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   Stormy Weather
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Storm Donovan had just sat and ordered a Jack and Coke when Albert, his good friend and ex-partner, stepped into the restaurant. Albert spotted him and came over.
 
   “You’re late,” Donovan said as Albert sat.
 
   “What else is new? What did you order?”
 
   “Jack and Coke.”
 
   “Not even diet?” Albert waved to the waiter, who came right over. The restaurant, Morton’s, was busy, but the wait staff was always attentive. “Scotch on the rocks.” The waiter nodded and left.
 
   “I don’t need to diet,” said Donovan.
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Forty-two.”
 
   “And you think you’re going to stay skinny forever?”
 
   “I’m not skinny,” said Storm. “I’m trim. There’s a difference.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you look skinny.”
 
   Their drinks came. Both men took long pulls and sat back in their chairs. A group of beautiful women in short swing dresses came in. Both men admired them for a heartbeat or two.
 
   “I need your help,” said Storm, as the ladies were shown to their table. Storm was certain one of them had caught his eye; a medium-sized, olive-skinned beauty.
 
   “Figured you did,” said Albert. “It’s not often you say dinner’s on you over the phone.”
 
   “It’s my way of softening you up.”
 
   Their waiter came back to take their orders and Albert ordered the New York strip steak, without even looking. It was the most expensive thing on the menu, Donovan mused, but a promise was a promise.
 
    “Consider me softened,” said Albert. Donovan himself kept looking at the menu quite indecisively. Eventually he ordered the veal with black truffle butter.
 
   Albert was intrigued. “What do you need, Donovan?”
 
   Albert Parker was an agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Donovan had worked for the FBI, too, until he realized he hated taking orders from others. Ten years ago, he had opened his own law practice in New York and he liked being his own boss much better. He had five other attorneys on staff and, between his five juniors and himself, they had every legal niche covered. Donovan, himself, didn’t specialize. He’d become known in DUMBO (Down Under the Manhattan Bridge Overpass) for taking any and every case that came to him. Parker, his ex-partner, was still his close friend, and Donovan used the man’s resources whenever he could.
 
   “I need to know if the FBI has a file on someone,” said Donovan.
 
   “We have files on lots of people. Tell me why I should give away government secrets to a private dick.”
 
   “Because someone wants me dead.”
 
   “I need more than that.”
 
   “Because I’m buying you the best cut of steak on the East Coast.”
 
   “You make a good argument, my friend. Do you see the hot chick looking at us?”
 
   “She’s looking at me,” said Donovan. “So will you help me?”
 
   “Why does he want you dead? Maybe it’s a valid reason. Maybe it’s something I can get on board for.”
 
   “Asshole.”
 
   Albert chuckled as their salads came. Both men put orders in for another round of drinks, and Donovan asked the waiter to deliver the attractive girl and her friends a couple of bottles of some good wine. “Good move,” said Albert. “You can kiss that hundred bucks goodbye.”
 
   “Wouldn’t be the first time,” said Donovan. “Anyway, I helped put his brother in jail for a long time.”
 
   “Who are we talking about here?”
 
   “Twin brothers. Quinn and Denny Lang.”
 
   “Which one’s in jail?”
 
   “Quinn.”
 
   “So Denny wants you dead. And you know this how?”
 
   “Word on the streets,” said Donovan.
 
   “Streets?” Albert snorted. “You live in DUMBO.”
 
   “We have streets here, too.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll see what I can dig up. Hey, looks like you got that girl’s attention.”
 
   Donovan had been watching, too. The waiter had delivered the two bottles of wine and made a great show of opening them for the ladies. He then pointed to Donovan, who promptly nodded and waved. The girl nodded, too, then raised her left hand high. Even from where Donovan sat, he could see the brilliant sparkle on her ring finger.
 
   Albert laughed and slapped the table hard. “Married. You know how to pick them.”
 
   The girl and her friends laughed, too, and when she was done laughing, she blew him a big kiss. “Better than nothing,” said Donovan. “Besides, married just means I can't keep her.”
 
   Albert was taken aback by that. “Jeesh...”
 
   As they waited for their order, Donovan went over the wine menu; he had half a mind to ask the sommelier to come and give his advice on a bottle that would complement his veal order, but he knew Albert would resent such pretensions.
 
   “So, just out of curiosity,” Albert began. “What did this Quinn Lang go into the clink for?”
 
   Donovan looked down for a second. “You'll find out.”
 
   “I'll find out from you, or I won't find out anything.”
 
   Donovan's lips moved as he swore silently. Albert never bluffed. He did not want to tell the man, but he needed the FBI information. “I got him convicted of smuggling.” The answer was reluctant, and he knew instantly that Albert would recognize it as such too. 
 
   “But?”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “But there's something you're not telling me.”
 
   Donovan sighed. “They have a sister, Mara.”
 
   Albert nodded. He understood instantly. “You screwed the bitch and when they confronted you, you got one of them locked up?”
 
   “Something like that,” Donovan muttered. He quickly took a sip of his Jack and Coke and looked over at the married woman again. He smiled at her. She was a gorgeous creature and he could see her looking at their table. She smiled and he saw her brush her fingers through her hair. His eyes flickered down and he noticed she was angling her leg at him too. Hook, line and sinker, he thought.
 
   Their orders arrived and Albert tucked into his order with relish. They had always gotten along, but there was a clear difference between the two men. Albert leaned over his plate and scarfed up his steak while Donovan sat up straight and carefully cut up his veal and transferred the food gracefully to his mouth.
 
   Storm Donovan was from an old family that had first come to America to live in the Rensselaerswyck. He could count Abraham Van Salee as one of his ancestors and his whole family tree was essentially a who's who of the elite of North America.
 
   Albert was nothing of the sort. He had come from a farming town in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. His mother had been a hippie who had tried to bring her commune into the town. When the commune had to face the reality of the U.S. society and broke up, his mother had not lost her liking for free love and found it the perfect way to supplement her income. Albert had never known which of the hundred or so men in the town had been his father. They moved around the country like gypsies and had “settled” in New York State when Albert was 6, 11 and 15.
 
   Albert did not speak until he finished his meal, so Donovan entertained himself by casually flirting with the olive beauty in the swing dress. She really was a rare sight. He smiled as he recalled something from a British comedy about a nudity buffer. How it took time to figure out how a woman looked naked, especially trying to figure out her nipple type. It was something that kept him entertained though. Certainly more entertaining than watching Albert belch over his steak.
 
   It took Albert a quarter of an hour to make the steak disappear and by that time, Donovan had drawn out his cigar case and his lighter. He only just finished his own food, but he knew already that he wanted a cigar. “You want one too?” he asked Albert the moment he sat back and rubbed his hands over his belly.
 
   “Nah, I'm laying off them.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Wife and me are trying to get pregnant. Seems they are bad for sperm production.”
 
   “Fuck that.” Donovan picked up the cigars and his lighter and got up. “By the way, your wife is trying to get pregnant, or you're trying to get her pregnant. Though looking at that gut of yours, she might have knocked you up already.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   Donovan grinned and walked out onto the small balcony which was the only place they were now allowed to smoke.
 
   The balcony was empty, but at least there were some comfortable seats. He cursed the smoking ban in New York. People had seemed to stop smoking altogether now. Maybe some smoked good cigars at home, but in public there was nothing of the sort any more.
 
   He mused on it as he pulled out one of his Cohibas and smelled it. They were the proper Cohibas, from the plantations and factories founded by Fidel Castro, not the US/Dominican fakes. Not that those were bad cigars, but they simply were not the same thing.
 
   With a sigh, he cut the cigar and flicked open his lighter. The large flame burned bright blue and he put it to the cigar's end. He sucked on it and rolled it around once or twice, making sure it was lit properly and then, clicking his lighter closed again, he sank back into the chair, puffing out a large cloud of smoke.
 
   There was a noise behind him coming from the stairs and he looked up. He half expected to see Albert appear there, having changed his mind about his offer of a cigar, but instead it was the olive-toned woman. She brandished a slim cigarillo and smiled at him. “Got a light for me?”
 
   Donovan frowned. There were not many women in NYC these days who smoked, let alone women who smoked high quality tobacco. “Sure,” he said and flicked open his lighter again. “It's a rare thing.”
 
   The woman lit the cigarillo and puffed out a large cloud of smoke, then sat down on the edge of the seat next to Donovan. She crossed her legs and leaned her elbow on her knee, holding her smoke aloft. Donovan smelled the smoke and thought for a moment. “Sweet Java tobacco?”
 
   The woman nodded, a smile on her face. “Dutch stuff, Mehari Sweet Orient. There are a few stores around here who sell them, but I mainly rely on friends to bring them over from Europe.”
 
   Donovan smiled brightly and leaned forward, taking care not to breathe the smoke straight into the woman's face. That would be rude. But she smelled the smoke and her face lit up even more. “Cohiba?” she placed her hand on his knee and looked seriously at him. “You do know Cuban cigars are illegal, right?”
 
   Donovan nodded, equally serious. “Quite illegal, but I won't tell the cops about your smuggled Dutch cigarillos if you don't tell them about my Cubans.” He broke out in a smile again then. The woman also laughed and she extended her hand to Donovan. “Naomh Walsh,” she introduced herself.
 
   “Storm Donovan.” Donovan took her hand, turned it and placed a gentle kiss on her knuckles, much to Ms. Walsh's delight. “Pleased to meet you.” He wanted to withdraw his hand, but she held on to it and looked into his eyes. Her eyes were twinkling. Her fingers stroked the palm of his hand.
 
   She sucked another cloud of smoke out of the thin cigarillo and then lay it down in the ashtray. She uncrossed her legs, careful not to have a Sharon Stone moment, and stood up. Donovan was momentarily at a loss of what to do or say. His face was inches from her crotch and his hand was still in hers, very close to her hip. He saw her toned legs, the shapely thighs and the calves that were accentuated by her high heels, but he dared not look down or up too obviously. Then she stepped away.
 
   Naomh Walsh walked to the stairs again and then looked back at him, offering him a flirty wink and a wave of her hand. Sure Donovan was looking as she went down the stairs; she gave a tiny wiggle of her pert behind as well.
 
   Donovan was reeling. He was used to his expensive gifts to women being wasted, and he had resigned himself to the fact that this woman was spoken for, but obviously she had decided she was not spoken for after all. He looked at the ashtray and smiled even brighter. She had not stubbed the cigarillo out. Many cigar lovers, including Donovan himself, considered that a grave sin. A sin she had not committed. He also noticed now there was no filter. So she was less concerned about the health effects than about the taste.
 
   He sank back in the chair, cigar in hand, as he thought about that. He could completely fall for a woman like that, he mused. Then he saw a bit of white poking from beneath the ashtray and he sat up again to grab it. It was a business card. “Naomh Walsh, O'Hourihane & Walsh PR” it said on the front, together with a logo. On the back there were two phone numbers and an address. “Call me,” she had written next to one of the numbers in a loopy handwriting, using a thin pencil.
 
   Half an hour later, there was only a few fingers of his cigar left and the smoke that he drew into his mouth was becoming hot. He laid down the cigar and walked back down to the table where he had left Albert. As he sat down he looked over at the table where Naomh Walsh and her friends were seated. The bottles of wine were empty and as he watched them the waiter brought another bottle.
 
   “They're well-oiled by now,” Albert said.
 
   “Eh?”
 
   “Getting quite drunk; probably the right time for some bastard to put on a move.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “So?” Albert frowned at him. “Either entertain me by making a move on one of them or pay the bill and let me get home.”
 
   “But you'll have a look for those files for me right?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Wouldn't want the elite streets of DUMBO to be running with your blue blood, now would I?”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The taxi dropped Donovan at the gate of his loft apartment in the DUMBO. He paid the driver using his Smartphone and suddenly wondered if he should start paying people in cash again. Who knows who could access his phone? If someone was out to get him, they could be trying to get onto his phone. He shook his head and decided he was just being paranoid.
 
   He unlocked the gate with his phone as well. He pulled up the key program that would generate a random QR code that could be read by the scanner at his gate. An old college friend had developed the system, and Donovan was glad for it. The same program was used for the apartment itself, but it meant that nobody could ever open the gate or his doors unless he had sent them the app to open them.
 
   And a secure system was needed as well. Not only was his trim physique the envy of guys like Albert, but this loft apartment was the envy of most, from the Upper East Side to Williamsburg. It had once belonged to the greatest gangster of the early 20th century. It had been owned by him at that time when no policemen dared to patrol that beat alone and to live in the apartment that housed one of the most talked-about gangsters of all time was something he could never tire of. William “Wild Bill” Lovett, in Donovan's opinion, was the greatest gangster of New York City. It was one reason he had bought this apartment.
 
   The other reason for buying the loft was the eccentricities it was built with. He loved weird houses. Houses that were a bit odd. When he worked for the FBI, he had lived in a penthouse. It was one of the biggest, most expensive, most luxurious penthouses and the location was what any socialite dreamed of Upper East Manhattan, but it had not suited him. The layout was too standard, there were no surprises, and there was nowhere to hide.
 
   That was the one thing he loved about this loft. There were places to hide. It reminded him of the great family home in Manhattan. It was one of those very old houses you can only find in certain areas of the city. It was large and full of nooks and secret places. The loft, owing to the Irishman it had been a home to, was just as intriguing.
 
   Donovan entered the 19th century-styled elevator and went up to the loft. The door swung open with another generated QR code and he went into the large hallway. Immediately, he took a left, which took him into his library. The room was massive. The room was in fact two levels, with a mezzanine that allowed access to the top shelves. There was a massive fireplace, a large table and a writing desk. He walked straight through it and into the next room. This was his smoking room. A large humidor took up one wall of it, but there was also a piano and some other instruments.
 
   He had learned to play violin and piano when he was young, and he was still fond of playing, but right now he had another fancy. And he made enough money with his firm to indulge his fancies. There were a few amplifiers which he switched on and then he grabbed the electric guitar from its stand. He had had it specially built by a guild craftsman in the UK and it was more expensive than the piano, but it sounded better than any instrument he had ever heard. He took up a pick and strummed a chord. He grinned, thinking of the rock star dream he had when he was a boy and then began picking the strings.
 
   Not too long after he had begun playing, Donovan realized the tune he was playing was quite melancholy. He stopped picking the strings and put the guitar down. He looked at the grandfather clock and decided it was late enough. He turned the amplifiers off and walked back through the library. In the hallway, he made for the grand oaken staircase. It was the sort of thing you could see a woman in a ball gown walking down without too much imagining. At the top of the stairs were a number of rooms, including another sitting room and his breakfast room. There were several suites, all in the same classic style, including his own bedroom. But he ignored that bedroom and took another flight of stairs to the third floor, and there, below the ceiling, was the room he would use tonight.
 
   This was his second master suite. Unlike the classical rooms on the floor below, this suite and the others on this floor were very modern. There was a flat screen on one of the dressers; the bed was large and luxurious, covered in black satin sheets. A door, in the wall behind the bed, led to a large en suite. Donovan stripped off his shirt and dropped his trousers as he walked through the room to his personal bathroom. He turned the shower on, waited a moment for the water to warm and got under it. He just washed with water, knowing the overuse of soap would dry out his skin. He was a vain man, something he was keenly aware of, but he had his limits. Smearing his skin with products to counter the effects of other products just seemed stupid to him.
 
   He took a few minutes to wash, then stepped out and dried himself. Naked, he got between the satin sheets of the large bed. And even though he had plenty to ponder, he drifted into sleep very quickly.
 
   In the morning he woke from the sound of his butler knocking on the door. “Sir, it is time to get up,” the butler's Oxford accented voice said. “Your breakfast will be ready in half an hour.”
 
   Donovan rubbed his eyes and rose in the bed. He slowly swung his legs out of the bed and got to his feet. Bleary-eyed, he stumbled into his en suite and turned the faucet on. He placed his head under the cold water and suddenly felt himself wake up. He dried his short brown hair and wrapped the towel around his waist. He headed downstairs to his other suite, next to which was his private dressing room. He picked out a pinstripe shirt with a classic white collar, a pair of suit pants and suede loafers; he got dressed. To finish his look, he added a tie. Looking through his tie rack, he picked a simple one which complemented the colors in his shirt; he expertly tied a perfect Windsor knot.
 
   His breakfast was already waiting for him in the breakfast room. His butler stood by the door with that day's copy of the New York Times in hand.
 
   “Thank you, Johnson,” he said as he took the paper and sat down. His breakfast today was a selection of fresh fruit, muesli and Greek yogurt. It was the breakfast he ate most often. He liked fresh fruit from warm climates, even in the stubborn winters of New York, where snowstorms would prevent deliveries from getting to the city. He liked pancakes and a full English platter too, but on most days it was just too heavy for the strains and stresses he was expected to deal with throughout the day.
 
   There was nothing interesting in the paper, he decided fairly quickly, and he handed the paper back to Johnson. He was mighty pleased with his decision to hire the butler. It suited him and his lifestyle to have a butler in the first place, but he had always been hesitant to hire too many servants. He liked the good life and could afford it, but he did not want to appear like the rest of the elite that chose to live in the thick of it in Manhattan’s Upper East Side: pretentious. Of all the people in the part of town he lived in, he was one of the very few who actually had the breeding as well as the riches. As a result, he remembered that he could not, nor wanted to, display his wealth too much. He just showed it enough to make everyone aware of it. That was the reason he only had four people working for him in the loft. There was his butler, Johnson; Miss Graeme, the housekeeper; Juan, the janitor; and his cook, Emily Harkness. In his eyes, the latter was the most indispensable.
 
   After his breakfast, he went to brush his teeth and then he gathered his briefcase and went out. He walked to the eastern wing of his 3,800 square foot home and went down a flight of stairs. At the bottom of those stairs was his underground garage. He jumped into his favorite car, a British racing green Jaguar E-type. He turned the key and the engine coughed. He turned it again and this time the engine roared into life. He pulled up the key app again and opened the garage door. Moments later, he blasted out into the street. He laughed. There was nothing like the joy of driving a car like this.
 
   Forty minutes later, he pulled up in the garage of his office building in Midtown East Manhattan. He took the stairs up to his office at the top of the building. Most people would take the elevator, but he liked walking the stairs. He had long decided he felt better starting his day in the office by walking all those floors up than by taking the lift. Only when he was running late did he use the elevator now. It took him ten more minutes to reach his office.
 
   On the floor his law firm occupied, his office was at the end of the building. From the stair and lift lobby, there was the kitchen on the left and the rest of the office on the right. His partners all had their offices along the main passageway, as did their assistants and their support staff. Then there was a library, completely dedicated to the law. It contained row upon row of almanacs and law books. Most of the changes in the law and the consequences of the decisions of judges were now conveyed digitally, but Donovan liked having the books as well. He figured nobody could mess with them once they were printed. Besides, they looked good. Then, next to the library was his office. It was neighbored by his secretary, his assistant and by his private gym, complete bathroom suite and small walk-in closet.
 
   Donovan swung into his secretary's office and bid her good morning before cheerfully taking himself to his own office. He opened his laptop and began looking through his emails. It was a chore he hated to do, but a necessary one. The first thing he looked through was the updates from the courts, the updates from the New York Assembly, Senate and Governor, and finally the Congress and White House updates. The next thing was the emails from his clients and business partners. One of them took his particular attention. It was from the Greek shipping magnate who had recently taken a controlling stake in American Stevedoring Inc.
 
   Donovan had never specialized in any particular field, but of course he employed specialists in his firm. He liked being a jack-of-all-trades attorney. It meant he could take cases and clients of all sorts and deal with quandaries like the one Gregoris Sedakis posed him now. He pondered it for a moment. His firm had represented Sedakis in New York since his company’s takeover; it was a prestigious contract. But the question was a strange one. He was not sure he wanted to be associated with it.
 
   Another email was from the agent of a young Canadian singer who had just been arrested for drinking under the influence. The girl had been arrested for it before and this time, she had been charged with disturbance of the peace as well. Her neighbors in the prestigious Williamsburg area had finally had enough of her spoiled and extravagant behavior.
 
   He pressed the button of the intercom and let it go immediately. It would be sign enough for his secretary to know she was needed.
 
   It took a while for his secretary to show up, but eventually he saw her appear from the other side of the office, walk to her desk, notice the blinking light and come over to his office. She was holding an envelope. “Yes, Mister Donovan?”
 
   “Can you set up meetings with Sedakis and the agent of Justine Lavoie? Seems she's in trouble again.”
 
   “Yes, I heard about it this morning on the radio.”
 
   Donovan nodded. He did not really listen to the gossipy news on the radio or television and was frankly not interested in it either. He knew a lot of the people that were commonly discussed personally. He preferred to get the stories from the source.
 
   “Will that be all?”
 
   “For now, yeah. Thank you, Rachel.”
 
   The secretary walked up to his desk and handed him the envelope. “This just arrived for you. And your friend Albert called.”
 
   “Ah, thank you, Rachel.” He grabbed the envelope and reached for his phone. He put a Bluetooth headset on and selected Albert's number on his screen.
 
   “Agent Wylders.” Albert's voice boomed in his ear.
 
   “Fuck, why are you shouting?”
 
   “Sorry, hold on.” The line went silent for a moment, then Albert was back, speaking normally. “Fucking dead guy in the harbor. Engines and shit.”
 
   “Right. You called earlier?”
 
   “Yeah, I found the file on your brothers.”
 
   “Yeah?” Donovan asked, picking up a letter opener and ripping through the sealed edge of the envelope. “Anything interesting?”
 
   “Bad news. Denny Lang is AWOL.”
 
   Donovan pulled the letter from the envelope and folded it open. “And Quinn?”
 
   “Released on parole earlier this week. Just a minute...” Donovan heard Albert speaking to someone in the background. “Donovan...” Albert came back. Donovan did not answer. The letter was written in what was obviously blood. It had run slightly from the letters.
 
   “Donovan. The dead guy in the harbor. It's Denny Lang.”
 
   “You took years off my life. I will take the rest of your life. Lang,” the letter read.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “Rache,” Donovan was pulling his jacket back on as he pushed his head through his secretary's office door. “I'm going on the road, first to see Albert; I'll see Sedakis this afternoon and will head down to deal with this Justine Lavoie thing when I'm done with Albert.”
 
   “Yes, Mister Donovan,” she chirped. “Is there anything else I can do for you, Mister Donovan?”
 
   Donovan shook his head. “Just tell everyone I'm busy all day.”
 
   He took the elevator down and walked straight to his Jag. He fired the engine up and raced out of the parking garage. He turned onto the I278 that led to the harbor and immediately had to hit the brakes. The traffic was a nightmare, as usual. He tapped the steering wheel with his fingers. He was impatient. The letter was burning a hole in the inner pocket of his jacket. He took it out and looked at the lettering again. He could not see any fingerprints, but it was definitely blood. Someone had taken a calligraphy pen, dipped it in blood and written the note. That would explain the dripping as well. It was probably not held straight. He noticed now, staring at the letter in the middle of the traffic, that the hand was very fine. It was a very nicely written hand. Not many people had good handwriting these days, he thought. A pity penmanship was not really taught in school anymore. He shook the thought out of his head and pressed the gas pedal down. Seconds later he hit the brakes as the car in front of him stopped.
 
   It took him an hour to make his way to the harbor, but then he raced through the remainder of the traffic to finally pull up by the side of a warehouse where an ambulance and several police cars stood. He saw the SUV with the inverted flowerpot and figured that must be Albert's car. He jumped out of the open top E-type and walked to the door of the warehouse. An FBI tape was tied across the door opening. He looked in and ducked under the tape. “Albert!”
 
   A woman with a long wavy pony tail and an FBI jacket rushed toward him and had already begun pushing him back behind the tape when Albert showed up. “What are you doing here?” he asked him gruffly. As an answer, Donovan pulled the letter from his pocket and held it out for Albert behind the wavy-haired agent's back. Albert grasped it and took the letter out of the envelope. He took a single look at it and he laid a hand on the woman's shoulder. “It's alright, he can come in here. He's a former agent as well, so he knows the rules.”
 
   The agent stopped pushing Donovan back and stepped out of his way. Donovan straightened his suit jacket and gave the woman a wink. Then he followed Albert, who was already walking to the back of the warehouse.
 
   Donovan had seen his share of horror in the FBI, but he was shocked by what he saw. Something that had clearly been a man lay close to the wall in a puddle of blood. The coroner and his assistant were still taking pictures. “Dear God...” Donovan muttered when he came closer. “What the hell have they done?”
 
   The coroner looked at him and shook his head. “Back with us, Donovan?” He looked at the screen of his camera again. “I really have seen it all now.”
 
   Albert came to stand next to Donovan. “Messy, eh?”
 
   “What the fuck is this?” Donovan still watched the horror scene in complete amazement.
 
   “I believe they call this a Blood Eagle,” the coroner said casually. “Viking execution. They cut through the skin at his back, broke his ribs, spread them out and pulled out the lungs to lay across the broken ribs so it looks like wings. They then left the victim to die like that.” The man shook his head. “I hope to find they did this post-mortem. I don't even want to try and imagine the pain he must have gone through otherwise.”
 
   “The murderer must have been filled with rage to do this,” Albert remarked.
 
   The coroner looked at him. “You'd think that, but this is a very calculated and detailed way to kill. Even if done after death, it might have required a lot of hate, but not anger. You have to be in control to do something like this.”
 
   Donovan suddenly felt sick and swiftly ran to the door of the warehouse. The back door opened out on the dock and he breathed deep the smell of the sea and of dirty ship fuel. “Dear God...” he said again, trying to stop himself from throwing up. He was used to some things, but this just made him sick.
 
   Albert came to stand next to him. “Like something out of one of your gangster stories.”
 
   “You're sure it's Denny Lang?” Donovan asked his friend as he laid his hands on his neck, pulling his collar open so he could draw deep breaths.
 
   “Yeah. He matches the pictures and we found his ID in his pocket. Checked the fingerprints, but they're not on record, meaning it isn't Quinn.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Give your letter to the good old Doc as evidence. He can analyze the blood. If it's the same, well…” Albert shrugged and nodded to the car. “Got your file over in the car. Oh, and anyone else touch the letter?”
 
   “Envelope will be useless. My secretary and the mailman touched it. Everyone in the post office probably. I alone touched the letter.” Donovan was still shaking and trying to breathe away his nausea. “Fucking hell...” he swore.
 
   “Yeah, it’s brutal.”
 
   They walked around the warehouse, rather than back through the crime scene and finally Donovan's nausea went away as Albert pulled open the door of the car. He reached into the glove box and pulled out a plastic folder. “Quinn Lang. Printed it out for you this morning.” He looked around for a moment and then added, “I didn't give this to you, of course.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Donovan did not look into the folder and he just walked back to his Jag, not saying goodbye to his former partner. Albert didn’t mind, he himself was distracted by the corpse in the warehouse.
 
   The Jag's engine flared into life and Donovan drove off carefully. He turned back onto the main road and the E-type carried him back into the city. As he drove on the road back to the office, he realized the traffic was better and that he was supposed to do something else.
 
   He turned off toward the north and headed back to the city through Brooklyn Heights. His own house stood close to the Manhattan Bridge, but in the quieter area; he preferred his home to be quiet. He drove past his exit. He was heading toward the celebrity-dense area of Williamsburg, which sat under the Williamsburg Bridge, but was quite different from what he had a taste for these days.
 
   He drove past the Red Hook container port, a reminder that he was on the clock; the expanse of the container yard felt like at least a mile, but it wasn’t. He saw his exit come up and turned off into Williamsburg. He kept right and found himself in another world in less than 20 minutes; streets undergoing construction that would modernize and gentrify the old Brooklyn buildings. A left brought him into a narrow street not made for cars; at the end was his destination.
 
   He got out of his Jag and found, finally, that his shock had gone. He felt like himself again and was able to put the horror of the morning out of his head. He walked past a white Audi RS6 he had parked behind. He admired it for a second. It was a good car and quite understated. He nodded approvingly and kept his eyes on it as he pushed the intercom button that was practically in the street. There were four buzzers labeled ‘Longy’ that covered the four penthouse apartments on the top two floors. They were converted specially for the ten-year lease the current occupant had signed last fall.
 
   A few moments later he heard music blaring through the intercom and a girl's voice. “Yo.” There was a very light hint of a French accent in the voice.
 
   “Miss Lavoie? It's Storm Donovan. Can you let me in?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Storm Donovan. Your attorney?”
 
   “Sure, sure babe, I'll let you in. You can come and help out the boys.”
 
   Donovan shook his head and pulled the common entrance door to the apartment building as the buzzer sounded to release the remote door lock. He went through and walked the eight flights of steps to Miss Lavoie’s front door. The door was open and loud music boomed out from the whole apartment. He entered the house and immediately wished he had not. There was evidence of an indulgent high life everywhere, even in the passage. It started with discarded clothes and a razor blade that lay on the mirror on the hall dresser. As he went further into the house, looking for his client, he found more unsettling objects. Male clothes as well now, several pairs of pants, a half-smoked joint, a red-stained cork, used condoms and an empty bottle of wine. He just followed the trail of debris up the stairs to find the source; he found the music and a lot of noise coming from a sitting room on the first floor.
 
   The room door was open and he walked in without knocking. He blinked and swore softly. There was an orgy going on. Or a gang bang. Five men with bodies that looked like they were carved from marble were naked. They surrounded a very pretty blonde girl. The girl was barely twenty years old and she was moaning in ecstasy as the five men plowed her body everywhere they could, mauled her breasts, and kissed her. They were gentle, but it was so wrong. The girl was so young, barely more than a child, and she was not just letting these men use her, she was begging for it.
 
   Donovan stepped further into the room and tried to look past the scene. There were more empty bottles, traces of white on the surfaces of furniture, several spliffs in more than one ashtray. There were strips of pills scattered across a table. One of the men stepped away and the girl looked up, begging him to stay with a moan. She caught his eye then and smiled at him. “You, lawyer man, come and take his place.” Donovan knew instantly she was drunk and high as a kite. He wanted to say something, but he was distracted by an angry voice to his right.
 
   “Keep your fucking hands off me,” the familiar voice said, angrily but quietly. Then there was the sound of a slap and seconds later the man groaned and buckled over. Donovan could see the woman now and smiled. “Ms. Walsh!” he greeted the woman with the olive glow enthusiastically. “Pleased to see you again! Though perhaps not the ideal setting.”
 
   “No, indeed. A pleasure, Mister Donovan.”
 
   Donovan nodded to the man gasping for breath. He had now dropped to the deck and lay in the fetal position, clutching his groin. Donovan looked at the man's eyes and knew he was in the same sort of state as his client. “He'd remember you for a long time if he was actually capable of forming memories at the moment.”
 
   Naomh Walsh smiled. “Indeed. What brings you here, Mister Donovan?”
 
   “Just call me Storm, or Donovan. Everyone calls me Donovan.”
 
   “Okay, Donovan. What brings you here? I somehow doubt you're here to partake in the pleasure of my client as well.”
 
   “Your client, Ms. Walsh?”
 
   Ms. Walsh nodded to the blonde girl still being screwed by the four men and seemingly thoroughly enjoying herself. “I do her PR. Clean her mess up amongst other things. And it's Naomh.”
 
   “Then we're in the same line of work, Naomh. I'm her attorney. Though looking at this mess, I might not be her attorney for much longer.”
 
   Naomh sighed. “Tried to break this thing up since I got here, but it's no use.” She inclined her head to the door. “She's got a good espresso machine in the kitchen. Might as well enjoy a cup of coffee while we wait for her to be done with this.”
 
   They went down to the kitchen where Naomh set about making them each a latté.
 
   “You've done this before,” Donovan remarked from his vantage point at the end of the big breakfast bar in the kitchen. He had sat himself down on a stool and just watched Naomh make the espressos and foam up the milk.
 
   “Got to do something when mademoiselle is entertaining.”
 
   “That's what it's called now, is it?”
 
   “Afraid so. She entertains more men, and women, than a cheap whore on an aircraft carrier.”
 
   Donovan grinned. “Eloquently spoken.”
 
   “Thanks,” Naomh said as she placed two mugs on the marble of the breakfast bar. She grabbed a pot of sugar from a shelf and sat down. She scooped a single spoon of sugar into her cup and stirred it gently. “So how long have you been her attorney?”
 
   “Actually, I'm the attorney of her agent. My firm has represented her agency since she started. And since last year, we represent her record label as well. So we were the obvious choice to deal with this.”
 
   “Who do you work for?”
 
   “I founded the firm, so I guess I'm working for myself.” Donovan took a sip of the coffee. “You really have done this before!”
 
   Naomh smiled and then winced as she heard a scream from upstairs. “Fuck, yeah!” the voice of Justine Lavoie squealed. Naomh muttered, “And to think she was this innocent young kid from Québec five years ago.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember.” Donovan thought on it for a moment. “Strange how so many of them end up like this. Not that I often get to see it this up close and personal... but I do have my eyes and ears open.”
 
   “It's insane. It's the industry – and the pressures of all these bastards around them – that does it. Including people like me telling them how to look and how to behave for the sake of their image.”
 
   “Since when have you been her PR agent?”
 
   “Since last year. Her previous PR reps walked out. She's been like this since I’ve known her. Apparently this shit started when she turned eighteen. She was one of the first big clients we pulled in.”
 
   “Out of curiosity, is it your company?”
 
   Naomh smiled brightly. “Yup. Started it with a friend when we were just out of college. Took a while, but we managed to build up quite a business.”
 
   “And you kept your maiden name?” Donovan guessed, taking another sip of coffee to hide any possible betraying signs of ulterior motives.
 
   “Yes. Well, we already had the business registered. Would only be confusing.”
 
   “What's your husband do?”
 
   “He's a producer. He just joined a film crew in South America; they're doing some stupid film about El Dorado and aliens! So I'm here keeping myself busy by going out with friends and by working. Otherwise, I'd just be traipsing around a big empty house all by myself.”
 
   Donovan nodded. “I do hate an empty house. I tend to block that out with a good cigar, a drink and by playing some music.”
 
   “That sounds like a great plan too.” Her smile was dazzling. “Perhaps I can join you for an evening of that sometime?”
 
   Donovan was slightly taken aback by the proposal. “Sure.” He silenced the conversation by focusing on finishing his latté; buying himself more time to think. He paused, “How about tonight?”
 
   “Sounds great. I have nothing else to do.”
 
   Donovan looked at his Audemars watch and got up. “Well, Ms. Walsh, I think I will have to get going. I have another appointment as well and that one I do not wish to be late for. I certainly can't wait until mademoiselle is done entertaining.”
 
   “Can't blame you for that.”
 
   “Tell her she can drop by my office up until six this evening, if she wants our help to sort out this little spat with the law.” He pulled his jacket straight and made a light bow. “And thank you for the coffee. I'll see you tonight?”
 
   “No worries. And I'll be there... as long as you tell me where.”
 
   Donovan grinned. He could be an idiot sometimes, but that, it seemed, was part of the charm that made him so attractive. Never be too smooth. He took a pen and a business card out of his pocket and wrote down his address. “See you tonight.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Gregoris Sedakis himself greeted Donovan when he got back to his office in Midtown East. “I'm desperate for your services!” Sedakis still spoke with a thick Greek accent, even after thirty years in the US. Donovan reckoned it was something of a badge to the man. A mark of pride in his heritage and in the way he had come up in society in the US. He had left Greece when he was just twenty and had found a job at American Maritime Trucking as a dock worker. Through slow and careful investment and planning, he eventually rose from a dock worker and a welder to an owner of ships and harbors. He was the embodiment of the American Dream: rags to riches. Donovan liked him for that very reason. There had always been two ways to be someone in America. You had to be born to it, or you had to make yourself into someone.
 
   Donovan had been born to it. Even if all the money he now had came from his own hard work, he had been born into money and privilege. He could only admire the man he now shook hands with and who pulled him into a big bear hug. He felt the man kiss him on the cheek. Another Greek thing, he knew. Himself, he slapped Sedakis on the back as heartily as he could.
 
   “How are you, Gregoris?” He smiled brightly. “Hoping it's nothing serious you require my help with?”
 
   “Not at all, not at all. There's just someone who claims some of the land the Red Hook container port stands on is his. Didn't challenge it previously, but since I have taken over, it's become a nuisance.”
 
   “Who would be idiotic enough to make a fuss over land you own?” Donovan laughed. He was saying it with a bravado that he knew suited the man he was talking to.
 
   “I know! This Denny Lang is just a louse!”
 
   “Denny Lang?” Donovan froze. He was stunned. “You did not hear?”
 
   “Hear what?”
 
   “Denny Lang was found dead this morning.”
 
   They went into his office and sat down. Sedakis gave him a curious look. “What the fuck happened?”
 
   Donovan repressed a shudder as he recalled the impressions of this morning. “He was found in a warehouse on the docks north of the container port. Seems someone tortured him to death.”
 
   Sedakis' face suddenly went blank. “What warehouse?”
 
   Donovan had to think. “Pier 9B? Right off the northern ramp.”
 
   He saw Sedakis swear. “That's on the land he's filed a lawsuit over?”
 
   Sedakis nodded. “Since it's the harbor, I take it the FBI are taking this case?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You have a buddy there, right? Can you make sure he doesn't come after me over this? I was not involved.”
 
   “I believe you. After all, why would you ask my legal advice on that if the problem was already taken care of?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Can't get Albert, my old partner, to stop investigating you though. But I'll tell him I reckon you're innocent in this.”
 
   “Thanks.” Sedakis sat silent for a few moments, looking at his fingernails. “Well, I suppose the problem is indeed taken care of though. If he's dead, that lawsuit is goneburger.”
 
   Donovan made a mental note of the slang term that had somehow made it into Sedakis' vocabulary and nodded. “His brother is out of jail, and they had a sister as well, at least last I knew of it. They will probably inherit and they might pursue the same course.”
 
   Sedakis just nodded.
 
   “Might be prudent to let me look over the paperwork.”
 
   Sedakis took papers from his briefcase and handed them to Donovan. Donovan began to quickly look them over. There was a summary of the case on the first page and he read that in full before beginning to peruse the rest of the papers. It looked pretty plausible.
 
   “So the claim is that the Port Authorities of New York and New Jersey gave American Maritime permission to build on land that was owned by his grandfather. The Port made the problem go away by paying him rent, but then upon his death, that stopped. Their father, who inherited, was a drunk and did not bother to take it anywhere and now they are pressing the issue, right after you bought the port?”
 
   “Seems to be the gist of it.”
 
   “I'll have one of the guys here take a look at the land registry archives. Check on whether their claim is valid. Can't trust their copy of the papers, of course. And I'll contact their attorney. I need to see the grandfather’s Last Will and Testament and see if their father prepared any documents. Once we have that in, we'll see about where we can take this. There are a few options legally. One would be to force the claim onto American Stevedore, who sold you the port, including land that wasn't theirs to sell.”
 
   Sedakis got up. “I'll leave this in your capable hands then. Your old partner was investigating the death of this Denny Lang?” Donovan nodded.
 
   “Well, I will probably hear from him real soon then.”
 
   “I'll send you word about this lawsuit as soon as I know more,” Donovan assured him again. He offered his hand. “Always a pleasure, Gregoris. Even if the circumstances could have been better.”
 
   Sedakis had looked worried and distracted the past few minutes, but now he broke out into his genial smile again. “And you, Storm. You know, the wife would like to have you over for dinner sometime soon. She's American so I had my mother teach her how to cook, and plus she'd enjoy your company. Come, come tomorrow!”
 
   Donovan laughed. “I'd be delighted.” He wondered which wife this was. He remembered his divorce specialist had worked for the big Greek not long ago, so if there was a wife, she must be a new one.
 
   Just as Donovan was about to finish the last sips of his coffee and gather his things to head down to the Jag, there was a buzz from his office phone. He looked out and saw his secretary fawning over someone who looked like a tramp in a fur coat. As the tramp and her entourage came closer, he recognized the unkempt blond hair. It was Justine Lavoie. He stood, walked to the door and greeted her as graciously as he could muster. It was only this morning that he bore witness to their pornographic display. He looked over the faces of the people following her, but there was no Naomh Walsh. “Miss Lavoie.”
 
   “Donovan,” she said, barely giving him a look as she sat down in the chair behind his desk. His own chair. She swung her legs onto the desk. She was wearing shoes that would befit a porn star and a skirt that matched it perfectly. No underwear, Donovan noticed. He was quietly disgusted by the way the young woman conducted herself.
 
   “This drunk driving thing. Make it go away.” she said as she pulled a spliff from her pocket and lit it. Her agent came into the office as well, but he dared not protest her behavior, knowing how tetchy she could be.
 
   Donovan forced a smile. “C'est pas ça facile. C'est pas le premiér fois vous avez eu des problems avec le loi.”
 
   “En Français, Monsieur Donovan? Trés bien!” the girl exclaimed in a delighted voice. There was a delight in her face as well. The agent stepped in before Donovan could reply. “In English, please. I've got to deal with this too.”
 
   “Putain,” the girl snapped at him. “Fucking spoil sport. I hate you. Go away.”
 
   Donovan suppressed a sigh. “Well, Miss Lavoie has had problems with the law before. This drunk driving thing might not go away as easily as we might wish. And it might be wise to clean up your act for a while. At least until the police have been round to talk to you. If they encounter a scene like the one I found this morning, they might not be as forgiving as we want.”
 
   “Ugh, fucking police. They never let anyone have any fun.”
 
   “That's the way it is, Miss Lavoie, and I'm afraid it won't change anytime soon, either.”
 
   “So what do we do?” sighed the agent. The man was clearly at the end of his tether. Donovan knew he really worked for the Disney Corporation and would probably be under pressure from them as well. Though he could not be sure whether the pressure was to make Justine Lavoie appear as insane as possible or to save what was left of her image. He could never predict that when it came to the entertainment industry; everything was about publicity, sales and ratings. Personally, he suspected that the agent was as responsible for her deranged behavior as she was herself. After all, child stars who completely lose their way generally got too much attention in the media.
 
   “Well, I have looked over the charges and I will go with you to the courthouse tomorrow. You are to present yourself there at noon and we'll hear the charges set against you. From what I can see, now it's a DUI and disturbance of the peace, which should mean nothing but a fine.”
 
   “Good.” the agent said.
 
   “I won't pay anything,” Justine Lavoie said firmly.
 
   Donovan sighed. He could not help it this time. “Then you will be arrested and it will escalate from there.”
 
   “I am Justine Lavoie, not some stinking piece of shit. I won't pay.”
 
   Donovan blinked. “Well, we'll see each other tomorrow, noon, and we'll see what happens then. Right now, I have to leave you. I have another engagement.” His only engagement was with Naomh Walsh, who would drop by his loft sometime in the evening, but he could not take much more of this. He knew he had already slipped up, even if it was a slight slip.
 
   He let Rachel, his secretary, escort them both out of the office and then he gathered his things and stood by the window. It had been a strange day, he reflected, as he stared down into the street. It would be another stressful day tomorrow. Though hopefully, without another horrifically mutilated corpse.
 
   Donovan finally moved away from the window when he saw the limousine pull out of the parking garage. It meant his client by default had gone and he could safely run down to the Jag without encountering her again. That would be too much to stomach, to make polite sociable conversation with that little madam.
 
   Ten minutes later, the green Jag raced out of the garage toward the Manhattan Bridge to take him safely back to Brooklyn. He drove into his building’s parking lot and swiftly parked his car in the parking bay labeled Apartment 3. He ran upstairs to his gym and threw on some shorts and a top and began his daily training regime. He wanted to complete it as quickly as he could; he didn’t know what time his guest would arrive.
 
   He had tried to make out to Albert that it was no effort at all to remain slim and trim, but in fact, nothing was further from the truth. He was lucky in not having to worry too much about what and how much he ate, but he did work out and he did pay attention to what he ate. He took care to eat healthy and his exercise regime was designed specifically to let him keep a slim figure and made him look fit, without turning him into one of those guys that looked like they were on steroids.
 
   And that was the way he did everything, that was how everything went with him. He was the master of moderation. He was suave and sophisticated, but he had long realized that to be too smooth would have an adverse effect on his business and social interactions alike.
 
   An hour later he was done and he hurried to his third floor bathroom. Before he stripped, he sent a message to the cook, asking her to prepare food; he was expecting a guest in an hour. He jumped into the shower, then had a thought, stepped out and texted again. He asked his cook to make enough for two, just in case his guest would arrive before dinner, instead of later in the evening.
 
   When he dried himself, it seemed his instinct had been correct. There was a buzz on his phone. It was from the intercom. He pulled up the video feed and found himself looking at the beautiful olive face and curly dark hair of Naomh Walsh.
 
   “Good evening, Ms. Walsh.”
 
   “Good evening, Mister Donovan.” her cheerful voice greeted him.
 
   “I'll let you in.” Donovan generated an entry code to open the parking lot door for her. She would be there soon and his mind was racing to find out what he could put on in less than 30 seconds. In a corner of his mind, the idea arose that he should perhaps greet her wearing nothing but a towel and then continue getting ready as calmly as possible, but it did not seem the best idea in the end. He quickly ran into his dressing room and threw on a pair of jeans and a shirt. He did not look for shoes, only a belt. He would not bother to style his hair; instead he kept drying his hair with the towel. He ran down on bare feet and reached the bottom of the stairs just as the doorbell rang.
 
   Still drying his hair Donovan opened the door and gave Naomh Walsh a cheerful greeting. “You're just in time, Naomh. My cook should have a meal finished in minutes.”
 
   “Excellent! What's on the menu?” Naomh's heels clicked on the stones of the hallway.
 
   “I have no idea,” Donovan smiled as he guided her to his dining room. “I tend to let her do what she wants. I have no allergies, no foods or spices I particularly dislike, and she is an excellent chef.”
 
   “Excellent. If she's really good, I might have to poach her for some of my upcoming events.”
 
   Donovan grinned. “Well, you could. I have no problems cooking my own meals on occasion. Just not every day. I'm far too busy most days and well...” He gestured around. “I have the money to hire a chef.”
 
   “Funds for the finer things in life,” Naomh remarked.
 
   “Again, well put. You do have a way with words.” Donovan showed her into the small dining room that was next to the kitchen. It was the informal dining room he used when alone. Through the door that connected it to the rest of the house, there was a lavish dining room, used for grand functions.
 
   Naomh took up a seat with her back to a dresser that covered nearly the entire wall. It was a huge cupboard, far too large for the silverware and porcelain Donovan kept there.
 
   Donovan took the other seat, his back to the door that led to a small corridor and four steps that lead to the kitchen. It was his usual seat. He was not worried about who might or might not enter the room through that door. He realized that Naomh Walsh was unconsciously nervous about who might come through that door. But of course, she did not know the cupboard behind her was not just a place to store cups and cutlery.
 
   It did not take long for the butler to come through the door with two trays, each containing a large dish covered by a silver cloche. He set down the plates in front of each of them and removed the cloches. The chef had outdone herself. Perhaps she had realized Donovan was entertaining someone more interesting than his old college buddies or some associate in his law firm.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Around eight o'clock, they retired to Donovan's smoking room. Naomh Walsh made a beeline for the piano and tested the tuning. Without even asking, she sat down and began playing a rhythm and blues tune.
 
   Donovan hovered by the piano bench and listened for a moment. “In the Mood?” he guessed. He was acutely aware he did not know much about this genre of music.
 
   Naomh nodded and changed the tune. This one was slower. It sounded familiar as well, but Donovan could not place it.
 
   Instead of guessing, he stopped lingering and went over to the humidor. He selected some cigars and then went over to the bar. “Drink?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “What are you having?”
 
   “If you have a good Scotch, I'll have a drop.”
 
   Donovan was surprised to find he was taken aback by her request. For a woman like her, it was only fitting that she liked whisky as well, but he had never actually met a woman who did.
 
   He poured two double glasses of Bruichladdich and brought them over to the piano. He sat down in a chair just beside Naomh and picked up his guitar. He began picking the chords he thought she was playing and it actually seemed to harmonize. It brought a big smile to her face to hear it. They entertained each other by jamming, and expanding on the original tune.
 
   And then the lights went out.
 
   There was a scream. A prolonged scream. Then there was silence. Donovan, for once, did not know what to do. What he should have done was move to the safe room, using the door behind the humidor, but he was frozen. It was unthinkable that anyone should or could get through the security of the loft in the first place, but obviously someone had. The cameras and the special gate system had failed and someone had gotten in. He pulled out his phone and looked at it. There was not even a message from the security company. They had not received a message that the perimeter had been breached.
 
   There was a bang as the door flew open and then a crash as someone barged into something in the hallway. Someone had just entered the house.
 
   “Naomh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I think we should get out of here.” Donovan used his phone as a torch and found Naomh still frozen to the piano bench. He grabbed her hand and stepped to the humidor. It was a huge structure and he reached behind it and pulled a small lever hidden in a corner at the back of the humidor. It began to swing forward in its entirety. There was a small passage behind it.
 
   That passage had once been installed by Wild Bill, who had become paranoid about everything toward the end of his life. It served Donovan well now. He pulled Naomh with him and they went into the dusty passage. There was a ladder that led down and they made their way through the dust and the cobwebs to a passage that was not shown on the building’s approved drawings. At the end of the passage there was a large, steel-reinforced door. They went through it and Donovan pulled it shut. He flicked a switch and the generator hummed to life, causing the room to flood with light.
 
   Naomh looked startled and shocked. “What the hell just happened?”
 
   Donovan did not answer her, he just pulled out his phone and called the security company. “Storm Donovan. Someone just entered my property, lights went out and we heard a scream. Someone opened the door and we heard them. Got to the safe room,” he paused. “Safely. We'll need someone to get us out of here.”
 
   It was silent for a while after Donovan hung up. Eventually, he broke the silence himself. “Well, that's a good evening spoiled.”
 
   Naomh laughed. “Yeah, well. Maybe that was supposed to be the end of the evening.”
 
   Donovan smiled as well. He sat down on the sofa he had hauled down there right after he had the safe room renovated two years ago. It was not the same quality furniture he had upstairs. It was the sofa from the apartment he lived in during his time studying law. He had the matching coffee table down there too. Along the wall he had set down his old drink cabinet. “Don’t have the quality stuff down here, but if you’d care to join me , we could still have the drink I promised you.”
 
   Naomh sat down next to him on the sofa and shook her head. “I'd rather find another way to keep ourselves entertained than drinking.”
 
   “Don’t you have a husband in the world upstairs?” Donovan laid his arm on the back of the sofa, behind her shoulders.
 
   “I do.” She ran the fingers of her right hand, where she wore her wedding band, over the buttons of his shirt. “But he's not down here.” She came closer and Donovan wrapped her up in his arms. Their lips came closer and her hand slowly moved down. “Even if he were, I don't care.”
 
   Half an hour later there was a knock on the door and then it promptly flew open. The first person in was Albert, who closed his eyes as Donovan quickly pulled up his trousers and Naomh rushed to lower her dress.
 
   “Fucksake, Al!” Donovan swore. “What the fuck are you doing here?”
 
   “Security guys found a body. I was specially notified.” Albert looked at them sternly.
 
   Donovan's eyes opened wide. “Why?”
 
   “We asked to be given every case like the Denny Lang death.”
 
   Donovan was silent for a moment. “Same thing?”
 
   “Same thing.”
 
   It took Donovan a while to collect his thoughts and ask the natural question. “Who?”
 
   “Your janitor.”
 
   Donovan swore. Naomh sat quietly on the sofa. She did not quite know what to do in that moment, even though it was her job to know exactly what to do in a situation like this. But the truth was she solved the same problems over and over, but she had never experienced being caught with her pants down in the more than close proximity of a murder.
 
   “You two will need to come upstairs with me. I'm going to need to ask you some questions.”
 
   “Hell, Albert, you don't think....” Donovan began.
 
   Albert interrupted him. “Don't know. Don't think so. But you know the way it works.”
 
   Donovan nodded.
 
   “So let’s get this out of the way: so alibi, the whole shebang.” Albert continued. “When you're ready.”
 
   Albert walked up the stairs and left Donovan and Naomh Walsh to the care of the security man who was resetting the lock on the safe room.
 
   Donovan just swore; there was nothing else to do. So he just swore under his breath, repeatedly, for about thirty seconds straight.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Albert took Donovan and Naomh to see the body of the janitor. Naomh retched the moment she saw what had been done to the man. Donovan took her inside and made her drink the whiskey they had left behind in the smoking room.
 
   It took her a while, but eventually she managed a sort of grimace that was meant to be a smile. “Well, that was a mood killer,” she joked. Donovan forced a laugh. There was no quick rejoinder here. There could not be. They sat in silence until Albert came into the smoking room.
 
   “Right.” Albert said, pulling out a notebook and sitting down on his usual chair opposite the musical instruments. “Donovan, you know the rap. Begin from the beginning.”
 
   Donovan sighed. He ran his hand through his hair and blinked as he tried to gather his thoughts. “We had dinner and then we came in here. We played some music, Ms. Walsh was on the piano, I was sitting here playing the guitar. I poured us some drinks from the cabinet over there, never left the room. We were just jamming for about an hour. Then the lights went out and we heard a scream. Right after, we heard a sound at the front door. That’s when I decided to head for the safe room. We went through the humidor passage and locked ourselves in. Then I called the security company. They had not received an alert, no breach of the parameter. So we... entertained ourselves? Until you came to get us out.” Donovan was careful and concise in his version of events. He had learned over the years as an FBI agent and as an attorney that he should always make observations, never conclusions. It sounded better and it was a way of speaking that evoked less questions.
 
   Albert looked at Naomh. “You agree with his version of events, Ms. Walsh?”
 
   She just nodded, still shaken by the shock of seeing the mutilated janitor.
 
   Albert got up. “Can I have a word with you, Storm?” He walked out of the smoking room.
 
   Donovan followed him into the passage. “What is it Al?”
 
   Albert eyed him up and down.
 
   “Denny Lang was connected to you, albeit distantly. This is connected to you. Is there anything you aren't telling me?”
 
   Donovan frowned. “For fucksake, Albert. Fucking hell. You're not telling me you think I have anything to do with this?”
 
   “Of course not. But this seems to have something to do with you.”
 
   “If it does, I don't know anything about it.”
 
   “Where did you hear the Langs were after you?”
 
   “What the fuck does that matter?” Donovan felt as though his old partner, someone he trusted beyond anyone else, was trying to set him up for something.
 
   “Because, if this is connected to you, then that might be a key.”
 
   “I heard it from someone on the streets,” Donovan replied gruffly.
 
   “Storm, I'm not messing with you. This could be important.” Albert sighed. “You've got to tell me.”
 
   Donovan sighed. He thought for a moment. He did not want to say it; he always made a point of protecting his sources. He heard things from various people in all layers of society in the area. From drug dealers to businessmen and Upper East Siders to aspiring musicians trying to make it on Broadway. He had better connections than most gossip TV-reporters. But finally he made up his mind. “This does not go on record, understood?” he demanded from Albert.
 
   Albert nodded.
 
   “Frankie Saunders.”
 
   “Frankie Saunders?” Albert sounded skeptical. “The socialite?”
 
   Donovan nodded. “I wouldn’t go so far as to categorize her as a socialite, she’s more like an exceptionally high-end, whore-slash-drug dealer. Won't tell you what she gets up to or who she's involved with. But, she told me that I should watch my back.”
 
   “Even if it won't go on record, I'll have to interview her,” Albert said tentatively.
 
   Donovan shook his head. “I'll have to have a word with her. If you go after her for anything, she'll deny everything anyway. Plus, she can't afford to be seen talking to an FBI agent.”
 
   “As long as you tell me what you find out,” Albert agreed. He was sensible enough not to challenge Donovan on this one. He walked past him, squeezing his shoulder reassuringly as he passed.
 
   Donovan was left alone when Naomh Walsh left half an hour later. Whatever might have been in the cards that evening, the sight of Juan’s opened rib cage had taken away any carnal desires he originally set out with. He made his way to his regular bedroom and lay on the bed for a long time. Eventually he fell into a fitful sleep, only to wake up too early to call it morning.
 
   He drove his SUV to the office; a head foggy from lack of sleep was not a condition he was willing to impose on the Jag. The commute from Brooklyn across the bridge into Manhattan took twenty-plus minutes, and he was thankful it was over when it was. He walked up the stairs from the parking lot without his usual gusto; he was still exhausted from the previous night. He sat down at his desk. He yawned and tried to focus on the endless list of messages in his inbox. It was no use. The only message that registered was a dinner invitation for that evening by Gregoris Sedakis.
 
   He pulled out his phone and pushed seven digits. A soft female voice answered. “Frankie.”
 
   “Frankie, it's Donovan.”
 
   “Oh hi, what's up?”
 
   “Got time to meet me today?”
 
   “Business, pleasure or social?”
 
   “Bit of all those.”
 
   “I'm staying at The Plaza at the moment. You can drop by, we'll see about the rest.”
 
   “Sure.” Donovan wondered what she was doing there. “What are you doing staying there?”
 
   “Fiancé decided to come over from LA, so I took off.”
 
   “You still don't want to marry him?”
 
   “Don't know. He's boring really. Good PR for us both, but boring. And he'd intrude on the more lucrative parts of my life.”
 
   Donovan managed to produce a grin. “Well, I'll drop by as soon as I can.”
 
   Donovan left the moment he knew his associates and his secretary could deal with the day's affairs. He arrived at the fabulous Plaza Hotel on Fifth Avenue not long after. He drove even though the hotel was a twenty minute walk versus the thirty minute drive through peak hour traffic. He left his SUV to be parked by the valet and asked at the concierge desk which room Frankie Saunders was staying in. They knew him there and had no problem telling him she was staying in one of the suites, but was probably bikini-clad and by the pool.
 
   She was something. Frankie Saunders’ most attractive features were her mysterious gray-green eyes set on Mediterranean skin and a perfectly shaped body. Frankie haunted many a man’s daydream. She was one of the few women of the upper echelons of Manhattan’s society that had never had any part of her body enhanced or altered by a surgeon. There were lots of clinics these days that could do great work without any scarring, and plenty of PR agents who could hide or explain any mention of it in the media. But Frankie didn’t need either; she was a natural beauty. She wore a tiny bikini, even though the long line was in fashion, and comfortably swam the length of the pool to show off her completely natural tan. She worked out a lot, but she had time for it. Her body showed the effort she put into it, though.
 
   Donovan knew from experience how much she worked out some of the non-visible parts as well. He could get anyone he wanted, spend time with anyone he wanted, but Donovan chose to pay for Frankie's time whenever he could and her schedule permitted. She allowed very few men to spend time with her in private and charged them a small fortune for the privilege, and she was worth it. But Donovan was a different animal; he didn’t just pay her for her private time, he paid her for the insights she could offer him into aspects of New York’s elite. She gave him access to parts of New York only a beautiful and manipulative woman could.
 
   He sat down on one of the beach chairs that stood around the edge of the pool and waited for her to notice him. After two lengths, she finally looked at him and winked. She looked gorgeous without makeup. She swam to the side and pulled herself out of the pool. She casually wandered over and pulled Donovan into a very wet hug. “Donovan!” she exclaimed delightedly.
 
   “Frankie!” Donovan hugged her back and lifted her off her feet. “How are you?”
 
   “I'm great! Thanks!” she squealed.
 
   They made small talk for a while, sitting themselves down on the beach chairs before eventually Frankie offered him coffee in her rooms.
 
   The moment they were indoors, Frankie told him to sit down on the chair and wait. Donovan knew the way she worked. She would first sweep the room for bugs and then scan the windows for paparazzi, drawing the heavy drapes for prolonged privacy. After that, she would dress for the occasion. She was an expert seductress and tease.
 
   Donovan sometimes wondered whether he should not ask for some of the products she offered for sale instead. It would be easier to approach her like that, but he had always rejected the idea. They could both survive a sexual encounter coming out into the public, but if anyone found out he had possessed drugs, his business was likely to collapse. Many of his clients would simply walk away.
 
   When Frankie Saunders showed up again, she was dressed in sheer silk lingerie. Louboutin heels and silk stockings made her outfit complete and despite his intentions, Donovan felt the blood being redirected to his groin.
 
   Frankie sat down on her knees before him and began to stroke up and down his legs. She knew he was not one for messing about for a long time.
 
   Donovan managed to shake his head back into action and stroked her chin and cheeks to make her look up at him with her big, begging, mysterious eyes. “Bit of a change from normal, Frankie. Need to talk first. If I have time after, we'll get to the pleasant part.”
 
   She looked disappointed. She had chosen the line of work she did for a reason. She was a socialite by virtue of her birth, related to Devonian royalty, but she refused to rely only on the family fortunes to fund her lavish lifestyle. Like most of Manhattan’s socialites, she worked in public relations. She often showed up at functions and parties to give them a bit of a boost. But the money she made from that was never enough, so she began supplying her friends with product that was always in demand at the social events and parties she attended.
 
   When a billionaire mogul bought from her and jokingly offered her several thousands of dollars to fulfill a reference he made to the common phrase “hookers and blow,” she seriously accepted the offer. A year later, she had discreetly built up a short list of loyal clients whom she served when the mood suited her. It was obvious to all her clients that she loved what she did, and it was a good way to indulge her promiscuous nature which she otherwise had to hide. It did not do well in elite New York circles to be known as a whore. There were plenty of drug-addicted, drunken sluts with rich daddies in Manhattan and she would not be able to, nor was she willing to, compete with some of the bigger names among them for the title of the Upper East Side Sure-Thing.
 
   Donovan was one of her favorite clients, though. He was in good shape, intelligent, well informed, elegant, well-educated and a good lover. She did not mind when he paid her for information instead of sex, as long as she got her way with him as well. With him, that was the payment she really wanted.
 
   “What is it then, darling?” She kept looking up at him with her famously manipulative eyes.
 
   “The Lang guys. You heard Denny Lang is dead?”
 
   Frankie shook her head and got up. She pulled up a chair and sat down, leaning forward a bit, her legs crossed. “No...”
 
   “Two days ago.” Donovan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Know what a Blood Eagle is?”
 
   Frankie shook her head. She looked scared, as though anticipating Donovan to hurt her.
 
   “Someone cut his back open, cracked his ribs and folded them inside out. Then this someone pulled out his lungs and laid them out over his opened ribs to make it look like wings. Left him to die of shock and blood loss.” Frankie's face was a mask of disgust, fear and horror. “Someone did the same to my janitor last night.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” she asked in a small, frightened voice.
 
   “Because you told me about the Lang brothers being after me. Day after I check up on them, one of them dies. And then the next day, someone manages to infiltrate my security, didn’t set off one alarm, and tortures my janitor to death.” He raised his voice slightly. He used a deeper tone, trying to make his voice sound more dominant, more frightening; more urgent. “I need to know who told you.”
 
   “I can't tell you that...” Frankie whispered. “They'd kill me.”
 
   “If you don't tell me, they'll probably kill me.”
 
   Frankie shook her head.
 
   “You need to tell me, Frankie.”
 
   “I can't...” she whispered again. But after a while she blinked. “I can't tell you. But you might do well to check up on their siblings.”
 
   “Sibling.” Donovan corrected her. “They only had a sister, Mara.”
 
   Frankie slowly shook her head and then dropped from the chair, crawling toward him. She sat on her knees before him again and ran her hands up his legs again. “Now can we please forget this? Or at least, allow me to make you forget.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Donovan arrived at the Sedakis’ mansion that evening still feeling tired. Frankie had let him sleep after they were done, but before she let him leave, she had shown him all sides of the suite. Still, Donovan mused, she gave up a little bit of a lead, and he had enjoyed himself more than he had in a while. It certainly had made the afternoon better than it would have been if he’d stayed at the office.
 
   He had driven home to change and switched cars for the third time in two days. He drove out toward Sedakis’ White Plains mansion. His favorite car was the Jag and he often drove the SUV when he was tired and on long journeys, but this car was one he used to show off. The Bugatti Veyron Super Sport was a distinct car, with an even more distinct sound. And this evening, the engine's baritone bellows seemed to fit the mood he was in and the way he wanted to appear to Sedakis; the impression he wanted to make on the man's new wife.
 
   He drove up the driveway, revving the engine as high as he could. By the time he reached the house, Sedakis himself was already opening the door. The big Greek man ran out to admire the car like a little child checking out a new toy in a store.
 
   “My God!” he exclaimed, clapping his hands. “When did you buy this?”
 
   “About two years ago,” Donovan said as he got out. “Not long after it came out. One of the most high-tech cars out there. And fastest, of course.”
 
   Sedakis nodded fervently. “Yes! Delightful! Sat in one, wanted to buy one. Wife made me buy a Bentley instead!” He looked at Donovan with pleading eyes. “Could I have a go?”
 
   Donovan narrowed his eyes. He did not like lending his cars to anyone. “After dinner? Your wife will kill us if we let her food go cold.”
 
   Sedakis looked disappointed, but he nodded in agreement all the same. “Quite so.” He pulled Donovan into a bear hug and kissed him on the cheek. “Come, meet the wife, meet her!” Sedakis let him go and beckoned him into his immodest mansion.
 
   Sedakis pushed him into the dining room and Donovan sat down quickly. There were two other guests. There was Sedakis' right-hand man, Niklas Papadopolis, the CEO of American Stevedore, Inc. and a medium-sized woman with long curly hair and olive skin. She was looking at some of the artwork that clearly belonged to the house long before the Sedakis family purchased it.
 
   “You know my man, Niklas?” Sedakis gestured toward the man.
 
   “We've met before, right Nick?” Donovan offered the man his hand. They shook and then Donovan looked over at the woman, who had turned toward him upon hearing his voice. Donovan smiled broadly as he saw her face. She did the same.
 
   “And this is...” Sedakis began.
 
   Donovan interrupted him. “Hello again, Naomh.”
 
   “Hello again, Donovan.” Naomh Walsh came forward to give him a small kiss on the cheek.
 
   “You know each other?” Sedakis wondered.
 
   “We have met before,” Naomh Walsh answered.
 
   “Yup,” Donovan confirmed.
 
   Sedakis looked from one to the other a few times. “Ms. Walsh helps my wife. Advises her on some matters. Society stuff and the like. Stuff she finds important. I never understood why it's all such a big deal.” He looked around and promptly marched toward the kitchen. He mumbled to himself as he walked away, “I'll just see how far she's gotten with the moussaka.”
 
   Naomh waited a moment until he was out of the room, then she snuck a quick but deep kiss with Donovan. “Nice to see you again, she grinned at him. “By the way, don't say a thing about the wife. And no season remarks.”
 
   Donovan frowned, not understanding. But he didn’t have time to ask her anything because Gregoris Sedakis came back moments later with his wife in tow. Donovan immediately understood what Naomh had meant.
 
   The new Mrs. Sedakis, proudly introduced to him by Gregoris as Maria Sedakis, was still a teenager. Donovan thought she looked like she was sixteen, but understood immediately that she must be at least eighteen. She had a very young face, but was shaped well with a lean, athletic body not as full or as feminine as Naomh Walsh or Frankie Saunders. He reckoned she had probably started to develop later than the average teenage girl and would keep growing a bit into her early twenties.
 
   “How old is she?” He whispered the question to Naomh.
 
   “Nineteen next month.”
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “She snuck into a party at his country club two months ago and when he caught her and told her he'd tell on her, she... um...” Naomh tried to find a suitable euphemism.
 
   It was Donovan who provided the words. “Entertained him?”
 
   “Yeah, that's it. Divorced his wife a month later and married her a week after that.”
 
   Donovan shook his head. “Jeesh.” It was more than slightly unscrupulous. He liked Sedakis, but he did not know what to make of this. “So what do you do for her?”
 
   Naomh shrugged. “She was not born into the elite circles of New York’s blue bloods and I have to teach her how to behave so she won't embarrass Gregoris. And get her into the right places. Get her doing PR gigs, parties and stuff that Sedakis himself won't do, or would hesitate to do.”
 
   Sedakis kissed his young wife full on the lips and she kissed him back. Then he slapped her bottom, sending her back to the kitchen. “Marvelous creature, isn't she?” he remarked proudly. He sounded almost like a breeder talking about his prize filly.
 
   “Yeah, she's amazing.” Donovan joined in to sing Maria Sedakis' praises. And if he did not quite mean it at that moment, he did mean it later, after a generous portion of moussaka. The girl did know how to cook, which went a long way to explaining why Gregoris Sedakis had married her.
 
   There was baklava after, which again, was great. The girl, Maria, said little throughout the meal, but Donovan noticed she was keenly observing everything. She seemed eager to learn about everything they discussed at the table, from business to the local gossip. She seemed to know instinctively what she had to learn in order to be a good wife to Sedakis. Whether that would be enough remained to be seen.
 
   After a while, Sedakis brought out the ouzo and they sat down with a few glasses. Papadopolis retired after that, heading home before the evening got out of hand. Donovan himself was determined not to drink too much, as he had to drive home. But as they sat down and got to talking, he concluded that would probably be a vain hope so he prepared himself for a long night.
 
   “So I heard someone killed your janitor?” Sedakis stated at some point. It was a question and a statement rolled in one; not one nor the other. “Same thing as that man in my warehouse.”
 
   Donovan nodded. “Yeah, it wasn't pretty.”
 
   “Know anything yet?”
 
   Donovan wondered for a moment whether he should tell Sedakis and Naomh Walsh about what Frankie Saunders had advised him on. His common sense told him he should be prudent, but as Sedakis poured him another shot his ability to listen to common sense soon passed. “Seems there's something about the siblings of these Lang brothers. But I only ever knew them to have a sister, Mara. She's dead, though. Car accident outside the court building the day her brother was convicted.”
 
   Naomh intuitively felt the question come up. It felt like one of those questions that had to be asked and answered. “Who was driving?”
 
   Donovan looked down. “I was.” He kept looking at his feet, even as Naomh's hand touched his knee. “She was only 17 or so, still in school I think. Her brothers turned to crime, sacrificed, to get her through some expensive boarding school.” He sighed. “Poor Mara Lang. I couldn't do anything about it, I know that. But it still feels like I might have been able to save her.”
 
   “I knew a Mara Lang.” It was the first time Maria Sedakis felt confident involving herself in the evening’s conversation. “She was a few years ahead of me in the boarding school I attended in Québec,” she remarked. “She died in a car accident. But she can’t be the same person. She had a sister in my class; I don’t remember anyone mentioning brothers.”
 
   Donovan looked at her questioningly. “What was her name?” he asked curiously.
 
   “I think Eva. But she disappeared from the school before her sister was killed. Nobody knew where she went.”
 
   Donovan shook his head and drew his silver case of cigars from his inside pocket. He offered one to Sedakis. “Want one?”
 
   Sedakis shook his head. “She's making me quit.”
 
   Donovan shrugged as he saw Maria nod happily. “Suit yourself.”
 
   As he stood on the terrace at the back of the house, smoking, he heard the door opening. It was Naomh. “You mind if I have a few puffs?” Donovan shook his head and offered her his cigar. She breathed in a large amount of smoke and then suddenly kissed him, breathing the smoke back to him. “Share and share alike, eh,” she said as she broke away from him, running her hands over his cheeks. He looked distracted. “What are you thinking?” she demanded seriously.
 
   “Eva Lang,” he said, staring into the New York woodlands; it was a beautiful part of the state and so close to the city. “She's got to be somewhere, and she's got to be connected to this. But how? And where is she?”
 
   Naomh shrugged. “Well, she's not an A-lister here, or I would have known about it.”
 
   “Suppose you're right,” Donovan said.
 
   When the cigar was finished, they went back in, only to find that Gregoris Sedakis had already taken his wife to bed.
 
   “I do feel a bit sorry for her,” Donovan remarked. “Laboring under that big fat belly.”
 
   Naomh laughed. “Yeah, can't be easy.”
 
   Donovan shrugged. “Ah well, I suppose it's time to head home anyway. “ He began to walk toward the door, but found himself staggering. He swore. The ouzo was obviously having more of an effect than he originally thought it would. But he was not going to let anyone notice that. He turned around and looked at Naomh. “You want a ride?”
 
   Naomh shook her head and walked over to him, grabbing him by the arm. “You're not going anywhere,” she said as she pulled him toward the stairs. “You've had far too much ouzo to drive your flashy Bugatti.”
 
   “Damn you,” Donovan grumbled at her.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Donovan woke up the next morning in a lavish bedroom in Sedakis' 18th century colonial home. He was thankful that he was not hungover. He looked around and noticed his clothes were folded on top of a chair in the corner. His boxers were the topmost and as soon as he saw them, he realized he was naked. He looked to the other side of the bed and saw Naomh Walsh there. He lifted the sheets and saw she was naked too, her smooth skin beckoned him to touch her. He surmised something must have happened, but he could not remember anything past cursing her as she forbade him from driving himself home.
 
   Slowly he got out of bed and began to get dressed. Naomh stirred. Softly he walked out of the room, holding his shoes in his hands, not wishing to make any unneeded noise that might wake her up.
 
   Five minutes later, he stepped into his Bugatti and was rushing back toward the center of Manhattan and his office. He charged down Bronx River Parkway toward the skyscrapers of the city that he loved to hate. But as he drove down FDR Drive and took the 63rd street exit that led him to his Midtown offices, he changed his mind. He took a right and turned into a side street that would lead him back onto the highway and continued straight in the direction of Chinatown. He took the City Hall exit and headed toward the financial district.
 
   When the traffic cleared enough, he floored the Bugatti and accelerated as fast as he could. It did not take him long to reach City Hall. But he did not turn into Park Row; instead he drove past it, to a charcoal brown office building between Chinatown and City Hall. The building with the unassuming architecture on the corner of Chambers and Broadway where his old offices were; the Federal Plaza, the New York State headquarters for the office of the FBI.
 
   He parked the Bugatti in the front of the building and ran in. He checked his watch and knew Albert would only just be heading in. He knew his old partner's habits by heart and he was not wrong. Within a minute, Albert came in with a cup of coffee.
 
   “Albert!” he greeted his old partner, who looked a bit stunned.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he demanded.
 
   “Helping you out.” Donovan said as happily as he could, knowing how much it would annoy Albert.
 
   “Thought you had to be in court or something? Stupid Lavoie kid? Yesterday, in fact.”
 
   Donovan shook his head. “It was postponed to today. Got another two hours before that.”
 
   Albert nodded, looking bored and annoyed. “So what are you doing here? Not sure you're supposed to be here. You couldn't just call, could you?”
 
   “You've probably got some link with the NSA anyway, so you can tap my phone. Not sure I want one of your spies or database analysts overhearing what I need to tell you. Bit sensitive.”
 
   It took Albert a moment to realize what he meant. “You spoke to her then?”
 
   Donovan nodded. “She said I should look at the Lang's siblings.”
 
   “Yeah, I did that already. That sister, Mary?”
 
   “Mara.” Donovan corrected him.
 
   “Right, her. Well, she died under your wheels right?” Albert shrugged. “Maybe they blame you for that too, but Quinn has gone to ground, Denny is dead and Mara is dead. Unless we can find Quinn, that's a dead end.”
 
   “I was with Sedakis last night.”
 
   “Ugh, that horrible man.” Albert interrupted.
 
   “Shut up, he's a nice guy.” Donovan threw in. “He's just gotten married to this teenage chick. She claims she went to boarding school with Mara Lang and her younger sister.”
 
   Albert shrugged. Then his eyes opened wide. His brain was still slow in the morning. The coffee had not yet taken effect. “Her younger sister?”
 
   “Yes. Kid disappeared from the Québec boarding school when she was fourteen. Nobody has heard or seen of her since.”
 
   “Interesting...” Albert smiled and patted Donovan on the shoulder. He turned away and walked past the desk into the office. “Haven't completely lost your touch have you, Boyo?”
 
   The Court Administration was a hive of activity when Donovan got there. Naomh Walsh was already waiting in the lobby area as he walked through the main entrance doors. He came to stand next to her and took her hand, fingering the ring on her finger. “Did you cheat on your husband last night?” he asked her quietly. She just stared straight ahead, not giving anything away. “Honestly, I don't know,” she said in low tones. “Wanted to, but I'm not sure I did. Damned ouzo.”
 
   Donovan grinned. “Yeah, well... dinner tonight?”
 
   She looked at him then. “Husband is flying back tonight. Sorry.”
 
   Donovan nodded. He tried to make out he was not bothered, but secretly he was. He had enjoyed spending time with Ms. Walsh, much more than with any of his other recent conquests. But, he figured, you win some, you lose some. Que sera, sera and all that jazz.
 
   A large, black limousine drove up to the curb and the door opened. First out of the car was a big Eastern European-looking man with muscles the size of boulders. He was dressed in some shiny, silk harem pants and nothing more. He held two small dogs, both of them barking like mad. Behind him, a woman in latex pants and bra got out. A huge purple strap-on dangled from her waist as she stood there on her high heels, waiting for the last person to exit the car. That last person was a petite blonde woman. The blonde woman was really still a girl. A girl who made both Donovan and Naomh look down in despair.
 
   Justine Lavoie, it seemed, had not even bothered to dress. She had simply thrown on a jeans skirt that was so short it looked almost like a belt. She wore no top, just a short fur coat that she had not even closed. Her small breasts were almost fully exposed, as were her private parts as she stepped out of the car. She wore obscenely high shoes again and her makeup was that of a porn star, again.
 
   When she stood and rose out of the limo, she smiled to the large gathering of paparazzi that seemed to have become a part of her entourage. She pulled the two people that accompanied her close in. She kissed the woman and stroked the strap-on in her hand. She pushed her bottom into the crotch of the topless man and began grinding against him, all the while looking straight at the cameras.
 
   The cameramen and photographers egged her on, but Donovan's patience just snapped. He rushed forward, making his way through the assembled press and grabbed Justine Lavoie by her arm. “Good day, Miss Lavoie. If you would be so kind as to follow us into the courthouse. Can't keep the judge waiting.” He just pushed her. The topless man tried to ward him off, but he was able to bully the girl toward the main door. In the short, close-up observation, he had already noticed she had no pupil in her eye, and he already began wondering whether he should not just let it happen. Maybe he should let her make a fool out of herself, mess things up in the court and be convicted to mandatory rehab. Maybe the conviction would steer her away from what seemed like her looming demise and maybe even a membership to the 27 Club.
 
   The whole thing should have been a routine affair. An appearance before the bench and a quick decision. Most of the minor offenses were dealt with in that manner. You were given a number, called before the bench, told your story in a few minutes, the clerk would read the police report and then the judge would pass a ruling. You could then accept the verdict or decide to take it higher, demanding trial by jury. Or you could simply make things worse by showing contempt of court.
 
   It should have been easy, and Donovan hoped it would be, though, as the situation unfolded before him, he feared it would not be. Naomh Walsh did not show what she was thinking, but her objective was not getting Justine Lavoie off or getting her the best suitable arrangement. Her job was to make sure the girl got publicity, preferably good publicity, of course. But publicity was the name of the game. The only thing she seemed to be afraid of was that her client's behavior would appear so deranged that she would end up generating too much negative publicity, to the detriment of her record and ticket sales.
 
   Neither one of them had control over the situation, and neither one was willing to admit to the fact. With so much press there, this was a show entirely devoted to Justine Lavoie and her whims. The moment their number was called Justine Lavoie jumped up and trotted toward the bench. She took off her short fur jacket and bowed to the judge. There weren’t supposed to be any cameras in the courtroom, but there were some anyway. Various people present in the room pulled out their cell phones and took snapshots. Several paparazzi had managed to sneak in past the security and even a camera crew from the news station had managed to get in.
 
   “Miss Lavoie, will you please cover yourself up?” the judge began, quite shocked.
 
   Justine held her hands before her breasts. The judge looked at Donovan. “Counselor?”
 
   Donovan shrugged. He did not know how to deal with the girl. He took her jacket and placed it around her shoulders. At least it covered up something. Apart from covering her shoulders, it covered the large, elaborate tattoo of a soaring eagle with a bloody beak and claws she had tattooed on her back and shoulders. It looked odd on a little girl like this. But then, she was hardly an innocent little girl.
 
   The judge shook his head read the charge. “The State of New York against Justine Aoibhe Maria Lavoie. On the charge of driving under influence of alcohol, how do you plea?”
 
   “Fuck you,” Justine Lavoie answered before Donovan could open his mouth.
 
   “Pardon me?” the judge said. “I’m not sure I heard you correctly.”
 
   “I said...” the girl gathered her breath and screamed the next words, “Fuck you!”
 
   The judge's face paled. He was used to a lot, but he could not let this go. “Counselor. Please control your client, or I will also hold her in contempt of the court.”
 
   “Yes, your honor.” Donovan answered quickly. Justine Lavoie turned to him and looked at him, licking her lips. “I'll fuck you too, you know. Pay him off with my pussy and you can take my ass.” She turned away from him again, lifted the poor excuse for a skirt and began grinding into him. Naomh stepped in and pulled her away.
 
   “Oh, you want him in your ass instead? I'll share; you know, I'm not picky.”
 
   “Miss Lavoie!” the judge roared. “This is a courthouse, not a brothel. If you cannot keep from exposing yourself and behaving indecently, I will find you guilty of the charges, add contempt of the court and have you locked up immediately!” The old man looked furious. And rightly too, Donovan thought. There was no excuse for this. The girl was completely deranged. “Can I approach the bench, your honor?” he asked quickly. The judge nodded.
 
   As Donovan approached, he already knew he had made a mistake. He had wanted to talk to the judge and ask whether he could spare her any harsh sentence, forcing her to take rehab instead, but that plan was not going to fly. For the moment he approached, Justine Lavoie dropped onto her back and began touching herself. “See, I'll pay you off? I'll give you as much as you want,” she proposed to the judge.
 
   Not five minutes later, she had been taken to the jail at the back of the courthouse. There was nothing Donovan could do about it. He calmly heard the judge say she had defiled the courtroom and shown utter contempt for the court, on top of the charges already filed against her. He ordered the officers to take blood for drug testing and to hold her in the cells until the results came back. Donovan could only agree. He wanted to ask for bail, but he knew it was futile right now.
 
   When he walked out of the courtroom, Naomh Walsh was already outside, making calls. Journalists were talking to camera teams, phoning their offices or speaking into recorders. The whole scene was beyond chaotic. And Naomh Walsh was in full damage control mode. For himself, the damage had been done. He could do little other than wait for the judge to call him back and talk about bail. He sat down on the wooden bench outside the courtroom and closed his eyes.
 
   Two hours passed before he was called in to hear the final ruling. The results of the blood test had come back and they did not look good. It seemed Justine Lavoie had recently taken nearly everything she could have gotten her hands on. Uppers and downers, legal and illegal. She was a walking pharmacy, as the judge put it. He hesitated not a moment. He gave her a fine for the drunk driving, but ordered Justine Aoibhe Maria Lavoie to go into rehab. Donovan accepted the verdict in her place. She was not there, having passed out in the cell.
 
   Outside, Donovan found the topless man, whom he knew was one of Justine’s bodyguards, even if she did use him for other things too. He told him to bring the girl back into the limousine and take her home. He looked around and saw Naomh Walsh still making calls. He would probably not see her again, not any time soon, and he felt he should say goodbye. But she was busy and he had to get back to his office on the other side of town. Instead, he began the long walk several blocks north to his office and back to saner legal work.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Albert walked into Donovan’s midtown office, where he was in the library, looking through several decades of history of land ownership for Gregoris Sedakis. The case actually looked pretty clear-cut. The land did seem to have belonged to the Lang family, but the ownership was pretty much neglected since the deal was agreed between their grandfather and the corporation. It seemed pretty much as Sedakis had said.
 
   He did not know why he was still researching it, because the claimant in the case was dead, but he just felt compelled to keep looking. He could not explain why, but he did.
 
   “Need a word,” Albert said gruffly.
 
   “What about?”
 
   “The two corpses connected to you.”
 
   Donovan looked up with a sigh. “What now?”
 
   “First of all,” Albert came into the library. “They were paralyzed with drugs and then cut up while still alive.” Donovan looked down again. He did not want to show how horrified he was with that knowledge. “Second, there's no recent trace of any other sibling.”
 
   “There isn't?” Donovan asked him blankly.
 
   Albert shook his head. “Nope. They had a sister in that boarding school, but she vanished the same day as Mara Lang ended up under your car. Nobody has heard from her since. It was summer so she probably made it further than freezing to death. But nobody reported her missing. No bodies fitting her description have been found. She probably ended up somewhere in the woods or in the Hudson River.”
 
   Donovan shook his head. “I know Frankie wouldn’t tell me to look out for her if she were dead.”
 
   Albert just shrugged. “Believe what you want, but she's not showing up on the grid.”
 
   “Was that all, Al?”
 
   “No clue where to go with it, but for some reason, this killer does these horrible things. Might be a fascination with eagles or with Vikings or something. But the killer also has a strong connection to you.”
 
   “Well, it's not me, and I know fuck-all about it,” Donovan said tensely. He was annoyed because of the business earlier at the courthouse and he did not like to think too much about the two blood-eagled bodies.
 
   “I know.” Albert came forward and thumped him on the shoulder. “You need a distraction. How about more steak? You're buying.”
 
   Donovan looked at him and saw him grinning broadly. “Fuck you.” But he managed a smile too. “Since you're doing the inviting, you're paying, you bastard. But you can buy me a burger or something.”
 
   “So you can rub it in that you can eat them without getting fat and my belly is expanding all the time?”
 
   “Of course,” Donovan smiled. “How's the diet?”
 
   “Good enough as long as the wife doesn't know what I eat during the day.”
 
   There was a burger joint not too far from the office. Their burgers were expensive, but they were good. They made everything fresh and they actually had a decent chef running the kitchen. They sat down by the window and looked over the menu. It was changed every month and Donovan was not familiar with anything on the menu anymore. It had been months since he had been there.
 
   “Doesn't look too bad now,” he remarked to Albert.
 
   “Fucking expensive burger joint,” Albert grumbled.
 
   “Of course. It's quality food, not processed shit.”
 
   “I guess. Should never have agreed to pay.”
 
   “Well, you did. I'll get the drinks.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So what are you having?”
 
   Albert thought for a moment. “I'll go for some goddamned lemonade.”
 
   “Lemonade?” Donovan had to suppress a snigger. “You pussy.”
 
   “Still on duty, technically. And if the missus finds out I had a beer, I'm fucked. Nose like a bloodhound, that one.”
 
   Donovan grinned. He waved at the waiter and ordered their drinks. He held the girl by the table for a moment, waiting for Albert to be ready to order. He ordered himself a bacon cheeseburger, medium rare, and Albert got a fish burger with fries.
 
   Their drinks and food arrived at the same time and they tucked in right away. There was not much talk as they ate. They were both hungry and so conversation was put on hold. But when Albert finished his slightly smaller meal he became quite talkative.
 
   “You know what bugs me about these murders?” he asked.
 
   Donovan shook his head, still having half of his burger left.
 
   “Why the blood eagle thing?” He looked into Donovan's eyes. “It makes no sense. It's a big thing to do. It has some significance, but it baffles me. If the killer had done it with you or that married chick you've been hanging out with. But Juan?”
 
   Donovan had taken another bite and did not reply. He just shrugged, indicating he did not know.
 
   “Since the only link is you, I’m sort of beginning to think it's all random, but that's not likely either. Who would Viking-blood-eagle a person at random? Just for fun?”
 
   Donovan swallowed. “Don't know. It's very strange.” He took another bite.
 
   “See, even if this Eva is still alive, why would she kill her brother like that? And then your janitor?”
 
   Donovan shrugged again.
 
   “It's impossible to make anything out of this. Can't pin any of it down.” He paused and pinched his nose while holding his head down. “On anything!”
 
   Donovan finished the last of his burger and he was finally able to make a reply. “You know, if she is still alive, she might just have gone nuts. Completely lost it and is acting with no sense at all.”
 
   “Well, yes, but that's assuming she's still around.”
 
   Donovan shook his head. “I know it's not the sort of proof-based investigating the FBI is expected to do, but I trust Frankie on this. If she says it’s a sibling, then I know she’s right.”
 
   “Not forgetting Quinn Lang?”
 
   Donovan considered that for a moment. “Well, where is he? Wasn't he supposed to show up at his parole officer's today?”
 
   “Yup,” Albert gave a wry smile. “But he didn't show. In fact, he hasn't been seen since he was released.”
 
   “Huh,” Donovan took another sip of his drink. “Have you been looking for him?”
 
   “We sent some people down to his apartment earlier. They will probably report in within an hour or so.”
 
   Donovan nodded. “You need to go home, or have you got time for coffee?”
 
   Albert looked at his phone and then shrugged. “Duty, so I can have some coffee with you.”
 
   “I'll make you some coffee back at the office.”
 
   “You're being a cheapskate now? Great Recession getting to your business too?”
 
   “Nah, I just have better coffee and a brand new, top of the line espresso machine waiting for us there.”
 
   Albert grinned. “Right, I'll see you back there after I've taken care of the tab.”
 
   Donovan had already produced two cups of espresso when Albert came back into the office. Only Donovan's secretary, Rachel, was still in the office. 
 
   The two men sat down with their coffees in a deep alcove with fitted seats just beside the kitchen.
 
   “You're right, it is good coffee.”
 
   “Told you.”
 
   “Still think you're cheap.”
 
   Rachel popped her head round the side of the alcove. “Will you be needing anything further, Mister Donovan?”
 
   “No, Rachel. You can go home.” Donovan smiled. “Home to your boyfriend, eh?”
 
   Rachel looked down for a second. “Actually, sir, he's gone. He moved to LA to work in Hollywood. He wasn't getting any proper roles here.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that. How are you holding up?” Donovan sounded genuinely concerned.
 
   “I'm hanging in there. Getting used to stomping around that apartment alone.” She forced a smile. “But if that's all, I'll be going, sir. Good evening, Mister Donovan, Mister Parker.”
 
   Albert waved and Donovan said goodbye.
 
   Albert's phone rang and he walked into the kitchen as he picked it up. Donovan could not hear a word he said and just looked out of the window. The office buildings were emptying. The workers were flooding into the streets from the doors and the car parks. From his bird’s eye view, he couldn’t make out faces. But he thought he recognized his secretary walking her bike from the building’s front entrance, getting on and cycling off toward Harlem where she lived.
 
   “Right. You'd better come with me,” Albert threw back the coffee and winced as the hot liquid burned his throat. “You might find this interesting.”
 
   They were soon in his car driving toward one of the poorer parts of Brooklyn. Donovan did not venture into the ghettos often. He had been there previously, especially during his days in the Federal Bureau of Investigation, but he preferred to stick to the higher parts of society in Manhattan and Brooklyn these days. It was more comfortable and the smell was infinitely better. When he remarked on the latter, Albert immediately opened the windows of the car. Donovan punched him in the shoulder.
 
   Albert parked the car outside a rundown apartment block that looked as though it should be demolished. There was already another car with the FBI letters on it at the location. A coroner’s van raced past them and around the corner as they got out of the car. “This is where Quinn’s supposed to be living,” Albert said as he walked to the door. “Let's see if the parole officer was right.”
 
   Donovan followed him and retched almost as soon as he walked into the apartment. There was another one.
 
   “Do we know who it is?” Albert asked. The agent who had been sent to find Quinn Lang was already busy taking fingerprints. “Not yet,” she said. She held up the paper with the fingerprints. “I'll go down and scan these. Should have an answer for you soon.”
 
   The coroner came into the dingy apartment. He let out a low whistle when he saw the body and then sniffed. “Well, this one was the first to get the treatment.”
 
   Albert and Donovan both looked at him with questioning eyes.
 
   The coroner shook his head. “You FBI boys feeling slow today? I had hoped that maybe you would have learned something since you left the FBI, Donovan, but it seems not.” He waited for a protest and just as Donovan opened his mouth, he continued. “There's quite a distinct odor here. I'm guessing he's been lying in this warm apartment for at least a week.”
 
   Albert looked around the apartment. There was not much there. There was a bed and a cupboard. He went to the cupboard, pulled a glove onto his right hand and opened the drawers one by one. There was a wallet with Quinn Lang's driver license in one of the top drawers; the others contained some clothes and a few books. The top right drawer held a Bible.
 
   “So Quinn Lang found God in jail.” he mumbled. He thumbed through the Bible, but there was nothing to suggest any passage he had been particularly interested in.
 
   Donovan stood on the spot, waiting for someone to tell him it was alright to move. He did not want to disturb the scene. He was no longer an agent and he knew from experience how easy it was for a judge to overturn evidence if there was any reason to think the crime scene had been contaminated.
 
   Albert went into the small kitchen and found nothing worthwhile. There were some eggs in the fridge and some used knives and pans. He checked the small bathroom and found a single toothbrush, a travel-size tube of toothpaste and a bar of soap. It was depressing, really. There was nothing here. Nothing to show a person had really lived a life. He found it sad how this is what three years in prison could do to a man's world.
 
   “I've seen enough.” he mumbled as he walked past Donovan and out of the door. “Depressing place.”
 
   Donovan followed him out and was behind him the moment the agent who had taken the fingerprints confirmed to Albert that the body was Quinn Lang.
 
   Albert turned around and looked at Donovan. “And then there was one.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Donovan had known about the party a few blocks over at the Morris’ house for weeks. He had not intended to take them up on their invitation, but he felt like having a drink that night. But above all, he did not want to be alone that evening.
 
   The Morris’ family apartment was a couple of streets down. About a half a mile; walking distance Donovan determined. He left his cars in the garage and walked down the road. When he arrived at the Morris’ loft, he was glad he had decided to walk. Not only would it allow him to drink, but there was a large queue of luxury cars lining up around the block. He recognized some of the cars on sight, and waved at the few people he could see, but most of the cars, especially the SUV's and limousines, had blacked-out windows. Despite himself, he knew he was paying extra attention to his posture and his walk.
 
   He reached the entry gate just before a yellow metal-flake Lamborghini Murciélago. He looked down into the cockpit of the car and saw a face and body he recognized. He waved at Frankie Saunders and got a bright smile and enthusiastic wave in return.
 
   He gave his invitation card to the security guard at the door, entered the elevator and pushed the button for the top floor of the building. He walked through the house and took the internal stairs up to the roof garden. The garden smelled of freshly cut grass. Donovan reckoned the garden had been immaculately arranged just before the guests began arriving. He knew it would have taken several gardeners several hours to do it.
 
   The Morris’ loft spanned the entire block. From the upper windows at the front of his loft, he had a clear view of the property and their lush roof garden. He never spied on them, but they had a pair of daughters that were hard to ignore when you happened to glance out of the window in summer.
 
   The Morris family was DUMBO royalty. Jim Morris was a Broadway producer of some of the biggest shows that had been produced in the last ten years and Kelly, his wife, was a scriptwriter on some of the greatest box office successes in the last decade. Their eldest daughter was an aspiring actress and both girls worked for a modeling agency.
 
   The loft and roof garden were filling up nicely. The whole place was a veritable who's who of New York’s elite. Even the Upper East Siders had ventured off their island to attend. They had invited nearly everyone who was anyone. Donovan felt flattered to think he was among the A-listers. He was important enough in a way, but he was not one of the pretty people that appeared on the pages of the socialite pages of Vanity Fair or one of the moguls who made sure the pretty people had real-estate and investments. He hoped he wasn’t invited based on the social connections he was born with, but was here because he had built up a large base of clients that trusted him to deal with their legal affairs. A large number of his neighbors here were people who turned to him for legal advice when they needed it. Yet, he liked that he had both standing and blue blood, knowing they liked him enough to invite him and respected him enough not to shun him.
 
   There was a band outside in the garden playing jazz music; next to it was the bar. He made a beeline straight for it. He bumped into Jim Morris there and made polite small talk with him, but they could both feel it was forced. He had not prepared for this obligation the evening required. He wanted people around, but he could not be bothered with the polite banter.
 
   He quickly consumed several glasses of wine, then excused himself from Jim Morris and walked back down the steps and into the main house.
 
   Inside the house was like an oil painting. Everyone who was anyone was there. A fifteen year old boy would have wet dreams of a room like this. It seemed Jim and Kelly had invited everyone they had ever worked with, or anyone who might help advance the careers of their daughters.
 
   Donovan spoke to a producer who worked at the Disney Corporation and then a writer he knew worked exclusively for Time Warner. He liked talking to his clients in the entertainment industry, it was an exciting arm of the law, but it was not the stimulating company he was looking for. He was glad he never stood with an empty glass for long.
 
   About an hour after he came to the party, there was a huge ruckus as a new guest arrived. Even from a distance he recognized the shock of blonde hair, the naked shoulders and the way she spoke. He wanted to make himself scarce when Justine Lavoie showed up at the party, but then he saw who was in her entourage. On her husband's arm walked Naomh Walsh. She was constantly looking around. She looked like she wanted to appear in love with her husband, but he knew she was there to make sure Justine Lavoie did not get up to her usual antics.
 
   Donovan ran out of the door and made his way back to the roof garden bar. He got another drink and sat down on a marble bench in the shadows of a tree on the edge of the terrace. He had no desire to be in there anymore, no desire to be near Justine Lavoie, the deranged teenage pop star. He wondered whether he should perhaps dump Justine Lavoie's cases in one of his partners’ laps. He leaned back and sighed.
 
   “Trying to hide?” a voice said behind him and a pair of hands ran over his shoulders. “Not a great place to hide though,” the voice said, whispering and simultaneously breathing gently, making the hairs stand up on the back of his neck.
 
   “Hi, Frankie,” he replied, tilting his head backwards to look at her.
 
   “Hi!” she chirped and ran round the bench to sit down next to him. “Saw you on television. This Justine Lavoie is a bit of a handful, isn't she?”
 
   Donovan let out a deep sigh.
 
   “But she's not whom you're hiding from, is she?”
 
   Donovan didn’t answer; he just looked Frankie in the eyes.
 
   “Must be her PR chick. I heard she was involved with someone behind her husband's back.”
 
   “How can you have heard that?”
 
   “Gossip travels quickly in this town.”
 
   “You mean you dig around to find the gossip before anyone else?”
 
   Frankie grinned. “Something like that.” She leaned in. “Well, she's married, you can't have her. If you're lonely, I might be tempted to give you a freebie.”
 
   Donovan smiled and ran a hand over her cheek. “A freebie eh?”
 
   Frankie leaned her head into his hand. “Yes.”
 
   Donovan sat up straight and pulled his hand away. “By the way, what are you doing at this party? Weren't you supposed to be with your fiancé?”
 
   Frankie sighed and dropped back in the seat dramatically. “Boring!”
 
   “Dinner with your fiancé and some of the leading businessmen of the city is boring?”
 
   Frankie nodded fervently. “Yep. Boring as fuck. Besides...” She cast a quick look around and leaned closer again. “The mayor is a bit of a client of mine. Not sure it would have gone well.”
 
   “He's a very loyal client?”
 
   “Yes. Not my favorite client, though.”
 
   “Oh?” Donovan didn’t ask her who the favorite client might be. He reckoned he knew from her behavior what the answer was.
 
   Frankie turned toward the door. Justine Lavoie was just coming out onto the terrace. She was feeling up her bodyguard again, but it seemed Naomh Walsh was keeping her from doing anything more. She pretty much slapped her client back into line now.
 
   Frankie frowned as Justine turned her bare back toward them. “When did she get that eagle drawn on her back? Don't remember it being there the last time I saw her.”
 
   Donovan veered up. “What did you just say?”
 
   “Don't remember it being there the last time I saw her?”
 
   “Before that.”
 
   “When she got that tattoo?”
 
   Donovan shook his head. “You said it differently. You asked when she got that eagle drawn on her back.” He got up and pulled out his phone. He walked into the shadows of the trees and called Albert.
 
   “Fucksake. I know you know how late it is, Donovan,” Albert answered. He sounded out of breath, rather than like someone who was just woken up.
 
   “The wife let you have some ass tonight?”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Frankie just said something interesting.”
 
   “What the fuck do I care what Frankie-fucking-Saunders says? And I thought you were doing this public relations bimbo?”
 
   Donovan blinked. “Take it easy...” he admonished his old partner. “She just asked when Justine Lavoie had an eagle drawn on her back.” He heard the rustling of sheets and knew Albert had sat bolt upright. “She's from Québec as well.”
 
   “Huh...” Albert muttered. “Interesting. I'll look into it in the morning.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought it was an interesting play of words. And she's definitely loony.”
 
   “I'll look into it in the morning. Right now I have more pressing matters to attend to.”
 
   Donovan grinned unseen. He recognized where that phrase came from and how it had slipped into Albert's vocabulary. “I'll let you get back to crushing your wife under your big belly.”
 
   “Donovan...”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   Donovan laughed and wished Albert a good night.
 
   Frankie was still on the bench when he came back. He sat down next to her and smiled. In a sudden impulse, he kissed her. “Thank you.”
 
   She was taken aback and left gasping for air. She wanted to lean into him and kiss him back, but just then someone crawled toward Donovan.
 
   Justine Lavoie had noticed him and she rambled on about wanting to thank him for his services as she crawled toward him. She sat down on her knees before him and tried to get to his zipper.
 
   “What the fuck?” Donovan pulled away and sat up on the back of the bench. Naomh Walsh came to the rescue. She pulled the pop star to her feet and began marching her away. It was as she walked away that Naomh noted that the man Justine had been after was Donovan. “Oh, hi,” she greeted him feebly.
 
   “Hi,” Donovan replied. “Thanks for that.”
 
   “Welcome.” She sounded shy. She looked away. Just then her husband came out through the doors. Donovan sank back onto the bench. He watched her as she went back to her husband. 
 
   A hand touched his knee. “That freebie is still on offer.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Donovan woke up in the middle of the night. There was a scream in the house. A prolonged scream. He immediately felt around the bed. He sighed when his hand rested on Frankie Saunders's breast. He reached into the nightstand and pulled out his old Sig Sauer nine millimeter. He checked the magazine and threw back the sheets. He looked around on the floor for a moment, looking for his pants. He put his boxers back on and quietly walked to the door. There was no sound now. He opened the door a crack and looked out. There was no one there.
 
   He went back to the bed and took his phone from the nightstand.
 
   “Again? Fuck off!” Albert's sleepy voice answered.
 
   “There was a scream. Somewhere in the house.”
 
   “Not Frankie Saunders pretending to be in ecstasy? Or was it that Walsh woman?”
 
   “Serious. Get the fuck over here.”
 
   “Still have your gun?”
 
   “Yeah. We'll be fine, but I'm not moving away from here.”
 
   “Yeah, stay in the bedroom. I assume that's where you are.” There was a moment of silence on the line. “Anyone there with you?”
 
   “Frankie.”
 
   “Keep her safe. We're lucky these murders have escaped the press so far. Frankie Saunders being mutilated by a lunatic serial killer would really make the shit hit the fan. And I doubt your business would benefit from it. I'll be over in a few.”
 
   The line went dead. Albert must be getting dressed.
 
   Donovan sat down on the bed and shook Frankie's shoulder. She shot awake. “What...?” she asked him sleepily. Donovan placed a finger on her lips. “There's someone in the house. I've got help coming.”
 
   She lay back in the bed and looked at him. Her hands ran over the front of his boxers. He shook his head, lifting the gun. “I don't know what's going on out there, best keep alert.”
 
   Donovan watched the clock's hands move a very slow half an hour before Albert called to gain access to the property. He opened the gate with his phone and a few minutes later Albert ran up the stairs. “You alright?” he demanded, popping his head into the bedroom on the top floor. “Miss Saunders.”
 
   Frankie gave him a polite nod.
 
   “You stay here; I have a few people searching the house.”
 
   He disappeared, but showed up again almost immediately. “Put some damned clothes on and follow me.”
 
   It was the housekeeper, Miss Graeme. Her blood stained the white carpet on the floor of her own parlor. The butler had been off for the night and had spent the night with his cousins in the Bronx. There had been no one else in the house. The cook was gone for the evening and of course, Donovan and Frankie had been upstairs.
 
   Albert sighed and rubbed his face. “What time is it?”
 
   Donovan looked at the clock. “Four o'clock.”
 
   Albert yawned. “You think they're up on the East Coast?”
 
   “Why?” Donovan asked him.
 
   “Going to check up on your theory.”
 
   Albert spent the next half hour on the phone. He switched between English and pidgin French. When he was done, he said nothing and then went to the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee. Another half hour passed in silence as he meditatively drank his coffee. Donovan and Frankie sat down together on a couch in the living room. Then Albert's phone rang again and he answered it in poor French. He listened carefully for a minute and then thanked the person on the other end of the line and hung up. “That was the RCMP in Québec. A girl, by the name of Aoibhe Lang, Alpha Oscar India Bravo Hotel Echo, disappeared from that boarding school. Weird thing that family has with Gaelic names. But she disappeared and a family named L'Aigle in rural Québec reported fishing a girl from the St. Lawrence River. She had no memory and no ID. Only knew her first name. Family took the girl in. After two years, she ran away again and about that time a girl that looked exactly like her showed up calling herself Justine Aoibhe Maria Lavoie in Montréal. Disney Corp signed the girl after one of their talent scouts saw her performing in a bar in the city.”
 
   “L'Aigle...” Donovan muttered. “The Eagle...”
 
   Albert nodded. “It fits. Think we might have to go talk to Miss Lavoie.”
 
   Justine Lavoie had not returned home. Naomh Walsh was missing too. Albert talked to her husband, but he had not seen her since the party. She had kissed him goodbye before he drove off in his car and then she had gotten into the limousine with Justine Lavoie. The security man had not seen the limousine return to the penthouse, nor had the neighbors.
 
   “Where the hell could she be?” Donovan asked Albert. “And what the hell happened to Naomh?”
 
   Albert shrugged and walked along the pavement to Toby’s, the coffee shop he liked on N 6th Street. “No idea. And no idea. I just know I need a cup of coffee after you woke me twice during the night.”
 
   “Once. The first time you were crushing your wife.”
 
   “Not true,” Albert grinned. “She was on top.”
 
   “Right...” Donovan did not want to go any deeper into the subject. “So what do we do?”
 
   “We have coffee and then we look at where they might have gone. And if Justine Lavoie is the missing Lang sister, we still don't have the answer to our questions. It might explain the eagle thing, but nothing else. Like what set her off.”
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   Albert ordered his coffee and paid. He looked pensive and hardly acknowledged the cashier as he did so. “You know what I'm thinking. This behavior of hers, just doing drugs would not do that. The extreme sex thing and all. Got an explanation for that?”
 
   “Project MK Ultra?” Donovan suggested.
 
   Albert shook his head. “Serious now. Unless you're suggesting she was programmed to do exactly that and someone activated her for that reason and made her kill. Seems very far-fetched.”
 
   Donovan sat down on a concrete window seat outside the coffee shop and sighed. Suddenly a thought came to him. “Her sister...” He jumped up. “I have to go.”
 
   “Oh, no!” Albert shouted at him. He ran after Donovan, but Donovan was too fast for him.
 
   Donovan ran all the way back to his house. He took all the short cuts and back streets he knew, not wanting Albert to follow him. There was a secret room underneath the living room where he kept files on a lot of things he had been involved in as an FBI agent and as an attorney. It was the room full of files that interested him. The cases he wanted to remember for some reason. One of them was labeled Mara Lang.
 
   It was the only file he had kept on the Lang family. Not because he wanted to remember, but because he had to. He looked through the file and found a picture. It was taken high up on the hills. He had never realized where it was, but now he did. He took the picture and left the file.
 
   When he swung the secret door to the living room open, he heard the door.
 
   “Storm Donovan! Come the fuck out! You need to tell me what's going on!” Albert's voice rang through the building.
 
   Donovan pulled the door shut again and went back down. He did not want to talk to Albert right now. He opened a door to a tunnel that lead to the garage. It was the only passage he had installed himself. He had it done when he had built the garage. In the passage, just before the door to the garage, there was a small vault. He opened it and pulled a gun from it. He had used a Sig Sauer nine millimeter in his FBI days and he kept a couple around the house. He had left the other one in his nightstand again, as he did not want to walk around armed, but he felt he needed to have a weapon on him now.
 
   He opened the final door and ended up in a storage hold in the garage. He pushed past the cleaning utensils and stepped out. He ran for the Jag and opened the garage door and the gate. When they opened, he gunned it, tearing out into the streets of DUMBO.
 
   Inside the building Albert heard the roar of the engine of the E-type and he ran out. “Donovan!” he shouted as he crossed the step. He swore and shook his fist at his friend. He ran down the driveway a few paces, but Donovan's car disappeared rapidly. Swearing still, he reached for his phone.
 
   “Keith! I need one of your guys to work some of their magic. Get into the car insurance databases and track a car for me. No, I don't have a fucking warrant, just do it! Just track Storm Donovan's Jaguar!”
 
   Donovan raced into the countryside above the city. He knew now where he could find Justine Lavoie, and he reckoned he would find Naomh Walsh there too. He just hoped he would be in time.
 
   The traffic was hellish, of course. Whenever you needed to get somewhere pronto, the traffic seemed to be worse than ever. Donovan kept his foot down and swerved in and out of the traffic as he drove along the Hudson River side. He even used the sidewalk to bypass some of the jams. It took forever to get out of Manhattan, but when he did, the road was suddenly clear. He flew up the interstate as fast as he could, racing to the top of the hill he had recognized from the photograph.
 
   At the top of the hill there was a parking place. Kids often drove up there to make out in the evenings and during the days, people went there to enjoy the city lights. He had been there a few times for those very reasons and he had recognized it this time as he went through the picture. When the link was made to Mara Lang, he knew what had caused Justine Lavoie's deranged behavior; he remembered the picture in the file and now he knew where she was heading.
 
   He pulled up next to the limousine and jumped out of the Jag. Then he saw them, on the grass just beyond the railing. There was blood in Naomh Walsh's thick curly hair where she had been struck and Justine Lavoie was giggling as she raised a knife above the woman's back.
 
   “Stop!” he roared, pulling the Sig from his belt and aiming it at Justine Lavoie's head.
 
   The girl giggled again. “Oh hi, pretty boy! Glad you're here. I'm just making her look pretty.” She brought the knife down and drew it through the flesh at the back of Naomh's shoulders. The sudden pain brought her back to consciousness with a scream.
 
   Donovan pulled the trigger twice. He saw Justine Lavoie's arm snap and the blood spray from the flesh. She dropped the knife and jumped up.
 
   A black SUV pulled up with screaming tires. From the corner of his eye, Donovan saw Albert get out.
 
   Justine Lavoie twirled in a little dance step. He was surprised she was able to ignore the pain she must have in her arm. He saw her bend down to pick up the knife again and reach down to continue what she started. But her blood had sprayed the grass a wet red. As she stepped onto the red patch, she slipped. Her reactions were slow and she could not recover her balance. It seemed like an image from a dream to Donovan. Everything seemed to slow down. She fell backwards in slow motion and toppled over the edge of the small cliff. He felt himself rushing forward, but he could not reach her. He saw her tumble down and could all but hear her body break on the road below.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “What the fuck are you keeping from me?” Albert asked Donovan as he handed him a cup of the hospital machine coffee. “How the fuck did you know she'd be there?”
 
   Donovan looked up at him. “How the fuck did you know where I was?”
 
   “Buddy at the NSA. Insurance database, GPS, blah blah blah. Boring story. My question is more interesting. How did you know?”
 
   Donovan sighed. “Mara Lang. I kept a file on her. She and her brothers went there before Quinn was locked up. There was a picture. It was the day before she died.”
 
   Albert looked at him, then he looked at the operating theatre below them. A surgeon was stitching up Naomh's back. She was sedated. She would be alright, but would have a very nasty scar for the rest of her life. He wanted to ask him what had caused him to think of that, but another question was more obvious. “Why did you keep a file on Mara Lang?”
 
   Donovan sighed. “You know it was my car that hit her?”
 
   Albert nodded. “But that's not all, is it?”
 
   Donovan shook his head. “I was the prosecuting attorney in the smuggling case Quinn Lang was convicted in. Mara Lang came over from Québec for the trial. She wanted to be there for her brothers. But something else happened. Not sure why, but she became obsessed with me.”
 
   “Obsessed with you?”
 
   Donovan nodded. “That's how she ended up under my car. She tried to stop me from driving away from the courthouse. Wanted to talk to me, tried to seduce me. When I turned her away and drove off, she got in front of my car and I drove over her. The cops did not put that bit on record, knowing it would ruin their case against Quinn Lang. Any suggestion of me being involved with his sister, a minor at that, would break their case apart.”
 
   “So that was all hidden from the public eye. But how does that involve Justine? Or Aoibhe?”
 
   “I guess her sister sent her letters and pictures of me. Told her how much she was in love with me. The girls were nearly inseparable. When she died, Aoibhe lost it and she ran away from the boarding school. She wasn't thinking straight. Her brothers would have brought her out to New York if she'd just waited, but she probably tried to make it back here on her own. On her way something happened and she ended up in the water. Then the L'Aigle family pulled her out. She must have banged her head or something, or the trauma of being in the river and the psychological shock combined messed with her memory.
 
   “She did not remember a thing, but it must have kept playing in her subconscious. Not sure what happened after, what set off the murders, but I can guess.”
 
   “Let me guess,” Albert put in. “Quinn recognized the girl on the television and when he got out of jail, he looked her up. Her memory began to return, but meanwhile she's messed up even worse than before because of the constant pressure, brainwashing and in the end, the drugs she was on. She didn’t recognize him at first, but somewhere in her brain she connected him to the death of someone she had loved. She also had the eagle image in her brain, her more recent memories trying to overrule those traumas. That's when she got the tattoo on her back.
 
   “But she could not suppress the old traumas and she decided to deal with the cause of that pain as she saw it at that moment. By killing Quinn Lang. She also remembered who had killed her sister and she remembered hearing how great you were. So she went after you too, but could not kill you because she was convinced she loved you.
 
   “Along the line, she remembered the warehouse and went to check it out. She saw Denny Lang and thought she was seeing Quinn Lang, so she killed him.”
 
   Donovan nodded and rubbed his hands over his face. “It would seem so.” He sighed and sank back in the chair. “Messed up girl was messed up even more by the entertainment industry. Brilliant thing to happen, eh?”
 
   Donovan felt numb when he got home. He had wanted to go and see Naomh Walsh when she woke up, but as he got to her room he saw her husband sitting by her side. He did not know what to do, so he left. He had gotten back in his car and driven home in a zombie state. The house was empty. The butler was still out, and he roamed around the house. He stepped into the living room, but left it immediately. He could not spend time in that room just now. He could not look at the large bloodstain on the white carpet. Instead, he roamed around the house aimlessly.
 
   He went outside, into the gardens. He sat down in the shadow of a tree and closed his eyes. Suddenly he was back there. He was in his car outside the courthouse. He saw the face of Mara Lang again, slammed against his windscreen. He remembered every detail of that day, and then his mind raced on. He saw everything that had happened in the last few weeks. He still felt like vomiting as he recalled the bodies with the eagles drawn on their backs.
 
   A voice stopped his musings. He got up and looked at the surveillance imaging on the street outside his loft. There was a van there. In front of the van was a woman, waving at him. He looked out the front and smiled when he recognized the woman. It was Frankie Saunders.
 
   “Figured you'd need a new carpet,” she said, pointing to the van.
 
   Donovan smiled and used his cell to let the van pass into his private parking bay. She walked in before the van. She kissed him as soon as she could place her lips on his. “It's on me.”
 
   Donovan pulled away from her. “You want to give me more freebies?”
 
   Frankie nodded. “It might shake the image of poor Ms. Graeme from my mind.”
 
   “I don't think I will ever be able to shake that image.”
 
   “Is it true it was Justine Lavoie?”
 
   Donovan nodded. “Don't tell anyone, though. The press is all over it already.”
 
   “You can always persuade me not to tell?”
 
   Donovan smiled. “I can, but I'm not sure I want to.”
 
   Frankie frowned. “How do you mean?”
 
   Donovan looked around. He did not know how to say it, but he had to. “Frankie. A woman I like just ended up seriously hurt, another two went completely berserk and ended up dead. You're engaged, you're one of the most talked about people in this city.”
 
   She nodded, stroked his cheek and walked away. “Call me when you need me again, Storm.”
 
   “I will.” Donovan watched her walk down the narrow street toward the C train. “Thanks for the carpet.”
 
   She turned around and winked. “You're welcome to my carpet.”
 
   Donovan went back in and went to the smoking room. He picked up a cigar from the humidor and lit it. Then he picked up the guitar and began picking at the strings. He just played. Somehow he ended up playing Justine Lavoie's latest hit, but it barely registered that he did. When he finally noticed it, he knew that this was something that would never make it into his file room. There did not need to be a file in that room. Every detail of it would be etched into his mind forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Donovan sat in his office. There were emails to answer, there was research to do, there were clients to call, but he could not bring himself to do any of it. He kept thinking about the moment on the hill. He felt the pressure of the trigger against his finger. He felt the shock of his Sig's recoil. He saw little Aoibhe Lang, or Justine Lavoie, slip and fall down. He saw her broken body on the road down below. And he saw the deep cut and the heavily bleeding back of Naomh Walsh.
 
   He had not spoken to her since the incident. He did not want to be too close to her as it was. Her husband would be taking care of her as she recovered and he had no part to play in that.
 
   For days now he had kept to himself. He had stayed in his house, playing his guitar and his piano like a depressed kid. He realized he behaved like one as well. He recalled a scene from a New Zealand cartoon in which Jesus spent Easter playing sad rock songs in his room, blaming his Father for what he did and is remembered around the world each Easter. He felt a bit like that. He saw the horrifically mutilated bodies, the bleeding Naomh Walsh and the broken girl on the asphalt. And every day, he walked around his office and his house he remembered everything that had happened. He could not shake it off.
 
   He was not being self-pitying and he was not suffering from post-traumatic stress over the incident. He had shot people before, but somehow this had been different. This had been something connected to him. It had been about him. It had been a client of his who had committed these atrocities. Someone who had walked through his office, who had sat in his chair. And he simply did not know how to deal with that reality.
 
   About a week after the death of Justine Lavoie, with the papers and the television still buzzing about it, a well-shaped woman with lush, curly hair walked into the office. She walked strangely, keeping her back as straight and rigid as possible. She asked one of the junior partners in the firm where his office was and then made her way to his door. He did not recognize her at first. Her face was a mask of pain which hid her usual vivacity.
 
   He got to his feet when he did recognize her. “Ms. Walsh.”
 
   She smiled. “Hi, Donovan.” She stood just inside his door for a moment, quite indecisively. “I, um... I never did thank you for saving my life.”
 
   “Yeah, no worries,” Donovan muttered, looking down. He did not quite know what to say, which was rare.
 
   “You're not going to offer me coffee or something?” Naomh smiled at him.
 
   “Yeah, yeah sure.” He lead the way to the kitchen and set about making some lattés. Giving her one of the large cups, he still did not know what to say. “How've you been?” he eventually asked, knowing it was a crappy question to ask.
 
   “Fine,” she answered, stirring some sugar into her coffee. “In pain. My stitches keep tearing out. I've been wearing a corset for the last two days now; it has stopped me moving about so much, so there is less strain on them.”
 
   Donovan nodded. “Not been busy? I didn’t see anything on the news about your client having been on a killing spree.”
 
   Naomh shook her head. “There is a big corporation behind her... there was... they thought it better to keep it out of the news. Cecilia, that's Cecilia O'Hourihane, my business partner, has been working around the clock on it. She knows what happened, but it has been a nightmare trying to contain it.”
 
   “I can imagine...”
 
   “Still, that’s why we get paid the big bucks, exactly this.”
 
   Donovan nodded, still unsure what to say. Naomh knew she had to say something.
 
   “Look, Donovan...” she began. “If it were different, if Max weren't in the picture...” Her voice trailed off.
 
   It took Donovan a moment to realize Max was her husband, but he knew what she was trying to say. “You don't need to say anything. I had a great time getting to know you. And that's worth more than anything.”
 
   She smiled, finished her coffee and got up. She ran a hand along his cheek and kissed him tenderly. “Goodbye, Donovan. It was fun. And if you ever need some help with public relations....”
 
   “I'll know where to find you.”
 
   There was an issue resolved, he reckoned as he drove the racing-car-green Jaguar home, but it hardly served to make him feel any better. Back home, he sat down in his smoking room, again, with a whiskey and a Cohiba Cuban cigar and picked up his guitar. It was the usual routine. Next he would go to the dining room for his dinner. He found some things were different around the house. His new housekeeper was still learning the ropes. The new janitor, too, was making some mistakes; there were 40 watt bulbs in his office now and a light scratch on the wooden floor in the humidor. But he was young and Johnson, thank goodness for him, had high standards and was keeping his eye on both of them.
 
   That evening, his musings and his musical meditation were interrupted by a call. A cheerful, chirpy voice sounded through his phone and he had Johnson let the person in. Frankie Saunders sat down in the chair opposite his moments later. She crossed her legs and her arms as she waited for Donovan to put his guitar down. “You need to take a chill pill,” she said as he just sat there strumming his guitar in a depressed manner. “None of this was your fault and you need to let it go.”
 
   Donovan frowned and stopped picking the strings. “I know all of that,” He sighed. “I don't know why I can't shake it off.” He was silent for a moment and played a single chord. “Why are you here, Frankie?”
 
   Frankie sighed and leaned forward. “I don't like the guy I'm engaged to, but you know that already. Good guy, but I don't want him.”
 
   “Ah,” was Donovan's only answer. He had a feeling about what was about to come.
 
   “There's only one guy I want, and anyone else is second best. I'll settle for second best if I have to, but I don't want to.”
 
   “Still doesn't explain why you're here, Frankie.”
 
   Frankie Saunders sighed. “This thing with the mayor... he cares too much. I couldn't let him and Michael meet, so I had to avoid both of them. I can't keep doing that. Given the way this world here works, I'll have to settle down, get married and all. And soon...”
 
   “But you don't want to settle for second best?” Donovan guessed.
 
   “I only want my first choice, but I need to know soon.”
 
   “How soon is soon?” Donovan frowned.
 
   “We moved the wedding up. It'll be next week in California. I'm flying over tomorrow morning.” For the first time Frankie fidgeted. “I'd hoped to get an answer from the guy tonight.”
 
   Donovan sighed and put the guitar down. “I don't know Frankie. I really don't know.”
 
   Frankie Saunders nodded and got up. Donovan thought he saw a glint of a tear in her eye. “I'll see you around then, Donovan. Sometime after the wedding maybe?” She hurried from the room and Donovan buried his face in his hands.
 
   Slowly he got up and walked up the stairs. He went to the top bedroom suite and got undressed. He took a quick shower and sat down on the bed. Here was another problem to add to the big list of things that had gone wrong in the last weeks. In frustration, he threw a pillow across the room and then picked up the television remote control. He turned on the big flat screen and tried to find something he wanted to watch. Eventually he just left one of the news channels on and leaned back against the head of the bed.
 
   “FBI agents in the Caribbean have arrested a Jamaican national by the name of Marcel Brown, nicknamed Moses, on suspicion of drug trafficking, weapons trafficking and forgery. As we speak, we have learned the man is being transported to Washington where he will face charges.”
 
   Donovan turned the television off. He did not want to think about international affairs right now. He closed the curtains and tried to go to sleep, but the image of Justine Lavoie's body on the road below him haunted him.
 
   In the morning he woke up early. He had slept badly again and he was short tempered. He snapped at Johnson for bringing him orange juice with pulp with his breakfast. He cheered up a bit as he drove his E-type Jag as fast as he could down Sunset Boulevard, but he knew he had to find another way to deal with everything than driving fast.
 
   He ran up the stairs and sat down behind his desk again. He checked his emails and answered them. There was a reminder from Frankie Saunders that she was flying to California for her wedding and another dinner invitation from Gregoris Sedakis and Maria, his 19 year old wife.
 
   He knew he was stuck in a rut. He needed to get out of there. He needed to find a challenge.
 
   He walked over to the window seat in the alcove and turned on the television again. CNN flashed on. He saw Wolf Blitzer was filling in for someone and he heard his voice ask the reporter from Washington what he was learning.
 
   “Well, Wolf, Marcel Brown arrived at Washington Dulles International earlier today and he was transported to a holding cell in the city to be read the charges against him.”
 
   “How is he going to plead?”
 
   “So far, we’ve learned nothing on that count, as he does not have an attorney. It seems the case is so sensitive no attorney here will touch it. But we have received a letter from the Brown’s attorney in Kingston, Jamaica and he has informed us that his offices have submitted a formal letter to the Privy Council in England requesting that Mr. Brown be immediately released and returned to Jamaica. He claims the FBI has no right to enter a foreign country and arrested a local person on foreign charges.”
 
   “Is he correct about that? Did the FBI have no right? And why would he write to England to fight his extradition?”
 
   “Well, Wolf, Jamaica is a part of the Commonwealth and the Queen of England is the head of state. The Privy Council is the highest court of appeal and the attorney probably thought they might be more helpful to him than the local government. As for the FBI having the right, maybe what Marcel Brown’s lawyer isn’t aware of is the fact that extradition orders were issued to and have sat with the Jamaican Government for the alleged ‘Kingpin’ since 2009.
 
   “Marcel’s gang has been a thorn in the side of law enforcement on the East Coast for the better part of two decades; one of the most notorious gangs in United States history. They’re aggressive and resilient in their bid for territory in which to distribute the massive amounts of marijuana and cocaine they have coming in from the Caribbean and as they’ve gained footing in New York and New Jersey, they’ve also become known for their crude and vicious techniques of eradicating their competition.
 
   “Until now, Marcel has remained virtually untouchable, keeping a low profile and high security around him as he remained entrenched in his home community in Inner City, Kingston. He preferred to send out others to do his dirty work and he did so very effectively through enforcers and soldiers who ran his operations in every major city up and down the Eastern seaboard.
 
   “Drugs, guns, extortion, you name it; Marcel Brown is accused of having a finger in it, without ever entering the U.S. for any extended period of time. That was why it had been so hard for the authorities to get their hands on him. How could they? He was safely tucked away in one of the most volatile neighborhoods in the world.”
 
   Wolf took over again.
 
   “Meanwhile, we hear reports coming from Jamaica that the arrest has caused serious conflict between rival gangs.”
 
   Donovan only half-watched the news and took his coffee back to his desk. He looked through the case load that was coming in this morning, but he found nothing interesting. Sedakis needed help again, but it was routine stuff. Morris, his neighbor, needed his help sorting out something with a copyright issue. He had cheated some writer out of royalties for a decade and the guy was getting angry.
 
   His mind kept drifting. His mind drifted to the events of the past weeks again and he decided enough was enough. He thought about the news item he had just heard and he Googled the name he had heard. He skipped the first search results until he found an article from a local paper.
 
   THE JAMAICA GLEANER
 
   May 24, 2010
 
   HEADLINE: Attack On State - Police Stations Set Ablaze Cop Shot Civilian Slain
 
   Violence rocked sections of the West Kingston area throughout the day yesterday. Armed men brazenly took on the security forces in sustained attacks on police stations in anticipation of the apprehension of Inner City don, Marcel ‘Moses’ Brown. Four police stations came under attack; a civilian succumbed to gunshot wounds during an assault on the Fletcher's Land Police Station; and a policeman sustained a minor gunshot injury.
 
   The Prime Minister said last night that two members of the security forces had been injured, but The Gleaner could not confirm the second case.
 
   There were indications before dawn broke that something was afoot – five days after the Washington DC Supreme Court issued a warrant for Brown's arrest.
 
   A Gleaner team observed a large convoy of Jamaica Defense Force vehicles – including armored trucks – with soldiers heading into Kingston along the Michael Manley Boulevard.
 
   The tension, which simmered under the surface of day to day life throughout West Kingston, reached its boiling point yesterday as gunmen loyal to Brown came out in a show of support. Even as the security forces seemed to retreat as the day wore on, gunshots rang out and rained down until the early hours of the morning, causing residents in political strongholds to scurry for cover.
 
   Darling Street & Denham Town Police Station 
 
   Early in the day, soldiers attempted to remove roadblocks of old cars and refrigerators which were mounted with increasing frequency in the areas surrounding Darling Street. Within an hour, the Darling Street Police Station came under attack. In the absence of strong opposition from local Constabulary Forces, the gunmen grew bold. By the afternoon, they progressed through the city’s ghetto and the Denham Town police station became the next target.
 
   Hannah Town Police Station 
 
   Shots have been fired on the Hannah Town Police Station, forcing personnel to be evacuated. Armed thugs looted the empty station, removing computers and other equipment before razing the west wing of the building to the ground.
 
   Downtown Medical Facilities 
 
   Medical staff at the nearby Kingston Public Hospital (KPH) and Victoria Jubilee Hospital have been put on alert. The unending sounds of gunshots punctured the air surrounding the two compounds. Medical staff have been abandoning their posts at both locations as they seek cover and safety.
 
   Constabulary Forces have been dispatched to both locations to provide security, but the shots have not ceased in nearby Hannah Town and Denham Town.
 
   Injured Officers and Civilians 
 
   It has been confirmed that an armored police vehicle brought the Police Commissioner, Owen Ellington to the KPH gun trauma unit. He released a statement that confirmed he was shot in the hand. The Commissioner’s condition is not considered serious. 
 
   A white Toyota Town Ace minivan brought a man into the Accident and Emergency Unit in critical condition. It was understood that gunmen sprayed his vehicle as they attacked the Fletcher's Land Police Station, hitting the occupant multiple times in the chest. He later died at the hospital. The police did not release his name. 
 
   The Police Commissioner said yesterday that the security forces would respond in an appropriate manner. “It is now clear that criminal elements are determined to launch coordinated attacks on our security forces,” he said in his statement. “The JCF wishes to advise the public that these attacks are unprovoked and coincide with our efforts to lawfully serve the public,” he added.
 
   The Prime Minister has condemned the ‘calculated assault on our local authorities.’ A limited state of emergency has been put into effect with a curfew in West Kingston areas. He vowed that the security forces will use any force necessary to counter these thugs who have wreaked havoc on the capital.
 
   “Let us make no mistake. The threats that have emerged to the safety and security of our people will be repelled with strong and decisive action. This will be a turning point for us as a nation to confront the powers of evil that have penalized the society and earned us the unenviable label as one of the murder capitals of the world. We must confront this criminal element with determination and unqualified resolve.”
 
   He also sought to assure Jamaicans that the city was ‘not being shut down’ and that there should be business as usual after today's Labor Day holiday. Schools will reopen on Tuesday, he said.
 
   The Government yesterday declared a state of public emergency for the parishes of Kingston and St Andrew, as tension mounted in the Jamaican capital. The state of emergency will remain in place for one month and may be adjusted by Parliament.
 
   Meanwhile, the Commissioner of Police said the security forces will respond with appropriate action. He said that images of barricades, other defensive positions, together with credible intelligence, indicate that scores of criminals from several gangs across the island have joined criminal elements in the Inner City.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Donovan grinned. It was the sort of case he liked. It was the sort of thing he wanted to be dealing with.
 
   That afternoon, at home, he turned the television on again and he heard the news anchor report on the man again. There was still no attorney to answer any questions. The man was obviously guilty. And even if he was not, the situation back home was bleak too. The moment he was removed from his power-base, all hell broke loose and all his old partners, the people who ran things for him on the island, had begun to try to claim the top job. Chaos had broken out and even the man's political allies had deserted him. The Prime Minister had appeared on the news several times now, expertly dodging questions about Marcel Brown and his criminal activities, the corrupt government contacts that the man was rumored to have, and the year old extradition request that had laid unconsidered in the Jamaican courts that no one, even the suspect’s lawyer, seemed to be aware of. Instead, he emphasized the fight that the authorities were now taking against criminal elements in downtown Kingston and that their defiance in the removal process of Brown from Inner City, as they launched attacks against personnel and infrastructure, was considered a threat against the state. He was ordering a State of Emergency and curfews were being placed in several areas of the city.
 
   Another person who had spoken out was the Prime Minister of Antigua and Barbuda, the current chairman of CARICOM. He had found the perfect moment to heckle the United States for illegally interfering in the CARICOM community. After the new treaties and regulations the US had been forcing onto the CARICOM members, he now had a reason to really stick it to the president and his government.
 
   The news channel brought a report from the Deputy Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, who cleverly straddled the fence with all his comments regarding the US and the approach they had seemingly taken to remove Brown from Jamaica and the hands of the government they suspected was trying to protect him. Mostly, he just said that he hoped the violence in Jamaica would be dealt with quickly. He also hoped the Jamaican communities across the United Kingdom would not resort to violence to voice their displeasure with the current situation in Jamaica.
 
   Donovan suddenly made up his mind. He picked up his phone and rang the State Attorney in Washington. He knew the man. He was a second cousin and it had been him who had urged Donovan to go to law school. Donovan knew it was late, but the phone was answered after only three rings.
 
   “It's Donovan.”
 
   “Hey, buddy. How's it going?”
 
   “Good. How are you? How's the family?”
 
   “They're doing fine. Me; busy, stressed, but otherwise fine. Not why you're calling though, is it?”
 
   “No, I wanted to ask you something.”
 
   “What did you want to ask?”
 
   “That guy the FBI is holding, the Jamaican. I want the case.”
 
   “You're in New York, you can't be on the prosecuting team. I've already got someone on that.”
 
   “No, I mean I'll defend him.”
 
   “Why would you want to do that? It's a case you can't win.”
 
   “Let's just say I'd like the challenge.”
 
   “Well, if you want it, you've got it. You're the only one who seems to want to defend the guy, so have fun.” There was a pause. “I heard about the Lavoie girl; she was your client, wasn't she?”
 
   “Yeah, that was a challenge of another kind altogether.”
 
   “Entertainers always are. But if you want, I'll get one of the family's jets out there to pick you up.”
 
   “Cool, if you can get one here tomorrow, I'll want to be in Washington as soon as possible.”
 
   “Excellent! And I hope you enjoy the case. Despite everything horrible, he's a nice guy.”
 
   “Will do! See you in a few days!”
 
   Donovan hung up with a smile and turned to look out the window. The sky was beginning to darken as some mean gray clouds gathered on the horizon. He had his challenge and tomorrow he would finally have a reason to leave Brooklyn behind for a while. As he topped up the whiskey in his glass and put it to his lips, he saw the flash of lightning streak across the sky. It was coming. He would be ready for it, too. He relished the thought of it, in fact. He knew that he could really flex his muscles on a case like this one… it could potentially solidify his reputation as an ‘All in, balls out’ lawyer. When the first sheet of cold, gray rain began to pelt against the window, he knew it had arrived and he also knew, without a doubt, that he was ready to ride out the stormy weather.
 
    
 
   The end
 
    
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   No feeling that he had ever experienced in his life was as exhilarating as the breakneck ride on the back of a painted pony along the rim of the mesa. The wind rushing by his face and the plunging ledge to his right made him feel like he was aloft and he cried out. He was free. Nothing was holding him back. And then the panic hit him.
 
   Someone was following him. He could hear the sound of the thundering hooves behind him and he could feel his heart racing faster within his chest. He urged his mount forward, willing it to go faster. Its ears were laid back and its neck stretched flat out as it put every effort into its speed. He did not dare look back over his shoulder. He knew they were coming.
 
   Why were they chasing him? What had he done? He leaned into the flying mane of his mount, closed his eyes and tried to say a prayer, but none came to him; only a deeper sense of panic. They would catch him, he was certain of it. Something that sounded like a bee buzzed past his head. What was… the report of a pistol from behind him answered the question before it formed in his mind. They were closing in.
 
   He searched the broad expanse of the mesa to his left hoping there was cover for him to dart into, but the space was wide open, with only a few juniper trees dispersed at random. There was nowhere for him to hide. It would all be over soon. The realization that he would take a bullet in the back was replaced by the sight of the edge of the mesa coming up toward him rapidly.
 
   He wouldn’t die from a bullet in the back; he would die along with his mount as they plunged into the canyon below them. He leaned into his horse’s neck, squeezed his eyes tightly, let go of the reins and threw his arms out to his sides, accepting what was to come.
 
   The sound of thundering hooves below him suddenly ceased and he felt weightless. He knew in an instant that they were airborne. He clenched his teeth together and waited for the impact that was sure to be coming. Any moment, he would be tumbling head over heels with the painted pony as they collided with rocks, juniper and the thick trunks of piñon pine.
 
   When the collision did not come for a very long while, he risked opening his eyes. They were still in the air. It was impossible. He sat up and looked around him. Far below, he could see the traces of the canyons, mesas and the branching, treelike pattern of the tributaries that plunged down from the jagged edges of the mesas.
 
   He looked behind him and saw those who were chasing him plunging from the edge and tumbling down the steep slope. He had escaped, but how? He suddenly realized that it didn’t matter anymore. He had escaped, he was free and he was flying. There must be some sort of magic in the pony, because he, Parke Higgins, was flying.
 
   He squealed as though he was a little boy once more. All of the worries, stresses and especially the nightmare of being chased, disappeared behind him. With his arms spread and his face turned toward the sun, he let the feeling of the wind envelop his entire body, covering him like the waves of an ocean. He was alive and he was free. He closed his eyes once more and floated peacefully. And then he heard crying.
 
   There could be no crying in his new world of freedom. It was impossible. When he ventured to open his eyes, there was a woman. There was no doubt that she was a Native American woman by her dress and the long, jet-black hair flowing down her hunched back. Where had the pony gone? Why was he no longer flying? He looked around for the pony, but saw nothing but the chinked, log walls of an octagonal house and only the very basics for living. Why was he in a hogan? He wanted to go back to flying. A particularly gut-wrenching keening came from the hunched woman and his attention turned back toward her.
 
   Hesitant, he moved toward her; perhaps he could comfort her. When he placed a hand on her back, her sobbing ceased and she slowly turned her head toward him. In spite of the trails of tears which had streaked the prominent lines of her cheeks, she was stunning. Her smooth, caramel skin, her full lips, proud nose and chin were all perfectly formed as though sculpted by a master; but it was the deep, haunting, black eyes that made his heart stop and then begin again in a rhythm he hadn’t felt since he had first tried to ask a girl on a date.
 
   He started to speak and she was gone. He sat up in a panic. Where was he? Nothing around him was familiar. Had they captured him? Who were they? He looked at the figure lying beside him in the bed and everything came rushing back to him. No one had captured him. No one was chasing him. He was in a motel room, the Kachina Lodge, on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon.
 
   He looked at the lit numbers on the digital clock beside the bed. Its red numbers displayed 3:27. He had planned on getting an early start, but this was ridiculous. He briefly thought through the dream that he had just had. The flying, the woman, the wind, the freedom; it was all so real and yet, not real. Hoping to return to it, he settled back into the overstuffed pillow which made his neck hurt. Motel pillows always made his neck hurt. He had intended to bring his own, but had forgotten it in the rush to get out the door.
 
   He closed his eyes and tried to draw the painted pony back into his mind. When that failed, he attempted to place the face of the woman back into his consciousness, but that wouldn’t work either. He finally turned to look at the clock again. It had changed to 3:31. He had set it for 5:30. If I go to sleep right now, I can sleep two more hours, he reasoned. He closed his eyes and tried to force sleep to come.
 
   When he looked at the clock again, it read 3:47. He quickly did the math. An hour and forty-five minutes of sleep. That’s not too bad. He tried to force sleep again. He saw 3:53 pass by without sleep; 4:03 and 4:17 as well. Frustrated, he finally tossed back the covers and slipped out of bed. He glimpsed out into the darkness of the canyon below the rim where the Kachina Lodge was perched. The grand view that was there during the light of day was eerily absent when covered in a shroud of darkness. He turned toward the table and took a seat in front of his laptop; trying not to awaken his wife with the light of the screen, he turned it toward the window and repositioned himself in front of it.
 
   He opened the web browser and clicked on the bookmark for the Dreams Dictionary. He’d been there before and found that often times; he gained insight into things whenever he visited it. He typed in a search for flying and read the interpretation; in general, it meant that he had a positive feeling of freedom in his life. As he typed in each of the other things that he could remember from the dream, however, the interpretation became much more confusing.
 
   He closed the laptop and considered slipping back into bed, but noticed that the clock read 5:08. Not much point in trying to sleep for 22 minutes. He looked out the window again. This time, he saw a tiny glow from the rising sun, beyond the eastern horizon, though it would still be nearly an hour before it made a full appearance.
 
   He sat once more and looked over at the sleeping form. He loved her, but it was becoming more and more difficult to like her. He had hoped that their vacation to the Grand Canyon would help them restore some of the vitality which had long passed from their marriage. Initially, it had, but as the days wore on, she began to complain. Backward people, cheap motel, too dry, too dusty, the mules stink, the damned wind never stops and she hated motel beds; these were only some of the complaints that seemed to be repeated the most.
 
   She simply wasn’t used to a simpler way of life. She was used to being catered to by everyone. She was used to the sharp, rectangular lines of the business world in St. Louis and the predictable logic of spreadsheets and monetary facts that never changed. She hated change. He had caught the brunt of her hatred of it several times. He had aged in the past 15 years of their marriage and, like every other male in the world past the age of forty, his middle was attempting to match the width and depth of his chest.
 
   There was no doubt in his mind that he had become fat, old and boring. Maybe that was the real problem that she had, though she would never say it out loud. She was constantly critical, but never enough to come right out and lay out the whole truth. It was like being picked apart by ants rather than being fully devoured by a wolf. In many ways, he’d rather just be devoured and get it over with.
 
   He was not helping the situation, either. He simply pressed it all down inside of himself and refused to confront the obvious issues which had come between them. He hated conflict and would rather wait for things to settle down. They always did after a while, though in the recent past, his waits had been longer and longer.
 
   So where was the freedom that the dream interpretation had given him? He certainly could not see it arriving any time soon. The chase scene of the dream was much more accurate; it and the crying woman. His mind tried to retrace the features of her face, but failed. He wanted to try to remember her face for one of his paintings. Frustrated by his attempt to recall her, he looked at the clock once more: 5:28. That was that. He headed for the shower.
 
   “Let the alarm wake sleeping beauty,” he muttered to himself.
 
   He turned on the water and let it cover up the sound of the annoying beeping of the alarm clock. He hated the damn things and only used them on the very rare occasions when he had something pressing that he needed to start early in the morning. Today’s pressing event was their return to St. Louis.
 
   He stepped into the shower, ignoring whatever tirade was coming from the other side of the wall. She was very likely pissed that she had to roll over and turn off the alarm. The water flowing over his body washed away the sound and he relaxed into the feeling of its warmth. It was almost like the way that the wind had wrapped itself around him in his dream. Again, he tried to pull up the image of the woman and feel the weightlessness of flight, but it had all disappeared. The opening of the bathroom door killed it completely.
 
   “What time did you get up?” Melissa grumbled.
 
   “5:28,” he replied, just for spite. He knew what would follow, but somehow the stab seemed to give him a little bit of satisfaction.
 
   “Why the fuck didn’t you turn off the alarm?”
 
   “I thought I’d let you sleep a little longer.”
 
   The smile spreading across his face was hidden by the shower curtain.
 
   “Bastard,” she mumbled, closing the door behind her.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   They were on their way, but a little bit behind schedule, according to Melissa’s reckoning of things and, like always, it was Parke’s fault. He had taken too long in the shower, lingered over breakfast too long, was too slow getting the car loaded; it was a never-ending rant which he simply ignored. The final straw came when he pulled into the 24-hour convenience store to gas up.
 
   “Why the hell didn’t you do this last night?”
 
   Her penetrating glare held a particular sort of venom that burned through his skin in an attempt to consume him with fire.
 
   “What the fuck difference does it make if we leave at 7:12 instead of 6-fucking-59?” 
 
   He slammed the car door as hard as he could and moved toward the handle on the pump, turning to fill the car with gas. He had finally taken all of her shit that he could handle for one morning and snapped. It would shut her up for a while and might actually make the morning drive more pleasant.
 
   He had mixed feelings about leaving the Grand Canyon behind. He had plenty of new photos, memories and concepts to incorporate into his paintings and was eager to return to his studio, but he could also feel the tension which had been conspicuously absent while he was enjoying the sunshine and breezes of the southwest.
 
   A rather sharp breeze came up suddenly and swirled around him as if it was doing a scan of his body. He let the feel of it move over him for a moment, closed his eyes and let it cleanse the tension in his soul. The wind back in St. Louis had never been able to do anything of the sort. In St. Louis, it was just another irritant to go along with the noise, the smell, the humidity and the penetrating flavor of toxic smoke in his mouth. He had escaped all of that for a while. Something had to be wrong, seriously wrong with him to want to return to it.
 
   His mind would have wandered further if the smell and sound of fuel overflowing from the filled tank had not brought him back quickly. He fought with the pump handle to get it to shut off, but not before a fairly generous stream of fuel spilled on the concrete and created a small stream around his shoes. His hands were soaked in it as well. He swallowed the expletive that had formed in his mouth and finally put the handle back in its holder and started into the store.
 
   The glare that he received from Melissa when he returned didn’t need any words along with it to let him know that she was neither happy with the extra time that he spent in the bathroom trying to get the smell of the fuel off of his hands nor of the fact that he had basically told her to fuck off earlier.
 
   Good, he thought. That will keep her quiet for a while. Satisfied that he would at least have a few hours of peace to enjoy his last morning in Arizona, he put the car into gear and pulled back onto the highway heading south toward Interstate 40. The sun touched his left shoulder and warmed his cheek as they traveled through the desert toward the mountains to the south and west near Flagstaff. By the time they reached Williams and turned onto Interstate 40 to head east, Melissa was asleep.
 
   “Thank God for small miracles,” he whispered when he looked over at her.
 
   She was still strikingly attractive when she was asleep. It reminded him of the early years of their relationship when she was so beautiful and pleasant to be with. She was excited by his artistic skills and loved going camping. She loved nature; she loved to feel the breeze in the open spaces and the feeling of living free. He marveled at the fact that someone who hated change so much had made such a drastic one.
 
   She had become the darling of the accounting firm in Tulsa and had moved rapidly into a supervisory position. Her new position demanded more of her time and energy and she began to give it more and more as well. It slowly ate away at the fragile person inside of her, helping her to find strength and belonging. As she poured more energy into her work, she moved further up the ladder of success and was asked to relocate to the main office in St. Louis, where she would take on an even more substantial role in the firm. Being much more transient in his way of thinking, as well as his means of earning income, Parke had encouraged the move; something he had begun to regret almost the moment they arrived in the gateway city.
 
   He contemplated the changes to their lives, their relationship and, most of all, the bitterness that seemed to cover them just like the darkness over the canyon during the night. The impossibly blue sky, the mountains, the different shades of red in the landscape and the feelings of isolation, even while being surrounded by a moderate amount of traffic, mostly semis, as they traveled along I-40 seemed to soothe him and his thoughts wandered up the long canyons and into the mountains.
 
   Each mesa top drew his eyes as he wondered if the thrilling ride of his dream had taken place on any one of them. In such a state of bliss, Flagstaff, Winslow and Holbrook all passed by before he was interrupted by a comment from the passenger’s seat.
 
   “We are now in the middle of fucking nowhere,” she announced. “Who lives here?”
 
   He tried to ignore her comments as they cut into the peace that he’d been having.
 
   “I mean, would you seriously ever consider living in a place like this?”
 
   “Actually, yes.”
 
   He regretted the answer, but was too late to stop it.
 
   “Seriously? You would live out here with absolutely nothing to do and nowhere to go? Oh yeah, I forgot, you love nature. You’re just a painter.”
 
   The stab at him hurt. Rather than allow it to lead them into another confrontation, however, he decided it was better to diffuse it all.
 
   “I’m sorry that I yelled at you and slammed the door earlier.”
 
   The absence of a reply made him turn and look to see if she had heard. When he looked at her, she forced half of a smile to her face and then turned her face toward the window.
 
   She used to love wide open places. What had happened to her? What had changed her so drastically? Would she ever be able to break free of whatever had claimed her soul and had her entire being in chains?
 
   “You used to love nature too.”
 
   He broke the silence, still hoping the old Melissa might have a chance to break free and return to him.
 
   “That’s before I discovered the real world, Parke!” she snapped. “It’s about time you discovered it too.”
 
   Being turned away once more, he remained silent all of the way into Gallup, New Mexico, where they stopped to get something to eat. As they sat through their silent lunch, he studied the mountains to the northwest. Something about those mountains was drawing him to them, though he wasn’t completely certain what it was.
 
   He made another decision when they were back in the car and on their way. A decision that, once again, drew the wrath of Melissa as he turned the car onto US Highway 491 and started north. The sound cursing that he received died away as she turned away to sulk once more; something she did often whenever he decided to stand up for himself and refuse to allow her to bully him into doing things her way.
 
   The draw of the mountains, known as the Chuskas, had his heart pounding in a rather strange and completely inexplicable way. The further north and nearer to Chuska Peak he drove, the stronger the pull. The combination of emotions from the dream that he had the night before were vivid once more and he was suddenly able to recall the features of the beautiful woman’s face. “Naomi,” he said without realizing that the name had left his mouth.
 
   “What?” Melissa snapped.
 
   “Nothing,” he replied, hoping that she wouldn’t press further.
 
   Why had he spoken the name? At the eastern base of Chuska Peak, he could see a small town beginning to form along the highway in front of them. As he traveled along, a sign letting him know that they had arrived in Tohatchi went by; quite obviously, they had reached the lands of the Navajo Nation, though the sign which had announced it earlier had little effect on his consciousness. He attempted to pronounce the name as he slowed upon entering the town, well aware of the 4x4 Navajo Police vehicle waiting for someone who was in a much bigger hurry than him to pass through the quiet town.
 
   Off to his left, he noticed a sign above a gray, cinder block building that read, “Tohatchi Trading Post.” Something stirred inside of him, calling him toward the rugged-looking building. He turned the wheel toward the pothole-rich, hard-packed space that served as a parking lot out in front of the store.
 
   “Why are we stopping?”
 
   “I’ll just be a minute.”
 
   The urge to stop and enter the store had completely taken over.
 
   “This is Indian territory, idiot. We’re probably not safe here.”
 
   “Then stay in the car.”
 
   He unhooked the seatbelt and reached for the door handle. Melissa didn’t budge.
 
   “Why do you insist…”
 
   Closing the door behind him cut off whatever rant she had begun. He focused on the front door of the building and the pull the trading post had on him. When he entered, it appeared pretty much the same as any ‘Trading Post/Souvenir Shop’ in the Southwest. Genuine Navajo rugs were for sale, though these appeared to be much better crafted than many that he’d seen and the price listed on them told him that they were indeed “the real thing.” He browsed for a few moments among the goods offered and then made his way toward the glass counter where jewelry and such was displayed.
 
   “Ya-tah-ay,” the heavyset man behind the counter said as he approached.
 
   The greeting was spoken in the sharp, interrupted way in which the natives said it, rather than the way white people tried to mimic it.
 
   “Hello,” he replied, taking the large, offered hand. He was too intimidated to even attempt to return the same greeting.
 
   “If you want a closer look at anything, let me know.”
 
   His voice had a deep and powerful quality to it and his face beamed. He has a happy spirit, he thought, though never in his life had he ever had such an odd thought cross his mind. His throbbing heart had not settled in the least; in fact, it seemed to have gotten worse inside of the trading post. His eyes looked through the glass at the assortment of handcrafted silver and turquoise jewelry on display. The art was exquisite and the prices on the pieces were well beyond anything in his budget, but he continued to allow his eyes to move over them feeling a mysterious bond to them.
 
   He was about to turn away from the glass display when his eyes caught sight of a green dagger tucked away on the corner of a shelf. The entire dagger was made out of green stone; blade, hilt and shaft, all from the same piece of stone. At first sight, he thought it was turquoise, but it held a much deeper green tone than did the more aqua-colored turquoise stones set in silver very near it. “What is that?” he asked, extending a finger toward the dagger.
 
   “That is a stone dagger.” The clerk smiled, pulling it out and placing it on the counter in front of him. “One solid piece of jade.”
 
   “Jade?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is there jade around here?”
 
   He had always associated jade with the orient. He picked it up and turned it over in his hands. Initially, it was cold like stone, but in just seconds it suddenly became too hot to touch and he dropped it on the counter.
 
   “Burned you?”
 
   The big Navajo chuckled. The rich sound of his voice reinforced the idea that had popped into his mind earlier.
 
   “It doesn’t do that to everyone.”
 
   “What the hell is it? Is it possessed?”
 
   “You mean is it magic or does it have a spirit?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s just…”
 
   Parke couldn’t find the words he wanted.
 
   “Mysterious,” the smiling man filled in the word for him. “The man who brought it in said it had been in his family for centuries. He said it used to get hot when he touched it when he was younger, but not in a long time.”
 
   “Why did he sell it?”
 
   “He started drinking and needed the money.”
 
   “He sold this for liquor money?”
 
   “There is more confusion in demons and liquor than nearly any other thing in the world.” His plump, happy face suddenly became very solemn. “I think that’s why it became cold in his hands.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He lost his way.”
 
   “But this could be priceless.”
 
   “Or his granddaddy bought it in the South Pacific during World War II.”
 
   He wasn’t sure how the South Pacific and World War II had any bearing on the origin and value of the dagger, but since it was only seventy-five dollars, it seemed likely that the owner of the trading post didn’t believe that it was nearly as valuable as the original owner had. Yet still, he had pawned it to him for a bottle. He probably only got twenty-five or thirty bucks for the pawn.
 
   Without another word, Parke purchased the dagger, which the smiling proprietor slipped into a leather, beaded scabbard that he threw in with the deal. Parke suddenly felt relief as he stepped back out into the gentle breeze which came flowing from Chuska Peak. Rather than the tension and racing heart from before, it had all transformed into a feeling of peace. However, there was also a sense of disappointment that he was getting into the car and leaving. In fact, his heart was genuinely sick as though he was about to be leaving home.
 
   “What the hell did you buy?”
 
    His peace was quickly shattered. She has an angry spirit. He fought to hold back the laughter which suddenly wished to free itself from his chest.
 
    
 
   The Jade Dagger
 
   is available at:
 
    
 
   Amazon Kindle * Amazon UK * Amazon AU
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   About the Author:
 
   Steve Rollinsenjoys hiking and snorkeling and beer, but not necessarily in that order. He loves to travel and spends most of his free time doing just that. Presently, he lives in Las Vegas, Nevada because he likes to gamble, too.Please find him at:
 
    
 
   Please visit him at www.steverollins-author.com.
 
   Add him on Facebook.
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
WSTEE
Ruums

=k f';-%
!Isu S

d STORMY?
WEATHER

A STORM DONOVAN NOVEL






