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    Thanks for the inspiration, Adam.

To my fellow Rats. Thanks for the support. 
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Chapter One

Grant
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Manhattan, NYC 1985

I’m too old for this bullshit.

Rob and Arthur are lucky we’ve been friends for as long as we have. When Rob called to say he had an issue and needed my help, it took all my effort not to tell him to drop dead.

But my conscience wouldn’t let me roll over and go back to sleep. So now I’m standing in Arthur’s sister’s apartment with an irate cat burglar fighting me.

Why didn’t he call the cops? Rob’s explanation is simple. The woman broke in, and he didn’t want the hassle of paperwork. I can’t say I blame him. I’m just irritated to have been torn from the comfort of my bed at this god-awful hour of the morning. Seems like he forgot I don’t handle petty breaking and entering bullshit. I’m strictly homicide.

“I’ll take care of her.” I hook my hand around the thief’s arm and drag her to her feet.

She tenses under my grip. Her narrow eyes take me in, like she’s looking for a soft spot on my throat to sink her teeth into.

I meet her gaze, unflinching, hoping she catches my unspoken warning—if she doesn’t behave, she’s gonna wish they had called the cops. My grip tightens as I pull her toward the door.

The reality of her situation finally reaches her stubborn brain. “Wait, don’t let him take me! Call the cops. But don’t let him take me. Please.” Panic fills her wide green eyes.

Doesn’t matter how young or pretty she is, she crossed the wrong person today. I’m in no mood to negotiate.

“Please.”

Her pleas do nothing to my cold, dead heart. She fucked up and she knows it.

“It’s too late, kid. You’re my problem now.”

She fights my hold, clawing at my hand on her arm. I pull her against me with a firm tug.

“Keep it up,” I whisper in her ear. “And I’ll make sure you’re locked up so tight, you’ll never see sunshine again.”

The hellcat stills immediately, pressing her lips together in irritation.

“Thanks, Richards.” Rob waves. “See you next week.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I turn to Arthur’s sister. “Good night, ma’am.”

The moment we step into the hallway, the door locks behind us. Exhaustion creeps over me. What the hell am I going to do with this stray cat who seems hell-bent on causing trouble?

She stumbles behind me as we make our way down the hall. Silence then fills the elevator as we descend to the ground floor. When we step into the May air, she tries to break away from my grip. I glance at her, amused by her futile attempt to escape.

“Please, let me go.” She bats her thick dark lashes. “I promise I’ll behave.”

I scoff. “Sure, kid, and I’m Superman.” The soft flicker of neon light filters through the street. “Come on.”

She mumbles, and I pull her alongside me down the street. When a diner comes into view, my stomach growls. A late-night diner is a perfect place for me to question this little street rat to see if she’ll be of any use.

Inside, the middle-aged waitress glances up from her station. “Morning,” she calls out. “Sit anywhere.”

I nod in thanks and take a booth at the back of the diner. The thief slides in first, and I sit next to her to block her escape.

“What can I get ya?” The waitress appears with two menus.

“Two coffees.” I glance at the breakfast selection and choose two basic dishes without consulting my unwilling companion. “Thanks.”

I give the menus back, and she disappears into the kitchen.

There’s no one else in the diner at this early morning hour, and I’m thankful for that. We must look like an odd pair to the waitress, but she doesn’t stick her nose in it. I’m sure she’s seen her fair share of crazy shit in this city. She returns with the coffee before retreating again.

I push one of the cups toward the burglar. “You got a name, kid?”

She snorts. “Why do you care?”

“Look, I’m not above dragging your ass down to the station and booking you for breaking and entering and attempted theft. But by all means, keep testing my patience.”

Her shoulders slump. She reaches for sugar and cream, dumping a ton of each into her steaming mug. I sip my black coffee, watching her closely.

She samples the drink that was once coffee and sighs. “Quinn.”

“She speaks.” I try not to focus too intently on her, but being this close makes me uncomfortable. I keep waiting for her to lunge at me with a fork or to toss the coffee in my lap before racing to the exit.

But she doesn’t move. Instead, she pushes her riotous curls away from her face and exhales sharply. Her gaze lifts from the coffee mug and settles on me.

I’ve never been swayed by a pair of pretty eyes and a flirty smile, but damn it if this little minx isn’t the definition of pure temptation. She’s all curves beneath a skin-tight black top and leggings. The light catches the red woven deep into her auburn curls. This close I can nearly count the freckles across the bridge of her nose.

“Irish.” The word tumbles from my lips, and I cringe.

“What?” She gapes at me.

“Your name. It’s Irish.” I lean back and cover the slip with a shrug of indifference.

“Yeah. So?” She cocks her head and narrows her eyes. “The red hair, green eyes, and freckles didn’t give it away?”

“Calm down, smart-ass.” I sip my coffee and redirect my attention when the waitress appears with our breakfast.

Quinn licks her lips at the plate coming to rest in front of her.

“Dig in.” I grab my fork and take a bite, ignoring the way my heart aches.

We eat in silence. She’s done before I even make a dent in my eggs. I arch a brow as she mops her plate with a slice of toast and licks her fingers.

Her gaze meets mine. “What?”

Her tongue curls around her index finger, and a thousand wicked thoughts fly through my mind. I slam a lid on them before they can take root.

“You were hungry.” I pull my attention from her face and resume my meal.

“Yeah. I don’t exactly have money to indulge in a fine meal at such a quality establishment.” Heavy sarcasm laces her words.

“Is that why you’re breaking into people’s apartments and robbing them blind?”

“Look, I fucked up, okay? You gonna take me in? Or keep rubbing it in my face?”

I finish my last few bites and wash them down with coffee. She crosses her arms and glowers expectantly in my direction. When I lean back, I give her my full attention. Those luminous eyes blink at me, full of irritation and hate.

“Do you want me to take you in?” I wipe my mouth and toss the napkin aside. “I mean, it’s up to you, kid.”

“First of all, stop calling me ‘kid.’ I’m twenty-six.” Her scowl deepens as she folds her arms across her ample chest, drawing my attention there for a split second. “And secondly, I don’t appreciate you fucking with me—either you’re gonna take me in or you’re gonna let me go. Pick one.”

“Why are you in such a hurry?” I smirk. “Got better places to be?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“You got someone waiting for you?”

Her cheeks flame, turning a delicate shade of rose pink. “No.”

“Someone to fence the loot you were supposed to snatch tonight.”

“Fuck you.” Indignant, she shoves me. It’s a feeble attempt, and I can tell I’ve struck a nerve.

“If I were interested in that, I would’ve taken it behind the diner.”

“Asshole.” Her eyes spark with fury. “Like I’d let you touch me.”

“Come off it, kid. You were ready to throw yourself at me at the slightest chance I would let you go.”

“Damn you,” she mutters under her breath.

“I might not be old enough to be your father, but I’m not interested in taking advantage of women or desperate thieves.” I pin her with a no-nonsense stare.

“I’m not getting off with a warning, am I?”

“No.” I shake my head, and a slow smile spreads across my lips. “But I’m willing to offer an arrangement that might benefit both of us.”

She arches her delicate brow. “I’m listening.”

“There’s been a string of murders lately. They look like break-ins gone wrong, but I think there’s something more.” I cock my head and study her expression as she takes in the information.

“What’s that got to do with me? I don’t know anything about that shit.”

“Yeah, but you’ve got connections.” My hand flexes against my thigh.

“I won’t be a rat. I’ve seen what they do to people who snitch to the cops.”

“I don’t want low-level scum. I’m homicide. I don’t give two shits about petty theft.” What I do is different. It consumes me, and I’m running out of patience.

“I’ve been chasing this fucker all over Manhattan, and I got nothing.”

“What do you expect me to do?” She eyes me with distrust.

“Keep an eye open for anything suspicious. If you hear something—anything—contact me at the Twenty-Fourth Precinct.” I pull out my wallet and drop a few bills on the table. “If I’m not at work, come to the Black Penny in Hell’s Kitchen. The bartender’s a friend.”

Her eyes widen when I hand her a twenty. She tucks it into her bra, giving me a glimpse of pale bare skin beneath her black top. “The Black Penny. Hell’s Kitchen.”

“Right.” I stand, and she follows suit.

When I step out into the night, she comes beside me. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because stopping this bastard is more important than locking you up.” I glance down at her. The twilight fog swirls around us, and a curl slides across her cheek. I clench my fists after I nearly reach out to brush it away. She’s not your responsibility. She’s nothing. Leave her alone. Walk away.

“Thanks for breakfast.” Quinn offers a half smile, but I can see the skepticism in her eyes. Like she’s waiting for the rug to be pulled out from under her.

“Stay out of trouble, would you?” I pull a pack of cigarettes out of my pocket. “If you get caught, I won’t be able to bail your ass out.”

Quinn rolls her eyes and tosses her hair over her shoulder. “I got sloppy tonight. Won’t happen again.”

I light the cigarette and take a drag. “I’d tell you to give it up, but I know you won’t listen.”

“You asked me to be your snitch.” She puts her hand on her hip. “I can’t give it up and be your informant.”

“Point taken. Just keep your head down, kid.”

Quinn glowers at me, then snatches the cigarette from my hand. She tosses it to the ground and grinds it beneath her boot. “Thanks, dad.”

I shake my head. This woman will be the death of me. I can feel it. “Get out of here before I change my mind.” I shove my hands in my pockets and start down the sidewalk.

“Wait,” she calls.

I stop and turn, meeting her green gaze.

“What’s your name?”

“Detective Richards.”

“They don’t issue a first name or what?” She inclines her head with a teasing grin.

“You gotta earn the right to use that name.” I wink. “See ya around, kid.”

The sound of her swearing follows me down the street. I doubt anything will come of this fiasco, but I need all the help I can get. There’s a serial killer loose in Manhattan, and I’m scraping the bottom of the barrel to catch the bastard.
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Chapter Two

Quinn
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The detective’s words haunt me every day. Even as I pull on the little black dress, I can almost hear the disappointed grinding of his teeth and feel the heat of his gaze burning into my skull.

I have tried to go straight over the last three months, but with jobs thin on the ground, money is too tight to live comfortably in the city. My gaze shifts around the cozy, little, East Harlem apartment I share with two other girls. This isn’t cutting it. I barely scrape together the money I need for rent and utilities each month. I was lucky to find the ad searching for a roommate. Beth and Nancy are nothing like me. They have legitimate jobs and goals.

Me? I’m floundering.

Ever since the night I got caught breaking into the wrong house, it’s like I’ve suddenly grown a conscience. I blame Detective Richards—a thorn in my side and an ever-persistent pain in my ass. I haven’t spoken to him since he bought breakfast and offered a deal. His simple request burns me. Stay out of trouble. How the hell am I supposed to stay out of trouble and be his informant? I can’t do both.

Not that it matters. There are whispers on the street, but no one knows anything about the string of break-in–murders. Thieves don’t really share information. But there’s enough chatter to put us all on edge.

Eddie Fink, the guy who fences all my goods, isn’t taking chances. He told me he’s keeping low. Everyone is. Though not because they don’t want to cross whoever this guy is. They’re worried the cops will somehow pin the murders on them if they get caught.

Can’t say the thought hasn’t crossed my mind, but I have an ace in my pocket. Richards knows I’m not the murderer. That doesn’t guarantee he’ll come to my aid. I just know I won’t be pinned with a bullshit murder charge. But I could still be a target.

I forgo any makeup and tie my hair back, pinning it in place before fixing a white cap on my head. I’m not used to the new color of my hair. Too dark. Makes my face even paler, if that’s possible. But without red hair, I blend in better. I’m less noticeable. When I show up, no one spares me a sideways glance.

This maid gig is sweet. Tempting too. Nancy managed to secure me a part-time position in a swanky uptown mansion. Rich bankers. No one who would recognize me. After the first week, the possibilities presented themselves. Jewelry boxes open in the bedroom. Crystal and silver ornaments littered throughout the house. Cash stashed in random drawers in random rooms.

Who the hell leaves all that valuable shit just lying around the house?

Temptation pulls at me from every direction. For the last month and a half, I’ve kept my head down and done my job. No one blinks when I walk into a room; servants in this place are a dime a dozen. There’s a permanent chef and kitchen staff as well as six full-time maids, two butlers, and a high-dollar security team keeping tabs on the outside entrances.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the banker who owns this house is into some shady shit. Mafia or something. That’s what kept my hands off the enticing morsels the first month. But the longer I’m here, the more alluring those little gems have become. Certainly, they wouldn’t miss a trinket here or there, right?

I tie the apron around my waist and sigh, glimpsing the dour maid reflected in the mirror. It’s not the most flattering outfit, but it could be worse. I could be stripping or picking up johns on the East Side.

A shiver wracks me. I’d rather starve than sell my body to perverts. I’ve met too many girls over the years who lose their minds and their lives dipping into that line of work. I’d rather leave the city than sell my soul.

“Off to work?” Nancy asks as I step into the living room.

“Yeah.” I sit beside her on the couch and put on my shoes.

“Be careful.” She bites her lip.

“I’m always careful.” I soothe her with a smile. She’s sweet and innocent. If they knew my past and half the shit I’ve done, both my roommates would kick me out.

“I know. Maybe you could ask for the day shift? It might be safer.”

“I like working nights. Gives me time to myself.” I rest my hand on hers. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

Nancy sighs, then nods her blonde head. Her blue eyes are full of worry, but she doesn’t persist.

“I’ll be home late.” I grab my purse and head for the door. “See you later.”

“Bye.”

I’m halfway down the stairs when I start contemplating the logistics of my situation. I haven’t officially met the rich bastard I work for, or his family, but I’ve seen pictures scattered throughout the house. They’re ridiculously loaded with too much time on their hands. It’s almost the perfect opportunity.

The old man’s on his sixth trophy wife, it looks like. He’s got kids with each of them, all ages from adult to infant. I think the oldest is older than me, some hotshot broker on Wall Street. He stopped by a few times. Once he stumbled in on me cleaning the library. Snobby shit took ogled me for half a second before turning his nose up before kicking me out of the room.

Asshole.

If I were going to steal anything, I’d take it from that prick. Being raised with a silver spoon in his mouth was terrible for his manners. Fortunately, he hasn’t been back.

For now, the pay is decent, and I can keep my nighttime hours. As long as I restrain myself, I’m in the clear. Shiny things are my downfall.

As I make my way down into the station, a shadow appears behind one of the pillars. Nancy’s warning rings in my head. I sidestep, ready to run if needed. The city at night isn’t a friendly place. I’ve seen too much shit in this town to take anything for granted.

On the subway, I settle into an empty seat in a half-full car. I don’t even glance up when someone brushes past and slides into the seat beside me. First rule of survival in Manhattan, mind your own business. Sticking your neck into something that doesn’t concern you is a surefire way to get yourself killed.

“You’ve been hiding from us, Quinn.”

The rough tone pulls me from my thoughts, and my whole body stiffens at the familiar sound of Jack’s voice.

“What the hell do you want?” I keep my own voice low.

“The boss sent me with a reminder. You’re past due on your payment.”

His hand rests in his jacket pocket. Doesn’t take a genius to figure out what he’s got in there. Jack’s always packing heat. That’s what mobsters do.

“I told you before, I’ll have it by the end of the month.”

He tuts. “Interest has gone up, sweetheart. Boss wants double by next week.”

“Double?” I gape at him.

His dark hair falls across his vacant brown eyes. I don’t doubt the truth of his words. He’s a bulldog for one of the biggest crime lords in the city. I’d be stupid as fuck to cross either of them.

He shrugs. “Costs have gone up.”

“That’s not fair.” Fear flutters through me, but I retain the strength in my voice. “We had a deal.”

“Deals change.” His sadistic smile makes my stomach churn. “If you want to take it up with the boss, I’ll escort you over there now.”

“No.” My heart stops at the thought of facing him before I have the funds. “Fuck. I’ll have it to you by next week. But after that, I’m done. We’re done.”

“Good girl.” Jack pats my knee.

It takes all my effort not to puke at his touch. The silver medallion around his neck catches the overhead light when he stands. I barely maintain my composure until the subway comes to a stop. He exits, leaving me in a state of fury and disbelief.

I know better than to make a deal with a devil. Even one I thought I knew.

There’s nothing I can do about it now. It would be better if I disappeared, vanished into thin air. But I can’t. Not yet. Not until I take care of my debts. Mom’s safe, but not me. I’m fucked.

How the hell did I let myself get into this mess?

When I finally arrive, the mansion on Riverside is quiet. Milly tells me the family is out, on a yacht in the Caribbean or something ridiculous. Relief fills me. I don’t have to deal with the family. With that many ex-wives, drama is never in short supply.

Milly hands me the cleaning carrier, and together we climb the opulent staircase to the second floor. We work in relative silence, but inside my mind, I’m screaming.

This job gives me enough money to get through day-to-day life, but it won’t take care of the debt hanging over my head. Jack’s stark reminder of my predicament leaves me nauseated and miserable.

I can’t let them pull me under. Not when I’ve fought so hard to stay afloat.

Fuck them for putting me in this position.

Milly takes the master suite, and I work on the bathroom. Glittering sapphires and diamonds lay in an open jewelry box on the bureau. My gaze lingers as I pass by. The sparkle calls to me, promising security and closure. Freedom.

I close my eyes and press forward. No. I’m not going to do this. Not tonight. There has to be another way.

There isn’t another way, and you know it, my mind whispers as I spray the vanity in the bathroom. No one is coming to your rescue. If you don’t seize this opportunity, it’s done. I double over at the thought of Jack’s disgusting grin as he hovers above me, taking his payment in flesh and blood.

“You okay?” Milly asks from the doorway.

“Yeah, fine. Just the fumes.” I wave my hand to disperse the invisible gases.

“Crack the window. It helps.” She smiles and returns to her duties.

I open the window, and a cool breeze ghosts over my skin. The sounds of the city filter in on the night air, and I know I’m fucked either way.

One last heist, then I’m done.

I swear on my mother’s grave.
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Chapter Three

Grant
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Upper East Side...two victims...white male, age fifty-two...white female, age forty-seven...multiple abrasions and contusions...evidence of a struggle...both found with throat slit...forced entry and robbery confirmed...no evidence of sexual assault to either victim...no witnesses.

“Shit.” I close the file and toss it aside. It’s been eight months since the first case hit my desk, and I’m no closer to connecting the handful of unsolved murders plaguing the city.

I run my hand through my hair and groan at the ache in my shoulders before opening the second file to scan the contents.

Harlem...one victim...black male, age forty...gunshot to the chest...forced entry and robbery confirmed...no evidence of sexual assault, no witnesses.

It’s similar across the remaining three files. There’s no pattern in the relationship between the victims or the location of the thefts. Totally random. The only connection shared across five cases is that what started as a burglary ended with murder. Not a single cop in the city believes these cases are related.

Except me.

I rub my thumb into my temple and reach for the top drawer of my desk where I stash pain pills. Pouring two into my palm, I grimace at the possibility that I’m chasing a figment of my imagination. After swallowing the pills, I wash them down with the cold coffee in my mug. The bitter taste lingers in my mouth, and I shudder.

“How’s it going, Richards?” Mickey collapses in his chair on the other side of our two back-to-back desks. He glances at the files spread out before me. “You still looking for connections?”

I nod.

We’ve been partners for a few years, but I’ve known him since we went through the academy together. He works hard and holds up his end. I’m thankful for that, but he doesn’t believe me. Not about this.

“You sure there’s something here?” He arches a ginger brow when I shrug. “Half those cases aren’t even ours to worry about.”

“Yeah, I know...but I got this feeling.” My fingers drum on the desk, mirroring my agitation. “They’re connected, Mickey. I know it.”

“You need to find yourself a woman.” He scoffs. “All work and no play makes you a pain in the ass. Maybe if you got laid, you’d relax.”

My mood darkens at his statement. “I tried that, remember? It made shit worse.”

“I didn’t tell you to run off and get married to the first blonde who winked in your direction.”

I glower at him and say nothing. My ex was a mistake. A big-breasted, unfaithful, expensive mistake. Thoughts of her do nothing to improve my sour mood.

“Look, I’m just saying maybe you need to take a break. Find something outside of work to distract you.” He leans forward on his elbows, concern glinting in his eyes. “This job will chew you up and spit you out if you let it.”

“I just can’t help but think this is another Son of Sam situation.” I shake my head. “There’s a connection here. I just need to find it. Or find someone who saw something.”

“You sure you’re not just looking for something to keep your mind busy?” Mickey leans back in his chair.

I am. But he doesn’t need to know that.

Truth is, something about these cases bothers me. I just can’t put my finger on it. I had hoped my thief-turned-informant would have something for me, but I haven’t heard from her. She vanished into the wind. Which means one of two things—either she wised up and got out of the game or she hasn’t gotten caught again.

An unsavory third option leaves a sour taste in my mouth. I shake my head.

“You going to the pub tonight?” Mickey stands and pulls on his coat. “I’ll buy you a drink.”

“No, thanks. I need to get some shit done before I head home.”

“Suit yourself.” He waves. “I’ll see ya around.”

I wave him off with a nod and a halfhearted smile. Mickey’s a good guy, but I really didn’t feel like being around other cops tonight. The pub around the corner is always full of cops—retired, active...it’s the precinct hangout. Not exactly the best place to go when I’m already a pariah among my peers. They don’t say anything to my face, but I know what they say about me behind my back. What they call me. Rabid Richards, a dog with a bone. Relentless and single-minded.

Truth be told, I’d rather drown my sorrows at home alone with a bottle of whiskey. I tuck the files into my leather satchel and switch off the lamp on my desk. Here’s hoping for a quiet weekend so I can get some research done.
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