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Chapter 1

“Did you call her yet?” I asked Ian as he finished his set of twenty pushups on a mat at Nikkei. I was referring to Ariel, but there was no need to spell that out; he knew exactly who I had in mind.

He popped up to his feet like he had just lain there leisurely reading a book, not pumped the length of his long, lean body up and down at a rapid pace. He ran a hand through his blond mop of hair that remained in desperate need of a haircut, then looked at me, amused.

“Why do you care?” he asked.

“Because I want to make sure you do the right thing.”

“And that would be?” He arched a brow at me, having placed his fists against his hips.

“You calling and asking her out on a proper date.”

He smiled. “Well, it’s not like you gave me much choice, is it?” The pleased grin on his face told me he wasn’t at all mad at me for having done so, though.

“So you did call her then?”

“Yep. We’re going out tonight actually.”

I ignored the sudden stab of pain that assaulted my stomach at this revelation. “Oh, really? That’s good. What are you gonna do? Dinner?”

“Yeah, I’m taking her to a small Italian restaurant on Amsterdam. It’s called Gennaro. Very intimate.”

“That sounds nice.” I pointed to a squat rack close to where we were. “Let’s go do some pull-ups.”

We walked over to the rack and Ian immediately jumped up and grabbed one of the bars above his head.

“How many do you want me to do?” he asked.

“Fifteen.”

As I watched him pull himself up and then lower himself back down repeatedly, I thought about his upcoming date with Ariel, annoyed with myself that I wasn’t happier about it. I had no reason to be bothered in any way, yet that would be the only way to describe how I was currently feeling—bothered.

Ian landed on the floor next to me, forcing me to stop mulling over it.

“What do I do now?” he asked, radiating energy.

I pointed to the roman chair, a tall piece of exercise equipment to work your abs by bringing your legs up while hanging from your arms. “Let’s do some ab work.”

We walked over to the other end of the big weight room where the high chair was.

“Are you going to show her some of your family’s jewels?” I asked, expecting him to say that he didn’t really have any jewels to show her.

But he just shrugged his shoulders and replied, “Probably not tonight. That would be too early.”

I stared at him, surprised. “You’re already planning on seeing her again? What if the date doesn’t go well?”

“How can it not go well? She’s a little hottie. I’m sure it’ll go just fine.” He gave me a playful wink.

“If you say so,” I said and stopped next to the roman chair. I wasn’t in the mood to keep talking about him and Ariel. Lowering my voice, I said, “I got another text.”

His face darkening, he froze right as he was about to climb up the chair. “From the same number? What did it say this time?”

I leaned closer to him to be sure no one could hear me. “It said, ‘I’m still watching you. Get out while you can.’”

He clenched his teeth. “It’s them.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“First they tried intimidating you by pretending to be the rapist. But since that didn’t work, they’re choosing to be more direct instead.”

I smiled, feeling much older and wiser than Ian. “Um, okay, so you don’t really know then. You’re just trying to fit your vision with these texts. I agree it
could
be them”—
if they actually existed
, I thought but didn’t say—“but it could also easily be some whacko who likes to fuck with my head. I really should look into the people I’ve given my phone number to in the last couple of weeks. It’s not that many.” I paused, making a mental note of doing this later. “And it could also be from someone attached to Nick’s murder.” I bit my lip as I pondered this some more and then nodded to myself. “That’s what I’m thinking—Nick’s killers are harassing me. I might be closer to finding them than I’m realizing.”

“That’s exactly right,” Ian said. “You
are
very close to finding out who they are—the only piece missing is you believing it yourself.” He leaned closer to me, his lips ending next to my ear, and whispered, “I already told you, Adler and their government cohorts are behind his death. The sooner you accept this fact, the better off you are.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes at him. “No, I wasn’t talking about them—I was talking about someone attached to Cardoza.”

“They may very well be attached to Cardoza. I have yet to determine how big their reach is, though I’m convinced it reaches all around the globe. Into most major industries.”

Ian was clearly not about to let go of his conspiracy theories any time soon. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Listen, it can’t be them. It just can’t be.”

“Why do you say that?”

I threw another glance over my shoulder to be sure there weren’t any people close by that could overhear us. We were in the clear. “Because it makes no sense. If you know so much about them and I’m close to finding out the truth, why not just kill both of us? Especially you, since they know you want to stop them from realizing their vision. That should be easy enough for them as powerful as they are, right? If they can plant an article in the
Washington Post
and get a whole prison to vouch for them, they could have ‘accidents’ happen to us.”

Ian gazed out the club’s floor-to-ceiling windows, looking pensive. “That’s very true. And it’s also something I often think about, especially lately. Why
don’t
they just kill us?” His eyes returned to mine. “Of course, they did try to kill you with Bose, remember?”

“We still have no idea if Bose had any ties to them.”

He smirked. “Trust me, he did... Anyway, I wish I knew why they keep me alive. Why I’m still waking up every morning and the sun is shining in my face. I have absolutely no idea. Because you’re right—it
would
be so much easier to just kill me. But so far they haven’t, and they’ve known that I know what they’re up to for more than a year now. That I want to stop them. I can only conclude they have good reasons for wanting to keep me alive.” He squeezed my arm. “I sincerely hope that goes for you too.”

***

Ian’s words were still going through my head as I walked back to my apartment several hours later, done with work at last. I refused to believe there was any truth to all his crazy theories, but I also didn’t think he was a psycho out to hurt me any longer. The guy was harmless—even if he happened to be an ex-con and former druggie who didn’t want to own up to his transgressions. The articles I’d read about him were hardly planted by an evil government faction, which meant he had been convicted of the crime he’d been accused of and sentenced for. That is, unless he had been wrongfully convicted. My hand stopped turning the key I’d stuck into my building entrance as I considered that possibility. That scenario seemed more plausible than the story being just a plant and an entire correctional facility being in on it. Of course, if that was the case, why didn’t Ian tell me that? I was more likely to believe that he was set up somehow than his other, far more outlandish claims. Even he must have realized that.

One of these days I needed to take a closer look at Ian’s past. That should yield some explanations to what he was really all about. Maybe he did come from a family of jewelers and art dealers. But before I did that, I had to get somewhere with my own investigation.

As poorly as
that
went, it was a wonder I had become a detective at all, never mind as quickly as I had.

After I had made myself dinner and was relaxing on my couch, I decided to text the stranger who was harassing me. I had tried calling the number a few more times and, like the first time, a voice recording told me it was not in service. I didn’t think a text would result in anything, but I was feeling restless tonight and needed to do something.

I typed
“Who are you and what do you want from me?”
and then pressed Send. Staring down at my phone, I willed it to light up with a response from the freak. It stared back up at me, as dark as ever. Finally I got tired of glaring down at the dead piece of metal and went to take a shower. Maybe when I was done, there would be a response. Yeah, right.

Of course there was no response. I opened the contacts section of my phone so that I could determine to whom I’d handed out my number over the last few weeks.

It turned out that I had only given it to eleven people—all current or potential clients, as well as Ariel and Emma.
Hmm,
I thought.
That’s fewer than I thought.
I should be able to figure out who out of those people it could be. Then I remembered that my phone number was in a folder on the fitness desk that all the trainers could access. In fact, every employee at Nikkei—even Adler—could easily access my phone number if they wanted to.

Closing my eyes, I sank back against the couch, feeling exhausted. There were so many people who had access to my new cell number it wasn’t even funny. The person texting me could be any of them.

I got to my feet and put on some clothes. I decided to go out for a walk. It was nice and warm out for a day in April in New York and I felt increasingly restless. Something was eating at me and I couldn’t figure out what it was. Some fresh air and light exercise would make me feel better, enable me to relax.

As always before I went outside, I made sure my Glock was in my hip holster, safely hidden underneath the baggy sweatshirt I wore. I may not be about to go running in Central Park, but I wasn’t stupid—something bad could still happen to me on the streets of the Upper West Side, even though it was supposed to be maybe the safest neighborhood on the island. Well, at least before Spider-Man had run amuck up here.

Exiting my building, I was pleased to discover that the weather had yet to cool down. I began walking down my block, having no particular destination in mind. I continued up Amsterdam Avenue at a brisk clip and met quite a few people out strolling. My plan was to walk twenty blocks uptown, then make a U turn and come back home. By then, I should feel better.

After about ten minutes of walking, I spotted the sign to the restaurant—Gennaro.

That’s the place Ian mentioned
, I thought and stopped walking. What time was it? I checked my phone that I had brought in the futile hope the freak would finally respond to my text. It was twenty past nine. Ian and Ariel should still be there if they had come for dinner. Part of me wanted to check, spy on them, while the other part, a nagging voice in my head, kept telling me that this would make me a stalker. I was not a stalker.

I remained in place, a few yards before the restaurant, as the two parts of me kept arguing their position. It didn’t take very long before my more depraved self won and I prepared myself to spy on Ian and Ariel. If I was being honest with myself, I had to admit that I was super curious to see how the date was going. I was still having a hard time believing Ian was actually into Ariel, having convinced myself that he had only pretended he was to annoy me. She just didn’t seem like his type.
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