because everyone else is.”

“The sane ones put a wall around it. Otherwise, it takes something from you bit by bit, until you need a drink to get out of bed.”

Sammy studied him. “You’re not that way, are you?”

Russo shook his head.

“I’ve seen you with a flask.”

He puckered his lips, staring out over the traffic. “It helps sometimes going to sleep.”

“You better build a bigger wall, Russo. I’ve seen people give up.” She’d seen enough of Uncle Danny shooting up to know what she was talking about.

“Don’t worry about me.”

“Who says I am?”

He grinned, turning back. Two others joined the guy by the fence, setting up barriers and lights. “I can have someone take you home if you want.”

“The Pleasure Palace is a few blocks away.”

“Pleasure Palace?”

“I got a friend who works there.”

“Oh.”

Sammy sneered. “She’s not a dancer.”

“I didn’t say she was.”

“I could tell you were thinking it.”

“You’re a mind reader too?”

“You’re a guy, aren’t you?”

He nodded, looking smug. “That I am.”

“And smug too, like all cops.”

“That’s the first thing they teach us.”

“You must’ve gone to the head of the class.”

He chuckled, glancing back at the setup by the fence. It looked as if they were preparing for a puppet show. “The offer’s still available to get into a good foster home and go back to school.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Are you going to be okay?”

“Fine,” Sammy said, flicking her hand goodbye. She walked down Sixth Avenue and headed toward the Pleasure Palace.
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Sammy popped a pretzel stick into her mouth at Leo’s lab while Cindy stirred a big pot of green sludge. “You have to keep stirring it like that?”

Cindy nodded. “Leo said stirring like this increases production.”

Sammy wondered if he just said that to get her out of his way. She popped in another stick.

“Go to the kitchen, Sam. Linda will fix you up a plate of chicken bits.”

“Not that hungry.”

Cindy glanced back at Sammy. “You didn’t see the girl, did you?”

Sammy shook her head. “Just the sheet.”

“Poor thing.”

“When I realized the murder scene was close, I thought it might have been you under that sheet.”

“Me?”

“I know. It’s crazy.”

“Let me get you something to eat.”

Leo meandered by, glancing at the sludge.

Sammy crunched down on another pretzel stick.

“Leo, is this stirred enough? Want to go upstairs and get something for Sam. She hasn’t eaten all night.”

“Said I’m not hungry.”

“You’ve been eating enough of those pretzels.”

Sammy peered into the small bag. Just a few sticks left.

Leo studied Sammy. “Yes, you should go.”

Cindy pulled out the wooden spoon. “I won’t be long.”

“Take your time.”

Cindy laid the spoon next to the pot and scampered out.

Sammy crushed the bag of pretzels into crumbs. “You had to say that.”

“I told you this was a mistake.” Leo glanced at the door. “You’re not eating now?”

“A girl died today. Haven’t you been listening?”

“You should avoid the obituary listing.”

“She was murdered.”

“In that case, avoid the news streams.”

“You’re a real humanitarian, Leo.”

“How have you been eating prior to your realization that people die?”

“I know people die. Think I’m an idiot?”

“Have you noticed any weight loss?”

Sammy shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

“Just to be sure, let me take a blood sample.”

“You and your blood samples.”

“It’s the best means to determine the quality of your health.”

“I said I’m fine.”

“Okay,” Leo said almost like a question.

“Oh, I see what you did there. Sow a little doubt, making me want to bend to your bloodletting.”

“Well, if you have any doubts, a small sample will cure that.”

“You haven’t cured anything since I’ve known you. If anything, you’ve made it worse. How come I haven’t heard anything about those fingers you got stashed in here somewhere?”

“They’re gone.”

“Where’d they go?” Sammy asked, not sure she wanted to hear about a calamari dining experience.

“Destroyed. Everything I get from you is destroyed. If the government ever got hold of a tissue sample from you, you’d be locked up in a far-flung research facility.”

“Thought you took it for study?”

“They’ve been examined.”

“Find anything?”

“The extended fingers were structurally similar to an octopus appendage.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“The rest of your hand is unique.”

Sammy sighed. “I want to know why they fell off and are they going to grow back again?”

“The tests didn’t show anything in regards to that.”

“Good job, Leo.”

“I’d imagine if you don’t use the fingers for an extended period of time, they should remain retracted without growth. However, that is mere speculation.”

The door swung open. Cindy backed in, holding a plate and a couple of dipping bowls. “I got a barbecue or a honey mustard dip.” She put the plate and bowls down in front of Sammy. “Eat it while it’s hot.”

Sammy handed the crushed pretzel bag to Leo, who took it as if she’d given him a bag of shit and he didn’t know what to do with it.

“I kind of miss it up there,” Cindy whispered. “Not that Leo’s been bad or anything.”

Sammy dipped a chicken bit into the barbecue sauce. “Leo’s got an unmistakable charm.”

Cindy gazed past Sammy, watching Leo toss the bag into the hazardous-waste pail. “Linda’s sister is expecting, second one.”

Sammy swallowed. “Isn’t she the one who’s nuts?”

“You’re thinking of Yolanda. She might have to put her sister in a home.”

Sammy dipped a piece into the honey mustard.

“You’ll never guess who I saw tonight.”

Sammy shook her head.

“Bernardo.”

Golden Boy? “Was he with anyone?”

“I didn’t see anyone. I was talking to Janine when he called me over.”

“What did he want?”

“Just to say hello. He asked how you were doing.”

Sammy dipped another piece into the honey mustard. What did he know about Tatiana’s past?

Cindy grabbed a nugget and dipped it into the barbecue sauce. “I’ll steal a piece.”

Leo drifted by, peering over Sammy’s shoulder.

Sammy stepped back. “Want some?”

He shook his head. “Cindy, will you let Rhino know that the mix is ready?”

Cindy dashed out the door.

“See? I’m eating, Leo,” Sammy said, taking another piece. “You don’t need to take any more blood.”

“Sam, we need to create a schedule for the stimulation tests.”

“You talking about that probe thing?”

Leo nodded. “I’ll adjust Cindy’s schedule accordingly.”

“Forget it. That’s one nightmare I don’t want to repeat.”

“I’ve identified both the extension and retraction nerves. There is no danger of anything going wrong.”

“Until there is,” Sammy said. “I have nightmares of walking around with one big hand.”

“It’s just a matter of stimulating a nerve to extend the fingers. The only thing now is to determine the amount of stimulation to bring out full extension.”

“Yeah, you’ll give me a big zap, and I’ll start growing horns or something.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

The door swung open. A huge guy filled the doorway. “Hey, prof,” the guy said, bouncing in. “They can’t get enough of this stuff upstairs.” He lifted a large pot easily. It looked normal size to his large frame.

“I got the door, Rhino,” Cindy said, holding it open for him.

He slipped out sideways. “Thanks, doll.”

Cindy stepped away from the door. “Start a new batch?”

“It has to ferment overnight.”

“So we’re ready to go home?” Sammy asked.

Leo walked to the back. “There’re just a few things we have to do to be ready for tomorrow.”

Sammy popped another piece of chicken into her mouth.

“You can take them home and heat them up for tomorrow,” Cindy said.

Sammy nodded. “They’re good.”

Cindy grabbed the plate. “Need me for anything, Leo?”

Leo shook his head, rummaging through some boxes.

Cindy left with the plate.

Sammy strolled to the back by the cages. “What are you going to do with the rats?”

“Duplicate your changes in them. They’ll be much better test subjects.”

“Should I put them out of their misery now?”

“You should reconsider the stimulation exercises. You’ll be able to master it on your own in no time.”

It would be nice to be able to swing through the trees or climb walls again. “How long would the fingers be?”

“There’s one way to find out for sure.”

“There’s one way to grow horns too.”

“We’re simply stimulating a nerve. Every thought, muscle movement, or word spoken is through one type of nerve impulse or another.”

“Yeah, but my nerves are different. I got octopus nerves.” Geez, that sounded real freaky.

“The neuron of both animals is structurally the same. Stimulating either one will not grow horns.”

The door swung open and Johnny strolled in. “How’s my lovebirds doing?”

Leo stewed.

Sammy hissed “creep” under her breath.

Johnny’s smile flattened. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m guarding the rats from a hair-weave raid.”

“Once a gnome, always a gnome.”

“Once a creep, always a creep.”

“This is my place.”

“Part of this place is mine until you pay me off.”

Rhino swung open the door, carrying the empty pot. “Johnny, you hear about that dancer you interviewed earlier?”

“The Russian from Xanadu?”

Rhino nodded. “They found her dead a few blocks from here.”

“The Russians did it?”

Rhino shrugged. “Grinder might know. He’s got a buddy who’s a cop.”

“They’ve been biting at our ankles the last few weeks.” Johnny rubbed his chin. “Let’s keep our eyes open in case they go for our balls.”

Rhino set the pot down on the table. “We’re locked and loaded.” He patted his side, rattling something with his beefy hand.

Johnny smirked, gazing at Sammy. “If you need target practice, I got a few ideas.”

“Thinking rats, Johnny?” Sammy asked.

“A little bigger, gnome-like.” He grinned and waltzed out.

Sammy raised her arm, hoping the fingers would shoot out so she could catch up and strangle him. She spun around to Leo. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

Leo smiled. “I’ll make the schedule.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Six

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy leaned over the counter, facing into the kitchen. She took a sip from the pineapple juice.

Cindy stood in the middle of the kitchen. “Feel like pancakes?”

“Do we have any eggs?”

Cindy stuck her head in the refrigerator. “Only one.”

“I bet two-eggs-every-morning guy has a stash.”

Cindy joined her by the other side of the counter. “Did Leo say anything?”

“What would he say?”

“It seemed like he talked to you more than me, and I was with him the whole day.”

“Whatever he says I just nod my head.”

“He’s always sending me out, like I’m in his way.”

“It’s one day, Cindy. It’ll take time to get comfortable.”

Cindy dropped her head into her hand. “I guess.”

The phone rang, and Cindy sprinted for it. “You think it’s Leo?”

“He’d use a coded wall tap if he wanted you.”

Cindy picked up the phone. “It’s Maria.”

“What does she want?”

Cindy gushed over the phone, giggling at something Maria said, probably a makeup joke. “I’m sure she understands.” Cindy glanced at Sammy. “Yeah, she’s right here.” She offered Sammy the phone. “She wants to talk to you. Feels bad about what happened last night.”

Sammy rolled her eyes.

“Come on, Sam. Don’t be that way.”

Sammy took the phone. “Yeah?”

“I’m sorry about last night. It was a real shit show. Didn’t get free until late.”

“Yeah, a real shame.”

“Did you have breakfast yet?”

“No.”

“I’ll get donuts. What kind of donuts do you like?”

“Don’t like any kind.”

“What do you like?”

“To be left alone.”

Cindy gave her a disapproving glare.

Sammy sighed. “All right, eggs then.”

“Okay, how do you like your eggs?”

“In a carton, eighteen if you can find that size, a slab of bacon, and sausage links.” Sammy cupped the phone. “Do we have cheese?”

“I don’t think so.”

“And some cheese, grated if you can find it.”

“Am I doing your weekly shopping?”

“Yeah.”

“You really are a hard-ass, you know.”

“I know.”

A light chuckle peppered Sammy’s ear. “Are you going to make coffee, or should I bring my own?”

“If you want it, you’ll have to bring it.”

“See you in a few minutes.”

 

●●●

 

Maria handed Sammy the bag of groceries by the door. “There’s two dozen in there. Couldn’t find the eighteen-carton.”

Sammy spotted the two cartons. “I guess you can stay then.”

“How do you like your eggs?” Maria asked. “Hard-boiled?”

“The cheese should have clued you in that we’re having omelettes.”

Maria peeled off her coffee lid and tapped Sammy’s butt with her foot. “Smart-ass.”

Cindy stepped in behind Maria by the door. “Igor wanted to know who you were. I told him. Hope that’s okay.”

“The greasy-haired guy?”

Cindy nodded. “He’s like the building superintendent.”

Sammy pulled out the top carton of eggs. “He’s like nothing.”

Cindy raced to close the door. “He’ll hear you, Sam.”

“Give me a megaphone, and I’ll make sure he does.”

“They don’t get along too well,” Cindy said.

Maria took a sip from the coffee. “I know the feeling.”

“Once you get to know her, she’ll give you her right arm.”

Sammy set aside six eggs for the omelettes. “Left arm, Cindy, only the left arm.”

“Oh, Sam, it’s just a saying.”

Maria strolled in by the counter. “This place isn’t bad. Fix up a few cracks and do a new paint job, and you’ll have a real nice place.”

“We’re waiting for the superintendent’s calendar to free up.”

“I said he was like a superintendent.” Cindy gazed at the eggs and bacon. “He hasn’t tried to throw us out since the cop came here.”

“Because he can’t.”

Maria rested the coffee on the counter. “Was that the time Russo was here?”

Sammy nodded. “Russo’s mellowed since then.”

“You two seemed to have become fast friends.”

“Who said? Did he say that?”

Maria shook her head. “I’m just saying what I saw.”

“I’m not friends with a cop.” Sammy peeled off a strip of bacon. “I found something that might put the creep away. It’s better than trash-talking while some girl lies dead, not even cold yet.”

Maria flashed her palms in surrender. “Sorry.”

Sammy laid the strips of bacon onto the pan, then whisked the eggs, mixing in the softened butter. She flipped the bacon. It sizzled and spattered.

Maria took a sip from her coffee. “Smells good.”

Cindy leaned over the counter, nose up in the air. “Love the smell of bacon.”

“I spoke to Jack about the show. He said he might be interested if we can keep the budget low.”

Sammy huffed, forking the bacon onto a plate.

“What?”

“Sounds like he’s cheap,” Sammy said, glancing at Cindy. “I’ve worked with enough of those.”

“These projects are very risky, Sam. The more money he has to put out, the riskier it is.”

“Take the risk or don’t take it, but if you want me, you pay me.” Sammy poured in the egg mix and sprinkled cheese over it.

“How much do you want?”

“A million.”

“Oh, is that all?”

“I can be very helpful for a million bucks.”

“Can you be helpful enough for a hundred?”

Sammy flipped the omelette. “Won’t even answer the door for that.”

“You’re going to be a hard-ass on this too.”

Sammy slid the omelette onto a plate. “One strip or two?”

“How much will that cost me?”

“I’m feeling generous with the bacon.”

“Two strips then.”

Sammy slid the plate on the counter toward Maria and filled the pan with egg mix. She held the bag of cheese up to Cindy. “Extra cheese?”

Cindy nodded.

Sammy dumped a handful of cheese onto the omelette.

Maria swallowed a bite of the omelette. “Give me some real numbers instead of the bullshit million dollars.”

“I bet if I talked to Dell, she could give me some real good numbers.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“She seemed like a real go-getter. She’d appreciate someone with my abilities. I seem to have this sixth sense when trouble is brewing.”

Maria speared the bacon. “You have a sixth sense for other things too.”

Sammy flipped the omelette and slid it onto the plate. She dropped two strips of bacon and handed it to Cindy.

Cindy pulled the plate toward her. “It might be better if we talk about this after we eat.”

Sammy emptied the rest of the egg mix into the pan and layered on the cheese. “Omelettes okay?”

“Good, Sam,” Cindy said, chomping on a piece of bacon.

“Maria?”

“I’m nursing a little indigestion.”

“Hope it was nothing I said.”

Maria looked up from her plate. “Smart-ass.”

“Better than a dumb ass.”

Cindy cut through the strands of cheese. “Calling someone an ass isn’t very nice.”

“Forgot my manners along with the trunk of money,” Maria said.

Sammy drove the fork into the omelette. “Next time don’t forget the trunk.”

 

●●●

 

Maria handed Sammy the phone. It was Jack. He introduced himself, being real cordial and all, and reminded her how they met, just in case she had a spell of amnesia.

“Sam, the money you’re asking is more in line with a project developer as opposed to someone who’s simply supplying information.”

“Information that nobody else has.”

“We’re willing to pay you a fair amount, but it won’t come anywhere near to the figure that Maria mentioned. Was it really two thousand dollars?” He sounded real smug when he said it.

“That’s right. Others will pay that, maybe more.”

“No one will pay you that, Sam.”

“I guess I’ll find out then.”

“Pitting agencies against each other is generally considered bad form and wears thin quickly.”

The smug bastard was now lecturing her. “It’s better to wear thin than be a sucker.”

“Sam, you’re playing the short-term game here. Maria thinks you have potential in this business and is willing to mentor you.”

“I’ve seen this business up close, and I want nothing to do with it. If you want the information, you pay me. That’s all I want from you.”

There was a long, drawn silence. “Okay, let me speak to Maria.”

Sammy handed Maria the phone and walked away.

Cindy was listening by the counter. “Didn’t go well?”

“Typical rich bastard. He wipes his ass with old bills but wouldn’t throw me a few coins.”

Cindy collected the plates on the counter. “Two thousand is more than a few coins, Sam.”

“They were going to ride me like a mule, feeding me stale biscuits, then tell me it didn’t work out and kick me to the curb. Meanwhile, they make a mint.”

“Maria doesn’t seem like that type.”

“You should’ve seen them at that murder scene. It was like a rat-feeding frenzy.”

Cindy dropped the plates into the sink. “I wouldn’t mind working with Maria. You meet all kinds of interesting people.”

“Yeah, dead people and some you wished were dead.”

Cindy gave her one of those disapproving glances.

Maria strolled in, biting her lower lip. “How about five hundred?”

Sammy said nothing, squirting soap on the dishes.

“There’s more.”

Sammy turned, still holding the squeeze bottle.

“This is just for the first episode and there will be a percentage. You could make more than two thousand, depending on the initial sale and the residuals.”

“So you’re guaranteeing five hundred no matter what, and if it’s any good, I’ll get more.”

“If you have some skin in the game, you’ll be incentivized to make it better.”

Sammy put the squeeze bottle on the counter. “I don’t know.”

“That sounds fair, Sam,” Cindy said.

“Jack’s going to be okay with this?”

Maria ran her finger along the edge of the counter. “Jack’s out. The five hundred is coming out of my pocket.”

“Nice pockets.”

Cindy stepped to the counter. “You’re putting up your own money with this?”

Maria nodded. “Take the risk or don’t take it. It’s my career. I’m taking the risk.”

Cindy spun to Sammy. “You have to help her, Sam.”

“She’s got plenty of money.”

“I’ll just have to dip into my rainy-day fund.”

Sammy leaned against the front of the sink. Would the five hundred really stretch her? She did have a little bit of that lost-kid look. “Why is Jack out?”

“He said it was too much of a risk.”

“What’s five hundred to him? He’d have to wipe his ass with real toilet paper for a week?”

“It wasn’t just the money.”

“It was me, wasn’t it?”

“I have faith in you, Sam, and I’m putting up my own money to prove it.”

“Okay, I’ll do it just to prove that asshole wrong.”

Maria nodded. “Let’s prove all the assholes wrong.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Seven

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

The car rolled to a stop just outside the Pleasure Palace. Maria lowered her window. “Is this the place?”

Sammy nodded. “The one and only.”

Maria drove to the end of the block by an empty lot.

“We’re not going in?”

“If we go in with Cass and start asking questions, we’ll get tossed out.”

If Johnny were the tossing-out type, he would’ve had one of his apes toss her out long ago. “What are we going to do?”

“Trace Ursula Gavrilenko’s last steps.”

“Last” felt heavy like a foot on her chest.

“Hopefully something interesting will show up.”

They had traced the steps of the first two incidents: one by the apartment and the other by the park. The highlight of the day was the two drunks singing a duet of “Camptown Races” in the park. “Maybe we’ll hear a quartet.”

Maria grinned. “It’s still early.”

Sammy hadn’t seen as much as a coin from Maria and was having doubts they’d be able to sell any of the footage.

Cass rolled out of the back seat and followed them the three blocks up from Sixth Avenue and across, then stopped where Ursula Gavrilenko had taken her last breath. It was still roped off, a dark stain where the body had lain.

They stood in silence. Cass rolled up to the rope, lens clicking in for a close-up.

Maria nodded for them to go. They stopped by where the mask and ripped cloth were found. A yellow police tape hung on the fence, still dusted with white powder.

Sammy couldn’t remember which picket had the cloth. Did it matter? “The cloth was stuck on the tip of one of these bars, and the mask was thrown into the bushes.” She pointed to where she thought the mask had been, but nothing looked quite the same in the daylight.

“What did the cloth look like?”

“It was dark and had no pattern I could see. When Russo shone the light on it, it looked thinner than I thought and had a satin finish.”

Maria crinkled her brow. “A shirt?”

“Could be,” Sammy said, trying to imagine a shirt like that. “I thought it was the lining of a suit jacket.”

Maria nodded. “That fits better.”

“Suit jackets are common at the Pleasure Palace.”

“We know he ran into his first victim. He could’ve been coming the other way when he spotted Ursula.”

Sammy thought about him at the park. “I don’t think that was it.”

“We know what he did before. These types generally follow a pattern.”

“Maybe his pattern was broken when the park crowd turned on him.”

“So he couldn’t wait around for his next victim.”

“I’m guessing that stupid play was going on too long, and he was getting antsy. He tried to get this lady to go with him, but she told him to go screw himself.”

“That changes things, doesn’t it?”

Sammy nodded. “That means if his pattern is to wait around, he’d be at the club waiting for somebody to leave.”

“Ursula Gavrilenko just happened to leave at the wrong time.”

Sammy’s chest tightened. It could’ve been Cindy leaving that night.

“This gives us something to work with now.”

Something to worry about too. Sammy looked back to where the girl was killed and figured it was almost three-quarters of the way down the block. “Why would he come back this way instead of keep going on to Seventh?”

Maria shrugged. “Got his jollies and went home.”

“He also backtracked at the park. I wondered why he would go back that way, especially since he saw me chasing him.”

“You’re not exactly imposing, Sam.”

She’d had the long tentacle fingers then. “I had a…a big stick.”

“So he figured you gave up.”

“On the first murder, I could see him going back to Fifth since it was close by, and he could mix into the crowds or hop on a bus.”

“But it’s not as busy around here.”

“Yeah, but if you murder somebody, you don’t want to be found walking down the long end of the block.” Sammy turned to look down. “If he took Seventh Avenue, he’d be out of sight in no time.”

“So why do you think he went that way?”

“He had a car waiting for him.”

“Are you talking transporter or his own car?”

“Definitely his own car, or he would’ve gone to Seventh for a transporter.”

“That’s assuming he’s thinking straight,” Maria said.

“He may be a psycho, but it doesn’t mean he’s stupid. Tatiana was as psycho as they came, but she was no dummy.”

“Okay, if we assume that he was waiting for her at the club and followed or even left with her, I’m sure he wasn’t wearing a mask there.”

“Yeah, they usually frown on things like that.”

“The whole mask thing is still confusing to me.”

“He puts it on when he’s ready to make his move in case there are any witnesses. I saw him twice, and I couldn’t identify him.”

“But why would he throw the mask away?”

“He’s got his own car so you know he’s rich. I bet he has a chauffeur and blows his nose into twenties.”

Maria stared at her.

“What?”

“That’s a discussion for another time.” Maria tapped her foot. “I did a story a few months back in which I consulted a shrink.”

“She must’ve had a lot to say about you.”

“The shrink was a he, smart-ass, and it was for a story.”

“If you say so.”

Maria stared at her with a curled lip and clenched teeth. “Anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to ask his opinion on the whole mask thing. He was a bit of a publicity hound, but what he said made sense.”

“So what’s next?”

Maria looked Sammy over. “You have anything nice to wear?”

“Why? You going to take me to a fancy restaurant?”

“We’re going to a certain strip club tonight as customers.”

“The Pleasure Palace?”

Maria nodded. “We’ll keep our ears open and ask a few innocent questions.”

“Why don’t you just ask Cindy? She’d know who to ask.”

“The biggest buzz is always the next night, and we want to be there to hear it. We can ask Cindy anytime. Who knows? We might just get lucky.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.”

Maria tilted her head toward Sixth. “Come on. We have to get ready for the big night.”

“They won’t let me in the front. I look too young.”

“We’ll have to fix you up, then. I have a couple of wigs. I’ll see if I can get one to fit you.”

They crossed Sixth. “I have a wig.”

“Aren’t you full of surprises.”

“I did it for a bet and made money,” Sammy said. “When are you going to give me mine?”

“You don’t trust me?”

“I’d trust you a lot more if you paid.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Fine.”

Cass rolled quietly behind them.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy slogged in her platform shoes to the end of the line for the Pleasure Palace. They had roped everyone off like herding cattle. She pushed up the stuffed bra.

Maria tugged on her blonde wig, which seemed to ride too high. “You look like you’re walking to your execution.”

“Feel like it.”

“We’re going to have fun.”

“I’m guessing you’ve never been here.”

Maria looked over the place. “I’m sure it’ll be an interesting experience.”

Sammy would die if Johnny spotted her. She could imagine him laughing his ass off with his guerrilla friends joining in. He’d probably take the bra to check for weapons.

“Don’t you think you went a little too big on that bra?”

“The bigger the better in skin joints.”

“Do you plan on getting up on stage?”

“Yeah, it’ll be like a magic trick to see how much shit I can pull out of this thing.”

Maria bent over, laughing.

Sammy feared Maria’s wig would fly off and try to mate with Johnny’s toupee.

“Like those tricks with the endless scarves,” Maria said, holding onto Sammy.

“More like endless stuffed toys.”

Maria straightened, taking in deep breaths. “See, we’re having fun already.”

The line moved pretty quickly, surprising since nobody left. The next ten or so ahead of them had to stand by a panel to check for weapons. One lady had to take her shoes off because the heels looked suspicious.

“Hope that thing doesn’t check for stuffing.”

“I’m sure you’re safe.”

Johnny strolled out, looking like the mayor ready for a ribbon-cutting ceremony. There was about a five-foot space between the panel people and them, so they were out in the open. Sammy lowered her head, not sure if she should run off.

“Ladies, this way,” Johnny said, waving them forward.

Maria nudged her. “That’s us, Sam.”

Sammy trailed behind Maria, figuring it’d draw more attention if she ran.

The doors opened and Johnny strutted through. He turned around a few feet in. “Welcome to my place. I’m Johnny.”

“I’m Maria and this is Sa—”

“Sasha.”

“Sasha,” he said, rocking on his heels.

Sammy kept her head down, waiting for him to burst out laughing and call her a gnome.

“Pretty name for a pretty girl.”

Didn’t expect that. “Thank you.”

“Thank you for gracing my establishment.” He waved at somebody.

“Yeah, Johnny?”

“Be a doll and get them whatever they want,” he said. “And if you ladies need anything, just ask for Johnny.”

Maria thanked him. Sammy felt as if she was waiting for the punch line that never came.

The hostess pulled out her tablet, looking up at them. Sammy had seen her before, but never got her name. “So what will you have?”

Maria ordered a red wine, and Sammy didn’t want anything.

“You can have anything you want. It’s on the house.” The hostess leaned in. “This doesn’t happen very often.”

“Okay, I’ll get pineapple juice.”

The hostess leaned in as if she didn’t hear. “You want pineapple juice?”

“Wait. Is he going to know?”

“You want him to know?”

Sammy waved her hand as if she was erasing what she’d just said. “No, forget it.”

Maria tapped the hostess’s arm. “Get her a wine spritzer.”

The hostess jotted it down and dashed off.

Maria gazed back from the hostess to Sammy. “What are you so jittery about?”

“Johnny.”

“You afraid he’ll sweep you off your feet?”

“Don’t even joke about that.”

“You should be flattered.”

“Feel like I got the hives.”

Maria chuckled. “Cass did a great job on you.”

“I don’t know which is worse: that bot touching my face, or Johnny coming on to me.”

“He’s not so bad. Could get a better hair weave.”

“Yeah, to go with a better personality.”

“You know him?”

“He’s either mesmerized by the phony boobs, or he’s got something planned. Probably will have a couple of his goons hold me down and yank off my bra, spilling out the stuffing like a struck piñata. They’ll all have a good laugh at that.”

Maria grinned. “You have a good visual imagination. You might want to think of going into video editing.”

“What are you, my guidance counselor?”

The hostess brought them their drinks. Sammy’s tasted like fizzy turpentine.

“How is it?”

“Don’t know how you drink this shit.”

Maria fished out three small discs that looked like chocolate candy with sprinkles on one side. “Here. You do one side of the room, and I’ll do the other.”

Sammy held them in her palm. “What are they?”

“The bugs I talked about earlier.”

“I thought that was your own little project.”

“There’s two of us.” Maria took a sip from the wine. “Just press the back against any flat surface, and it’ll stick. Choose spots with a lot of people.”

Sammy looked at her side for possible spots. All she had were large tables of guys drooling at the big-boobed dancer. What was she supposed to do? Drop in on one of those tables and plant a bug on some guy’s forehead?

Maria was at the bar.

Sure, she had it easy. Sammy had a mind to toss them and say they didn’t work. She walked up behind a table with seven guys and stuck the bug on the back of the middle chair. “Good enough.”

Maria came down along her side and mouthed, “Under the tables.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. The next big table had eight, but at least there were two women, and one of them had a thick diamond-studded necklace. Arnie would hand her the keys to the place if she showed up with that thing. Sammy leaned over the table and planted the bug underneath. “I love your necklace.”

The lady’s eyes lit up, and she pawed at the diamond links. “Thanks, hon. It was a gift from Salvatore.” She grabbed the arm of the middle-aged bald guy sitting next to her.

Salvatore looked like a guy who spent most nights dropping bodies into the harbor, and the only time he smiled was when the bubbles stopped coming up. He looked Sammy over without moving his head.

Sammy waved. “Enjoy the show.”

There was one table of six guys, all in their twenties.

Maria left a table of guys all imploring her to come back. She held up two fingers. Did that mean two more to go?

Sammy hobbled down to the table as if she had a pebble stuck in her shoe. “Do you mind?” Sammy asked, placing the wine spritzer on the table. “Got something stuck in my shoe.” She planted the bug under the table while shaking her shoe loose.

“Get up, Glen, and give the girl a seat.”

“You get up.”

The guy at the end pushed away from the table. “You can sit on my lap.” The guy looked as if he had a hard-on.

Sammy picked up her drink. “I think your lap is doing fine without me.”

“Oh, shit, Dougie,” one guy shouted. They all laughed.

Maria sat at a VIP table.

Sammy didn’t plan on barging in. She could always hide in the ladies’ room and wait for this nightmare to end.

Out from the restrooms strutted Golden Boy in golden splendor like the first night they met. He was headed toward the small section of VIP tables to the right of Sammy, three tables total. He stopped for one of the gorillas to open the rope. He turned slowly, facing Sammy. “Sugar?”

Sammy gave him a little wave. “Hi, how are you?”

“Better now that you’re here,” he said, flicking his hand to the chair next to him. “Come here and tell me all about your trip.”

Did Cindy tell him she went on a trip?

He pushed the seat back for her. “So how was the beach?”

Sammy sat so she wouldn’t be blocking the table behind them. “What are you talking about?”

“Was she lying or are you lying? We’ll get a bottle and spin it, and if it points to you then you’re lying, and if it points the other way, she’s lying. If it points to me, then I’m just dying.” He laughed, pounding the table.

“How many of those psychedelics have you had?”

He grinned and sipped his wine. “It’s okay. You can tell her all is forgiven.”

Sammy put down the glass. Was he talking about Tatiana? He must’ve been the only one in the city who didn’t know she was dead.

“I know what this is.” He gazed at her over the wineglass. “This is a heist. What are you going to steal?”

Sammy shook her head. Maria was still sitting at the other VIP section across the room.

“Diamonds. Say diamonds.”

“Yeah, there’s a diamond mine underneath this place. I’m going to steal that.”

“Diamond mines aren’t any good. They’re just rocks. You want the cut and polished kind.”

“Now you tell me.”

“Sugar, when you want to know value, you come talk to me.” He sipped his wine and peered out over the room. “Tell her she can have her old job back, but I might not be as generous.”

Should she tell him that Tatiana was dead?

“I’m on my third driver now, someone by the name of Dmitri. One’s duller than the next.”

“You can forget about Tatiana driving.”

“What did she say?”

“Sayonara.”

“She went to Japan?”

“Someplace a lot hotter and with pitchforks.”

“She went back to her childhood home?”

“That would explain a lot.”

A blonde girl with big boobs bounced over to the table. “Buy me drink, Bernie?” She had a heavy Russian accent.

“Sure, scrumptious, grab a seat.”

The rope parted and the girl sat on the seat as though she were going to take a dump. “Who’s your friend?”

“Scrumptious, this is Sugar.”

“Where do you work?”

Bernie laughed. “She does private work.”

“Does it pay good?”

Sammy spotted Johnny smiling her way. “If you can get your money.”

Janine stopped by. “Want another red, Bernie?”

He drained the glass. “You know I do.”

“Janine, make mine stronger.”

“You have another show, you know.”

Scrumptious pouted.

Janine sighed, jotting something down. “The psychedelics are very popular around here. Johnny insisted I say that.”

Scrumptious stared at Sammy. “Johnny like her?”

“What do you think?” Janine asked.

Bernie had a coy grin. “Oh, a secret admirer.”

Sammy sighed. “Not so secret.”

“Secret admirers are the best.”

Maria came up behind Janine. “Can anyone crash this party?”

“I love to crash parties,” Bernie said. “I once even crashed my own party.”

“How do you crash your own party?” Sammy asked.

“I locked myself out and had to crash through the window.” Bernie laughed and pounded the table.

Janine seemed antsy, turning back and seeing Johnny. “Please, take a psychedelic, just one.”

Sammy looked to Maria. “You want to try one?”

“I have to drive, but I’ll take a red wine.”

Bernie waved Maria over. “Girl, you sit next to me. Forget the glasses, Janine. Bring a bottle of your best Cabernet Sauvignon.”

Janine nodded and turned to Sammy. “You’ll take a psychedelic?”

“Can I save it for tomorrow?”

“You can crush it up and dance under it for all I care.”

Sammy shrugged. “I guess.”

She mouthed, “Thank you.”

Scrumptious shifted over to the last chair, and Maria sat next to Bernie.

Bernie moved his chair closer to Maria. “Girl, whatever you’re making, I’ll double it.”

Maria looked over at Sammy. “What did you tell him about me?”

“He wants you to be his driver.”

“Chauffeur?”

“Chauffeur sounds like a guy with a black suit, white shirt, and cap. I have one of those already named Dmitri.” He leaned into Maria. “Boring.”

“Well, it’s very generous—”

“Anyone who likes to party crash has to be exciting. I should ask how much you’re making. I have a trust fund to consider.”

“She does drive fast,” Sammy said. “Good for getaways.”

Bernie beamed. “Screw the trust fund. You’re hired.” He searched the room. “Where is she with that wine? We have to celebrate.”

Sammy tapped Bernie’s arm. “I think you should insist she wear the cap.”

Maria glared at Sammy.

“No, a veil. They’re so mysterious.”

“Tough to drive with a veil,” Maria said.

Bernie spread his fingers into a V and ran them over his eyes. “Cover everything but the eyes.”

“She does have mysterious eyes.”

Bernie squeezed Sammy’s arm. “Doesn’t she?”

“You having fun?” Maria asked.

Sammy nodded. “Ever since you crashed the party.”

The ropes parted for Janine. She gave Scrumptious her drink and Sammy a small silver tray with the pill centered on a napkin.

“We’re celebrating, Janine. I have a new driver.”

“A veiled, mysterious driver,” Sammy said.

Maria shifted in her seat. “Do I have a say in this?”

Bernie tapped Maria’s arm. “You can pick the veil you want. I’d suggest a dark lace.”

Scrumptious sucked on her straw. “This is same as before.”

“Johnny’s watching this table, Valentina,” Janine said, pouring the wine.

“Forgot princess was here.”

Bernie turned toward Sammy. “I never did finish that ‘save the princess’ story.”

“You keep working on it, Bernie.”

Bernie nodded, seemingly lost in his thoughts.

Janine left the bottle and stepped past the parted ropes.

Maria took a sip from the wine. “So you’re Valentina the Russian dancer?”

“You see show?”

“I caught some of it. At another table someone mentioned that you knew the girl who was killed.”

Valentina sucked on her straw. “She was friend.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Tragedy.” Bernie took a sip of his wine.

“She come for job. Johnny say she spy for Xanadu. Because she is Russian, she is spy?”

Maria glanced behind her. “He must be paranoid.”

“Don’t know what he is.” Valentina stirred the drink with her straw. She smiled, gazing at Sammy. “Lovestruck for princess, yes?”

Sammy looked down at the lone pill on the tray, wishing there were more.

Bernie spun in his chair toward Sammy. “You come by tomorrow, Sugar, and we’ll hash out that princess story in no time.”

“I’m hoping the psychedelic will purge tonight from memory.”

“Don’t say that, Sugar, tonight is one of the best nights I’ve had in a long time.” Bernie put down the glass, gazing at Valentina. “Sorry, Scrumptious.”

Valentina ran her finger around the rim of the glass. “You did not know her.”

Maria leaned in. “Did you spend much time with her last night?”

Valentina shook her head. “She tried for private party.”

“Did she get one?”

“It makes no difference now.”

“But it might help to find out who killed her.”

“Everyone says Russians, so it must be Russians.”

“But you know differently.”

Valentina nodded, looking behind her. “Albanians.”

“Any Albanians in particular?”

“If you know Albanians, you know who I mean. Walls have ears.”

“Some tables too,” Sammy said.

Valentina nodded. “Ears everywhere.”

Maria pulled her phone from her purse. “Can you write it down?” Maria offered her a stylus.

“If I write down, you erase.”

“I’ll just look at it, then erase it. Won’t say a word.”

Valentina took the stylus and jotted it down.

“Is that a first name or a last?”

“It is only name needed.”

“It’s a holdover from his earlier musical career,” Sammy said.

Valentina grabbed the phone and hit “erase.” “Why do you need this? You go around talking name, you party crash own funeral.”

Johnny waltzed up to the table, his gaze on Sammy.

She lowered her head. It was dark enough at the table, but she didn’t want to take any chances.

“Is everything okay here, folks?”

Bernie raised his glass. “Fine wine and even better company.”

Maria raised her glass. “Very fine company.”

“You didn’t take the psychedelic, Sasha.”

“Sasha is fine Russian name,” Valentina said.

“Val, don’t you have a show to do?”

“There is time, Johnny. I want to spend it with very fine company.”

Johnny leaned over the rope and knocked on the table. “There’s more where that came from, Sasha, so don’t be shy.” He drifted away from the table, looking back every few steps.

“Why he’s absolutely smitten with you, Sugar.”

Sammy picked up the pill. “How many of these do you think it’ll take to forget this night?”

Valentina sucked up the last of her drink. “You play shy girl. That’s how you do it.” She clanked down the glass, gazing at Sammy across the table. “Are those tits real?”

“As real as yours, Scrumptious.”

“For what I pay, these better be real.” Valentina spun out of her chair. “You see real dance now. You see Russian dance.” She pranced away from the table, hips swaying as she went.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Nine

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Cindy stopped by the dining room side of the counter, holding a phone with a dark screen. “You should take it to one of those phone kiosks. It might just need some credit.”

“It’s broken.”

“You haven’t had it that long.”

“They’re cheap.” Sammy was going to say like the one Johnny got for her, but didn’t.

“You’ll get credit for it even if it’s broken.”

“It won’t be enough to buy a new phone.”

“Maria’s going to pay you.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“She can’t always call me to get to you. I might be at work.”

“I’ll tell her if she wants to talk to me, she can buy me a phone. I’m getting tired of all these things she’s expecting me to do.”

“At least you got a chance to dress up and go out. I’m stuck in the dungeon. That’s what Linda calls it, the dungeon.”

“Dressing up and going to the Pleasure Palace is not exactly my idea of fun.”

“Could’ve at least stopped by and said hello.”

“I was made up to look like Johnny’s love slave,” Sammy said, recalling his wanton gaze. “Think I need to take another shower.”

“Everyone was talking about it, and I missed it. You could’ve at least kept everything on until I got home.”

“I looked like the time you fixed me up for Xanadu.”

“He didn’t recognize you?”

“Probably mesmerized by my phony boobs.”

“You have a beautiful face and a lovely figure.”

“Got a body like a boy.”

Cindy dashed for her ringing phone. “Maria’s here.”

Sammy stepped out of the kitchen, but Cindy was already out the door.

Leo strolled through. “So tonight at eight?”

“For what?”

“For the nerve stimulation exercises. Didn’t you get the schedule?”

“How did you send it? Morse code?”

Leo’s face brightened. “Are you familiar with Morse code?”

Sammy shook her head.

“Unfortunate,” Leo said, dwelling on it. “Nonetheless, I have the eight p.m. window open for the exercises.”

“How am I going to get there?”

“A transporter?”

“Cindy has the transporter credits. Should I bring her along?”

“Hmm, I understand the dilemma.” Leo scratched his chin. “I’ll give you my phone before I leave. We’ll need a longer-term strategy, though.”

Maria waltzed in, carrying a bag. “Another admirer?”

Sammy sneered.

Cindy rushed Leo. “Looking for me?”

Leo shook his head and turned back to Sammy. “I’ll see you tonight.”

Cindy watched Leo meander out the door. “What was that about?”

“He wants to check my nerves.”

“Something wrong?”

“You know Leo. He’s got to double and triple check everything.”

Maria leaned against the counter, the bag dangling from her side. “Is he a doctor?”

“Something like that,” Sammy said.

“Lunch,” Maria said, holding up the bag.

“Thought you made a mistake and brought my money.”

“I have your money, Sasha.”

“Ha, ha.”

Cindy trudged back from closing the door. “Missed everything.”

“Didn’t miss much.”

“You should’ve seen her last night. She was so sweet and demure as Sasha.”

“Didn’t want to blow my disguise.”

“I think there was a flicker of a flame between you and Johnny.”

Sammy rolled her eyes.

Maria chuckled. “You loved the attention.”

“Showered twice today thinking about it.”

“You should’ve seen her nudging to slip away every time Johnny left. She couldn’t bear to break his heart.”

“You think I care about his feelings?” Sammy turned to Cindy. “Have you ever seen me worried about his feelings?”

Cindy shook her head. “I think you enjoy hurting his feelings.”

“See.”

“It was the end of the night. What difference would it have made if he found out who you were by then?”

“Because… Because it would’ve been weird.”

“Maybe you might want to go back there one night and flutter your long lashes at him.”

“She does have nice lashes,” Cindy said.

“You’re siding with her?”

“I’m just saying that you have nice lashes, Sam.”

Maria grinned, dangling the bag. “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.”

Sammy glared at Maria. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Look it up.”

“Giving me homework now?”

“Just trying to expand your horizons.” Maria sashayed around the counter, holding up the bag. “I’ll put it in the fridge until you’re ready.”

“You’re not staying?” Cindy asked.

“I have to attend the mayor’s annual urban renewal conference. It’s one of those feel-good things where nothing gets done.”

“Then why go to it?”

“It’s all about maintaining contacts with city officials.” Maria pulled out a tablet from her pocket. “I have the recordings from last night’s bugs. I ran the translations this morning, so you should be all set.”

Sammy huffed. “Except for having to listen to a hundred hours of recordings.”

“It’s just over thirty hours, smart-ass.”

“Oh, is that all?”

“There are usually a lot of gaps in these. Play it at two-times speed, and you’ll get through it in no time.”

“Great. Listening to gerbils talk.”

“Whatever you can’t finish, I’ll help you with tomorrow.”

“I can help you with it, Sam.”

“You going to pay her?”

Cindy flicked her wrist. “You don’t have to pay. It’ll be like I’m back upstairs instead of being in the dungeon.”

“You going to pay me?”

Maria sighed, pulling out her phone. “What’s your account number?”

“The account is five hundred bucks.”

“Number, smart-ass.”

“Gladys has our account numbers,” Cindy said. “That’s how the state pays her.”

“Really?”

Cindy nodded. “We get them back when we’re out of the system.”

Maria dropped the phone into her pocket. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Sammy trudged into the living room. “It’s always something.”

“You’ll get your money.”

“Where have I heard that before?”

“It wasn’t from me.”

Cindy trailed behind. “You can trust Maria, Sam.”

“That’s what you said about Johnny.”

Maria grinned. “Johnny owes you money?”

Sammy looked away. Here it comes.

“Once everything is cleared up, he’ll pay,” Cindy said.

“You could always dress up and go back. One flutter of those lashes, and he’ll empty the safe.”

Sammy dropped to the sofa, sneering at Maria.

Maria sat next to Sammy. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.” She showed Sammy the recordings and how to flag sections of interest.

Sammy played back the first few minutes of the recording at two-times speed. “Makes listening to these creeps tolerable.”

Maria leaped from the sofa. “Got to go. Talk to you later.”

Sammy showed Cindy what she had to do on the holo-tablet, then delved into listening. At about an hour in, Sammy had to take a break.

Cindy sat up, her lower lip rolled up over her top. She wasn’t listening.

“Taking a break?”

“I thought they were nice guys.”

“Told you they were creeps.”

Cindy looked away as if she wanted to hold onto some notion that was slipping away from her.

“You don’t have to listen, you know. You’re not getting paid.” Sammy rolled her head back, looking at the ceiling. “I probably won’t get paid either.”

“She would’ve paid you if you had your account number.”

Sammy hunched over the tablet. “I wonder what she meant by that Shakespeare quote.” Sammy found the reference. “It says that by denying something strongly I’m hiding the truth. What truth?”

Cindy shrugged, not willing to engage.

Sammy went back to the recordings, then stopped partway through one where it was just a bunch of drunks talking trash and listened to the next.

Cindy stood, stretching her back. “Want something to drink?”

Sammy nodded. “Pineapple juice.”

Cindy padded into the kitchen.

This recording sounded artificial. It was a translation. Cindy left the juice on the table while Sammy marked flags in the recording. These guys were up to something, and it had a lot to do with a guy named Doric.

“Don’t forget your juice,” Cindy said.

Sammy took a sip. “Do you know a guy named Doric?”

Cindy shook her head. “Don’t really know any of their names except Bernardo.”

“He goes by Bernie now.”

“Really?”

Sammy nodded. She liked “Bernie” better. Sammy continued listening. Another guy joined the table, and the conversation turned to the Russian dancer who was killed.

“It was Doric.”

“He tell you?”

“He left with her. Who else?”

Sammy leaned back, letting out a breath.

Cindy looked up from her glass. “What is it?”

“Think I know who killed her.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy peeked out from the back room of the Pleasure Palace and spotted Bernie at his usual table. She darted across the lounge and stood outside the ropes.

Bernie grinned. “Come in and sit down, Sugar.”

Sammy stepped past the parted ropes, glancing back at the tables. “Do you know a guy by the name of Doric?”

He shook his head, holding the glass up to his mouth as if he was ready to take a sip. “Who is he?”

“I think he’s a guy who killed that girl a couple nights back.”

“You saw him? Don’t tell me you saw him.”

Sammy shook her head. “I overheard a couple of guys talking, saying that he left with her the night she was killed.”

“Dorchak you said?”

“No, Doric.”

“Where did I hear Dorchak?” Bernie asked. “A foot doctor. Does great work on bunions.”

“Nice to know if I ever get them.”

Bernie chuckled. “It’s no fun with bunions.”

Johnny stood by the back entrance, his gaze fixed on their table. He jogged over and stopped a few feet away. “You?”

“Hi to you too.”

He waved her out. “You’re not supposed to be in the lounge.”

Sammy stood. “I just stopped by to say hello to Bernie.”

Bernie took a sip of his wine. “Take care of those feet, Sugar.”

Sammy passed through the parting ropes.

Johnny followed her to the back room. “What are you doing here?”

“Here to see Leo.” Sammy opened the basement door and sprinted down the steps. Johnny didn’t follow.

Leo was in the back by the rat cages. “You’re late.”

“I think we found out who killed the girl.”

“I hope you’re not working with the police. Their forensic tools may be substandard, but they’re certainly capable of uncovering your DNA.”

“I’m not working with the cops.”

“Good, now sit,” he said, pointing to the stool by the nerve stimulator. “We don’t have much time thanks to your detective work.”

“You’re such a humanitarian, Leo.”

Leo picked up the probe. “You have no idea.”

He started by stimulating the extension nerve and measured the growth five different ways.

“I’ll increase the potential and check for greater extension.”

“So you’re going to give me a bigger zap?”

“Zap? This is not a pest-control device.”

“Did you try it?”

Leo sighed, making his adjustments. He gave her another jolt, extending the fingers a little longer. He began the endless measurements. “Will you stop fidgeting? I can’t get an accurate measurement.”

“How many do you have to take?”

He pinched her finger between the jaws of the caliper. “Just hold still.”

“Make sure you get all those measurements now, Leo. I wouldn’t want you to miss one.”

“It’s easier working with the rats. At least I can anesthetize them.”

“You know, Leo, I’m starting to really believe you’re a bot. I’ll find that reset switch someday, and you’ll be back outside selling lemonade.”

He glared at her over the console. “Retraction stimulation next.”

“You’re not going to do all those measurements again when my hand is back to normal.”

“Everything must be checked.”

“You got two good eyes, don’t you?”

“Precisely. Everything must be checked precisely.”

He zapped her hand back to normal and took his measurements.

“Next time I come, I’ll bring a few lemons. After a couple of squeezes, you’ll be itching to go back out to your lemonade stand.”

“If you can manage to hold still a while longer, we can get another round in.”

“What happens after that? You go into recharging mode?”

“The hordes descend for the psychedelic mix,” he said, pinching her pinky finger with the caliper.

“Yeah, wouldn’t want to get in the way of the hordes.”

Leo jotted down the last of the numbers, then made adjustments on the stimulator. “Increasing potential on the extension nerve.” He touched the probe to her arm.

A jolt surged through her arm. Her fingers shot out a good twelve inches. “Whoa!”

“We appear to have crossed the threshold.”

Sammy stood, flexing her fingers. Were the fingers at this size when she strangled Tatiana? Could she swing through trees with these? “Feel free and easy.” She thought of saying “natural” but didn’t. “Do the other hand.”

“We don’t have time. I need to take measurements.”

“Come on, Leo. Don’t be such a bot.”

“We’re running late as it is.”

“I’ll come back later when all the hordes are gone. You can take all the measurements you want then.”

“You’re going out?”

Sammy nodded, flicking her fingers like fronds in a breeze. “Weird, but I kind of miss these.”

“What are you going to do?”

Sammy shrugged. “See what I can do with these. I’ll be back in an hour, two tops.”

Leo picked up his caliper. “Let’s do measurements first and see how it goes after that.”

“You zap this arm first, then you can do your measurements before the witching hour.”

Leo sighed. “Rats are so much easier.”

“I’ll even bring you back a few lemons.”

Leo picked up the probe. “Wasted enough time.”

“We’ll have a contest later to see who can squeeze the most juice out of the lemon. Bot versus octopus girl.”

“Stimulating the extension nerve.” He touched the probe to her left arm.

A jolt surged through her arm, shooting her fingers out. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.” Sammy intertwined the fingers together.

Leo glanced at the clock. “Turn around so I can get these measurements before you go out.”

The door swung open and Cindy rushed in. Sammy slipped her hands under the table.

“What is she doing here?”

“Sam!” Cindy raced to her side, wide-eyed and breathless. “It’s Maria. Something happened to her.”

Cindy’s phone rang. She fished it out of her pocket. “It’s him again.”

“It says Maria.”

“That’s what I’m trying to say. It’s her phone, but it’s not her.”

“Who is it?”

“Some guy with an accent called, saying that Maria needed me to meet her. It didn’t sound right, so I asked him why can’t I speak to Maria? I heard in the background Maria shouting for me to run, so I ran out and called a transporter. I got another call. It was the same guy, telling me that he just wanted the recordings.”

“What did you say?”

“I didn’t know what to say. I hung up on him, but he keeps calling.”

The bastard was tracking her.

“Do you want to talk to him?”

Sammy shook her head. “Call for a transporter.”

“You want to go back and get the recordings?”

“No, someplace quiet. What was the name of that place where we stole the gene editor?”

“Bushwick and Halsey Research?” Leo said.

“Yeah, put that down as the destination.”

“Why are we going there?”

“I’m going. You’re staying.” Sammy swung out from under the table then back, remembering the fingers.

Cindy’s gaze was on the phone. “I don’t know about this, Sam.”

“It’s a con, Cindy. It only works with one person.”

“Leo, you should go with her as a backup.”

“Me?”

“You can bring someone from security.”

“I’m sure she has this well in hand.”

“Really, Leo?”

Cindy declined the call and flipped through the screen.

“Get me a lab coat, Leo.”

Leo lifted the long white coat off the back of a chair. “The pockets aren’t very large.”

Shit. “Hand it to me under the table.” Sammy folded the coat over her hands.

“The transporter will be here in two minutes and twenty seconds,” Cindy said, looking up from her phone. “What are you doing with the coat?”

Sammy stuck her hip out. “Take Leo’s phone out of the pocket and put yours in.”

“I wish you’d tell me what you’re doing, Sam.”

“I’ll get Maria back, and she’ll owe us a dinner at one of those fancy restaurants.”

“Just get the both of you back safe.”

Sammy nodded and ran out, her gait hampered by her hands tied together under the coat. She pushed through the back door. It swung out, just missing the ape, who cursed her. She raced along the side of the club, hoping it wasn’t too late for Maria.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-One

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy hopped into the back of the transporter and unwrapped the lab coat from around her hands. She searched the back window for the two guys who’d jumped into the car at the corner. The phone rang again as a pair of headlights bore down on her. She blended and stripped, then shoved the clothes under the seat. The car was right behind her now.

The transporter turned off onto a quiet street. The building was about a mile away, but Sammy was sure they’d make their move before then. She inched over more to the middle until the tips of her fingers reached the other door. The car raced from behind and cut in front of her. The transporter veered and screeched to a halt. “This vehicle has stopped unexpectedly to avoid collision. Please indicate if any passenger requires medical attention.”

Both of the car’s front doors swung open. Two figures stepped out, but only the passenger approached.

Sammy flexed her fingers. She wanted to get a good grip of this asshole. The transporter’s message repeated about medical attention. “Yeah, this asshole is going to need some of that.”

Sammy reached back to strike when the door swung open, but the guy held a gun on her about the size of a small cannon. She yanked her hand back, fearing that gun would blast a good-sized hole into her.

The guy ducked his head in amd scanned the cabin, then swiped the phone and shouted to the driver to call the number. He spoke in the same language as the asshole who lived in the building with the fountain. It must be Albanian. Didn’t the Russian dancer say something about the Albanians?

The guy scrolled through Cindy’s phone.

Sammy inched toward the door.

“The police have been notified,” blared from the transporter.

Sammy jumped, startled by the alert.

The guy with the gun shouted in Albanian that the police were on their way and ran back to the car. Sammy leaped out of the transporter and latched onto the trunk just as the car made a hard U-turn, almost whipping her off. The guy in the passenger seat turned back and stared at her. Sammy could only imagine what he saw, since she doubted she could blend as quickly as a car moved. The guy turned his head from one side to the other as if trying to make sense of what he was seeing out the window. He turned to the driver, pointing back at Sammy. The driver shrugged.

Sammy shook from a chill. The wind rushed around her as the car sped downtown. The car banked right. Her finger suction cups held firm, or she would’ve surely been thrown off. The streets were getting darker as the car headed toward the water. The car slowed and turned left. It pulled up to a four-foot levee wall where a boat was moored on a makeshift dock. The car’s headlights and the boat’s deck lights provided the only illumination. A guy with a machine gun stepped out from the shadows.

Sammy dropped off the back and crouched behind the car.

The driver pushed open the door and jumped out. He called the guy with the machine gun, saying something about cleaning the back window. Either her Albanian wasn’t that good, or he was using a curse word she didn’t know. She still wasn’t sure how she knew Albanian, then again the early years of her life were just bits and pieces. Uncle Danny had always said it was better not to remember. She thought it had to do with people dying; now she wasn’t so sure.

“I don’t clean windows, but if you want them blown out, I’ll comply.” He patted the machine gun in case they weren’t sure of his method.

Cannon-gun huffed. “It’s not dirt. If you don’t believe me, check it now.”

“Then it’s a ghost.” The driver laughed. “Maybe you’ll blow out the ghost.”

“You point, and I’ll shoot; pop it like a balloon.”

They laughed, but Cannon-gun didn’t seem to find it funny.

Sammy swung wide of them to the levee, giving herself a better view of the boat. It was about fifty feet long with a cargo container strapped onto its flat bed. The boat’s bridge sat high above the container, and instruments ringed the top. She crept along the levee, each step placed gingerly. A misstep could alert the guy with the machine gun, turning him into ghost-popping mode.

The asshole from the building stepped out from behind the container, dressed in a blue Hawaiian shirt and tan slacks. He held a glass that fit snugly in his hand, and ice rattled as he strutted. Behind him was another guy with a machine gun.

Sammy glided along the wall, stopping about ten feet from the makeshift dock. Cannon-gun climbed onto the levee, straddling it and the dock. He held Cindy’s phone, telling the Albanian he found the phone, but the girl disappeared.

“Like a magic trick?”

Cannon-gun turned to the driver. “You saw the girl get in the car, Besnik?”

The driver shrugged. “You say the girl got in the car, and I believe you. I’m just the driver.”

Cannon-gun shouted something at him that Sammy didn’t understand. It must’ve been mostly curse words.

The driver’s expression turned sour. “Maybe she is the ghost on the back window.”

“Is this girl a ghost now?” the asshole Albanian asked, flicking his finger for Cannon-gun to come on the boat.

“I’ll find the girl, Serban.” Cannon-gun tottered along the shifting dock. He stepped onto the boat. “You have my dying word on that.”

“Did I ask to have this mess tied up tomorrow, or the next day, or next week? I’m leaving tonight, and I don’t want to worry about the police.”

“She is on the run, Serban. She won’t be able to call the police, and I will get her before…”

Sammy didn’t get the last part. Serban tugged on his Hawaiian shirt and said something about it, then asked Cannon-gun if he thought he was an imbecile.

Cannon-gun looked down and mumbled something.

“I tell Liviu to get Fred by the next morning, and he got me Fred by the morning. I tell you to get me the girl before I leave and there is no girl. This is from the mess you make at the club by talking like a silly schoolboy.”

“I didn’t know the tables had listening devices.”

Serban sneered. “If it was planted by the police instead of a reporter, we’d all be in jail.”

Sammy stepped around punctured soup cans. Target practice? She was careful not to touch the two remaining cans propped up on the levee. Where was Maria?

Cannon-gun searched Cindy’s phone as if hoping to find something to buoy his case.

Serban strode next to the guy with the machine gun cradled in his arms. “You have the phone but no girl. How are you going to find her now?”

“She has contacts,” Cannon-gun said, showing him the phone.

“Her contacts are now with the police. Did you call her with your phone? The same phone you bring on my boat, so the police know where to find us?”

Cannon-gun avoided his gaze.

Serban downed his drink, the ice rattling in the glass. The only sound was the waves lapping the hull. He patted the shoulder of the guy with the machine gun. “He gave me his dying word.”

The guy lifted the gun’s muzzle, and the gun clicked but didn’t fire. Cannon-gun reached back for his gun. Serban hurled his glass, ice arching upward. The glass hit Cannon-gun’s chest with a thump, knocking him back. Serban whipped out his gun and fired. Cannon-gun’s arms shot up, and his gun sailed back and splashed into the water before he crumpled onto the deck.

Sammy gasped, stepping back. One of the cans rolled underfoot. She reached out to the levee to keep from falling and brushed against a can. It spun into the other one, sending them both tumbling to the ground. The sound of the cans clanking exploded in the quiet. All eyes were on her.

The two guys by the dock turned, the machine gun pointed in her direction. She ducked and rolled. Gunshots crackled and light exploded into small bursts, giving the impression of someone holding onto an arcing wire.

Sammy sprang up from her roll and jerked the spent machine gun from his grasp. She grabbed the driver’s hand as he pulled out his gun. It fired, shooting him in the leg. He buckled over, screaming. She kicked the gun away and tossed the machine gun over the levee. The guy, who had the machine gun, whipped out a knife and waved it at her. Sammy grabbed his forearm and yanked, snapping the arm at the elbow.

Gunfire from the boat ricocheted off the levee, hitting the guy in the back. Sammy dropped behind the levee; an acrid smell choked the air. The boat engines rumbled to life. Wood snapped and cracked above. Sammy peeked over the levee. The boat pulled away with Maria on board. Two lines were taut, ripping apart the dock. One line snapped, and the other ripped the dock free. Sammy jumped up onto the levee and dived into the water, snaring a piece of the dock. The boat picked up speed, dragging her under.
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The boat turned, the wake pushing Sammy up above the water, allowing her to take a much-needed gulp of air before being dragged under. She tugged the plank from the dock to her to get to the rope, but she wound up pulling the dock free. She strained to get a finger on the escaping loop. Her middle finger caught it. The dock slipped free, careening off her leg. Her moans were muffled by swallowing a mouthful of water.

Sammy kicked, lifting her head above the water, but she was no match for the speed of the boat, and it pulled her under again. Damn it! She was part octopus; this should be easy for her. The gray outlines of her finger looped around the rope and came into focus. She grasped her arm with her free hand as if her arm were an extension of the rope, squaring her shoulders to the stern. She inched her fingers up as if scaling a building, reaching the rope with her other hand. She kicked up for another gulp of air.

The numbing water was making it difficult to hold on. Now was her time to get out of the water. She yanked the rope toward her, squeezing it to get the feeling back in her hands and arms. She grabbed onto the ladder off the stern and peered along the back. It was clear except for the dead guy crumpled like a week’s worth of dirty laundry. She stepped onto the boat and shivered, bringing herself in and out of blending. A white canvas tarp was folded and draped over the side railing. Sammy unfolded one flap and crouched under it. She whisked off the water and rubbed some warmth back into her arms and legs. What she wouldn’t give for a blanket.

The guy with the machine gun popped up from the steps that ran along the side of the container. He leaned along the railing a few feet away. Sammy slipped out from under the canvas. The guy glanced back, then scurried to the dead man. He bent down and rifled through the coat pockets and found a wallet. He stuffed the bills into his pocket and shoved the wallet back.

Another guy dressed in the same Hawaiian setup as Serban but a darker shade of blue, maybe even purple, climbed the steps; must shop in the same store for creepy assholes. He was younger with dark hair slicked back, strutting as if he owned the boat and everyone on it. He stopped by the dead man. “Rene always liked fishing.” He snickered, patting the guy with the machine gun on the shoulder. “This is as good a place as any to fish.”

The guy with the machine gun put it down and lifted the dead man up against the railing, then grabbed him by the ankles and hoisted him over and into the water.

Purple Hawaiian was back in the cabin, so Sammy rushed the guy and knocked him overboard. She threw his gun in after him. “You might need it for the sharks.”

A girl about Sammy’s age dressed in a worn skirt climbed the steps with a bucket and towel. She knelt on the deck, putting the towel under her knees, and wiped up the blood with a sponge.

Sammy stepped around her and found Cindy’s phone propped up against the hull wall a foot from the steps. She slipped the phone into a folded canvas draped over a vent. The steps on this side looked the same, dropping into a hold three or four feet down. What was in the container?

Purple Hawaiian was back, looking from one side to the other. He said something to the girl, most of which Sammy didn’t understand, but it sounded as if he was looking for the guy Sammy pushed into the water. Sammy would be more than happy to show him where he was.

The girl shrugged.

He looked down the side toward bow, then back at the girl, accusing her of knocking the guy overboard.

The girl cringed and pleaded that she didn’t do anything and was but a small girl to a big man.

Purple Hawaiian grabbed her hair by the nape of the neck and drew his hand back to strike her, calling her names Sammy could only guess at.

Sammy spun and grabbed the guy’s arm and yanked it, popping it out of the shoulder. She slammed his head against the deck. His eyes fluttered and his body went slack. She tossed his gun overboard.

The girl stood wide-eyed, watching unseen hands tossing the gun away.

Sammy checked for anyone coming. She tried to remember how to say “box” or “container” in Albanian, but nothing was coming. “You speak English?”

The girl dropped to her knees and blessed herself.

“What’s in the container?”

The girl pointed to the container.

“Yeah, the big thing sitting in the middle of the boat.”

“Girls,” she said as if she wasn’t sure it was right.

“There’s people in that thing?”

She nodded. “People.” It sounded like “pebble,” though.

Someone called from the front. It was Serban. He called again, sounding unsure.

Nothing was worse than an unsure asshole. Sure enough, he had his gun out, shuffling along the side of the container. When he reached the top, Sammy scampered to the steps and snatched the gun. She grabbed his head, and banged it against the metal stair railing. Blood dripped down the side of his head as he clawed at the steps to keep from sliding down, fighting gravity with a defiant snarl. When he raised his head over the top step, Sammy kicked him hard. The top of his head clipped the railing, and the snarl faded into a grimace. She dragged him up the steps next to his friend and tossed the gun into the water. “Just job.”

Sammy walked down the steps and up again to the cabin. It was cramped but plush with cushioned wooden bench seats on each side and a marble table in the middle with a bottle of scotch and two glasses. She checked a door in the back. It led to a small bathroom.

“Where’s Maria?” She pushed away the thought of her being killed.

Sammy grabbed a blanket off the shelf and wrapped it around her shoulders. She sat and drew up her legs.

The girl stood by the open cabin door and looked in, trying to make sense of the invisible figure wrapped in the blanket.

“Is anybody driving this boat?” Sammy asked.

“Diving?”

“No, driving. You know, steering.”

“Steering, yes,” she said, pointing up. “English.”

Sammy looked up, remembering there were stairs running along the side of the cabin. She reluctantly let go of the blanket and brushed past the girl, who jumped back. Sammy climbed the steps and peeked inside the helm. A sinewy middle-aged guy in need of a shave stood in front of the large steering wheel, a hand resting on the far side of it.

Sammy stood behind him. “Speak English?”

The guy turned back. “Who’s there?”

“Good enough,” Sammy said. “We’re going back.”

He searched the room. “What the hell is this?”

“I don’t see you turning back.”

“I only take orders from Kucinich.”

“He’s indisposed right now.”

“Pirates!”

Sammy grabbed him by the throat and lifted him. “You’re the pirate, asshole. Do you know what you’re carrying in that cargo container?” She let him go when he turned a little too red.

He fell back against the steering wheel, bent over, gasping for breath. “What are you?”

“Turn this boat around, or you’ll find out.”

He put his hand out as though he was giving up. “I’m just a hired pilot. I have nothing to do with Kucinich’s business.”

“Yeah, you’re as innocent as a newborn.”

He pulled a lever, slowing the boat. He spun the big wheel hand over hand, the ship listing into the turn; the distant glow of the city came into view.

“You find a good place to dock and tell everybody how innocent you are, or you could run and save your own neck. I don’t care which.”

He nodded. “I know an empty slip at the Chelsea Pier.”

Yeah, he was running.

Sammy searched the ship’s bow for Maria, then continued around to the other side, stopping by the container. She pressed her fingers against the container, feeling the low hum of dozens of voices.

The girl shrieked.

Sammy raced up the steps. In the middle of the deck was Purple Hawaiian, sitting up with a gun pointed at the stairs on the other side, body pitched to the side of his limp arm. Serban knelt by the steps and held the girl by the hair.

How many guns do these guys have? Sammy took a wide berth around Purple Hawaiian then charged from behind and pulled the gun free. He spun, legs bumping into hers. He kicked wildly and knocked her over. The gun squirted out from her grasp. He lunged for it with his able arm, but came up short. Serban raced over and stepped on the gun and kicked out with his other foot.

Sammy snatched his foot and yanked him down.

He landed on the gun and scrambled to get at it as if the gun were burning a hole in his back.

Purple Hawaiian held onto her leg, shouting he got it as though she were a fish.

Sammy pulled his hand off, snapping something.

Serban fetched the gun and waved it at her, asking where was it, but Purple Hawaiian was too busy moaning.

Sammy rolled out to the side of Serban and came up behind him. She grabbed his ankles and pulled them back. His arms shot out, bracing his fall, but he still held the gun. She jumped on his back and slammed his head on the deck. He raised the gun as she went for another head banging. She ducked just as a shot fired, reached up, and jerked his arm back. The arm popped and fell to his side like something dead.

Sammy threw the gun over the side and draped the tarp over her shoulders to keep from shaking. It felt heavy and rough on her skin with a moldy, salty scent, and it wasn’t doing much to keep her warm. A roll of thick rope was under the tarp. The girl watched her from the steps, her lower lip swollen.

Sammy nabbed the rope and tossed off the stupid tarp. “Blanket?”

The girl didn’t move, and Sammy couldn’t exactly gesture, so she marched past her and into the cabin. There was a sports coat over one of the chairs. She slipped it on and rolled up the sleeves. The coat came down to her knees. She must look like a kid in this thing.

The girl stepped aside when she spotted the floating coat coming toward her. Sammy tied the two guys’ feet together heel-to-heel.

“What are you?” Serban asked in English.

Had the girl told him, or was it the mention of the blanket? Sammy tightened the knots.

“I pay you whatever you want.”

Sammy walked up to the girl and tapped on the side of the container. “Can you open it?”

The girl pointed to the container. “Open?”

“Yeah, open.” She nudged the girl to the container’s doors.

The girl swung out the door handle and lifted up the locking bar. Sammy helped pull the heavy door open. Dozens of vacant faces stared out at them from within the darkness of the container. Fear and sweat brushed against Sammy like a hot summer breeze.

“Who are they?”

“Girls. Comfort girls.”

Sammy could only imagine what that meant. “Tell them they can come out.”

The girl waved them out, saying, “Come,” in Albanian. They emerged slowly like lost souls trapped too long in a cave.

Sammy marched back to the cabin and wrapped the blanket around her legs and feet, which felt like ice. She helped herself to some cheese and orange juice in the refrigerator. “Back to being hungry again.” She searched the suit jacket pockets and found a gold clip of twenties and fifties, had to be close to five hundred.

She tossed off the blanket and scaled the ladder to the helm. The pilot was puffing on a vapor as the city came into view. The girls were out and milling about the deck, giving a wide berth to the tied-up assholes. The tarp was stretched out by the corner against the stern with someone lying on it. When one of the girls stepped away she spotted Maria’s swollen face.

Sammy raced to her, startling the few she brushed up against. Maria stirred as if in the midst of a fretful sleep. The Albanian called out to the girls to free him, promising a bountiful reward. Purple Hawaiian threatened to kill them and their families if the girls didn’t untie them. Sammy grabbed him by the hair and pounded his head against the deck.

Half the girls were kneeling and praying.

Sammy fished out a phone from the jacket and dialed emergency services, then dropped it to Maria’s side. She traipsed through the scattered group to the other side and grabbed Cindy’s phone.

The boat slowed as it drifted into the pier. Cindy’s phone had a message from the transporter, noting the police would run a trace on the phone if she didn’t respond. Sammy clicked that she was okay, and it was just a misunderstanding. The transporter billed her for another trip. She requested the same transporter to pick her up, telling them that she lost a ring and thought it was in there. It was a twelve-minute wait, and she’d be billed for another two trips.

The pilot was off the boat moments after pulling into the slip. Sammy hopped off the boat and tied it to the dock. Maria sat up, looking groggy.

Sammy dashed back to the cabin, threw off the coat, and folded the money and Cindy’s phone into the blanket. She put a handful of ice into a towel and gave it to the girl to give to Maria. She jumped onto the dock and ran, searching for her ride back to the club.
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Sammy awoke from a nap on the sofa and heard Maria and Cindy talking by the door. She swung her feet to the floor. “You got my money?”

“She even wakes up as a hard-ass.”

“Must be from my empty pockets.” She did get over four hundred from the Albanian.

Cindy had the same worried look as before Sammy took a nap. “Sam said it was nothing.”

“I said I did a lot of running around, Cindy.”

Maria strolled to the back of the chair across from Sammy. “You do any swimming?”

“Yeah, I always take a late-night swim.”

Maria circled the chair and sat, running her fingers through her hair. “Must look like shit.”

“Did Cass blow a fuse?”

Cindy sat next to Sammy and jabbed her ribs.

“What?”

“They destroyed it,” Maria said.

Cindy’s mouth dropped. “No.”

Maria nodded. “Smashed to pieces.”

“Did it offer to do one last eyeliner before passing into the bot great beyond?”

“Sam!”

Sammy grinned, pinning her elbow to her side and pressing the tips of her fingers together, imitating one of the bot’s arms. “Come, Maria, I need to fix your face before my existence is terminated.”

Cindy nudged her. “You’re terrible.”

“Let me do one more lip gloss before I go.”

Sammy covered up as they both climbed on her, pushing and shoving.

Maria rolled back into her chair. “I’ll probably be fired. Cass was destroyed for non-Chasing News business.”

“It is news, isn’t it?” Cindy asked.

“I sent Jack the story captured on a phone. I doubt he’ll be able to use it.” Maria gazed up at the ceiling and let out a breath. “Not to mention I was rambling.”

“What you went through, I don’t know how you managed.”

Sammy looked from Cindy to Maria. “Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”

“I went to grab a bite after the City Hall snooze fest, and when I came back, I found Cass in pieces. A guy with an accent came by and asked what happened, then I felt this sharp jab in my leg, and before I knew it I was doing dipsy doodles. The friendly creep kidnapped me and asked about the bugs and who else had access to them.”

“Why did he call Cindy?”

“He went through my recent calls.”

“Next phone you get, you leave her off your list.”

“Oh, Sam,” Cindy said, sounding as though she were protesting a Gladys mandate.

“It was her idea to put those stupid bugs under the table.”

Maria leaned her head back against the chair. “Won’t make that mistake again.”

“So you don’t know what happened on the boat?” Cindy asked.

Maria studied Sammy. “Ask Medusa what she was doing all that time.”

“Me? I was trying to get those assholes to lead me to you. Little did I know you were on a pleasure cruise.”

“She was locked up on some kind of slave ship, Sam.”

Sammy giggled at the thought of Maria playing the heroine in one of those corny movies titled, Maria, the Slave Girl.

“They were dealing in human trafficking. Either way, it’s not something to laugh at.”

“Sorry, but I can’t picture you as a slave girl.”

“I can give thanks to the demon or angel who freed us. None of the girls seemed to have reached a consensus.”

“Yeah, I always mix those two up.”

Maria smirked. “Maybe it was an avenging angel?”

“Did they find a broken violin?”

“One said the angel had the voice of a girl.”

Sammy sighed. “If you ask me, you should take Bernie’s offer to drive for him. You’ll be able to clear your conscience by paying me for all the work I’ve done.”

“You mean for all the running you were doing last night, or do I owe you for something else?”

“The something else was for all the work I did for you on Thursday. Should be double for having to endure Johnny’s lustful gaze.” Sammy shivered at the recollection.

“Why is it that anytime something unexplained happens, you seem to be involved somehow?”

“What strange things?” Cindy asked.

“The dead assassin who happened to be killed two blocks from your foster home, the Medusa running from the building where the assassin was killed, and last night where you just happened to be running around all night long chasing your tail.”

“It was your tail I was chasing.”

“Isn’t the Medusa the lady with the snakes on her head?” Cindy asked.

Maria nodded.

“What does that have to do with Sam?”

“Sam matched the description of the Medusa with a high probability.”

“You should’ve asked Cass what were the chances it’d make it to the end of the month. I bet it’d get that wrong too.”

Cindy leaned over Sammy, running her hand in her hair. “There’re no snakes here.”

“They only come out at night,” Sammy said.

Maria crossed her arms. “More than one witness saw snakes.”

“You know, the night Grinder drove me back from the club, he said he saw a snake by the dining room table.”

“That was me. I’m the snake girl, caught me red-handed.”

“That was the worst night.” Cindy stared blankly. “Johnny had to let me go, and I hadn’t seen or heard from you in over a week. Grinder thought the place was haunted.”

“Are there any ghostly figures also linked to me?”

“What about the phone someone left by my side, smart-ass? Dialed emergency services too.”

“I guess those angels and demons took one look at that shiner and figured if anyone needed a phone, it was you.”

Cindy poked Sammy.

“What? It looks like a volcano erupted on her face.”

“Sam!”

“Sorry, it looks fine. Don’t mind me.”

Maria stretched her back. “I have to go. Just wanted to stop by and see if you were okay.”

“We’re fine,” Cindy said. “Glad you’re okay.”

“The police took the phone that someone left me,” Maria said, giving Sammy an accusing eye. “Can I borrow yours?”

Cindy fished it out of her pocket and handed it to Maria.

“You might be running a little low on transporter credits,” Sammy said.

Maria took the phone. “From all that running?”

“Running and switching transporters while you were taking a cruise.”

Maria grinned, holding the phone up to her mouth. “Hello, Jack?”

“Maria?” Jack asked, sounding as though he was on speaker. “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning.”

“My phone was destroyed.”

“What about the phone you sent me the footage from?”

Maria swallowed. “The police took it. It was part of the crime scene.”

“The story’s blown up. When can you get here?”

“Blown up?”

“It’s got over ten million views in what, a few hours.”

Maria dropped to the chair, staring at the phone as if it had become something strange to her.

“Are you still there?”

“But I was rambling into a phone.”

“It was a bit raw, but that gave it authenticity.”

“Hope you cut out some of those close-ups of me.”

“Are you kidding? You looked like you were in a battle and came out the other end victorious. That’s gold.”

“You let it go as is?”

“Near the end you were repeating, so I cut some of that. I could’ve done a better job on the formatting, but I didn’t get this until I arrived at my office this morning.”

“But I sent it last night.”

“You used a different phone, so I wasn’t alerted.”

“Sorry, Jack.”

“We got the story. That’s all that matters.”

Maria glanced at Sammy. “Cass was destroyed.”

“I know.”

“It was while doing another project. The one you didn’t want to fund.”

Jack chuckled. “I suppose I’m funding it now.”

“You’ll fund it?”

“Come in. We’ll talk about it.”

“I have a partner on this.”

“Who?”

“A certain hard-ass I told you about.”

A long breath whistled over the phone. “Definitely come in and talk about it.”

“In about an hour?”

“I’ll be free,” Jack said.

Maria pressed the phone against herself and leaned over to Sammy. “Are you up for making a deal?”

“Me?”

“You’re my partner, aren’t you?”

Sammy stared at the phone. “He’s not going to want me.”

“Then we won’t do the deal.”

“Why?”

“Because I need you. You have a certain something that I haven’t been able to put a finger on yet.”

“Must be that glow,” Sammy said, glancing at Cindy. “Instead of moths, I get nuts and assholes.”

“So that’s a yes?”

Sammy nodded.

“See you in an hour, Jack.” Maria hung up and handed Cindy the phone.

“Isn’t this great?” Cindy said. “You’ll be working together.”

Sammy slouched back. “Don’t know if this is for me.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Maria said.

“Suppose I don’t like it. Then what?”

“Then it’s not for you.”

“If you have to go it alone then, I can’t just quit.”

“If we both do our best, we’ll have a dozen Jack types offering us deals. If you want to quit after filling your empty pockets, then I’ll muddle along.”

“I got pretty deep pockets.”

“You might just make enough to soften that hard ass.”

“Don’t want a soft ass either.”

Maria stood. “We’ll find a middle ground.”
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Sammy stood by the back wall of Jack’s office, wishing she could extend her fingers and hear what they were saying. She ran her fingers along the smooth beige wall, and muffled sounds emerged as she lifted her fingers off. She pressed the tips against the wall, hard at first, then soft. The soft touch brought hollowed voices as if Maria and Jack were at the far end of a tunnel.

“If you want to pay her as an informant, that’s one thing, but to make her a partner is another.”

“I don’t have two thousand, Jack.”

“You made her an offer and she declined. Walk away. I’m sure after a few days she’ll reconsider.”

“I don’t think so.”

“There are other informants, Maria. None of them will hold a ransom over your head.”

“She’s a story magnet, Jack. Just look how many stories she’s been involved with the last few months.”

“Which may give one pause in regard to her character.”

“Sure, she’s a tough kid, but there’s nobody else I’d want by my side with my back against the wall.”

“And she may be the one putting you in such situations. Case in point, your last story. It almost got you killed.”

“Are you talking about the number one story, Jack? The story where you had a sudden change of heart and are now considering funding?”

“I’m not saying it wasn’t a good story. It’s just that you may be taking too many risks.”

“I was just doing something you taught me. Maybe you’re the one I should be worried about.”

“Sam?”

Sammy jumped. Russo was standing by the door. “You scared the shit out of me. What are you doing here?”

“I’m looking for Maria. Jack said she’d be here.”

Sammy grinned. “Is it Maria now?”

“Where is she?”

“She’s talking to Jack.”

Russo stepped in, scanning the room. “What were you doing?”

“I was admiring how smooth these walls are. Jack has them polished like glass.”

“You were listening in, weren’t you?”

Sammy shrugged and plopped into the seat in front of the desk.

“Is she all right?”

“Are you asking about Maria or is it Santiago?”

He gave her one of those hard-cop stares.

“She got a bump on the head. Her makeup bot was smashed, so be prepared.”

“I saw the video.”

“And you came anyway.” Sammy studied Russo. “Who said cops had hearts of stone?”

Russo pulled the other chair out so it was facing Sammy. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about the concert hall case.”

“It’s been settled, and I don’t have to testify.”

Russo shook his head. “It’s looking like it’s going to court. The guy you hit with the violin is pressing charges for assault.”

“So it’s okay that he tried to kill me?”

“It’s an intimidation tactic to prevent you from testifying.”

“It’s working.”

“They’ll know more in a few days.”

“With the laughing hyena on the job, no wonder nothing turned up. Why don’t you handle it, Russo?”

“It’s not my case.”

“So you don’t care if I skip the trial.”

“Of course I care.”

Sammy folded her arms. Typical cop response.

Maria walked in with Jack right behind her. “What’s he doing here?”

“He called, genuinely concerned about you,” Jack said. “It’s a good idea to keep the police in the loop.”

“I’m fine, Russo. You can go now.”

Russo stood. “What happened?”

“Read the report. I’m sure you have connections.”

“I’ve read it. That’s the biggest lump of bullshit I’ve ever heard.”

“Jack, do I have to stand here for another cross-examination?”

“Sergeant, she spoke to the police on this matter.”

“You’re okay with this, Jack?”

“There’s an inherent risk to investigative reporting. A great deal of good was done here today.”

“What about tomorrow? Are you going to be so lucky then?”

“What risks I take or don’t take are up to me, Russo.”

“Do you have her mixed up in this?” Russo asked, thumbing at Sammy.

“She had a part in this. Don’t ask me how much.”

“Are you going to take risks with her life too?”

“She faced down a psychopathic killer and escaped a locked room filling up with carbon monoxide. I think she can take care of herself.”

“Now I’m going to get arrested for clocking the guy who tried to kill me,” Sammy said.

“Is that true, Russo?”

He shrugged. “It’s possible.”

“I should’ve hit him over the head with a piano.”

Maria and Russo grinned.

Jack looked as if he had a sudden bout of indigestion. “This puts a wrinkle in the plans.”

Must be the worst thing for a guy with pressed shirts and glass-smooth walls.

Maria stepped toward Sammy. “Sam, if you want to step away from working with me on this project, I’ll understand.”

“Are you going to pay me?”

Maria looked back at Jack.

Jack gave Maria one of those you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me looks. “She might be arrested tomorrow.”

“No deal, Jack.”

“Maria?”

“You’ve always told me to trust my gut. My gut’s telling me that this is right.”

Jack sighed, marching over to his desk. He picked up a phone and handed it to Maria. “Here’s my spare. I’ll get you a new phone tomorrow.”

“Sam will also need a phone.”

“Fine,” Jack said with a healthy exhale. “I’ll forward the money into your account later on today.”

Sammy stood. “What about my money?”

Maria turned back. “I’ll still be paying you, Sam.”

“Good. Don’t like the idea of coming to him with my hand out. He’s a type that likes to spit in it.”

Russo chuckled.

Jack looked away, glaring at the wall. Probably found a spot with a chip in it. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Maria. This may be your only chance at an opportunity like this.”

Maria slipped the phone into her pocket. “I plan to make the most of it.”

“Can we go now?” Sammy asked. “Don’t want to wrinkle his carpet.”

Maria nodded. “You won’t be disappointed, Jack.”

Jack pursed his lips and nodded.

They headed out with Russo trailing behind, and he grabbed Maria’s arm just as they cleared the steps. “I hope you’re not planning to do something stupid with this new opportunity.”

Maria pulled her arm free. “Oh, it’s just like you to say something like that.”

“How else would I say it? A day after you almost got yourself killed, you’re dashing off to finish the job.”

“They weren’t going to kill me. They were going to make me some kind of love slave.”

“I don’t think it had anything to do with love,” Sammy said.

Russo stepped toward Maria. “You’re putting her life in danger too. If anything happens to her, I’ll hold you responsible.”

“Why don’t you just lock me up now?”

“If I could, I would.”

“Your true colors are showing, Russo. Disappointed you didn’t get the chance to pick out your love slave?”

Russo leaned into Maria, red-faced and glaring at her. He spun around and marched away.

“That…that bastard.”

Sammy watched Maria gazing back at Russo. “That love slave remark was a little bit below the belt.”

“Below the belt from you? You live below the belt.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say about small people.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Maria said with a huff. “Don’t know what I meant.”

“Uncle Danny used to say the harder they fight the more they like each other.”

“Like him? I despise him.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You know you can be really annoying.”

Sammy nodded. “It’s a gift.”

Maria laughed, pulling Sammy toward her. “This could be dangerous.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll look out for you.”

Maria grinned, looking down at Sammy. “Thanks.” She rocked slightly, pulling Sammy to her sway. “I feel oddly comforted by that.”

“Must be my glow.”

“Does that make me a nut or an asshole?”

“A little bit of both.”

“That’s about how I feel most days.” Maria dropped her arm. “They deleted all the recordings, even the crime scene footage we took. Jack’s looking into it.”

“One of the recordings I listened to said that girl left the Pleasure Palace with a guy named Doric.”

Maria hugged Sammy. “You got it?”

“You should save these hugs for Russo.”

“Smart-ass.”

“And I thought I was a tough kid.”

Maria’s jaw dropped. “You little shit.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say about small people.”

“How much did you hear?”

“Not much. Russo came in when you were getting to the good stuff.”

“Then his visit wasn’t a total waste.”

“I was just practicing to be a good reporter.”

“Come on, ace reporter,” Maria said, nodding for Sammy to follow. “You have another return engagement at the club.”

“I’m not dressing up.”

“Afraid to tug at Johnny’s heartstrings?”

Sammy sneered.

Maria turned back with a smirk. “I can be a little shit too, you know.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Five

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat next to the nerve stimulator, her fingers extended into little stubs while Maria was upstairs, looking for Doric. She’d told Maria she’d question the staff, but she only asked the ape by the door. The hostesses were too busy to stop and talk.

Leo wasn’t busy, so she stopped by the lab, and he suggested she try to extend the fingers with a little help from the stimulator.

“You seem distracted,” Leo said. “Try focusing on extending the fingers.”

Sammy held up her hand. “Longer fingers, longer fingers. See, it doesn’t work. Just give me the big zap.”

“What will that prove?”

Sammy shrugged. “It’ll feel better. These fingers feel as if they’re stuffed into a glove.”

“All the more reason to do this yourself.”

“If I’m supposed to do this myself, why is it so hard?”

“If you put as much effort into this as when you first learned to walk, you’d still be crawling.”

“That’d be a sight.”

“Hold still.” He pressed the probe against her arm. A little tingle retracted the one-inch stubs.

“At least it didn’t hurt.”

“I had to use a higher setting last night. You can’t leave them extended for long periods of time.”

“How did I know Maria was hauled off on a boat as a love slave?”

“These exploits leave you vulnerable to discovery.”

Sammy flexed her fingers, which felt a little stiff. She’d broken some bones last night, and it didn’t bother her in the least. “Does this octopus DNA affect how I think?”

“Do you have a sudden hankering for shellfish?”

“Talking about last night when I broke bones and hurled that guy overboard. It didn’t bother me a bit. Think I actually enjoyed it.”

“I’m sure this is more of the domain of psychology.”

“Does that make me a psycho?”

“Do you have the urge to break random strangers’ bones?”

Johnny came to mind. “Only people I know.”

Leo stood. “I have things to do, and you appear to be distracted, so we’ll call it a night.”

“I’m supposed to be asking about this Doric guy.”

“Cindy will be working the next few nights, so you’re on your own.”

“Is she doing okay?”

“Let’s just say that lab work is not in her future.”

If Gladys’s bogus charges were dropped, Cindy could work upstairs again. She’d have to ask Russo.

Leo was upfront checking the green slime that magically turned into psychedelics.

“Can you give me the big zap? I want to stretch these fingers out.”

“Does someone need rescuing?”

“Maria’s probably knee-deep in an Albanian assassination plot or whatever this Doric is.”

“I don’t know if I can afford to lose another lab coat.”

“I’m going to blend and won’t need any of your stupid coats.”

Leo said nothing, stirring the pot.

“Come on. It’s either zap me, or I follow you around the next couple hours, asking you a lot of stupid questions.”

Leo marched back to the table and picked up the probe.

 

●●●

 

Sammy stood outside the rope next to Bernie’s table. He was trying to convince Maria to be his driver.

“How about Wednesdays will be veil day? You can wear whatever you want the other days as long as it doesn’t clash with what I’m wearing.”

Maria grinned, glancing at a table in the middle of the room.

Sammy followed her line of sight. There were two tables, mostly older guys, one looking meaner than the next.

“I think a nice dark lace will look good on you, girl.”

Sammy unhooked the rope when the ape wasn’t looking and let it drop.

The ape bent down with a grunt and hooked it back.

Johnny walked in from the front. Sammy thought of tripping him, but he stopped before getting to her.

“Johnny, there’s something wrong with this rope,” the ape said.

Johnny looked down. “There’s not a lot that can go wrong with a rope.”

“It keeps falling off.”

Johnny unhooked the rope and held it up. “Do you see anything wrong with this?”

The ape shrugged. “It’s a rope.”

“Do you know how to open a door?”

“I got here, didn’t I?”

“I’ll put you on doors tomorrow.”

Just as Johnny hooked the rope, Sammy unhooked the other end and let it drop.

“See.”

Johnny shook his head and walked away.

Sammy circled the tables, hoping someone would call out for Doric. She danced around Janine, who had just left drinks at a table.

“Why do we have that cow for a server?” the guy at the end asked.

As the guy lifted his drink, Sammy yanked his chair. He fell back, spilling the glass over himself. He scrambled to his feet, smelling of booze. “Somebody pulled my chair back.”

The guy next to him turned and looked back, his movements slow and plodding. Nobody but Sammy was behind him. “How many pills did you have?”

The booze-smelling guy pulled the chair upright. “I’m drinking tonight.”

Sammy drifted past tables of sweet, musky cologne, listening to the murmurs and foreign tongues. If Doric was mentioned, she didn’t hear it.

A guy hopped out of his seat right in front of her. Sammy shoved him back, nearly tipping him over in his seat. He held his arms out as if searching for something in the dark. “What was that?”

It was a Saturday night and the place had tables pressed almost up to the front door, where they’d need binoculars to see the show. Sammy chuckled. The skin joint wasn’t even about the skin anymore.

A guy looking like a vampire crept along the side, passing behind Sammy. His hair was of a shade where light goes to die and his skin flour white. A gold chain crested inside the open-collar shirt, thick enough to make Arnie smile for a week. He took nervous glances back then disappeared out the front.

Maria raced along the side in pursuit. Had she ever seen a horror movie?

Sammy followed, giving up the soft carpet for the gravel-filled walkway.

The ape at the door closed it behind Maria and clipped Sammy’s shoulder.

She spun and fell, scraping knees and elbows.

Maria crossed off the path and headed toward the dark, desolate sidewalk.

Sammy jogged after her, groaning with each step on the stones. The sidewalk was empty. Where’d Maria go?

Sammy scanned the three cars with drivers that were parked along the curb. A yelp came from the bushes lining the path leading to the back of the club.

The vampire had Maria pinned by the throat against an elm tree. “You looking for me?” he asked with an accent Sammy couldn’t quite narrow down.

Sammy searched for a method of attack without drawing attention.

Maria raised her chin to free herself from the grasp. “What do you want?” Her voice choked into a whisper.

“I’m the guy you’ve been asking about.”

“You’re Doric McAllister?”

“You think you’re funny?” He slammed her head against the tree.

Sammy took a step. A twig crunched underfoot. Doric turned. Maria kneed him between his legs, doubling him over. He grabbed her arm as she turned to escape.

Sammy wrapped two fingers around his wrist, then squeezed until he let go.

Maria darted away, screaming. Sammy tripped Doric when he made a run for it. One of the apes lifted him off his feet and dragged him to the back. If that was Doric, then he wasn’t their guy. He was shorter and narrower at the shoulders than the masked killer. She tiptoed back to the club, cursing the stones.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Six

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy and Maria sat at an outside café, looking out over the sun-splashed park across the street. Sammy fingered the crumbs from her sandwich and flicked them into her mouth.

Maria stared. “You want something else?”

Sammy shook her head even though she was still hungry.

“I don’t know where you put it. What was that? A triple-decker?”

“No, it wasn’t a triple-decker. Did you see three layers?”

Maria grinned. “I didn’t see much. It was all a blur.”

Sammy turned away. “Ha, ha.”

Maria put down her coffee. “Now you have money, I should make you pay.”

“You only paid me a hundred.”

“I can’t take out five hundred in cash, or the feds will open a file on me. I already have Russo. Don’t need the feds too.”

“I know a place where you can get the cash.”

“Those places rip you off, not to mention they’re illegal.”

“Now you’re suddenly worried about things being illegal.”

Maria tapped on her phone. “If you need something, I can get it for you.”

The phone in Sammy’s pocket hummed. She knew it was Maria testing something else on it. They’d gotten the phones from Jack earlier. The phone hummed again.

“I sent you two messages. Did you get them?”

Sammy wondered now if this was a good idea getting a phone. “Yeah, I figured it was another stupid message.”

“Smart-ass.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “What’s next?”

Maria put the phone down by her coffee. “We have to rerun the footage for those crime scenes.”

“You going to resurrect the bot?”

“We’re using phones. Jack wants to relabel us Grunge News.”

“Sounds like a disease.”

Maria scrolled through a few screens. “I’m not crazy about it either.”

“You’re not sending me another message.”

“Found the name of the organization that put on that play in the park.” Maria sat up, leaning over her phone. “Artemis Players.”

“Did Jack come up with that name too?”

“It’s got nothing to do with Jack, smart-ass.” Maria studied the screen. “They do have patrons.”

“Sounds like rich people.”

“Or simply lovers of the arts.”

“In other words, rich people,” Sammy said.

“Could the killer be a patron?”

“He has a chauffeur, so he’s got to be rich.”

“If he had a car waiting, then he had to have known this play was being performed.”

Sammy nodded. “The car must’ve been right across the street from the park.”

“Let’s pay the Artemis Players a visit.”

 

●●●

 

Sammy and Maria walked up a flight of stairs and stopped by the second door across the hall. Maria turned the knob, but it was locked.

“Said you should’ve called.”

Maria knocked. “Somebody should be here.”

“Maybe they’re out doing another stupid play.”

“Can I help you?” an annoyed woman’s voice called out from a speaker somewhere above them.

“We’re from Chasing News, wanting to talk to you about your opinions of the cultural landscape of the city.”

“You got to be kidding me,” Sammy whispered.

“It would be nice if you called first,” the woman said, then buzzed them in.

The office was narrow, feeling as if they’d walked into a shoebox. The walls and ceiling were whiter than white. The floor was a dark wood with a thick light-gray throw rug in the center. The woman was in her late thirties with dark hair coming down to the shoulders and a few strands of gray if you looked close enough. She seemed as if she’d seen everything twice and didn’t like either version.

She waved her hand to the seats in front of the desk, which was really just a table with black metal legs. “I was going to ask for credentials, but I recognize the face.”

Sammy and Maria sat. The glow from the window behind her seemed brighter at their sitting position. Sammy covered her eyes. “Should’ve brought a shade.”

The woman touched something on her desk, darkening the window. “Is that better?”

Sammy nodded. The woman was barefoot with pink nail polish.

“Sorry for not calling, but we were just in the neighborhood and thought it’d be a great idea to start with one of the cultural icons of the city.”

The woman’s guarded expression melted into a more prideful grin. “Are you a patron?”

“Maria Santiago.”

The woman tapped on the screen. “I’m good with faces, not so much with names.”

“I’m not a patron, but that’s one area I wanted to discuss.”

“Patrons?”

Maria nodded. “One idea we’re looking at is what is the engagement of the average citizenry in supporting the arts. For instance, do you have a wide patron support base?”

“Oh, very wide. We have people from all walks of life.”

“I bet none of them walk,” Sammy said under her breath.

“Excuse me?”

Sammy flashed a phony smile. “Very inspiring.”

“We’re like one big family.”

Maria leaned forward in her seat. “We’d love to speak to your patrons to get the many different perspectives of why they support the arts.”

“I couldn’t possibly give you the contact information. That’d be a breach of trust.”

“I can assure you of our discretion, and think of the goodwill generated for your own organization.”

Sammy pulled out her phone and checked if she could connect to the lady’s computer. There was a computer called Artemis Player One on the list. Maria had shown her how to get into other phones and computers that weren’t protected, but this one was. One sketchy app found on a gray site let her see what apps were running. One was a spreadsheet titled “Patrons.”

The lady dwelled on Maria’s proposal for a moment. “I can’t.”

Sammy sent Maria a message. Maria excused herself and checked her phone. She looked over at Sammy for confirmation.

Sammy nodded.

“We do have another play schedule for next week,” the lady said. “Many of our patrons will be in the audience.”

Sammy connected to Artemis Player One and performed her best imitation of a sneeze, stomping on the lady’s toes.

The lady shot up out of the desk, howling.

Maria jumped out of her seat and rushed to her. “Are you all right?”

Sammy waited for Artemis Player One’s screen to show up.

“She stepped on my bare feet!”

“I’m sure she didn’t mean it,” Maria said, shielding the lady from the computer, then reached back and hit “accept.”

Sammy copied the spreadsheet of the patrons onto her phone and disconnected.

Maria mouthed the words, “Did you get it?”

Sammy nodded.

“Sorry,” Sammy said, adding a sniffle for good measure. “Had a sneeze that I couldn’t get out until just then.”

“Can I get you anything?” Maria asked, dripping with false sincerity.

The lady shook her head and waved Maria off. She sat down with her foot up on the chair, massaging her toes. “My feet were under the desk.”

“My body spasms when I sneeze. Once I almost knocked a guy out on a bus after a sneeze.”

The lady huffed, still working the toes. “You should wear a hazard sign.”

“I’ve been thinking of getting a yellow shirt with red stripes.”

“We’re so sorry.” Maria pulled Sammy out of the chair. “I’ll call you about the date for the play.”

Sammy pulled her arm free once the office door closed behind them. “Thought you wanted to stick around and talk about cultural vistas.”

“Couldn’t let the hazard sign go? You did almost break her toes.”

“I just stepped on them. What was she doing without shoes, anyway?”

Maria glanced at her as they approached the landing.

“What?”

Maria held the door for Sammy. “We should talk.”

“About what?”

“Mostly about that chip on your shoulder.”

“Is that what I have? I should get one of them cleaning bots to brush it off.”

“Sam?”

Sammy pulled out the phone and gave it to her. “The hundred makes us even.”

Maria grabbed her arm as Sammy reached for the exit door. “Sam, please.”

Sammy pulled her arm free, glaring at Maria.

“If I overstepped some line, then I’m sorry. It came from a place where friends help each other.”

“I thought I was helping you by getting the contacts. Instead of thanking me, you’re trying to make me into some other version of you.”

Maria narrowed her gaze. “I don’t think I am.”

“If I have to step on some toes, I do it, and I don’t apologize for it.”

Maria pushed through the door. “When you step on toes, you step on toes.”

“A little tap wasn’t going to get her jumping out of the chair.”

“You had her jumping all right.”

Sammy shielded her eyes from the sun. “If I had to listen to any more of that cultural landscaping bullshit, I’d be the one jumping.”

Maria’s phone rang. She handed back Sammy’s phone and checked hers. “It’s Jack.”

Sammy sent the patron list to Maria.

“This sounds like another Medusa, Jack… Were the ratings that good? Don’t you think this will affect our credibility? We’re already called Chasing Tail News… Right, Grunge News… Okay,” Maria said, then hung up.

“Jack’s having me chase down angels, demons, ghosts, or whatever they’re calling them now. There’s a slew of other reports.”

Sammy was glad she didn’t have to answer to Jack. “Good luck.”

“Sure you don’t want to tag along? Something tells me this is right up your alley.”

Sammy shook her head.

“There might be some toes needing stepping on.”

“I showed you how, now go forth and prosper.”

“You really are a smart-ass, you know.”

“One of us has to be.”

Maria scrolled through the spreadsheet. “I’ll send these names to my city hall connections in Motor Vehicles. It should narrow down the list to a more manageable number.”

Sammy spun and flicked her hand goodbye.

“Thanks,” Maria shouted.

“About time.”

 



 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Seven

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy took the stairs to the club’s basement and passed Johnny’s office. He wasn’t in, and if she was lucky, she’d miss him tonight. Leo and Johnny had been driving Cindy crazy. Leo didn’t need her in the lab, and Johnny didn’t want her in the lounge. Sammy opened the door to the lab and spotted Johnny and Leo in the back. So much for missing Johnny.

“Just throw the rats in the garbage,” Johnny said. “We do it all the time.”

“These are not ordinary rats and need to be disposed of as medical waste.”

Sammy wondered if she should step out, but the rats had her intrigued.

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” Johnny’s grin turned more into a sneer after noticing Sammy.

“You should listen to him, Leo. Johnny knows a thing or two about dead rats. Just ask his rug.”

“I got cops coming around asking questions. I don’t need you here.”

“Did they want to bring in that rug for questioning?”

“They wanted to know a place to get a lawn gnome. I told them they had one on their books.”

Leo stepped between them. “So we’re in agreement about the need for the medical waste incinerator?”

Johnny spun back to him. “This is it! Do you hear me?”

“Yes, very clearly.”

Johnny glanced around. “Where’s your girlfriend?”

“She’s not his girlfriend, you creep.”

His grin turned goofy and sinister. “You’re not doing her too?”

Sammy picked up a metal cube to throw.

Leo raced over and grabbed her arm. “Sam, no!”

“Look at the gnome go.” Johnny chuckled. “I’ll leave you two alone.” He opened the door and strolled out.

Leo held her arm back. “Sam, put it down.”

Sammy dropped the cube. “Give me a zap. Just one zap and I’ll stuff that rug down his throat.”

“I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“Then I’ll shove it up his ass.”

Leo gazed at her with a crinkled brow.

She was collecting a bunch of those disapproving looks today. Maybe Leo wanted to talk about the chip on her shoulder next.

Leo strolled back to the rat cages. “May I ask why you’re here?”

“Cindy asked me to stop by. Where is she?”

Leo shrugged, jotting something down on a tablet.

Sammy marched out of the lab, trying to get her fingers to grow. Johnny wasn’t in his office. Sammy scanned the lounge—no sign of Cindy. Bernie wasn’t at his usual table either.

Janine walked by and flashed a smiled.

“You see Cindy?”

“Saw her in the kitchen earlier,” Janine said and poured a glass of water.

Sammy headed toward the double doors, then turned back. “Bernie’s not here today?”

“Must’ve taken the day off.” Janine headed back to the lounge with the water.

Cindy stood at the stove with her white lab coat, tossing up bite-size orange balls with a flip of the pan. The balls sizzled, and the flame flared. Cindy took a step back, hand outstretched, still holding the pan over the fire. “I’m making cheese puffs, Sam.”

“Looks like you’re fighting a dragon.”

Cindy rolled the balls onto a plate. “Take one.”

Sammy picked up one with a napkin.

“Linda showed me how to make them. How are they?”

“I’m waiting for it to drop below the lead-melting phase.”

Cindy giggled. “I guess they’re still hot.”

Sammy bit into it, taking in mostly the crusty outer shell. The cheese oozed out like lava.

“Let me see your new phone, reporter girl.”

“Just helping Maria, and for that she says I got a chip on my shoulder.”

“A chip? Where?” Cindy asked, looking from one shoulder to the other.

“It’s not a real chip. It’s a stupid saying.”

“Oh,” Cindy said, narrowing her gaze. “What does it mean again?”

“Don’t know exactly—”

“I bet Linda knows.” Cindy asked Linda, who was sorting through a large bag of potatoes.

Linda looked up as if she were trying to pick words out of the air. “Somebody who holds a grudge.”

“I don’t think you hold a grudge any more than anyone else.”

Sammy didn’t think that was it either. She handed Cindy the phone and bit into the cheese puff. The cheese was only mildly scalding.

Cindy took the phone as if it was delicate, brows arched. “You know how expensive these are?”

“How much?” She could pawn it if Jack didn’t deliver the money she was owed.

Cindy flipped through the screens. “What are all these names?”

“We think one of them is the masked killer.”

“Really?”

Sammy nodded. “We’re going to try to whittle down the list and find him.”

“You going to turn him over to that cop?”

“First, I’m going to take his knife and whittle something of his down.”

Cindy grinned. “You be careful, Sam. He’s a killer.”

She was a killer too, although that didn’t give her any comfort. Sammy finished the rest of the puff as she watched Cindy flip through the screens.

Cindy handed her back the phone and picked up the plate of cheese puffs. “Back to the dungeon.”

They strolled out of the kitchen and down the stairs.

“At least I didn’t have to clean the rat cages today. Guess his experiment didn’t go well.”

“No one was more disappointed than Johnny. He was expecting to get a new hair weave out of it.”

Cindy glanced at her with a sly grin. “You do have a little bit of that chip for Johnny.”

“Almost gave him a chip to the head.”

“You saw him?”

Sammy nodded, snatching a cheese puff. “I came down here looking for you.”

“Didn’t Boulder tell you I was in the kitchen?”

“I don’t understand grunt.”

Cindy lingered a few steps past Johnny’s office. “He does mumble sometimes.”

Sammy’s phone buzzed. It was Maria.

“Where are you?”

“At the club. Why?”

“There’s another murder.”

“Where?”

“I’m sending the address. Come as quick as you can.”

The call disconnected and a message popped up with an address.

“What is it, Sam?”

“Another girl was killed.” Sammy stared at the address. It wasn’t close to the club like the last one, though.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Eight

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

A police car closed off the street, lights flashing up and down the block. Sammy stepped out of the transporter, but the cop blocked her way. Sammy pointed to the apartment building behind the cop. “I live right there.”

The cop pushed off the car. “Let’s see some ID.”

“I left my phone in the apartment. It’s been one of those days.”

“How did you get a transporter if you don’t have a phone?”

Sammy sighed. Cops can be like dogs with a bone. “A friend called it for me.”

He puckered his lips, looking as if he’d just taken a sip of soup and wasn’t sure if it needed more salt.

Sammy’s phone rang.

The cop leaned back against the car. “Right.”

Sammy huffed and walked away.

It was Maria. “Remember when you get here, we get first crack at anything you find. You tell me, and I’ll tell Russo.”

“The cop wouldn’t let me through.”

“Must be only letting in people with press passes.”

“Can you send me one?”

“They don’t give them out like candy.”

“They don’t give out candy like candy either.”

“Yeah,” Maria said, buzzing the phone with her breath. “How about if you tell the cop that you live in one of the apartments?”

“Tried that and it almost worked; then you called.”

“You have to put it on silent mode first.”

“I’d like to go into silent mode right now.”

“Smart-ass.”

“I’ll see if I can find another way in.”

“Look around for the mask and see if he left it on one of the side streets.”

Sammy searched the hedges along the side of the building and smelled a cigar, spotting a two-inch butt behind one of the bushes. A couple of guys stepped through a side door to the apartment. She ran for the door. “Can you hold that?”

The door locked behind them, but the guy with a purple shirt and wispy thin beard opened it up for her.

“Thanks.”

“Sure, kid.”

They weren’t much older than her, and he called her kid? Sammy said nothing and followed them up the steps. They kept turning back, and she kept expecting them to get off at the next floor.

The guy in the front with a striped shirt turned back at the stairs to the roof. “You know Steve?” he asked her as though he thought she didn’t.

She’d had enough of these clowns. “Yeah, Steve the asshole.”

Purple Shirt laughed. “That sounds like Steve.”

Striped Shirt trudged up the steps. “How many did he invite to this kegger?”

Purple Shirt looked at her from head to toe. “How old are you?”

Sammy brushed past him. “With that beard, you’re asking how old I am?”

“It’ll fill in.”

“This decade or next?”

He reached out for the closing door. “Want to hang out?”

It was a flat-tar roof surrounded by a three-foot wall, narrowing then expanding again to the next building. All of the buildings seemed to be attached. There were a few people ahead of them, strolling toward the flashing lights from the streets below as if they were on a great pilgrimage.

Sammy’s phone rang.

“You’re meeting somebody?” Purple Shirt asked.

Sammy turned away and pulled out her phone. Maria again.

“Find anything?” Maria asked, hopeful.

“I’ll call you if I find something. Isn’t that how it’s supposed to work?”

“Still waiting for Russo,” Maria said. “Where are you?”

“On the roof. Somebody named Steve is throwing a kegger.”

“That brings back memories. What’s the occasion?”

Sammy turned back to Purple Shirt. “Why the kegger?”

“It’s a slasher party. Didn’t Steve tell you?”

Sammy told Maria it was a slasher party, and was about to tell Purple Shirt that he and his friends were creeps, but he jogged off, saying he didn’t want to miss out on the red ale.

“Sam?”

Sammy put the phone to her ear. “Yeah?”

“This might be a story.”

“A story of creeps.”

“This’ll be your first story. If it’s any good, Jack will pay.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Just point the camera at them and ask questions. Pretend you have an open mind, and you want to know what they’re doing there.”

“They’re drinking ale, red ale.”

“They can drink it anywhere. Why there?”

“Because the girl is dead on the street, and they’re creeps.”

“Everyone reacts to tragedy differently. If they’re creeps, then it’ll come through, but you can’t call them out as such. You have to let them tell their story.”

“Yeah, let them tell their creepy story.”

“You’re stuck up there anyway, might as well make the best of it.”

“I was going to come down.”

“The police aren’t letting anyone out onto the street.”

“How can they do that?”

“Must be another door on the other side of the building.”

Sammy could blend and slip out, but then what?

“At least get some pictures from up top, and if you want to stretch yourself, ask the keggers some questions. Unless you’re afraid of looking stupid.”

“I know what you’re trying to do.”

“If you can see through that, then it should be really easy to ask a few good questions. You’re a smart-ass after all.”

Purple Shirt came back holding a couple of beers. “Are these red or what?”

“Sounds like you found your first victim,” Maria said. “Got to go.”

“Your friend’s coming?” He offered her one of the beers.

No, she left me with you clowns. Sammy took the beer. “She couldn’t make it, but she wanted me to capture the party for her.” She held the phone up and centered him in the viewer. “So who are you and what are you doing here?”

“I’m Rolston,” he said, thumbing his chest. “I’m here for the red ale. Steve’s got a whole keg of the stuff.” He raised the cup and took a gulp.

Sammy didn’t think that Rolston would make captivating viewing. “Let’s go see Steve.”

He nodded and took another gulp of the red ale. There were more than twenty people along the third and fourth apartment buildings’ roof, most leaning over the wall. Three or four sat back in lawn chairs. A guy sat in the middle with a straw sombrero with two girls beside him, one with a fake sword to the head and another with a red-stained T-shirt. Sammy guessed the guy in the middle was Steve.

Sammy asked Steve a few questions about the party, and he took the occasion to get all philosophical about life and death. Sammy wondered if he believed his own bullshit. She talked to some of the others with the camera rolling. Those who believed like Steve were there to witness death from a distance and to celebrate another day of life with friends, or at least that was Sammy’s take on it. Others like Rolston just came for the beer.

The girl with the red-stained T-shirt stood by the wall, looking at the draped corpse with childlike wonder. She held the beer in both hands as if the weight were taxing. She raised the cup and took a sip like a fawn drinking at a pond. “What do you think it’s like to be stalked by the slasher?”

Sammy wondered if she should stop recording but kept it on. “I’d like to see him try.”

Her face seemed to glow. “Every step he takes is another step toward death.”

“You think about that much?”

“The slasher makes you think about it. He’s not killing old people.”

There was nothing like a psycho in your life to make you dwell about the unthinkable.

“Life is like a balloon.”

Another philosopher. “Balloon?”

The girl nodded. “Life starts out like a big fat balloon, then slowly loses air and shrivels up, dropping to the floor.”

“Unless it starts out on the floor.”

“I’m talking about helium-filled balloons.” She took another sip from the beer. “Then someone like the slasher comes by and just pops it. All the lost time of shriveling up is compressed into that one moment.”

“You can pop them with a zipper too. Comes in handy when somebody walks onto a crowded bus with half a dozen of those stupid balloons.”

The girl peered at Sammy with furrowed brows. “Excuse me?”

“Nothing.”

The gaggle of reporters rushed the cop car pulling in behind the others. Russo stepped out, looking haggard. Sammy trained the phone’s camera on him, then swept it toward the covered corpse. Past that was the side of the building and a fire escape.

“I hope they move her soon. It’s got to be cold lying on the ground.” The girl turned and walked back to Steve and his philosophy.

Sammy put the phone away and dashed to the fire escape. A ladder dropped down from the roof to the basket below. A checkered tablecloth was draped over the corner. It’d give her cover to strip and blend.

She settled under the tablecloth to strip, shifting potted plants to make room. Russo ducked under the police tape. Sammy climbed down, dangling four or five feet above the ground, then dropped to a patch of dirt with a thump.

The cop closest turned. Sammy froze. The ladder was out of reach, so she wasn’t going back that way. She crept along the side, stopping about ten feet from the body. Russo was talking to two other cops, backs turned away from the reporters. Sammy couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it sounded like small talk. She crept closer.

Russo shuffled toward the covered body as though he were knee-deep in water. He looked like shit. Sammy wondered if he’d been drinking and had to sober up.

Russo stopped by the body. “What do we got?”

The taller of the two cops rattled off a name that sounded Russian and an address that wasn’t close. “Big chested like the others, but this one had some help.”

“Fake boobs?”

“‘Augmented’ I think is the term.”

“A sex worker?”

“If she is, she’s not registered.”

Russo bent down and reached for the cover.

“Found ash on her.”

The shorter cop nodded. “Like he was smoking a cigar while slashing her.”

Sammy remembered a tossed cigar by the bushes.

“Lab take samples?” Russo asked.

Both cops nodded.

The taller cop stepped closer. “Lab thinks they got some DNA under the fingernails.”

Russo peeled back the cover. “She fought back at least.”

Sammy gasped. It was Scrumptious, the Russian dancer.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Nine

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy scurried along the side of the apartment to the door blocked by a cop. She lifted the nightstick from his side and dropped it. When the cop bent down to pick it up, Sammy slipped behind him through the door and up the steps.

The girl with the red-stained shirt lay still on the roof with vacant eyes. “How cold do you think she is now?”

The girl with the fake sword stood over her with her head cocked. “We should get a bed sheet.”

Most of the others encircled Steve and his keg.

Sammy dashed down the fire escape and dressed. She fished out her phone and called Maria. “I found out a couple of things.”

“About what?”

“The murder. What do you think?”

“Someone on the roof saw something?”

“No, I heard the cops talking.”

“From the roof?”

“I’m on the fire escape,” Sammy said. “Sounds must travel good up here.”

“I don’t see you.”

“I’m under the tablecloth. Do you want me to tell you or not?”

“Yeah,” Maria said with a breathy glee.

“They found ashes on her from a cigar.” Sammy waited for Maria to say something. “You there?”

“I wanted to get away from any eavesdroppers.”

Sammy peeked out from under the tablecloth. Maria was standing by the cars, a lone cop a few feet away.

“He killed her while smoking a cigar?”

“There was a cigar by the bushes when I was looking for the mask. I bet that’s his.”

“Good work, Sam.”

“I know the girl who was killed. We both know her.”

“Who?” Maria’s voice was hollow.

“Scrumptious,” Sammy said. Just saying it took her breath. “You know, the Russian dancer who told us about the Albanians.”

“You sure?”

“Unless she’s got a twin.”

“You could see her from up there?”

Maria and her stupid questions. “I used the zoom on the camera.”

“Did you get the picture?”

“Didn’t want the flash to go off.”

Maria nodded, but didn’t say anything.

Sammy ducked out from under the tablecloth to see if anyone was on the roof by the ladder. It was clear.

“Do you remember the dancer’s name?” Maria asked.

“One of the cops said it. It was one of those long Russian names.”

“I want to say Argentina, but I know that’s not it.”

Sammy sat up on the ladder rung, peering over the tablecloth. “Want me to wait for you by the cigar?”

“Yeah, but get some footage. Start from far back and don’t be afraid to get too close.”

“Of a cigar butt?”

“Viewers love that kind of stuff,” Maria said. “Then send me the footage. I have to bring Russo in on this. Hopefully, a shot of the cigar will get us some additional access. They’re starting to wrap this up. Go.”

Sammy climbed up to the roof and unblended.

Purple Shirt was pissing in the corner. “Hey, where’ve you been?”

“Ugh!”

The girl with the red-stained shirt sat next to Steve and watched Sammy pass. Her eyes held a hint of curiosity like a kid watching a bird fly over, but her face was expressionless. “The chronicler.”

Steve raised his cup. “To the chronicler.”

Everyone raised their cup and chanted, “To the chronicler.”

Sammy expected candles and pentagrams next. She rushed down the steps and out the back. She stopped by the bushes, hoping one of those green-is-clean bots hadn’t stopped by. She found the butt; a hint of its smell still lingered.

“Don’t mind me,” Sammy said to the cop blocking the street.

He glanced at her but said nothing.

She set the video rolling and followed the path the slasher took, capturing street signs, the oak tree at the corner, flashing store signs across the avenue, and transporters zipping by. Sammy slowed, bending to zoom in on the cigar butt, then clicked “send.”

Sammy walked back by the cop, searching down the block. No sign of Maria.

“If you’re thinking of running in there, it’s a bad idea,” the cop said.

She saw someone moving, but it was just another cop. “I’m waiting for somebody.”

“Back away.”

Sammy took a step back. “I know Russo.”

He leaned back against the car, looking bored and unimpressed. Her phone buzzed.

It was a message. Got it. Looks good.

“Yeah, for a cigar butt,” Sammy said.

Valentina was the name, the next message said. Talked to Cindy. She’s digging up the dirt.

Not how Sammy would’ve phrased it. She messaged, Coming?

Waiting for Russo… Shouldn’t be much longer.

Sammy put the phone away and strolled to the back by the bushes. A guy stumbled out the door. He didn’t look like anybody from the kegger party. They were probably sacrificing somebody right now with the phony sword. Sammy figured Red Stained was the overwhelming choice. Her phone buzzed again.

We’re coming.

Sammy walked back to the front by the cop. “Russo’s coming now. You know, the guy who’s running this whole operation.”

The cop turned back.

Another message. Russo’s being his usual hard-ass… Don’t say anything about Valentina.

Maria and Russo appeared under the corner streetlamp. Maria had a slight pout, her eyes stone cold. Russo looked as if he’d been dragging a hundred pounds of bricks and was more irked by each step.

“You two fighting again?”

Russo stopped a few feet away. “You should be in bed.”

“I’m waiting to be tucked in and read a story.”

Russo sighed. “Where is it?”

Maria stepped between them. “It’s in the bushes here somewhere. Hope you don’t destroy the evidence while looking for it.”

“You’re interfering with the investigation of a homicide, Santiago. Do you want to spend the night in jail?”

“We’re aiding, not interfering, Russo, and there’s still a thing called freedom of the press.”

“Once you’ve alerted an investigating officer of possible evidence, you’re required to show it.”

“And you’re supposed to help those who help you.”

“No, I’m not.”

“At least show some professional courtesy. I guess I made the mistake that you’re a professional.”

“Goes both ways, Santiago.”

Sammy turned on the phone’s camera light and pointed to the cigar. “It’s just a stupid cigar butt.”

“Why did you help him? He wouldn’t lift a finger to help us.”

Sammy put her phone away. “He wasn’t going to budge.”

“If he wants to be a stubborn hard-ass, then at least make him work for it.”

“You two should look into couples therapy.”

“Couples?” Maria hissed. “Just the thought of it makes my skin crawl.”

Sammy grinned. “The lady doth protest too much.”

Maria’s face bunched up in a fury. “You’re two of a kind.” She spun around and marched to the police car.

Russo was on the phone, calling for a lab team. He held the phone against his chest and turned to the cop. “Got any tape?”

The cop nodded and walked back to the trunk.

Russo put the phone away and grabbed the tape from the cop. “I know you found the cigar.”

Sammy looked past him at Maria checking her phone. “I guess I got a thing about cigars.”

He wrapped the tape around one of the bush branches, giving her his usual dead-eye cop look.

“I think you should tell Maria you’re sorry and give her a little news nugget to keep her happy.”

“Why the interest in the cigar?”

“Don’t you have one of those off-the-record comments you can give her?”

“Sam.”

Sammy huffed. “All cops are the same. You’re like a dog with a bone, or maybe it’s a guy thing.” She watched him unfurl the tape. “You need somebody to take care of you, Russo, because you’re not doing a good job of it on your own.”

He rolled the tape out, searching for a place to attach it. “You should be in school, not knee-deep in this shit.”

“School is just a con, and everybody knows it, but they keep playing because it’s the only game in town. The streets are the real school.”

“It’s better to play the game.”

“I’m not abandoning Cindy to be another trained seal.”

Russo waved for the cop to pull the car to the curb. “Need something to attach the tape.”

“Going through a lot of trouble for a cigar butt, must be important to the case. Do you think he was smoking it when he killed her?”

Russo held the tape by the curb, giving her that dead-eye cop look again.

“What do I know? I’m just a kid.”

He turned to the car pulling in behind him. “Sixteen going on thirty-six.”

“Are you that old, Russo?”

Russo looped the tape through the back door of the car. “Feel like a hundred and six.”

Maria hung up the phone and waved Sammy over. “The club will be closing soon. If we go now, we can make it.”

“We should take Russo.”

“He’s not a puppy dog, Sam.”

Sammy looked back. Russo bit into the tape. “He does look like one of those dogs who’s been out in the rain too long.”

“Come on.”

“Nobody is going to want to talk to us after something like this happens.”

“We’re just doing an exposé on the Russian community.”

“You didn’t tell Cindy?”

“We don’t know for sure. Did Russo tell you the name?”

“Cindy likes you, and you betrayed her.”

“It’s not a betrayal if we don’t know for sure.”

“An after-midnight exposé on someone who happened to be killed the night before. Don’t you think she’s going to figure that out?”

“Could just chalk it up to coincidence.”

“You better find a way to make it up to her.”

“Okay, we’ll come up with something.”

Sammy just stared at her.

“You’ll be there. I’ll make it right.”

“If you’re going to make it right, then we need Russo.”

Maria grabbed her arm as Sammy turned to Russo. “No, Sam.”

Russo ducked under the tape, still carrying those bricks on his back.

“Russo, the dead girl wasn’t a hooker.”

Russo glared at her. “You were listening in on police business?”

“Told you it was a bad idea,” Maria whispered from behind.

“What can I say? I got good hearing being a kid and all. We’re going to where the dead girl worked. Want to come?”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Maria drove while Russo sat slumped in the passenger seat, who was stone quiet since agreeing to be driven to the club.

Sammy leaned forward from the back seat. “Kind of cold in here for a warm night.”

Maria glared back at her.

“Should’ve brought a jacket.”

“Don’t expect a thank-you for chauffeuring old iron-ass around,” Maria said.

Russo sat up. “You’re just lucky I don’t arrest the both of you for interfering with a police investigation.”

“He confuses help with interference. Try to figure that out?”

“Is this part of your next big project, Santiago? What’s the end goal? Put the both of you in the hospital or worse?”

“Afraid we’ll make more progress on the case than you’ve made?”

“Did you just admit to continuing interference with a current police investigation?”

“He’s impossible.”

“If your interference causes another death, I’ll personally lock you up for accessory to murder.”

“How about your bumbling? Are you going to lock yourself up for that?”

“What do you know about a criminal investigation? Did you find an article about it between the best glossy lipstick and cinnamon bun recipes?”

“A typical condescending remark.”

Sammy leaned against the front seat. “We want this guy as much as you do.”

“If she gets hurt, I lock you up for child endangerment.”

“Are you going to pull your gun out next and start waving it around?”

“I can take care of myself,” Sammy said.

“Russo can’t even take care of himself. Must’ve been working on an all-night bender.”

Russo glared at her. “I was upstate with my dying mother.”

Maria turned to him, looking drawn. “Jesus, Alek, I didn’t know.”

Russo slouched. “Now, you do.”

“Is she… Is she comfortable at least?”

“They haven’t started the morphine drip yet if that’s what you’re asking.”

Maria looped a strand of hair around her finger. “Sorry.”

“Don’t mind her when there’s a story on the line,” Sammy said. “She’s like a dog chasing a squirrel.”

“Thanks for the analogy, Sam.”

“Like one of those big dogs that’ll knock you right over if you get in her way.”

“Are you through?”

“Just saying.”

Maria studied Russo. “If there’s anything we can do, you just ask.”

Russo shot his hand out. “Eyes on the road!”

Maria jerked the car from careening into a transporter.

Sammy thought of Uncle Danny turning blue and gasping for breath before he died. “If you need a shoulder to cry on, you can use mine. You’ll probably have to be sitting down, and it’s not much of a shoulder.”

Russo looked back with a weary grin. “Thanks, Sam.”

Sammy nodded, thinking back to when they put Uncle Danny in the bag and zipped him in. She’d half expected him to unzip it from the inside, pop his head out, and say, “How did you like that trick, princess?”

She wiped a tear from her cheek, looking out the window at passing blurred store signs.

 

●●●

 

Maria pulled up in front of the club. The usual limousines were gone. They filed out of the car as if they were following the same beat. Sammy expected Russo to say, “Stay in the car,” or “Don’t come in,” but he kept walking, and they followed.

Two of Johnny’s apes stood out in front. Russo flashed his badge, and doors magically opened.

The place was lit up and empty like a theater after the show was over. Janine was by one of the few occupied tables, helping two guys call for a transporter.

Johnny was leaning against the stage, talking on the phone. He put the phone away and marched up to them. They were about the same height, as Sammy figured, but Russo seemed taller.

Russo flashed the badge. “I’m Sergeant Russo.”

Johnny looked from Sammy to Russo. “Whatever she did, I had nothing to do with. She comes around all the time, and I have to chase her out.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “If you think he’s come all this way to talk about me, then maybe that rug’s a little too tight.”

Johnny swallowed. “What’s this about?”

“Do you know a person by the name of Valentina Koussevitzky?”

Johnny nodded. “She’s one of my dancers.”

“Was she working here tonight?”

“Val worked the first show of the last act. She’s one of my better dancers, so I normally hold her back, but she had plans.”

“What kind of plans?”

“I don’t get involved in the personal stuff.”

“She have admirers?”

“She’s a dancer.”

“Anybody in particular?”

Johnny shrugged. “She’s popular with everybody.”

“I’ll need access to your surveillance footage.”

“Don’t have surveillance,” Johnny said. “We honor our clientele’s privacy. What happens at the palace stays at the palace.” He grinned as though he thought it was clever.

“I’ll need to talk to your staff.”

Johnny turned back. “Just about everybody’s gone. We’ll be walking out the door soon.”

“Then whoever’s left.”

Johnny waved Janine over. “He’s got some questions about Val. I’ll be in the back if you need me.”

Russo introduced himself and flashed his badge.

Janine stared at the badge. “What’s this about? Is she okay?”

“What do you do at the club, Janine?”

“I’m one of the hostesses.”

“So you get a firsthand view of what’s going on at the tables?”

“More rushing than viewing,” Janine said, looking over her shoulder. “Could use more help.”

“But you have an idea which table a dancer favors for drinks?”

“Whoever will buy them one. Used to be they had their pick of tables, but now most are here for the pills.”

“Did Val have a favorite table?”

Janine turned halfway, scanning the front of the club. “I guess Bernie’s table. Then again, a lot of the girls go to Bernie.”

“Why is that?”

“Bernie’s a sweetheart,” Janine said. “He’ll always buy them a drink.”

“Was Bernie buying her drinks tonight?”

“He wasn’t here.”

“Who was her sweetheart tonight?”

“Tonight she had to hustle.”

“Do you know why she left early?”

Janine shook her head. “I didn’t know she did.”

“Is she close to anyone?”

“Maybe Anyssa? She’s another Russian dancer. The dancers have their own thing, so I’m not really sure.”

Russo took down her name, then talked to one of the apes standing by the VIP tables. The ape didn’t know Val by name, so he tried to figure out who she was by body parts. Sammy shook her head and walked away.

Marie took a call from Jack.

Johnny ushered Leo and Cindy out the back door.

Cindy stepped away from Johnny. “What’s going on, Sam?”

“Come on,” Johnny said, pushing Cindy out the back. “You can talk somewhere else.”

“Get your hands off of her.”

Leo slipped out the back door without saying a word.

“Leaving is the smart thing to do. Something the gnome doesn’t know anything about.”

“He needs to talk to Cindy about Val.”

“She’s not supposed to be working here,” Johnny said. “She’s wanted. You’re wanted too. You strike some kind of deal with the cops?”

“Don’t try to figure it out on your own, Johnny, or that rug will go up in flames.”

Cindy looked ashen. “Did something happen to Val?”

Sammy pushed away the image of Val’s vacant stare. “Can’t say.”

“Why can’t you say?”

Johnny tugged Cindy’s arm. “Because she doesn’t know anything.”

Russo spotted them.

Johnny bristled. “Great job, gnome.”

“He knows she works here, Johnny.”

Cindy swallowed, wringing her hands.

“He’s only interested in Val.” Sammy rubbed her shoulder. “If he asks what you do, tell him you do a little bit of everything.”

Russo stopped at the other side of the doorway, looking as if he needed an invitation.

“This is my friend Cindy,” Sammy said, nudging her forward. “She makes the best cheese puffs you ever had.”

“Are you the cook?”

“She does a little bit of everything. Place would go down the tubes without her.”

Russo gave Sammy his cop stare. “Let her talk.”

“Trying to help.”

Russo led Cindy to the nearby table.

“Make sure she doesn’t talk about the lab,” Johnny said, looking as if he were sucking on a lemon. “Girlfriend or not, she’ll be out of here, and you’ll never see a dime of what I owe you.”

“I haven’t seen a dime yet. Maybe I’ll tell him myself of your little manufacturing operation.”

Johnny grabbed her wrist hard. “Don’t try to threaten me, gnome.”

Sammy peeled his hand off and twisted his wrist back.

Johnny crumpled to his knees. “Let go!”

Sammy threw his arm back. “Don’t ever touch me again.”

Johnny rolled into a sitting position, flexing his hand. “What kind of freak are you?”

“I’ve been working out.”

Russo and Cindy were at one of the front tables. Russo leaned forward. “Was Val close to any of the other dancers?”

Cindy shook her head. “They have to work really hard for tips, and if one does well, the other thinks she took her money.”

“What about Anyssa?”

“You heard about the fight?”

“Tell me about it.”

“Me and Val were eating from a batch of cheese puffs I made when Anyssa came in after her show. Val always called Anyssa ‘ballerina’ because she used to be one back in Russia before she hurt her foot. I’ve seen her do a twirl. You could tell she was good.”

“What about the fight?”

“Anyssa didn’t like Val calling her ballerina,” Cindy said, thinking about it. “I don’t know why since she was a ballerina. Anyway, Anyssa called Val something in Russian. Must’ve been something bad because Val threw a cheese ball at her, hitting Anyssa right in the eye.

“Val laughed, calling her Cyclops ballerina. Anyssa picked up a knife off the cutting board. Linda stepped in and broke it up.”

“Anything else after that?”

“Anyssa’s eye was all bloodshot from the puff and she was pissed because she couldn’t hustle drinks. Linda doctored her eye so she could at least do her last show.”

“Any words between them after that?”

“I was mostly downstairs helping out with the pills.”

“Is Linda still here?”

Cindy shook her head. “Kitchen always closes early, so she’s usually the first one out. If you’re hungry, I can make you some cheese puffs. Won’t take long.”

Russo grinned, shaking his head. “Looks like everyone wants to go home.”

Johnny and two of his apes stood leaning against the stage, looking as if they were in a lineup. Maria paced a few feet away, holding her phone. Russo looked like if he closed his eyes, he’d be fast asleep.

Sammy stepped up beside Cindy. “Are you going to tell them, Russo?”

Russo glanced at Sammy, his face worn like a weather-beaten statue. “They’ll find out tomorrow, anyway.” He straightened, giving a little more life to his features. “Earlier tonight Valentina Koussevitzky was attacked and killed.”

A collective gasp spread over the club, feeling as if the air were sucked out of the place. Maria scurried to a quiet corner. The ape next to Johnny asked, “Which one is that again?”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-One

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat in Jack’s office with her legs over the arm of the chair. Maria and Jack were on the other side of the desk, editing her interviews from the slasher party. She originally thought they were creeps but had second thoughts after talking to them. The girl with the red-stained shirt was trying to feel something in the coldness of death, while others like Steve wanted to know what was the meaning of a life that could suddenly be cut short. Uncle Danny used to say when tragedy fell, “Wrong place and wrong time.”

That was always good enough for Sammy until the building they were staying at collapsed moments after they left, killing just about everybody. “But why were we spared?”

“Only fools and charlatans will give you an answer, princess.”

Sammy wished Uncle Danny was a fool or a charlatan that day.

Maria looked away from the screen at Sammy. “It’s good for your first try.”

So it was really shit?

“This one rambles a bit, but he’s insightful,” Jack said. “We can break him into segments as bullet points for others to fill in.”

Maria nodded. “I like that.”

“We’ll need a wrap-up on this. Are you going to do it?”

“I think Sam should do it.”

Jack shifted in his chair, thinking it over.

“It’ll keep the voice consistent.”

“We’ll stick to a simple voiceover then.”

Sammy looked from one to the other, waiting for a translation.

Maria sat up, stretching her back. “Did you finish editing the footage I sent on the club?”

“Should be finished in about an hour.”

Funny how quickly Val’s death became just another number in a column somewhere. Not that anyone at the club shed a tear for her. Cindy said she didn’t know her too well, which was Cindy-speak for not liking her much. One of the apes kept confusing her with another dancer. Johnny said that he wouldn’t replace her. Must be nice to be missed.

“Anything from Motor Vehicles?” Maria asked.

Jack nodded. “The list came in just before you got here. Our friends at Taxi and Limousine are holding out for more.”

“Think we need them?”

“They do cover limousine rentals and leases, which fits the profile of someone who’s passing through.”

Sammy swung her feet to the floor. “Yeah, like a bad storm.”

Maria glanced at Sammy. “Send us the motor vehicle list, and we’ll go through it.”

“If you have the remotest suspicion of someone, bring in Sergeant Russo.”

“So he can arrest us for obstruction.”

“Let me worry about that.”

“Feel better already,” Sammy said to herself. Her phone dinged. It was the list of about ten names.

Jack followed Maria from around the desk, stopping in front of Sammy. “I can see why Maria thought so highly of you. You’ve done some good work here and with time, I have high hopes for you in the future.”

“She’s a natural, Jack. She climbed that fire escape ladder like a monkey.”

Sammy sneered.

“I didn’t say you looked like a monkey. I’d be scared shitless, climbing up to the roof.”

“Good instincts all around, especially with bringing Sergeant Russo to the club.”

Maria looked away from Jack’s knowing stare. “He was being even more of a hard-ass than usual. I didn’t know about his mother.”

Jack ran his hand along the back of his neck. “I meant to reach out to him.”

“You should offer to cook him a dinner,” Sammy said to Maria.

Jack grinned. “Hasn’t the fire department put a restraining order on your kitchen?”

“It never fails. Every time I put a roast in the oven, a big story breaks.”

“I’ll buy you a roast on a slow news week.”

Maria tapped Sammy’s shoulder. “Let’s get lunch.”

Sammy pushed up off the arms of the chair. “Am I going to get paid for that story?”

“We should discuss payment options,” Jack said, rubbing his chin. “Obviously, we can’t pay cash with the numbers we’re talking, and since you’re under eighteen and still in the system, we can’t put money into your account.”

“Whatever you need, Sam, I can get it for you.”

Jack nodded. “Maria can be used as a resource until we get this straightened out. Two options available to us are an apprenticeship program and a guest worker program for foreign workers.”

She wasn’t born here, so maybe she could do the guest worker thing. Did she have an account under her real name?

“In order to use the apprenticeship program, you’d have to go back into the system. The foreign worker status is on the gray/illegal side and temporary.”

“Temporary is fine.”

Maria grinned. “You forgot to mention the gray/illegal part of it.”

“You don’t seem to have any trouble with it.”

Maria mouthed, “Smart-ass.”

“I’ll investigate both options, and we’ll discuss it again next week.”

Sammy thought of giving Jack her real name even though Uncle Danny told her to never use it.

“Come on, smart-ass,” Maria said, walking toward the door. “Let’s get some lunch.”

Sammy lingered, then followed Maria out the door.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-Two

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy scanned the gray outlines of passing buildings through the car window as dusk settled over the city. She had an eight o’clock appointment with Leo, and Maria decided to tag along, believing she had a decent chance of finding the slasher at the Pleasure Palace. The ten names on the list were a bust, although one looked like a match, and he was even into masks, the African kind, though. Sammy knew right away it wasn’t him. His profile showed a younger, thinner version, but he must’ve taken up collecting donuts by the size of him. Maria had to go on with the interview. That was what professionals do.

Jack was working on the next list. Sammy wasn’t feeling too confident.

Maria glanced over at Sammy. “Did I tell you I talked to the shrink?”

“You might want to keep that conversation to yourself.”

“I talked to him about the slasher, smart-ass.”

“Let me guess. He thinks the guy’s a psycho.”

“They’re never that direct,” Maria said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “It’s a major pain to get them to tell you something you can use.”

Sammy waited. “Do I have to guess?”

“He mentioned masks are used to hide your identity or become someone else.”

“Never would’ve guessed that.”

“According to this shrink, the throwing the mask away was the interesting part. He says he’s shedding one identity for another.”

Sammy looked down at her fingers at the mention of shedding.

“He thinks the slasher might be suffering from dissociative identity disorder, otherwise known as multiple personality disorder.”

“Like I said, psycho.”

Maria flashed a look with brows raised. “Most with the disorder live productive lives.”

“This guy isn’t one of them.”

“The shrink said there are usually triggers that bring out different personalities.”

“He attacks girls with big boobs, so that’s got to be one of them.”

Maria gnawed her lip. “That might get the ball rolling.”

“The other has something to do with fences. He fell off one and caught his jacket on another.”

“Maybe it’s not the fence, but the falling and catching that triggered it. Sort of like bumping into something you didn’t expect was there.”

“I don’t know how this helps us.” They were a block away from the club. “Unless we try to catch him with me parading around in that overstuffed dress, and when he gets his knife caught in the stuffing, I’ll kick him so hard in the balls all those personalities will merge into one sad dick.”

Maria laughed, shaking her head. She pulled in front of the place behind two limousines. “We know he’s tall, right?”

Sammy nodded. “Taller than Russo.”

“So six-three, six-four?”

“Guess. He’s broader in the shoulders too.”

“So we’re talking about two thirty, two forty,” Maria said, gnawing her lip. “How many guys at the club fit that description?”

Sammy shrugged and checked the time on her phone. She was still early for her appointment.

“A handful at the most, right?”

“I don’t know. They’re all creeps if you ask me.”

Maria studied Sammy. “How long are you going to be with this nerve testing?”

“As long as it takes.”

“It’d be nice if you could help me with the search. You’re the one who saw him.”

“I’m not allowed inside the lounge.”

“You should’ve turned yourself into Sasha. You’d have the run of the place.”

Sammy rolled her eyes and shoved open the door.

“Sometimes you have to do things you’d rather not for the story.”

She sounded like Tatiana telling her she was wound too tight.

“Don’t be too long,” Maria said, waving goodbye.

“Don’t go chasing guys who look like Dracula down dark sidewalks.”

Maria spun around. “How did you know what he looked like? You only saw him from the back.”

“Must’ve turned around.”

Maria stepped up to Sammy. “You were there.”

“How could I be there? I was down in the basement.”

“He heard somebody step behind him, and so did I.”

“Must’ve been a shared hallucination.”

“He said he felt somebody had grabbed his arm before the bouncer came.”

“Did you see anybody?”

Maria shook her head. “Neither did anyone on the boat.”

“Must’ve been those demons and angels.” Sammy strolled away. She went down to the basement and waved to Johnny, who was sitting in his office. He looked up and sneered. She thought of stopping and asking how his wrist felt.

Leo was back by the rat cages, scribbling onto a tablet.

“How are the rats doing? And I’m not asking about Johnny and his apes.”

“I had to euthanize all but two.”

Sammy figured there were over a dozen cages. “That’s not good.”

“I was overly ambitious and sloppy.”

“Don’t try to sugarcoat it, Leo.”

He slipped the tablet into a bin by the cages. “You’re early for a change.”

“That’s Maria’s doing. She thinks the killer is one of Johnny’s customers. I think it’s Johnny’s toupee.”

“I have a novel idea. Why don’t you let the police handle it?”

“That shows how little you know about the news.”

Leo pulled out the stool from under the table by the nerve stimulator. “Sit.”

“You got out of here quick last night.”

“I’m a firm believer in giving the police a wide berth.”

Sammy sat. “Talk about stories, you must have a collection.”

“Hopefully, you can concentrate today.”

“I bet you have an alphabet soup of agencies looking for you.”

“Focus. You’ll have to earn a full extension tonight.”

“Do I get a merit badge?”

Leo fired up the device and fiddled with settings. Sammy’s phone buzzed.

It was a message from Maria. They won’t let me in.

Sammy messaged back. Why not?

They were sufficiently smug in not telling me.

Sammy looked toward Johnny’s office as if she could see through twenty feet of walls. It was Johnny’s way of getting back at her. What are you going to do?

Don’t know, Maria messaged. Might look into building up my nerve with that quack you’re going to?

Funny.

Why don’t you go to a real doctor?

He looks pretty real. I’ll step on his toes and see what happens, Sammy messaged and waited but nothing.

Leo was staring at her. “Are you ready to begin?”

“Toupee Johnny won’t let her in.”

“Isn’t that unfortunate.”

“Leo, you have a real soft spot when it comes to these things.”

“If you don’t want to do this, stop wasting my time.”

“What’s the big rush? You only have two rats left. Give them a stay of execution.”

Leo took in a deep breath and exhaled.

A new message from Maria. Bernie saved the day, or is it night? Had to agree to be his driver, not sure what that means.

“She’s in.”

Leo stared down at the phone, holding the probe. “Turn off the phone, or we’re not doing this.”

Sammy switched it off. “Happy?”

Leo pressed the probe against her arm. “Visualize the finger extension as soon as you feel the tingle.”
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Sammy looked down at the stubby extensions. “Maybe it’s that stupid machine. You ever think of that?”

Leo shook his head.

“You know what you can do with that probe.”

Leo set the probe on the table. “It’s a simple issue of focus.”

“If I was any more focused, I’d burn a hole in the table.”

“Perhaps you should hand me the phone.”

“Only checked it a few times.”

“A phone that’s off?”

“You made me turn it off.” Sammy switched it on. “She might be in trouble and looking for help.”

“She made it into adulthood without you. I wonder how she managed that.”

Sammy flipped to the messages. “Must’ve been lucky till now.”

A message from Maria. Haven’t seen you yet. Still building up your nerve?

Was that supposed to be funny?

Another message. Any more nerve and you’ll be intolerable.

“Must be munching on corn chips.”

Leo was up front, mixing his psychedelic potion.

“Can you zap these stubs away?”

“You’ll have to wait.”

“Suppose Johnny comes in.”

“Sit on your hands and stay quiet for a change.”

“I could give him the finger,” Sammy said, holding her hand out to assess the longer digits. “He won’t miss it with these.”

Leo huffed, stirring the green sludge.

Or she could take Johnny’s toupee. Yeah, make it look like it came to life, and he had to chase after it.

Sammy blended, kicking off her shoes and stripping.

“What are you doing?”

“Seeing a man about a rug.”

“Sam, don’t do anything foolish.”

Sammy shoved her clothes under the table.

Leo scanned the room for her. “You don’t want to draw attention to yourself.”

“You’ve heard of the flying carpet, haven’t you, Leo? This’ll be the flying rug.”

“If they start looking for you here, Sam, you won’t be able to hide from them.”

Sammy held the door. “Who are they, Leo?”

“You don’t want to find out.”

“We’ll have to have a long talk when I get back.”

Sammy walked under the pipes running the length of the basement, not sure she wanted to give Johnny’s rug a magic carpet ride now. She could just flick it off his head.

Johnny wasn’t in his office, anyway. Shadows flickered off the back of his chair from the computer screen. Sammy walked in, spotting video feed outside the door of people waiting to get in. “No surveillance, huh, Johnny?”

Better yet, she’d flick the rug off while Johnny was in the kitchen and watch it go up in flames.

Nobody was in the kitchen. Out by the lounge Maria sat with Bernie and a dancer at the usual table.

Bernie sat far enough away from the table so that the glow of the table light didn’t touch his features. “Can I see the list?” Bernie asked, his voice sounding deeper than usual.

Maria fidgeted with her phone. “Can’t.”

Bernie reached for it. “Sure you can.”

Maria pulled the phone away. “It’s company business.”

“We’re all in good company.”

“I should look for Sam. She hasn’t answered any of my messages.”

Damn. Did she leave another message?

Bernie grabbed her wrist. “Relax, she’ll be fine. Besides, you owe me a ride.”

“I’ll go and get Sam, and I’ll drive the three of you around.”

Bernie shook his head. “It has to be just me and my driver.”

“Why?”

Bernie didn’t sound like Bernie. Even his voice was different.

“Didn’t I tell you about the wager?”

Maria shook her head.

“I wagered that a famous investigative reporter would chauffeur me for the day.”

“I’m not that famous.”

“He’s as much of a fan as I am. The wager is not an insignificant amount.”

“Okay, but there’s no reason we can’t bring the party on the road. You’re up for a road party, right, Ginger?”

Ginger wrinkled her nose. “Got a show in ten.”

“I’ll get Sam. She’s always a lot of fun, right?”

Bernie shuffled his chair back. “It won’t satisfy the wager. He’ll say that you’re really chauffeuring them and not me.”

“It’s your car, though?”

Bernie stood. “We’ll be back in time to see Ginger’s show.”

Sammy spread her fingers, willing them to extend. Nothing.

Maria finished her wine. “Okay, I’ll give you your ride.”

Bernie stood back, letting Maria pass in front. “I’m sure you will.”

Sammy tried again to extend her fingers, still nothing.

Maria and Bernie stepped through the parting ropes and passed Sammy to the front.

Sammy’s jaw dropped. Bernie’s profile fit the killer. “Shit!”

The ape holding the rope heard her and looked around.

Sammy raced to the back, almost knocking into Janine carrying a tray of drinks. She rushed down the steps and back to the lab. Where was Leo? “Leo, you better be here.”

She ran to the back by the rat cages. “Damn you, Leo.”

Sammy dashed to the table by the stimulator and picked up the probe. She didn’t even know how to turn the stupid thing on. She banged her hand. “Grow, grow.”

Sammy gathered her clothes into a ball and sprinted through the basement, up the steps, and out the back door. The ape by the door grunted when the back door swung open.

Sammy stopped by the corner of the building. Maria stepped into the driver’s seat and closed the door. A tall guy dressed in a dark suit and white shirt backed away as the car drove off.

She dropped the ball of clothes at her feet. “Shit!”

The car stopped about a hundred feet up the road and stayed there for a moment. Sammy slipped on her panties and bra. The car took off, then veered off the road and came to a stop. Sammy fumbled to get on her trousers. The car took off again, swerved to the other side of the road and stopped. She slipped the shirt over herself.

The guy in the dark suit jogged to the car, but it took off again at high speed, and slammed into a tree at the end of the block.

Sammy shoved her feet into the shoes and raced down the street. She was halfway down when she realized she was still blended.

The guy in the dark suit was bending over the back seat, helping Bernie.

Sammy flung open the front door. Maria’s hair was matted with blood and her eyes rolled up in her head. Her breath had this hollow broken sound. Maria tried to put words together, but nothing was working right.

Sammy fumbled for her phone. The stub-tipped fingers made everything worse. “Don’t talk, just rest.”

The tall guy in the dark suit stood by the back door, watching Sammy trying to get the phone to work. “I called for an ambulance,” he said in a cold, even way as if this were an everyday event.

“I’ll call again if you don’t mind.”

“It’ll be here in fifty seconds.” He pursed his lips, looking down at his phone as if he were reading a menu.

The guy was giving her the creeps. Maria’s head dropped back.

“Maria!”
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Sammy stood beside Maria, who was lying unconscious on the gurney and waiting to get into the scanning room. This was the same hospital where she’d stolen the drugs. She kept her head down while going through the emergency room just in case any of the guards recognized her. Her hands stayed tucked under her arms to hide the stubby extensions.

A stout woman in her thirties bustled over. “Are you the sister?”

“Half sister, I got the shorter dad.”

“I’m Matilda from admittance.”

Sammy nodded. Everybody was from somewhere else.

Matilda gazed down at her tablet. “Does Maria have a spouse?”

Sammy shook her head. She should call Russo.

“Does she have surviving parents?”

Maria never mentioned them. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“I mean I don’t know where they are right now. They travel around a lot.”

“You should contact them. We’ll need someone over eighteen to be her medical guardian.”

“They said she was in stable condition—isn’t that good?”

“I’m not a doctor,” Matilda said, jotting on her tablet. “Does she have supplemental coverage?”

“She’s got the best, double platinum I think.”

“There’s no double platinum.”

“There’s regular platinum, right?”

“Whatever she has, should be presented to admittance as soon as possible.” She shuffled away, seeming to dissolve into the walls.

An old guy of about a hundred was wheeled out of the scanning room, mumbling to himself. Maria was wheeled in. The door closed behind her.

Sammy pulled out her phone, looking for Jack’s number. If Maria didn’t have platinum, then Jack should make it like she did.

Someone was pushed in a wheelchair by Maria’s spot. Place was like a conveyor belt.

“What are you doing here, Sugar?” Bernie was slouched in the wheelchair, squinting up at her.

Sammy spun around to him. “What happened in that car?”

“Dmitri said that Maria was driving. Is that true?”

“You corralled her every which way to get her to drive.”

“And I thought he was lying to cover his own incompetence.”

“I know this whole disorientation is bullshit just like that wager.”

Bernie looked off as if he was thinking over what she said. “She must be a terrible driver. You know how hard it is to crash one of those cars?”

“I’m sure she did it on purpose.”

“Really?” Bernie said, stroking his chin. “I’m glad I didn’t hire her.”

Dmitri strolled toward them with a cup in his hand. His movements were stiff and measured.

“Look at him,” Bernie said. “He has no flair. At least he hasn’t crashed the car, not yet anyway.”

Dmitri handed the cup to Bernie. He reached into his side coat pocket. A rubber mask slipped partially out. He stuffed it back in and retrieved the pills from the other pocket.

Bernie swallowed a pill. “The only time I drink water.”

Dmitri gave her a long cold look as if he were planning three different ways to kill her.

An attendant wheeled Maria out of the scanning room. Sammy followed behind them to the elevator.

“Hope she’s feeling better,” Bernie said as he was wheeled into the room. “Tell her to stick with transporters.” The door closed behind him, leaving Dmitri alone watching her.

Sammy rushed inside the opened elevator with Maria.
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Sammy talked on the phone with jack in the corridor away from the throng of people coming in and out of Maria’s room. He said he’d make sure she got the best treatment. She liked him better for that.

“You’re saying that she deliberately crashed into the tree?”

“That’s what it looked like.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Something happened in that car. Bernie was acting all weird too.”

“I thought you weren’t at the table.”

Shit! She had to keep her story straight. “I stopped by, but Johnny chased me out.”

“He’s the club owner?”

“Yeah,” Sammy said, thinking back to when Bernie walked out of the club. “Maria thought someone from the club was the killer, and when I saw Bernie turn his back, he fit the killer perfectly, but then I saw his creepy driver, and now I’m not so sure.”

“This is a matter for the police. I’ll call Sergeant Russo and relay some of your concerns.”

“I was going to call him, but I don’t have his number.”

“I’ll send it to you,” Jack said. “Are you going to be there for a while?”

“I’m not leaving her.”

“It looks as if she found a good friend as well as a colleague.”

Sammy turned toward the wall as another group of white coats passed by. “I told the EMT I was her sister. They wouldn’t let me go into the ambulance unless I was a relative. They asked about her parents. I didn’t know what to say.”

Another white coat strode behind her, carrying a tray. Sammy turned and caught a glimpse of him before he entered Maria’s room. Something about him wasn’t right.

Jack breathed lightly into the phone. “I have their contact information here somewhere.”

“Call Russo first. Gotta go.”

The white coat stood with his back to Sammy, leaning over Maria. The coat was bunched up around the shoulders as if it was a size too small, and the blue jumper rode high up his legs, showing black socks. The hundred-year-old guy in the bed across the room watched as if it were getting to the good part of the movie.

Sammy stepped to the foot of the bed. White Coat had Maria’s hospital gown pulled up, cutting into it with a scalpel.

“What are you doing?”

He leaned back with his foot outstretched. It was the guy in the mask! He kicked the over-bed table into Sammy and knocked her to the floor. A pitcher of water tumbled over and clunked her head, splashing her.

Sammy scrambled to her feet and hurled the pitcher. It clipped his shoulder and sprayed the wall.

He turned, holding the scalpel out, and came at her slow and steady like in every scary movie she’d ever seen.

Sammy snatched the tray off the table and held it out.

The slasher kicked the tray, sending it flying, and then he lunged at her with the scalpel. She jumped back and fell over the table’s outstretched leg. He was over her in a flash and drove his foot down. Sammy rolled away and kicked his feet out, knocking him to the floor. She grabbed his foot. He pulled it back and kicked her in the chest. Sammy gasped for breath, but held on. He squirmed to free himself and thrashed, toppling the table. The edge slammed into her shoulder, numbing her arm. His foot slipped from her grasp. He bounded up, lunged at her with the scalpel. A scream shrieked by the doorway.

He glanced back long enough for Sammy to grab the table by the neck. She pulled the table overhead, shielding herself as he swung down. The scalpel bounced off the top and sailed into the wall like a dart. He raced for the scalpel and pulled it free.

Sammy rolled and sprang to her feet. She picked up the table by the neck and swung it around like a sledgehammer. “You want to fight, asshole, then let’s fight.”

He kicked the swinging tabletop up, but she held on and swung down, clipping his leg. He tumbled to the floor, the scalpel spilling free. Sammy brought the table down, just missing him, but caught the edge of the white coat and ripped it. She lifted the table, ready for him to get up, but he tucked and rolled out of reach.

A guard charged into the room after him. The slasher spun the guard around and drop-kicked him into Sammy, knocking them both back. Sammy slammed into the side of Maria’s bed. Flashes exploded along the back of her head. She staggered to her feet, but the slasher was gone and the room was getting dim. Sammy latched onto the foot of the bed to keep the world from spinning away. She crawled along the bed and slid down. The room was getting darker and she couldn’t see much of anything. She closed her eyes, and everything grew quiet.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-Four
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Clanking, clicking, and murmurs slowly emerged from the silence. Figures seemed to shift and blend in ghostly vapor trails as the air stirred with movement.

“Are you okay?” someone asked. The voice sounded hollow and distant.

Sammy turned, expecting the voice to be from someone across the room. A figure was crouched down beside her, glowing in light blue.

“Are you hurt, in any pain?”

Sammy shook her head.

The figure moved off. Where was she? She rubbed her eyes to clear the fog. Her fingers had the stubs. She tucked her hands under her arms. She was in the hospital. Something had happened.

A tall figure stood in the doorway. “Sam?”

She looked up and stared. The features came into focus. “Russo?”

“What happened here?”

Sammy turned toward the bed. “Maria! Is she okay?”

Russo trudged to the foot of Maria’s bed. “I came as soon as I heard. Why is her gown cut?”

“But she’s not cut, right?”

Russo shook his head.

Two guys in suits strolled through the door, cops by the look of them. “Russo, what are you doing here?” the shorter one asked.

“I’m visiting,” Russo said, nodding to each of them. “What happened here?”

“Some guy started a fight. Security came and this guy took out three of them.”

The cop behind him chuckled. “He put them in the hospital, but you can’t say that because they’re already here.”

The shorter cop turned back. “Shut up, Flanagan.”

A lady in a light-blue jumpsuit stood by the door, nervously searching the room.

The cop walked over to her. “Looks like our witness.”

Sammy pushed up off the bed to stand.

Russo kept her from stumbling back. “You should have a doctor look at you.”

“Just a little dizzy.”

“That’s her,” the lady in the jumpsuit said, pointing to Sammy.

The shorter cop turned toward Sammy. “The fight was with her?”

The lady nodded. “I thought for sure he was going to kill her.”

Sammy leaned against the bed, slipping her hands under her arms. Damned stubby-tipped fingers.

Maria was bruised but seemed to be sleeping okay. Her gown was cut about six inches down from the neckline.

“Did you know this guy, Sam?”

She’d had him and let him slip away. Sammy had thought for sure he’d go for the scalpel.

“Sam?” Russo and the two other cops were staring down at her.

Sammy looked away. “It was the slasher.”

Russo leaned into her. “The slasher was here?”

Sammy nodded. “He was starting to go to work on Maria until I interrupted.”

“Jesus!”
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A team in white jumpsuits scoured the room, dusting and examining everything in sight. Sammy figured she was next. They took away the scalpel and bed table. The table was mostly her, but she didn’t tell them anything. They found the mask in the nearby fire-escape stairwell.

Russo asked her to leave so forensics could do their work. Sammy told him she wasn’t going to leave Maria’s side. He told them to work around her. She never got the chance to tell Russo about her suspicions of Bernie, although now she was leaning more toward Dmitri. The rubber mask in the pocket was the giveaway, but maybe it had just looked like a rubber mask.

The white jumpsuits were gone along with the hundred-year-old guy. One of the cops questioned him, but he just sat up slurping his soup, looking as if he was waiting for another show to start.

A tall thin lady walked up to Sammy, looking harried. “Are you Samantha, Maria’s sister?”

Sammy scanned the room for cops. “Yeah, why?”

“I’m Tiki from administration. We still don’t have a legal medical guardian for your sister. Is there a parent we can contact?”

“I called a friend to get in contact with them.”

“You don’t have their number?”

“We never really saw eye to eye.”

Tiki stared at her as if trying to understand the situation. “Well, the sooner the better.”

“Why?” Sammy searched her face for a clue. “Is there something wrong?”

“There is some swelling in the brain, and she may need to undergo a medically induced coma. I’ll have a doctor come in and explain the procedure.”

Russo strolled in, looking from the lady to Sammy. “What’s this about?”

“I was just updating the patient’s sister of her medical condition.” Tiki nodded to Sammy and left.

“Sister?”

“I had to be a relative, or they wouldn’t let me go on the ambulance.”

“You might as well be her sister. You both bend the rules to your whim.”

“Good thing I did, or else she’d be another victim.”

Russo looked at her as if he had something to say but didn’t know how to say it. “You’re lucky you weren’t another victim.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Don’t confuse luck with skill. You may think you’re invulnerable, but you’re not.”

“Yeah, I’m the luckiest kid in the world.”

Russo sighed. “What were you two up to that this guy came after you?”

“Maria thought the slasher was a regular customer at the Pleasure Palace, so she wanted to look around and see if anyone fit.”

“The police are watching that place. Her meddling may have cost us the chance to capture this guy.”

“I think I know who he is, Russo. At first I thought it was Bernie because he was acting weird, getting Maria to drive him, and he fit the slasher’s build.”

Russo gave her his deadpan cop look.

“I think Dmitri is your guy. He’s tall enough, but couldn’t see him from the back. He’s the type who won’t turn his back on anybody.”

“Sam?” He said it like a warning.

“He had a mask in his pocket.”

“You saw him put the mask in his pocket?”

“He went for a pill and picked the wrong pocket. Part of the mask came out, the white underpart.”

“So you saw something white coming out of his pocket?”

Sammy nodded. “He gave me the evil eye when I watched him push it back in.”

Russo bent down, pinching his fingers together. “I’m this close to having you locked up so you’ll stay out of this.”

“You can’t do that, can you?”

Russo turned slowly to the guy in a suit standing by the door. “What brings you down here, Lieutenant?”

The lieutenant blew out a breath, looking over the place as if he were thinking of moving in. He plodded to the middle of the room. Russo joined him.

Sammy shuffled to the foot of the bed.

“I’m in the middle of this shit storm, Russo.”

“You’ve come to me for an umbrella?”

“Part of the shit is coming from the rift between you and the feds. Why am I hearing that you won’t let them in on your crime scene?”

“I needed to keep the scene pristine for the forensic team.”

The lieutenant gave Russo the deadpan cop look. Sammy figured you couldn’t be a cop unless you had that look down.

Russo grinned. “There’s your umbrella for the storm.”

“Screw the umbrella and let them in,” the lieutenant said, looking flushed. “Keep them on a leash if it’ll make you happy.”

“Keeping them out would make me happy.”

“Then happy enough.” Lieutenant glanced at Sammy, who bent over and straightened Maria’s bed sheet. “We’re sending them blood and more DNA.”

“You know they’re not going to find a match.”

“So maybe there isn’t one.”

“You believe that?”

“It doesn’t matter what I believe. They’re in.”

“Anything else?”

The lieutenant took a step back. “The hospital doesn’t want this to go to the press,” he said low enough to where Sammy had to strain to listen.

“That’s going to be a little hard since the intended victim is a reporter.”

“Jesus,” the lieutenant said, running his hand over his head. “Which agency?”

“Chasing News.”

“Jack Murtagh,” the lieutenant said, shaking his head. “More shit to shovel.” He marched out.

Sammy strolled up to Russo. “I heard the sunglasses the feds wear let them see right through your clothes. If that’s not creepy, don’t know what is.”

“Were you listening?”

“No.”

The two cops from earlier wandered in. “I’m getting the distinct impression that we’re not wanted here anymore,” the shorter cop said, leaning in. “I say screw them. If you need our help, just say the word.”

“Thanks, Horowitz. I’ll need a cop stationed outside this room to protect my witness.”

“I can give you Flanagan until I get a uniform.”

“I’ll protect her from the inside,” Sammy said.

Russo sighed.

Flanagan stepped forward. “How did you fight off this guy?”

“I used the table like a shield. You know, the ones that slide over the bed.”

Flanagan chuckled. “What did you do? Hide under it?”

“Don’t you know what a shield is? Keep it out in front of you.” Sammy gestured on how she did it.

The big dope laughed again. “Those tables weigh as much as you do.”

“Haven’t you ever heard the stories of mothers fighting off bears and lions when their kid’s being attacked? That’s just what happened to me.”

Horowitz grinned. “I’ll take her over the guards they have in this place.”

“Don’t encourage her,” Russo said.

“Who is she?”

“A friend of the victim. Sam Paulson.”

Flanagan flipped through his phone. “Like as in Samantha Paulson?”

Russo narrowed his gaze. “Yeah, why?”

“There’s an arrest warrant out for her.”

 



 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-Five

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat on the edge of Maria’s bed, hands tucked under her arms. “Does it say anywhere in there that he tried to kill me and those kids?”

“Trouble seems to follow her around,” Horowitz said.

Russo huffed. “She’s the Pied Piper of trouble. I’ll find someone to take her in.”

“It’s bullshit, and you know it, Russo.”

“It’s the law, and if we’re lucky, it’ll keep you out of trouble for another day.”

“Who’s going to protect Maria?”

“That’s our job,” Russo said, thumbing his chest. “We investigate the crimes, not reporters.”

Maria was right about him being a hard-ass.

Horowitz gazed up at Russo. “Flanagan can take her in, and I’ll watch your witness until a uniform shows up.”

Russo patted Horowitz on the shoulder. “I’ll babysit the feds.”

“And I’ll rot in jail,” Sammy said. “Not that you care.”

Russo turned back. “I’ll slip bologna sandwiches under the door so you don’t starve.”

“Funny, Russo, real funny.”

Flanagan waved Sammy to come with him. She had to figure a way to escape. She couldn’t let them take her in with these fingers. Sammy pushed off the bed to stand and felt a little dizzy, so she went with it and fell to the floor.

Russo rushed over. “You okay?”

Sammy shifted on the floor and groaned. She’d landed a little too hard on her shoulder and would have to work on her swan dive. “Maybe I should see that doctor.”

 

●●●

 

Sammy and Flanagan stared at each other across the small room just off the emergency entrance, she on the examining table and he by the door. A brushed metal bar looped around the table from the ceiling. Curtains bunched to one side like a shower curtain over a bath tub. She slid off the table and grabbed the curtains. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to be examined.” She pulled the curtains around the table. Flanagan looked off, bored.

She kicked free her shoes and stripped off her shirt and trousers. The curtains were tapped along the right edge as if disturbed by puffs of air. Sammy held the shirt up against her chest.

A guy in a white coat popped his head out from behind the curtain. “Hello?”

Sammy grabbed the curtain and pulled it in front of him. “Do you mind?”

“I’m a doctor.”

“Does that give you license to be a creep?”

“Are you more comfortable with a female doctor?”

“Yeah, get me one of those.”

Sammy peeked through the pulled-back curtain and watched the doctor walk out. Flanagan shook his head, looking more annoyed.

She rolled her clothes up into a ball and blended. How was she going to get her clothes out of the room?

A lady in a dark suit, not much taller than Sammy, stepped up to Flanagan and flashed a badge.

Flanagan looked at the badge, then at her. “I guess feds come in all sizes.”

Sammy raced to the door while the fed and the cops were facing each other. She threw her clothes by the wall just outside the door. At least this fed didn’t have the sunglasses.

She put the badge away. “I’m looking for Samantha Paulson.”

Sammy froze. What did the feds want with her?

Flanagan nodded toward the curtains. “She’s waiting for a doctor, a female doctor.”

“I’m female.” She strutted to the curtains and bunched them in her hand until she found the edge and pulled them back. “Not here.”

Flanagan marched into the room. “What do you mean, ‘not here’?”

Sammy grabbed her clothes and raced out of the emergency-room exit. She found a dark corner to dress, then called for a transporter.

 

●●●

 

Sammy hopped out of the transporter and ran to the back of the club. The big ape didn’t open the door for her like normal. Was cheap Johnny keeping her out so he wouldn’t have to pay? She swung it open and slipped in before he could close it.

She went down to the basement and into the lab.

Leo was in the back by the rat cages. “Where have you been?”

“I was at the hospital.”

“You didn’t let anyone examine you, did you?”

“I was out of there before they had the chance,” Sammy said. “Where were you when I needed you?”

“I’ve been here all along.”

“You weren’t here when I came back down.”

“Oh, I might’ve been in the kitchen, getting something to eat.”

“Fine time to get hungry.”

“It was a little earlier than I normally eat,” Leo said, mulling it over. “Yes, I followed you upstairs, hoping to prevent you from doing something foolish. The place had its usual nauseating banter, so I decided to get something to eat while I was upstairs.”

“You going to tell me what you ate next?” Sammy pulled out the stool by the stimulator and sat down. “I’ve been walking around all night with these stupid stubby tips.”

“And whose fault is that?”

Sammy glared at him. “Yours. Can you zap them back to normal?”

“Did you at least try to do it yourself?”

“Leo, just zap away. I had a long night, and it’s not over yet.”

Leo turned on the machine and tapped a few settings. “Perhaps we should try using visualization exercises. You might be too dependent on the stimulator.”

“Yeah, trade that thing in for a toaster.”

Leo zapped the right arm, but nothing happened.

“Don’t tell me I’m stuck with these.”

Leo fiddled with the controls and zapped her again, hard. Her arm jerked and the stubs shot back in. Her fingertips felt as if they’d exploded, leaving a numb residue. She flexed her fingers, rubbing the tips against her palm.

“That’s what happens when you wait too long.”

“Leo, don’t start with me.”

Leo did the other hand before turning off the machine.

Sammy didn’t know what to do next. The cops wanted to arrest her, the feds wanted to talk to her, and Maria might have to be put into a coma. Oh, and Bernie or his driver might be the killer. How could she prove it? Russo wasn’t buying the mask in the jacket pocket. Now that she thought about it, it was a little weak. If she’d slammed him with that table, she wouldn’t have to convince anyone. She had barely missed him, catching the white coat.

“Wait a minute,” Sammy said, rising from the stool. “He had the dark jacket underneath, the same one Dmitri had. The slasher is Dmitri!”

Leo turned toward her. “Excuse me?”

“I’ve got a killer to catch, Leo. Give me the fingers.”

Leo marched up to her. “If you suspect someone, notify the police, anonymously if you can.”

“I only got enough to be a crank caller.”

“Then you don’t have enough.”

“Have to shake him up a bit and see what falls out.”

“There is a lot of attention on this killer. Do you want to risk being exposed?”

Did the feds suspect something? Maybe they caught Sammy on one of their satellites.

“Make the call if it’ll make you feel better, but stay out of this.”

“What good is it being octopus girl if I can’t use what I got?”

“You may still be changing, Sam. These activities could accelerate the changes.”

“Changing how?”

“I need to get you under the imaging scanner again.”

“Did those rats tell you something?”

Leo glanced back at the cages. “We’ll start with some blood tests.”

Sammy stormed to the door. “You’re always good for telling me a lot of nothing.” She bounded up the stairs and to the lounge. The place was thinning out, most of the back tables empty. Johnny was by the front door, talking to one of his apes. If there was anybody who needed shaking up, it’d be Johnny. Maybe some coins would fall her way.

Somebody waved to her from the side. Sammy thought it was a customer trying to get a hostess’s attention, but it was Bernie. He was the last person she’d expect to see there.

His left arm was in a sling. “Evening, Sugar.”

“I figured you’d be home in bed resting.”

“This place is my one respite. I know it’s a little tacky, but then so am I.” He rolled his head back and laughed.

“Is Dmitri here?”

Bernie sighed. “I fired him, but he’s too dumb to know he’s been fired. What am I going to do? I need a ride to the tacky Palace. Do you drive?”

Sammy shook her head, wondering if she should look for Dmitri.

Bernie waved to the ape by the rope. “Don’t just stand there. Let her in.”

The ape looked to the front. “I’m not supposed to.”

Johnny must’ve put a picture of her up somewhere.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Bernie said. “There’ll be something extra for you if you do.”

The rope parted, and Bernie waved her to sit. “I’m sure somewhere there are instructions for driving. I’ll get one of those crash dummies, and if the dummy and the car come back intact, you have the job.”

Sammy shook her head.

“We’ll get matching stealth outfits and go on a heist. Get chills thinking of the adventures we’ve been on.”

Sammy leaned over the table. “Did you get Dmitri at the same place you got Tatiana?”

Bernie took a sip of his wine. “Now, there was a girl with style.”

Yeah, and a psycho. “How well do you know Dmitri?”

“What’s there to know? It’s like asking how well do you know mud.”

“Volcanic mud maybe.”

“Do you have a thing for tall, dark, and dull, Sugar?”

“I’m talking about being dangerous, the murderous kind.”

“Are we talking about the same Dmitri?”

“Don’t you think he’s a bit creepy?”

“I suppose in a drab sort of way.”

What was she asking him for? He didn’t even know Tatiana was a psycho.

“Now that I think about it, creepy would be an improvement,” Bernie said, twirling the wine. “It lends a certain mystery to every encounter.”

“Yeah, a deadly encounter.”

“Dmitri deadly? Tell me more.”

“You’ve heard of the killer known as the slasher, haven’t you?”

Bernie nodded, sipping his wine.

“Don’t know if you know this or not, but he wears a mask when he kills.”

“Rather theatrical of him.”

“More like a psychotic of him,” Sammy said, glancing over the room. “Anyway, when Dmitri gave you the pill earlier, a mask slipped out of his pocket.”

“I didn’t see anything.”

“It didn’t come out all the way, just enough to see that it was a mask. He looked at me extra creepy when he stuffed it back in.”

“You think Dmitri is the slasher?”

Sammy nodded. “Got to find a way to prove it.”

“We can dress up in stealth outfits and…”

Sammy waited but nothing came. “Do you know where he lives?”

Bernie looked into the wineglass. “I’m sure it’s someplace drab.”

She could sneak into the car and follow him home. She might find a whole case of those masks.

“Can you imagine living in someplace drab?”

“Where I grew up, drab was the next level up.”

“You poor thing.” Bernie reached over and squeezed Sammy’s hand. “Let me get you something to forget all about that.”

“Don’t want to forget.”

“I know what. We’ll make plans for your driver training and all your drab days will be in the past.”

Johnny strutted between the tables, patting guys on the back as he went. The place was about half-full. He spun around when he got to the front and spotted Sammy. He marched over to the big ape by the rope. “How did she get in there?”

The ape shrugged. “She’s a little bit of a thing. Must’ve snuck in.”

“Yeah, I floated in on the wind.”

Johnny got into the guy’s face.

“It’s not an electrified fence, Johnny. It’s just a rope.”

“Think you can find a way to get her out of there?”

“If he flaps his arms, I’ll just float out,” Sammy said.

Bernie chuckled. “I have business with her, Jonathan.”

“Then take it somewhere else.”

“But we’re both here now.”

“I’ll throw the both of you out and then you can do all the business you want.”

Bernie sat back in the chair, lips puckered as if the wine had turned sour.

Sammy scooted under the rope and followed Johnny to the back.

Johnny turned around, seemingly surprised to see her. “Where is he?”

Bernie’s chair was pushed away from the table, his face cast in shadows with the glint of a phone held against his ear.

“One’s dumber than the next,” Johnny said, glaring at the ape by the rope.

“Takes after his boss.”

Johnny waved his hand as if shooing flies. “Go on, get out of here.”

“Sure, as soon as you pay me my money.”

“Don’t have it.”

“What you made in this place in a couple hours, you could’ve paid me twice over.”

“I’m putting everything I make back into the business. You’ll get your money. It’ll just take a while.”

Sammy scoured the place. “Where’s the money going? I don’t see it.”

A loud whooshing hum sounded, and then the lights went out, sending the club into darkness.

Johnny stumbled back. “What the hell happened?”

“All that money rushing into the business must’ve tripped a circuit.”

The sudden stop of the music left an eerie quiet to the place as murmurs of concern drifted through the air like the cold breeze of a winter’s storm. Lighted phones lent a quilted pattern to the darkness.

Johnny pulled out his phone, casting a glow over the area. One of the apes out front told him the streetlights were out too. It must’ve been a power station transformer that went. “Hello?” Johnny asked, staring down at a dimming phone.

All the phones in the place winked out like dying candles. Sammy spotted the dim outline of a lone figure strolling along the side of the stage and coming toward them.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-Six

________________________________________

 

 

 

 

 

A tall guy, broad at the shoulders, walked with his head down as if he were following a lit path. Was he wearing glasses? No, goggles.

Johnny pounded the phone and cursed.

Sammy gasped as the guy stepped into the back. It was the slasher!

He marched toward the kitchen doors, ignoring them. Why wasn’t he slashing? He disappeared into the kitchen, the doors fanning the now-warm air. Sammy turned to follow, but the basement door swung open, tripping her.

Leo stood by the door. “Anyone there?”

Johnny’s arms stretched out, searching. “Professor?”

Sammy got to her feet. “Great timing, Leo.”

Leo cocked his head. “Sam?”

Sammy turned him around. “Go back down. The slasher’s here.”

Johnny dropped his arms. “What?”

Sammy grabbed Johnny and whirled him through the opened door.

“Rhino, is that you?” Johnny asked. “The gnome thinks the slasher’s in the building.”

Would anyone blame her if she kicked him down the stairs? “Go down and don’t come back up.”

“Where’s Rhino?”

Sammy slammed the door and crept to the kitchen, then nudged open the door. The slasher stood over a table, honing a carving knife.

Guess he found his knife.

Linda felt her way toward the stove, which had a low flame under a stockpot. “Anybody there?”

The slasher turned toward Linda. Sammy rushed in. The slasher’s arm pulled back to strike. Sammy grabbed a round serving tray and flung it, hitting him square in the chest.

He stumbled back, groaning.

Sammy reached for the pots stacked under a table. “Linda, down on the floor!”

Linda squatted, covering her head. Sammy hurled the first pot. It was light and flew over him. The second one he ducked under, and the third was swatted away. The largest pot sailed low. He jumped away, but it clipped his knee.

The slasher charged Sammy, the knife held high. Sammy grabbed a two-foot-long cutting board and swung it at him. He jumped back, the board just missing him. Damn, she’d swung too soon. He lunged, slashing down, the knife biting into Sammy’s shoulder.

Sammy uncoiled, swinging the cutting board against his side. He tumbled back, crashing against the table. Her shoulder burned like fire with blood dripping down her arm.

The slasher stood about six feet away, holding his arm against his ribs and huffing through the mask like a bull getting ready to charge.

The blood matted her shoulder and down her arm, puddling at her feet. He must’ve gotten her good. She shook from a chill.

He steered the stainless-steel table out in front of him, rattling pots underneath it. Was he going to try to ram her? He reached down and flung a pot. Sammy ducked under it. He kicked the table. It slammed into her and knocked her to the floor. He jumped on top of the table and slashed down. Sammy grabbed the table’s legs and heaved up, the knife’s menacing arc just out of reach.

Sammy drew her legs in and kicked the table, sending it up and back. The slasher slid to the floor with the table on top of him. He rolled out from under it and dashed for the doors. She grabbed the upended table by the legs and whipped it along the floor at the slasher. He grabbed the leg and hopped on, then rode it to the door and out.

“What the hell?” Sammy dashed for the door. Her foot caught something slick on the floor and she stumbled. It was blood from the cut.

She scrambled to her feet, skidding on the tiled floor, and raced out the kitchen door. She peered into the lounge, no sign of him. The sound of gunfire drew her to the back. She rushed the door, but something was wedged against it.

Sammy ran through the lounge. Figures moved in the darkness like large meandering sea creatures in the night waters. She danced around them. The front door was choked off by people held back by an ape, his gun drawn.

She pushed her way through. “Where did he go?”

“Stay back,” the ape said, arm out.

Sammy ducked under his arm and jogged to Rhino, who was out front a few steps short of the sidewalk. “Did you see where he went?”

Rhino studied her. He nodded up the block across the street. “You know him?”

“It was the slasher,” Sammy said. “You might want to check on your guy in the back.”

“Grinder’s checking on Boulder.”

Sammy’s phone rang.

“Your phone works?”

Sammy fished out the phone. “Guess so.” It was Russo.

Rhino stared down at Sammy bathed in the glow of the phone. “Jesus, what happened to you?”

Sammy looked down. “It looks worse than it is.”

“Where are you?” Russo yelled.

Sammy held the phone away from her ear. “Don’t have to shout.”

“Stay where you are. I’ll pick you up myself.”

“Lucky me.”

Grinder bounded out from the back. “Boulder’s been shot. It doesn’t look good.”

“Who’s been shot?” Russo asked.

“I’m at the club. You better bring an ambulance.”

“You’ve been hurt?”

“It’s not for me.”

A gunshot sounded, reverberating in the quiet of the darkened streets. It couldn’t have been more than a block away. Sammy slipped the phone into her pocket and raced across the street.
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A car was parked a few feet in from the corner of the next block down. The passenger-side window was blown out, glass littering the sidewalk. Sammy crouched down, peeking through the shattered window. Dmitri was slumped over the steering wheel, the side of his face caked with blood and the mask in his lap.

Sammy jumped at the sound of the phone ringing.

It was Russo. “If you’re not dead, I’m going to kill you.”

“Dmitri’s dead.”

“Who?”

“The guy who I thought was the slasher.”

His breath rushed through the phone. “Where are you?”

“A block down from the club.” Sammy checked the street sign. “On Leonard.”

“Can you stay put for once?”

“Where am I going to go? The slasher’s dead.”

“Don’t hang up either.”

Sammy walked around to the driver’s side, thinking the car looked different, then remembered that Bernie’s car had crashed. The door wasn’t latched. Did somebody sneak up and shoot him? She would’ve seen someone running away. She scoured the shadows, searching for lingering figures.

“You still there?” Russo asked.

“Looks like he killed himself.”

“Don’t touch anything.”

“I’m just looking,” Sammy said. “Is it okay if I look?”

Distant sirens wailed.

“I should be there soon.”

Dmitri wasn’t wearing the dark jacket, just a white shirt, although not so white anymore. Sammy scanned the back seat, nothing.

The blaring sirens grew louder. A cop car pulled in front of the club, and another double-parked by a limo. An ambulance pulled in front of the second car.

Sammy peered down the block, watching for Russo. A third cop car turned down and came toward her, lights flashing but no siren. It was Russo.

He parked the car at the corner, threw the door open like he was mad, and bounced out. He stopped and stared.

Sammy raised her hands. “I didn’t touch anything.”

Russo raced around to the passenger side and opened the door. “Get in.”

“Couldn’t wait to arrest me, could you?”

Russo waved her in and backed down the block. He flagged an EMT who was standing by the open back doors to the ambulance. “I think she’s been shot.”

Sammy looked around. Who was he talking about?

The lady rushed over and bent down beside Sammy, flashing a penlight on her. “Were you hit in the shoulder?”

“Me? I wasn’t hit anywhere.”

“She’s in shock,” Russo said.

Sammy tugged her shirt. “This? I was fumbling around the kitchen in the dark and something must’ve spilled on me.”

“Honey, this looks like blood.”

“Could be cow’s blood?”

The lady wasn’t buying it. “Can you stand?”

“I’ll take my shirt off and show you, okay?”

The lady held Sammy’s arm. “Let me do it.”

Sammy nodded, gazing up at Russo. “Turn around, Russo.”

He huffed, turning his back to them.

She rolled up Sammy’s shirt from the waist, bunching it up by the neck. “Don’t see a gunshot wound.” She trained the light on the shoulder. “Looks like a cut on the right shoulder.” She pulled the sleeve up gently, leaning in to get a closer look.

Sammy hoped the wound had healed enough so she wouldn’t be hauled into the hospital.

“It’s a cut,” the lady said. “Not deep enough for stitches.”

Sammy pulled the shirt down when Russo turned back. “Told you.”

The lady stood, turning to Russo. “Something could’ve spilled on her like she said.”

Russo stared down at the shirt. “Are you sure?”

“Could take her to the hospital for further tests.”

Sammy hopped out of the seat. “Don’t I have a say?”

“Can’t force her if she doesn’t want to.”

“And I don’t want to.”

The lady nodded to Russo and jogged off to help the other EMT load Boulder into the back of the ambulance.

The cop who’d helped the EMTs strolled up to Russo. “He was working security by the back door when this guy flew out and dropped something.” The cop checked his tablet. “Anthony Delgado is his name. When the guy picked up what he dropped, he told Delgado that there was someone in the club with a knife. When Delgado turned to go back, the guy took Delgado’s gun and shot him.”

“Sounds like something the creep would do,” Sammy said.

Russo turned to her. “What?”

Sammy looked away. “Nothing.”

“Does this,” Russo asked, waving his finger at Sammy’s shirt, “have something to do with that guy?”

“Maybe.”

Russo glared at her. “Maybe?”

“Depends if you’re going to get mad or not. I can tell you’re mad already.”

“This is a police investigation,” Russo said. “There are no maybes.”

“He was going to carve up Linda like a roast. I couldn’t let that happen.”

“That’s when you call the police.”

“She’d be long dead by then.”

The other cop shifted his feet. “It’s pitch black inside, Sarge.”

Russo gave her the dead-eyed look. “Want to try again?”

“Linda had the fire going on the stove.”

Another cop stepped up to them, holding out a bag. “Infrared goggles, high-end shit.”

Russo took the bag and held up the goggles. Shades of green cut through the darkness. He handed the bag back. “Didn’t we have eyes on this place?”

“They thought it was a feed issue.”

“No one thought it was a good idea to send a patrol to check it out?”

The cop shrugged.

“Interview the club patrons,” Russo told the cop with the goggles. “Find out if anyone saw anything.”

“Can’t see shit in there, Sarge.”

“Call the power company, Franklin. Get someone out here.”

The other cop chuckled. “Use the goggles, Franklin.”

Franklin gave him the finger and trudged off.

“Porter, you’re with me. There’s something up the block. Not sure what it was, got diverted.” Russo glanced back at Sammy.

“Don’t blame me.”

“You get in the back. I want to keep my eye on you.”

The three of them piled into the car and stopped behind Bernie’s car.

Sammy followed the two of them and pointed to the mask. “There it is.”

Porter bent over, focusing a light into the broken passenger-side window. “You can see that?” He aimed the light on Sammy’s shirt. “Is that blood?”

“We already went over that, Porter.” Sammy joined Russo on the driver side.

“Who’s the kid, Sarge?”

Russo slid his hand into a latex glove. “A pain in the ass.”

“Better than being a hard-ass.”

Russo opened the door. Dmitri’s hand dropped to his side, the gun hanging by a finger. Russo pulled out a clear plastic bag from his jacket pocket and dropped the gun into it. He offered the gun to Porter. “Check who it’s registered to.”

“He was wearing a dark jacket earlier,” Sammy said. “If you wanted to know.”

Russo trained the light onto the back seat.

“It’s not back there,” Sammy said.

He flashed Sammy a look as if to say, “Did I ask you?”

Sammy folded her arms and looked away.

Russo opened the back door and squatted, then ran his hand under the seats.

“He’s not wearing the same black jacket he pulled the mask out from. The same one he was wearing when he attacked Maria.”

Russo shot up. “You forgot to mention that.”

“I didn’t remember that until later. If you weren’t so busy not believing me and sending me off to jail, I might’ve remembered sooner.”

“Don’t believe for a minute that there won’t be consequences for that little stunt you pulled.”

Russo’s phone rang. “What is it, Franklin?” He held the phone out and put it on speaker.

“The power company sent us this video clip from a nearby substation,” Franklin said.

Sammy stepped in closer. The clip showed the legs of someone stepping down a ladder.

“This guy did something that took out the power. P&S has someone there now.”

The clip showed the rest of the guy on the ladder. He turned. It was Dmitri.

“We’re running his face for any hits.”

“You can stop running. He’s a 10-55 up the block from you.”

“No shit,” Franklin said. “Get this, Rue. After the lights went out, everybody’s phone died. One of the tech guys thinks it might’ve been an EMF pulse.”

“This sounds more and more like he’s ex-military.”

Franklin breathed into the phone. “It doesn’t look like P&S is going to get the power on anytime soon. I’m scrounging for lights from forensics for the interviews.”

The clip showed Dmitri climbing up the ladder, a moment later a flash, then black.

Russo stared at the black screen.

“Going to need help with the interviews, Rue. There’s close to a hundred people here.”

“That’ll be me.”

“About half don’t even know the lights are out, so it might go quick.”

“Quick and useless.” Russo disconnected. “What do you have on the gun, Porter?”

Porter tapped the phone. “It’s coming up now… Anthony Delgado.”

“Call the ME. You know the drill.”

Sammy turned to walk away. “If you won’t be needing me, I’ll head home.”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Shit! “I’m just a kid. Ask Porter.”

Russo waved her to follow. “Now you’re a kid.”

“Where we going?”

“Looking to find that dark jacket.”
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Sammy expected Russo to talk about the jacket as she followed him down the block, but he kept quiet. “Why do you need me to find the stupid jacket?”

“I’m more interested in the guy wearing it.”

“He’s dead back there with a bullet in his head.”

“He’s not wearing the jacket now.”

“You don’t think Dmitri is the slasher?”

“I have my doubts.”

“But he’s on that video, blowing up the power station.”

“Yes, he is.”

“You’re not going to tell me anything, are you?”

“There’s nothing much to tell.” Russo glanced down at her. “But I would like to meet your friend Bernie.”

“What’d you want with him?”

“His driver was killed tonight. Maybe he has some answers.”

“You don’t think it was a suicide?”

“The medical examiner will make that determination.”

“I would’ve seen somebody running away. I ran as soon as I heard the gunshot.”

Russo gave her one of his dead-eye cop stares.

“What should I’ve done? Called you and let him get away?”

“You getting killed isn’t going to help anyone.”

“I was careful.”

“Reckless, you mean.”

Sammy huffed and folded her arms. “I still would’ve seen him. What’d you say about that?”

“Those types don’t just kill themselves.”

He was free and clear.

They jogged across the street. Two cops in uniform were outside talking to the apes. They laughed about something. A light about the size of a space heater sat on the ground next to them, casting everyone’s face into sinister shadows.

The cops got serious when Russo approached. Two apes nodded to Russo.

“Were you two out front when the lights went out?”

Rhino nodded. “We were here all night.”

“You let anyone in after that?”

“We were in lockdown,” Rhino said. “No one in, no one out.”

“Except for her.” The other ape pointed his big fat finger at Sammy and snickered. “She’s like one of those little terriers.”

“How’d you like it if I kick your balls into your chin?”

He laughed. “See what I mean? She’s got Johnny scared.”

Russo gave her a look.

Sammy turned away. “He called me a dog.”

“Don’t forget about the asshole who shot Boulder,” Rhino said. “When you catch him, bring him around. You won’t have to worry about him running anymore.”

Sammy followed Russo inside. The back tables were pushed to the side, leaving two lit tables in the middle. Two lights were on the floor toward the front, illuminating a path. Weary faces sprouted up like sparse mushrooms in the dark, gazing soullessly at them.

Franklin hurried up to Russo. “We’re all set, Rue. The natives are getting restless.”

“Got an extra light?”

“This is it.”

Russo took one from the table. “Make sure no one leaves.”

Sammy followed Russo through the tables, thinking about the video clip and the apes guarding the door, and then it dawned on her. “If they didn’t let anybody in, then it couldn’t have been Dmitri.”

Russo nodded.

“If it isn’t Dmitri, and the slasher went out the back, what am I looking for?”

“Sometimes it’s more important to find out who’s not here than who is.”

“Am I still looking for the dark suit? Because there could be a lot of guys in dark suits here.”

“I’m more interested in finding Bernie, but if you see someone with a matching build in a dark suit, let me know.”

“You think it’s Bernie? He was pretty banged up from the crash.”

Russo strolled to the VIP tables across the room from where Bernie normally sat. He shone the light on the three guys slumped back in their seats.

“He sits on the other side in the front.”

“We’re going through the whole room.”

“Guess you’re not in a hurry.”

“It pays to be thorough.” Russo shone the light on a large guy at the next table. “How about this guy?”

“He’s not Bernie.”

“We’re also looking for the jacket.”

Sammy shook her head. “Too big.”

They zigzagged across and up to the front. Sammy glanced at Bernie’s table every time she had a clear view. She didn’t see him. Maybe he was in the bathroom or hiding under the table.

“How about him?”

“The jacket’s got pinstripes.”

Russo brought the light in closer. “Starting to get bleary-eyed.”

It seemed like a long trudge to Bernie’s table. The light beam cut through the darkness. If Bernie was hiding, he wasn’t under the table.

“Maybe he’s in the bathroom?”

Russo waved over a cop who was standing in front of the stage with a light clipped onto her belt. “Are the restrooms clear?”

She nodded. “It’s not a drinking crowd.”

Sammy looked under the table again, spotting what looked like a napkin. “Can you shine the light underneath there?”

Russo aimed the light where she pointed. “What is it?”

Sammy moved the chair away just to make sure. “It’s Bernie’s arm sling.”
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Sammy looked down at the sketch she’d compiled of Bernie with the tablet the cop gave her. She played with the eyes, making them farther apart. That was about as close as she was going to get. She turned and held the tablet out so it would line up to where Bernie normally sat. All he needed was a golden hat.

“Tell me it ain’t true, Bernie.” Sammy dropped the tablet onto the table. “Maybe he has an evil twin.”

The cop marched up to her. “All finished?”

Sammy handed her the tablet, feeling as if she’d betrayed him.

The tables were empty now; just a half a dozen guys were queued up to talk to Franklin or Russo.

Linda felt her way in the darkness to the table. “Are you the one who yelled for me to get down?”

Sammy nodded. “Didn’t want to hit you with a pot.”

Linda slid into the chair next to Sammy. “But why did you risk your life for me? You don’t even know me.”

“Cindy talks about you all the time, so I feel like I know you.”

“You’re Cindy’s friend, the one who doesn’t get along with Johnny?”

“I think we moved on to hating each other.”

Linda giggled as if she were years younger. She wrung her hands. “I haven’t been able to stop shaking.”

Sammy rubbed the warmth back into Linda’s hands. “He’ll never come back here again.”

Linda took in a deep breath and exhaled. It seemed to calm her.

Russo approached, looking as if waiting for them to finish.

Linda backed out of the chair. “Did you want to talk to her?”

Sammy pointed to her. “That’s Linda.”

“Oh my God, I don’t even know your name.”

“Sam.”

Linda reached over and hugged Sammy.

Russo stepped closer, waiting for Linda to join the others. “It’s late, and I still have to interview the staff. Go home and get some sleep.”

“Thought you couldn’t wait to get me to jail.”

“I’m banking on getting this guy before you do. You have carfare?”

Sammy nodded, holding out her phone.

“Get out of here and try not to save anyone else.”

Sammy went out the back way. The staff was bunched along the front of the stage with lighted candles spaced out around the edge, making the stage look solemn. Linda waved, Janine nodded, and Johnny kept his head straight, but his gaze followed her.

One of the apes chuckled. “My shoes weigh more than her, Johnny.”

Johnny looked away. “Shut up.”

A uniformed cop guarded the door with a light clipped to his belt. “Where’re do you think you’re going?”

“Going home. Russo said I can go.”

“No one goes out this door.”

Sammy turned to go inside but spotted someone waving. It was Leo, hands above his head as if he were on an island and needed rescuing.

Sammy pointed to the field by Leo. “I’m going that way. Do I have to go out the front and come back here?”

The cop just stared at her.

“Call Russo. I’m sure it’s fine.”

The cop sighed and pulled out his phone. “There’s a kid who says you told her she can go out the back.”

He held the phone up to her.

Russo’s face popped onto the screen. “Why can’t you go out the front like everyone else?”

“Because I’m a pain in the ass.”

Russo grinned. “Let her through.”

“Guess you’re not such a hard-ass after all.”

“Go home and stay home.”

Sammy waved goodbye and headed toward Leo. She climbed the jumble of bricks, one clinking into another.

Leo turned his head, searching. “Sam?”

“I’m standing two feet away from you.”

“I was hoping to catch you going out the back,” Leo said, his head angled away from her. “It must be extraordinary to see in this darkness.”

“What are you doing out here?”

“One of Johnny’s men escorted me out when they took the injured man to the ambulance. There were too many police to risk going out the front.”

“What do the cops want you for?”

“It’s not the police that I’m worried about, but those who watch the police.”

“We should have a long talk on who they and those are.”

Leo looked down at the ground. “I was making adequate progress until I stumbled on this debris field.”

“You’re standing at the edge of a collapsed building.” Sammy grabbed his hand. “Let’s get out of here before you fall into a basement.”

“Yes, my sentiments exactly.”

Sammy guided him along the edge of the field running parallel to the street. They cut in through the back of an abandoned gas station. She and Uncle Danny had stayed in one uptown. Sammy thought it was the funniest thing when he told her it was a gas station, thinking it was a place where people went to fart. Uncle Danny told her they’d get a can of beans for the occasion.

She stopped Leo from walking into the street and called for a transporter. “It’ll be here in about four and a half minutes. Don’t usually wait that long.”

“Nothing is as usual tonight.”

“Dmitri blew up a power substation. I saw it on video.”

“Should I know that person?”

“He is…was Bernie’s driver.”

“I don’t believe I know that one either.”

“He used to be known as Bernardo.” Sammy wondered why he’d changed his name. She used to think of him as Golden Boy. “The police think he’s the slasher.”

“Who? This Dmitri character?”

“No, Bernie, formerly known as Bernardo.”

Leo pursed his lips, shaking his head.

“He was the one who supplied the getaway car for both Xanadu and that Bushwick place where we got the gene editor.”

“You’re referring to the Bushwick and Halsey Research facility?”

“You remember the name of that stupid place but couldn’t remember the name of the guy who drove us there?”

“I recall a woman drove.”

“That was Tatiana.” Sammy felt a chill, thinking back about her last moments with her. “Bernie was in the back seat with us.”

“I don’t believe I was introduced to him.”

“Sorry I didn’t make the introductions.”

“As I recall he was rather flaky.”

“And goofy and funny and a lot of other stuff I can’t think of, but not a murderer.”

“It is surprising, but then again I’m not well versed in that particular pathology.”

“Tatiana was a psycho. Is there some kind of psycho club you can join?”

“Perhaps they met at a mental health facility.”

“Tatiana said she went to a few of those places. I bet she met him there and made him into a bigger psycho.”

Leo let out a tired breath. “I don’t believe it works that way, but she might’ve exaggerated his condition.”

“You haven’t seen her work,” Sammy said. “She could twist a normal person into a pretzel, even you.” She gazed up at the low-light gray version of him. “What am I saying? You’re not normal.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You would.”

“I’m not afraid to be different. In fact, I relish it.”

“At least you’re human. I’m part octopus.”

“We should have another go at the scanner and check for any other changes. Have you experienced anything unusual lately? Felt different?”

“Feel stronger. Picked up one of those hospital bed tables like it was nothing.”

“Another reason not to involve yourself in these escapades. Did anyone see you?”

“The masked psycho and a hundred-year-old guy. Neither one will be talking about it.”

“Consider yourself lucky.”

“Last night, I almost broke Johnny’s wrist when he grabbed me. He called me a freak.”

“We should leave the area. There’s too much police activity here, anyway.”

“We?”

“Who else is going to help you?”

“You’ve been such a big help so far.”

“This is virgin territory, Sam. We’re both on an exploration.”

“Yeah, but I’m the one with the pickaxe.”

“We all have our roles to play.”

Sammy wondered what Leo’s true role was in all of this. She knew he’d never tell her.

“Your animosity toward Johnny could escalate, which could prove hazardous to both of you. You should avoid him.”

“No more nerve stimulation training?”

“I believe that was a mistake. Perhaps what you’re going through is similar to a child learning to walk, and when the time is right, you’ll be able to extend and retract the fingers at will.”

“Or I could be crawling around in diapers for years.”

Leo let out a breathy chuckle, looking toward her but not quite lining up. “How well can you see in this soup of darkness?”

“I can see everything, except it’s in a yellowish gray. I don’t see colors as good as I used to.”

Leo nodded. “There’s always a trade-off.”

The transporter rolled quietly toward them. When it stopped in front, the interior lights glowed, startling Leo.

Sammy opened the door for him. “Should’ve warned you.”
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Sammy sat in the transporter next to Leo, reading her account of what happened at the hospital and the club. She’d taken a few pictures at the club, but they seemed too dark as if shot in a cave.

Leo glanced over. “I hope that’s not a diary. Nothing is as secure as you might think.”

“It’s not a diary.”

“What is it then?”

“It’s for Grunge News, telling them what happened today.”

“You’re deliberately exposing yourself to a news agency?”

“You sound like I’m doing something perverted.”

Leo huffed. “If anything, you should be hiding.”

“Like you?”

“It might be best if I moved on with or without you.”

“You’re going to break up the band?”

“Before I go, I’ll secure a medical imaging facility for a final scan.”

“You mean a place I have to break into.”

“No place allows guest technicians, and I can’t risk anyone else viewing the scans.”

Yeah, the freak scans.

“Once I’m confident you’re stable, I can move on.”

Sammy didn’t like the sound of that. “Are you saying I might turn into a psycho?”

Leo shook his head. “Stable in a morphogenic sense.”

“Try English, Leo.”

“Your physiology stops changing,” Leo said, glancing over at her. “I’d like to be around to assist you in your development, but it’s proving too risky, especially with your penchant for heroism.”

“Yeah, it’s a tragic flaw.”

Leo nodded. “Now that you’re aware of it, perhaps you’ll learn to address it.”

“Then we can sit around in a hole-in-the-wall place and watch each other grow fat.”

Leo gazed out the window. They were a couple of blocks from the apartment. Sammy filed her report to Jack and slipped the phone into her pocket.

“Looks like our Russian friends are out for a late-night stroll.”

Mama stood at the corner, wearing a bathrobe with the sash tied tightly around her large frame. Igor was behind her looking back at his two sisters, who were shuffling behind him. The transporter pulled up in front. Smoke billowed from a second-floor window. The building was on fire!

Sammy leaped from the transporter. “You see Cindy?”

“She is not working?” Igor asked.

Sammy shook her head. “She’s here!”

“I bang pot,” Mama said, raising a cast-iron skillet. “Yell fire.”

Sammy looked back at the building, heat radiating like an open oven. “Must be sleeping.”

Leo grabbed her arm as she went for the door. “It’s too late.”

Sammy pulled her arm free, almost knocking Leo down. “It’s Cindy.” She raced to the door. Smoke stung her eyes as she lingered inside the doorway. Orange-and-yellow columns climbed the walls like fingers reaching up to the ceiling. She sprinted up the steps, dodging flames snaking along the edges.

The second floor seemed untouched except for the smoke trailing up the stairs. Sammy rushed down the hall, lingering by Leo’s apartment’s opened door. She burst into her apartment and went straight for Cindy’s bedroom. Cindy wasn’t in her bed. She checked the closet and under the bed, then called out to her. Sammy went from room to room and still no Cindy.

The hallway was filling up with smoke. Sammy buried her mouth and nose into the crook of her elbow and nudged open Leo’s apartment door. “Cindy, you in here?”

Bernie leaned over the counter. “Sugar, do you know where the marshmallows are?”

Sammy marched up to him. “What are you doing here?”

Bernie opened a cabinet door, searching. “Can you imagine not one marshmallow in this whole place?”

“I know who you are. You can’t fool me.”

Bernie lifted a package from the cabinet. “Dried seaweed. Who eats that?”

Sammy bounded for the bedrooms, calling out to Cindy.

Bernie stood at the entrance of the hallway. “You think she knows where they are?”

Sammy grabbed Bernie by his jacket and shoved him against the wall. “What did you do to her?”

“If you don’t want marshmallows, just say so. You don’t have to get all huffy about it.”

Sammy eased her grip. “Just tell me where she is, and I’ll get you help. I’m sure they can undo whatever damage Tatiana caused.”

“Now there was a girl who could find things. I’d be roasting marshmallows right now if she were here.”

“Focus, Bernie. Where is she?”

Bernie huffed, seemingly resigned. “On a beach somewhere, thumbing her nose at me. I’d hate to admit it, but I’m just lost without her.”

“Forget about Tatiana. She’s dead.”

Bernie crinkled his brow, gazing down at Sammy. A smile slowly emerged. “You want to be my driver, Sugar?”

“Forget about the driver; forget about everything except Cindy. Got that?”

“We used to call her Cin.”

“That’s right. Where is she?”

“If you find her, ask her about the marshmallows,” Bernie said, head tilted up. “Can you smell the smoke? It’s a crime that we’re not roasting marshmallows.”

The room was filling up with smoke. She coughed, calling out to Cindy.

“We used to also call her Chocolate Cake.”

Sammy shoved him. “Don’t call her that.”

Bernie looked all indignant. “You don’t like chocolate cake either? What do you like? Don’t tell me that seaweed’s yours?”

Sammy slammed him hard against the wall. “Stupid psycho.”

She stormed out of the apartment, calling for Cindy, eyes tearing, a coughing fit racking her chest.

The sound of a cat meowing came from behind her.

Sammy turned, calling out for Cat. She listened by the door of her apartment, another meow.

Sammy dashed in, searching for him. “Now’s not a good time to be hiding, Cat.”

The apartment door closed. Bernie leaned back against the door, pointing a gun at her.
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Bernie stepped away from the door, holding the gun by his side. His gaze was steady as if he was measuring her.

Sammy stared at the gun. She’d been careless thinking Bernie was harmless.

He gave her a side view of the gun. “It’s Dmitri’s. I don’t think he’ll miss it.”

“You killed him.”

“He served his purpose.”

“You don’t need a driver anymore?”

He chuckled.

“Something funny?”

“I was just thinking we have something in common. We both killed one of my drivers.”

“The difference was Tatiana was trying to kill me.”

He laughed. “I would’ve given anything to see that manipulative bitch have her little bird turn on her. Did you get her to tweet? That was her thing, the sick bitch.”

Yeah, and you’re normal?

“The funny thing is she was the one who sprang me from the padded walls.”

“How’d she do that?”

“When Uncle Sam wants you, who’s going to say no?”

“She worked for the feds?”

“We both did until the beast got a little out of hand on a village sweep.” He chuckled. “That village was never a problem after the beast got through with it.”

“The beast?”

Bernie nodded. “Saved my ass more than I can count.” His gaze drifted for a moment, then found her. “Couldn’t kill a little girl, though.”

“You’re the beast?”

“The beast is the beast.”

Was this one of those multiple-personality things?

He studied her. “What kind of freak are you?”

Sammy looked away.

“There were whispers of genetic enhancements, but you don’t fit the profile.”

Was that what she was? Enhanced?

“Who did it?”

“Nobody did nothing.”

He stared at her for a spell, eyes stone cold. “One last time, who did the enhancements?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I believe there’s a mismatch of intentions.” He aimed the gun and fired, hitting her in the thigh just above the knee.

Sammy screamed, tumbling to the floor. “You shot me!”

Bernie raised the muzzle up to his nose and took a whiff. “So much simpler than a knife.”

Sammy shifted her weight. The floor was heating up and her leg felt as if on fire.

He paced, tapping the gun’s muzzle. “You know, I should just kill you for getting in the way of finishing that job earlier today at the Palace.”

“Job?”

“Xanadu put a hit on the Palace. Tatiana set that up. She was going to use you to sneak in the guns.”

“Me?”

“You could get in the back unchecked. She never stopped talking about how she’d stand on the stage and mow down the crowd with a machine gun you’d bring in. The kicker was that she’d end it with a pole dance.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “That bitch could plan.”

Sammy swallowed. Would she have just taken it without checking?

“But you weren’t the little bird she was expecting. It drove her nuts. We were supposed to have the job finished and be out of town a week ago. I’ve been carrying those goggles for weeks. Every time I come here to finish the job, silly Bernardo pops up and spends my money with both hands.”

“You’re not Bernardo?”

“I’m Bernard. It was Tatiana’s idea to give Bernardo more face time, said it was a good cover.”

“Guess you hated that.”

“I’m the one who controls the face time, not her.”

“I can tell you’re in control now.”

“That’s right,” he said, pounding his chest. “Things will be different. No more Bernardo or Bernie or whatever he calls himself these days. I could make a list of things he screwed up. He kept trying to fire Dmitri, my scapegoat. You know how long it took to find someone like that?”

“Yeah, everybody thought it was Dmitri.”

“I set that up, not Tatiana. All Bernardo knew how to do was spend money. The asshole thought it was from a trust fund. Can you imagine that?”

“I know I’d be pissed if somebody spent my money.”

“Damn right I am.”

“I could help you get rid of him just like I got rid of Tatiana.”

He stopped and stared as if taking a measure of her. “How?”

“Bring him out, and I’ll tell him how it is. You said he likes me, right? He’ll listen to me.”

“I know what you’re trying to do,” he said, waving the gun at her. “You’re just like that bitch.” He fired the gun; the bullet grazed off her other leg.

Sammy groaned, clutching the wound. “I’m nothing like her.”

“All bitches are the same, bouncing their tits so you’ll come running. Then they can get their fangs into you.”

The grazing shot burned. “Do you see boobs here?”

He paced. “Focus, focus.”

Sammy shifted sideways. The floor was hot enough to where she’d be cooking in a few minutes.

“I know enhancements.” He spun toward her, aiming the gun. “Where did you get the enhancements? No more bullshit.”

He was close enough where if she could extend the fingers, she’d be able to grab the gun.

“Tick-tock.” He grinned. “Nothing like a deadline to keep you focused.”

If she talked low, maybe he’d come closer, and she’d have a chance.

He scanned the room now engulfed in a dense fog of smoke. Smoke whistled through the floorboards. The door was buckling and crackling. The handle had an orange glow. “You have ten seconds before I put a bullet in your head, and then I’m going to release the beast on Cindy. The thought of spending a few days with her keeps the beast happy.”

Sammy pushed off the floor. “You have her?”

“She’ll be easy enough to find.”

He didn’t have Cindy. Where was she?

“He wants her for three days. I told him they never last more than two.”

The door caught fire and smoke poured in.

“Five seconds.”

A thud came from behind her. It was the dining room table collapsing as one leg gave way to the fire. She was next.

Cat hissed, jumping to the counter. She’d forgotten about him.

Bernard grinned, raising the gun. His eyes lit up as fire rolled across the ceiling. “Target practice.”

Sammy’s fingers shot out, looped around his gun, and jerked it free. She stood and flung the gun behind her.

Bernard spun with a wide sweep of his foot aimed at her head. She snatched his foot, whirled him around, and let go, hurling him against the wall to the right of the door.

Sammy hobbled to the counter and grabbed Cat. The window frame to the fire escape was in flames. Sammy tossed one of the dining room chairs through the window. The chair’s back was wedged in. She pulled it out, clearing the loose glass around the frame.

“I’m hurt. Help me, please.” It was in the high pitch of Bernie’s voice.

Sammy turned back.

Bernie rolled onto his side, hand outstretched to her. “Sugar? Don’t leave me here.”

Sammy stared, frozen.

The wall buckled, and the ceiling dipped as the floor shifted. Sammy jumped out onto the fire escape, holding Cat. She grasped the side rail and jumped over, then slid down to the first-floor fire escape. The building shook. Sammy swung away, dropping the ten or so feet. She hit the ground and rolled, keeping Cat pressed against her.

The building rumbled like distant thunder. Windows exploded out. Sammy dashed away from the raining glass, then stopped by the courtyard fence. She slumped down and released Cat, who slinked away and then circled around her. Her fingers retracted.

At the other end of the building, balls of fire leaped out the windows. Clouds of white-and-black smoke swirled around the building. Sammy stroked Cat behind the ear. Spots of his coat were singed. “At least I saved you.”
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The building’s side wall folded in and collapsed, spilling bricks out into the sidewalk. Sammy stood, feeling as if something were crawling on her leg. She patted down her trousers and stomped her foot. The bullet dropped to the ground, slimy as if somebody had wiped their nose on it. She hurled it into the building, then wondered if that was a smart thing to do. The hole where the bullet passed through was encrusted around the edges. With the trousers also bloodied, she must look as if she came out on the wrong end of a bullfight.

She held her arm out, the tips of her fingers coming about a foot short of the fence. She reached for it, fingers extending and clasping the links.

Cat stopped licking his paws, taking an interest in Sammy’s chain-link exercises.

“You got claws. I got tentacles. Sounds creepy now that I think about it.” Sammy released the fence and flicked her fingers, retracting them.

She scooped up Cat as he was licking his singed coat. “Let’s get out of here before you get hurt.” Sammy walked around to the front, giving the building a wide berth.

The older of Igor’s two younger sisters ran up and snatched Cat from her grasp.

“I get visiting privileges,” Sammy said.

Mama smiled and nodded.

Igor sneered. “Now we need shit box.”

Cindy stood about ten feet away, fingering the closed loop of a big black bag. She turned to Sammy, her cheeks tearstained. “Sam?”

Sammy rushed her. “Where were you?”

Cindy hugged Sammy. “You’re real,” she said with a sniffle. “I thought I lost you.”

“How’d you get out?”

Cindy wiped her cheeks. “I went down the fire escape.”

“A good way to get out of a burning building.” Sammy eyed the bag. “What’s in there?”

“My dresses and makeup,” Cindy said as if it were illegal contraband.

“You had time to pack?”

“If something happened to you because of this bag, I never would’ve forgiven myself.”

“You didn’t get a chance to grab any of my stuff, did you?”

Cindy gazed down. “I’m a terrible person, aren’t I?”

Sammy shook her head. “Most of my stuff is junk, anyway.” Although the money she’d taken from the Albanian would be missed.

“Now you have nothing to wear.”

“I can always get clothes. As long as we’re both okay, that’s all that matters.”

They watched the fire turn everything inside into dust.

Fire arched out one of the second-floor windows, flashed against Cindy’s face like a bolt from a storm. “I’m going to miss this place.”

Sammy nodded, looking down at the large stuffed black bag. There must be twenty or thirty dresses shoved into it. “We’ll have to find another place. I’m thinking maybe an abandoned dress shop.”

Cindy stepped back, studying Sammy.

“We can hang the dresses in the window, and no one will know it’s abandoned.”

“You’re making fun of me?”

Sammy shook her head, although maybe she was.

“Thought you were trapped in there and didn’t know what to do.”

Another wall collapsed, scattering bricks along the sidewalk. Her phone rang.

“Who’s calling you now?”

Sammy fished out the phone.

It was Jack. “It’s not too late to call, is it?”

“Got nothing better to do.”

“Good,” he said, sounding as if he wasn’t too sure. “I wanted to clear a few things up before I put this report out for the morning.” A muffled voice murmured in the background. “Do you know what ‘rest’ means?”

“Yeah, I could use some of that now.”

“Sorry, Sam, I wasn’t speaking to you.” His breath hissed through the phone. “Against recommendations and common sense, someone wants to talk to you.”

Was it Russo?

“Hello, smart-ass.”

“Maria?”

“You think crashing a car into a tree is going to keep me down long?”

“Not the smartest thing you’ve ever done.”

“You had to have been there.”

“Feel like I have.”

“I heard we’re sisters, so you can tell me anything.”

“Bernie’s dead.”

“When? How?” Maria asked, followed by a shuffling sound and whispers.

“Just now. A wall collapsed on him from the fire.”

“I’m putting you on speaker,” Maria said. “Where was this?”

“The apartment went up in flames.”

“Is everyone okay?”

“Everyone except Bernie.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”

“It wasn’t Bernard or the beast but Bernie.”

A slow breath whispered over the phone. “I don’t follow.”

“It’s like what that shrink said. You know the slasher had multiple personalities.”

“Yeah, right. Head’s still a little foggy.”

“Why did you crash the car?”

“He had a rope around my neck, and he wasn’t whispering sweet nothings,” Maria said. “He must’ve known his name was on the list Jack sent me from Taxi and Limousine.”

Maybe that list was like the fence that always seemed to switch him.

“Jack’s calling Russo,” Maria said. “Is the fire department there?”

Sammy looked up at the building. Another section collapsed inward this time, sending up a fireball. “Nobody called; nobody ever calls for these buildings.”

“Jack’s coming over, but this is your story.”

“Jack can do it if he wants.”

“You can do it, Sam.”

“I don’t know. The kegger-slasher-party one didn’t turn out so good.”

“For your first story, it was a good job.”

“Which means ‘shit’ for somebody who knows what they’re doing.”

“Nobody gets it right the first time. You should’ve seen some of my early reports, and that was after following Dragon Lady around for six months. I hammed the camera the whole time.”

The confession did give Sammy a lift, but she still wasn’t sure.

“Just think of it as telling a friend what happened.” There was a scuffle in the background. Maria said, “She can do it.”

The comment was meant for Jack, but Sammy was glad she said it.

Maria breathed into the phone. “I’m guessing you’re feeling a little raw right now.”

“Don’t know what I feel.”

“Whatever you do, don’t be matter-of-fact. Dig into what you’re feeling.”

“Don’t know what you mean.”

“When I was on that boat, I was dazed, confused, not sure what happened, and I didn’t stop to pretty myself up and take the time to clear my head. I just went with my gut.”

“That makeup bot was all smashed up,” Sammy said.

“Exactly. Before, I was too busy looking good instead of digging down to what’s important.”

“I don’t know what’s important.”

“Weren’t you disappointed in not saving Bernie?”

“I had Cat in my arms, and Bernie reached out, wanting me to save him, but the floor rumbled, and I had to get out.”

“That’s it, Sam. Some stories only have one angle; the better ones have two, but you have three: Bernie, the cat, and your home.”

The apartment was mostly rubble now. “We’ll need to find a new place.”

“That’s right, but Bernie is your centerpiece, and how you came to know his other personas.”

“Bernard was the real monster.”

“Two sides of the same coin, Sam. That’s your metaphor,” Maria said. “Jack’s leaving now, so don’t worry if you mess up. But if you dig down, it’ll be ten times better.”

“You think so?”

“Yes,” Maria said, the S whistling in Sammy’s ear. “Jack’s insulted. You know I’m right, Jack.”

“Get some rest,” Jack hollered in the background.

“Can’t sleep now.” Maria released a slow breath as if to calm herself. “You have the Bernie/Bernard story to tell, and I know you’ll tell it better than anyone else. Okay?”

“I guess.”

“If you have any questions, you call me.” The call disconnected.

Sammy stared at the reflection of a flame flickering off the dark screen.
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Sammy stood in the glare of the camera light, thinking about what more she had to say. She had talked about the fire and saving Cat. She even mentioned about the different people in Bernie, but she didn’t use the coin metaphor. There were at least three people, and coins only had two sides.

Cindy stood a few feet away, holding the phone’s camera on her. “You finished?”

“Maria said I have to be raw. I feel more numb.”

“Could be why you’re not in pain.” Cindy panned the phone’s light over her shirt.

“I’m talking about feelings, Cindy.”

“There’s a lot of blood, Sam. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“The ambulance lady said I was fine.”

Cindy panned lower. “Is that a bullet hole?”

Sammy was regretting letting Cindy do the recordings.

“You said he had a gun.”

“If he shot me, do you think I’d be standing here?”

Cindy didn’t say anything as she stared at the hole in her trousers.

“I was in the middle of the fire, Cindy. All kinds of stuff was flying around.”

“If it’ll make it up to you, I’ll toss these dresses into the fire.”

“What will that do except make this fire burn longer? Besides, you worked hard for those dresses.”

Cindy turned off the phone and hugged her. “You’re the best, Sam.”

“Just glad you’re okay.”

“No matter what happens, we have each other.”

Sammy leaned back. “I know what to say now.”

Cindy gazed at Sammy, waiting.

“I’m talking about for the news report.”

Cindy turned on the camera; the light bathed Sammy against the backdrop of the smoldering apartment.

“I knew Bernardo for months and always thought he was a bit flaky. Now, I think he was scared and confused and used zany comments to cover it. He didn’t know about Bernard or the beast, but he knew something wasn’t right and changed his name to Bernie, so he could keep Bernard buried deep.”

“That’s why he changed his name?” Cindy asked.

Sammy nodded, wondering if she could use the coin metaphor.

The light drifted as Cindy turned toward Igor’s youngest sister, who’d tripped on a brick.

Sammy waited for Cindy to aim the camera back on her. “Bernie was also kind, generous, and funny. I liked his laugh too.”

The camera shook as Cindy nodded in agreement.

“I know he wasn’t right in the head. I’m sure a lot of us are a few cards short of a full deck and have dark thoughts. Maybe Bernie was in a place where it was too dark, and the darkness took over, but he fought it.”

Igor’s other sister approached, holding Cat in her arms.

“Bernard fell back against the wall, and he became Bernie, scared and confused Bernie who needed my help, but it was too late. It was Bernie, not Bernard or the beast, who died. Sometimes when you try to defeat the monster, a friend dies. And when your friend dies, you die a little bit too.”
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Sammy took a few pictures of Cat, zooming in on spots of singed fur. She scanned the recorded files but didn’t feel like reviewing them. She clicked “send.”

Leo grabbed her arm and pulled her away. “This is a big mistake. This is just the thing to draw millions of viewers.”

“If millions see it, then it’s more money for me.”

Leo looked over his shoulder. “Money is not going to help if certain people find out what you can do.”

“Again about people with no names.”

“Because they have no names,” Leo said, pulling her farther back. “Were you shot in the leg?”

Sammy pointed to the spot just above the knee. There was a graze on the other leg, but she didn’t think that mattered much.

“And you have no ill effects.”

“Hurt like hell, but after I got out of that building, the bullet oozed out of my leg.”

Leo rubbed his chin. “Fascinating.”

Sammy checked for anyone looking at them, then extended her fingers. “Don’t need that stupid probe thing anymore either.”

“Retract them!”

Sammy pulled her fingers in. “Thought you’d be happy.”

“Never do that in the open.” Leo did a three-sixty of the area. “You don’t know who’s watching.”

“Talk about paranoid.”

“You’d appreciate my council if you saw what I’ve seen.”

“I’m waiting for that heart-to-heart, Leo.”

“You’re better off not knowing. Simply be abundantly cautious, and you’ll be fine.”

“Sounds like a lot of fun.”

“Start off by deleting the videos and destroying the phone.”

“Already sent them off to Jack.”

“Then steal his phone and destroy it.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t doing any finger tricks, Leo.”

“This behavior does not fit into ‘abundantly cautious.’”

Sammy walked away. “Neither do I.”

Leo followed her. “Tonight we’ll break into an imaging facility and do a full scanning workup.”

“The only place I’m breaking into is one with a bed.”

Igor walked up to them with a big smile. “I know of new place,” he said, putting his arm around Leo. “It is like palace.”

“Yeah, a palace for rats.”

“Do not listen to her. She knows nothing.”

Sammy sneered at Igor. “I’m not abundantly cautious either.”

“She is nothing but trouble. Before her it was quiet and peaceful, never a problem. This new place will only have the best tenants.”

“Then where are you going to stay, Igor?”

“You see what I have to put up with.”

Leo nodded, glancing over at her. “I have some idea.”

“Make sure he gives you the basement, Leo, so you can hide away in the darkness.”

“It will be quiet without her,” Igor said, walking away with Leo.

“Go ahead to your rat-infested place. See if I care.”

Cindy hobbled over. “What about rats?”

Sammy looked down at Cindy’s leg. “What’s the matter with your leg?”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s something if you’re still hobbling on it.”

“Twisted my ankle on the fire escape.”

Sammy pulled over the bag of dresses for her to sit. “Then sit down and take your weight off of it.”

Cindy plopped down. “I should be taking care of you.”

“Why? Am I hobbling around?”

“You look like you stepped out of a horror movie.”

“Thanks.”

“I don’t mean it that way.”

Sammy looked down at her shirt and trousers. “Guess if I walked into a place, everyone would run for the exits.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to have Mama look at you.”

“That ambulance lady checked me out already,” Sammy said, gazing over at Mama, who was still on the phone. “Looks like she’s busy anyway.”

“She’s calling in favors to get places for everybody to stay until Igor gets another apartment.”

“Guess that doesn’t include us.”

“She offered. I told her I’d have to ask you first.” Cindy shifted on the bag. “She was very thankful for saving Rudy.”

“Rudy? Who’s Rudy?”

“The cat.”

“Cat’s name is Rudy?” Sammy asked, looking back at the younger sister now holding Cat. “He doesn’t look like a Rudy.”

“What does a Rudy look like?”

“I don’t know, but it’s not him.”

Cindy pushed the bag back and groaned.

“What is it?”

“Leg’s feeling stiff.”

“I think you’re supposed to keep the leg up.”

“Felt better when I was walking on it.”

“I’ll get some bricks to elevate your foot, no shortage of those.” Sammy strolled over to a pile, looked back to see if anyone was watching, then extended her fingers and scooped up about half a dozen of them. She retracted her fingers and carried the bricks over, then set them down in front of Cindy.

Igor was laughing about something, probably a stupid Russian joke. Mama was off the phone and bounded toward them.

Sammy propped Cindy’s foot on the stacked bricks.

Mama held the phone as though she was waiting for someone to come back on the line. “You are hurt?”

Cindy nodded. “I think it’s just a sprain.”

Mama gave Sammy the phone to hold, then bent over and rotated Cindy’s foot. “It is not broken. Good.”

“I have nice place,” Mama said, taking the phone back from Sammy. “I deliver baby, and she owes favor. It is crowded but only for a few days. Igor says two days. It will be four for new place.”

“You’re inviting us to the new place?” Sammy asked.

“We are like family, yes?”

Sammy could just hug Mama. “I think you should talk to Igor. He doesn’t share your feelings.”

“With him everything is about money. No amount of money buys friend.”

Cindy nodded. “If I had all the money in the world, I could never buy a friend as good as Sam.”

Mama held a hand on her chest. “When she went back into building, I prayed she would be okay. Prayers were answered when she save Rudy.”

Distant sirens wailed.

“Cops. It is good not to be around when they come.”

“We’ll call you, Mama,” Sammy said, looking to Cindy. “You have her number?”

Cindy nodded.

“You have place to stay?”

“I think we can scrounge up a place until the new one is ready.”

The sirens grew louder. Igor jogged over. “We have to go, Mama.”

Mama dug into her pocket. “I have pills for pain and swelling.”

Igor grabbed Mama’s arm. “Give pills and go.”

Mama handed Cindy two pills. “Take one now and one when going to bed. Put ice on but mostly off. Plenty of rest.”

Igor tugged her arm. “Come on, Mama.”

Mama pulled her arm free and spat out something in Russian.

Igor spoke softly in Russian, looking as though he was trying to convince her of something.

“I will call when new place is ready.”

“What? No, she is nothing but trouble,” Igor said. “There were no problems until she came.”

“She get pills that help many people. She is brave and strong.” Mama rested her hand on his shoulder. “We keep friends who make us better. They are like gold.”

“Her?”

Mama nodded, smiling at Sammy. “She is also good thief. I will need pills.” Mama turned toward the sound of the sirens. “Let us go before next words are with cops.”

“If you need help cleaning out the new place, give me a call,” Sammy shouted to them.

Igor turned back with a sneer. He and Mama turned the corner and disappeared.

Cindy hopped on the good leg and rolled the bag on its side. She sat on the ground, leaning back against the bag, and propped her foot on the bricks. “I think this is better.”

Sammy sat down beside Cindy, putting her arm around her shoulder. “You know if I can learn how to computer hack, getting those pills will be easy.”

Cindy rested her head on Sammy’s shoulder. “Mama’s right about good friends being like gold.”

“Yeah, with all that gold between us we’ll be pooping bars.”

Cindy crinkled her nose. “Sam.”

Sammy figured she’d be looking for a bed to sleep on by now, but the idea of swinging through a few trees with her extended fingers got her excited.

“Where are we going to stay?”

She could go to midtown and swipe some tacos or sausage buns. “I’m hungry, you?”

“Don’t think there are any places open now.”

Sammy turned back to the building. “I bet there are more than a few hard-boiled eggs in there.”

“We could go to the place that Mama set up for us.”

“A crowded place with a new baby? No thanks.”

“Where are we going to stay?”

“Jack owes me money. He can get a place for us for a few days.”

A couple of cop cars pulled in front. Russo got out of the second car and surveyed the jumble of bricks that was their apartment. “Jesus!”

“That’s Russo,” Sammy said. “He’s very religious.”

Cindy nodded. “He questioned me at the club.”

“He’s all right for a cop.”

Russo marched over. “You okay?”

“I’m kind of hungry. You know a place that’s open now?”

Russo’s worry lines softened into a small grin. “I know a twenty-four-hour place that a lot of cops go to.”

Sammy sat up. “It’s not one of those donut places, is it?”

Russo’s expression was more deadpan now. “It’s a diner. Does that meet your approval?”

“Diners are okay.”

“Get in,” he said, hitching his thumb to the car behind him. “We can talk about what happened.”

Sammy stood, offering her hand to Cindy.

Cindy swung her foot off the bricks. “You want me to come?”

“I’m not going to leave you here by yourself.”

“What about my bag?”

Sammy pulled Cindy up. “Russo can throw it in the trunk.”

Russo trudged over and picked up the bag. “Anything else I can do for you?”

Sammy held Cindy’s arm as she shimmied along the back seat.

Russo dropped the bag into the trunk and slammed it closed. “Is she okay?”

Sammy stepped back to close the door. “It’s just a sprain.”

“Is that blood on your leg?”

Sammy closed the door, casting herself into darkness. “I’m fine. Must be cursed by bleeding easily.”

“I’m taking you to the hospital.”

“If you’re not going to that diner, I’m not getting in the car.”

“Do I have to remind you that there’s an arrest warrant out for you?”

“You arresting me?”

“If it means keeping you alive.”

“I said I’m fine.”

Russo pulled out his phone. “Then you won’t mind having a doctor look at you.”

“Yeah, I do mind.”

Russo shone the camera’s light on her legs. “Were you shot?”

Sammy sighed, shaking her head.

Russo focused the light on the hole. “I know what a bullet hole looks like. Get in.”

Sammy turned back. Down the block and left would take her deeper into the zone.

“It’s either a hospital doctor or a prison doctor. Which is it going to be?”

Sammy couldn’t let a doctor look at her. One scan and the hospital would be crawling with feds all vying to put her in one of those secret hangars in the desert. Sammy opened the door as if she were getting in, then turned and bolted down the block.

Russo yelled after her.

Sammy turned the corner and raced down the dark street. Russo had the sirens going at the top of the block. She was moving fast, but she couldn’t outrun a car. A crumbled building lay ahead. She veered off the street and headed for it. Red-and-white lights flashed toward her. She scaled a mound of loose bricks and hid behind a wall.

The siren screamed as it passed, red and white lights spinning as the car headed down the block. Sammy waited for the siren to fade, but it held at a constant drone. She peeked around the wall. Russo was at the end of the block, a searchlight scanning up and down the rubble buildings.

The car turned left and rolled out of view.

Sammy leaned back, wishing she’d taken Mama’s offer. Her phone rang. It was Russo. She laid the phone down and smashed it with a brick, sending bits and pieces flying. She closed her eyes and leaned against the wall. She’d fall asleep if she weren’t so hungry. She scaled down the piled bricks and walked up the block.

Jack was standing by Maria’s car, looking up and down the block. Russo came around and stopped. The overhead flashing lights were still spinning.

Sammy turned her back to them and walked the other way. “I bet there’s a place open in midtown.”
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