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      Last year, Vincent Zandri and I looked at each other through a video screen and made a decision. After two publishers offered to help us with an anthology, one that turned out not to be viable, the other, which seemed unsure they could help us the way we needed them to (and later went out of business, more on that in a moment), we decided to create it on our own.

      That became our first successful Kickstarter, True Pulp. Our idea was that this would become a series of “True Kickstarters” with varying genres and a variety of authors. Just under a year later, a lot has happened.

      As mentioned, a major noir publisher went out of business. So my business partner, Stacey Smekofske, got together with Vincent as our “managing editor” and founded Alibi Syndicate Press. This is a neo noir press publishing noir and pulp, mystery and thriller, and horror. We’re what we would call a boutique, micro publisher, and plan to put out 20-30 titles a year, at least for now.

      And this is our first Kickstarter as a publisher. The second successful “True Kickstarter.” We’re excited to have a fully funded project, and that encourages us to keep creating great anthologies like this one.

      Vincent and I contacted authors we know and love, collected stories from them, and pulled them together. From Reed Ferrell Coleman, a giant in the genre, to Danica Favorite, a well-known romance author who is switching genre gears in her career, and newbies like Samantha Ripley, there are a variety of voices alongside regular favorites like myself, Vincent, Charles, Frank, Larry, Scott, and the rest of the crew. You’ll meet them in the following pages.

      You’ll also meet deep characters in dark places and maybe learn that love isn’t always all it’s cracked up to be. Or maybe it is (see “Knives and Velvet”, by Rebelry Stone). These types of stories are what we’re all about at Alibi. We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we did.

      We also hope you find love, the love of the stories inside these pages, and your own version of love outside of them. After all, love is what makes life worth living. Or is it?

      
        
        Troy Lambert

        Co-Owner and Managing Editor, Alibi Syndicate Press

        Stacey Smekofske

        Co-Owner and Manager, Alibi Syndicate Press

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AN EVEN THREE

          

          REED FERRELL COLEMAN

        

      

    

    
      Susan Kiner gazed out her classroom window in Striker Hall at the cloyingly scenic setting of Halleyton College and groused to herself about how far she had failed to come.

      “Nice place to be buried,” she’d said to Henry Corbin during her interview. Corbin was her former student and current Dean of Humanities at Halleyton.

      She kept a pleasant expression as she watched Henry laugh off the remark. Susan was sure that like everyone else, he was chalking it up to her famously prickly personality and sarcastic sense humor. “She makes Dorothy Parker seem like Mother Teresa. Susan’s a handful,” she had once overheard her a Vice Provost at Arizona State say to a donor. She knew Henry still bore some scars her biting remarks had left when she was his thesis advisor and lover at UW, Madison. But Susan had been perfectly serious, because buried is what she was. This small liberal arts college surrounded by the endless evergreens and grass carpeted mountains of northern New England was her last stop, the pine scented sarcophagus in which her career in academia would be put to rest.

      Her late husband, the Nobel Prize-winning economist Max Schlegel, used to joke during Passover Seders that the holiday should serve both as a celebration of the Jews’ emancipation from slavery in Egypt and as a testament to how many times his wife had failed to get tenure.

      “Dear, Jesus, Susan, talk about being passed over. First Wisconsin, then ASU, and NYU. You’ve missed the cut more times than a shaky handed surgeon.” And that was before it happened again at Princeton. Comments like that helped account for Max no longer being part of her life.

      Now as she waited for her Ethics 1 class to show, the flavor of her own bile soured the last pleasant grace notes of her morning latte. Bitter. She had much to be bitter about. Sure, at the beginning of her career, when she was just learning how to navigate the maze of departmental politics, she bought into the bullshit that women did not get tenure, especially in philosophy departments. But the bitterness was less about her own complicity and more about the way she had degraded herself in order to move her career along. It killed her to think about the men she had forced herself to sleep with in order to get their votes for tenure, the men who always had excuses when the votes in her favor fell short. Their bad teeth and body odor, dandruff and ineptitude. God, their ineptitude!

      She saw her reflection in the pane of glass. I’m still pretty sexy for an old bird, she thought without joy. And for a woman in her late fifties, Susan Kiner certainly was still awfully attractive, in the vein of the mature Lauren Bacall. Unfortunately, pretty continued to be a curse for smart women. The * * *metoo movement hadn’t changed that. Her male classmates and colleagues thought she hadn’t seen the bathroom graffiti or heard their whispered locker room witticisms. Of course she had, from her first day in graduate school until her last days at Princeton. The woman who put the pussy in Ph.D. The girl who put the cunt in Kant. Where had her looks gotten her? Where had the politicking and bad sex gotten her? Where had the scholarship and publications gotten her? Halleyton fucking College, that’s where!

      The creaking of the huge oak classroom door broke her bile-infused trance. She turned away from her fir tree framed reflection to see a procession of sleepy-faced eighteen and nineteen year-olds zombie walk to their seats. There were twelve of them, seven girls and five boys. Eco-friendly coffee cups in one hand, unfortunately ironic cell phones in the other. Susan had to confess she liked the small class size. You could do some actual teaching in a small class, really get to know your students this way. She dispensed with introductions and got right to it. This had always been her style. Attack!

      “The Trolley Dilemma, have any of you heard of it?”

      A girl in the front row raised her hand and spoke without waiting to be acknowledged, “Is that anything like a subway dilemma? Because in New York, we face that all the time.”

      A few of them laughed. Some rolled their eyes. Some were still panicked at the thought of being away from their helicopter and bulldozer parents for the first time.

      “Nice,” Susan said, “but no. So, on to the Trolley⁠—”

      “Aren’t we going to introduce ourselves to each other?” It was a slender boy in the second row, handsome. His demeanor was that odd late teenage combination of shy and cocky. “It’s rude, isn’t it, to just start this way?”

      Susan could feel her gut burning. She had no respect for modern students, students who grew up in a participation-trophy world. Students who couldn’t sit on the toilet without wearing a safety belt or a motorcycle helmet. Spoiled, coddled, risk aversive little twats whose feelings got bruised more easily than the orange flesh of an overripe mango. The burn in her belly and her expression of it is what had been the final nail of her coffin at Princeton. Don’t react! Don’t react! It had become her mantra a little too late to save her job there.

      When he was interviewing her, Henry Corbin recalled several stories that were part of the lore of Susan Kiner. She smirked when, with a nervous cough, Henry broached the subject. He would never have had the balls to bring this stuff up when he was my student, she thought, or when he was in my bed. But now that he’s got me pinned and wriggling …

      “Susan, did you actually throw a student out of your classroom for arguing with you about causality?”

      She laughed, remembering the incident as clearly as if it’d happened ten minutes earlier. “I was using the example of a shooter, a gun, a bullet, and the victim’s resulting death. This kid interrupts me to say, ‘The victim didn’t die from the bullet wound. He died because he believed the bullet would kill him.’ She laughed again. “I told him to get the fuck out of my classroom and that if he ever said anything so unreasoned and stupid in my class again, I’d fail his ass. Kid got an A and the rest of the class got the message. Philosophy class isn’t a place for bullshit. It’s exactly the opposite.”

      Susan could see that Corbin was genuinely horrified at the obvious glee she took in relating the story. She enjoyed his discomfort.

      “And the Valencia Captree Award, did you really⁠—”

      “Ah, yes, Valencia Captree.” Susan’s face fairly glowed at the mention. “When I was an undergrad at Columbia, there was a question on my metaphysics midterm asking us to define a believer. Our prof, Mitch Schare—you remember Mitch. Anyway, he read the answers aloud before returning our booklets. Valencia Captree defined a believer as ‘One who doubted the existence of God.’ To this day, I have never heard a stupider answer to any question, and that’s saying something. So for years, I’d give out the Valencia Captree Award to the student who gave the dumbest test answer of the term. It was all in good fun.”

      Her pleasure was short-lived. Corbin’s expression turned icy. “Not here, Susan. No Valencia Captree Awards. No kicking kids out of class. No cursing. You use the pronouns students ask you to use when addressing them. You warn them if the subjects you are going discuss involve race, religion, sex, and/or violence. We believe in safe spaces and microagressions at Halleyton.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      But one glance across the desk and she knew Corbin wasn’t kidding. “I owe you a lot for helping me get my degree and for introducing me to the joys of earthly delights, but I don’t owe you my career. You’re brilliant, Susan, but you’re a pain in the ass. This is your last roundup. I think we both understand that.”

      That was months back and though she didn’t much like the rules, she accepted that they were going to be strictly enforced and she had better toe the line.

      “There are five people tied to the tracks of a trolley line,” she said to the class, the stern warnings during the interview with Corbin now only a vague memory.

      A boy in the back seemed perplexed. “Trolley. What’s a trolley?”

      “Like in San Francisco, man,” a girl in the class answered. “Like the light rail system between here and town.”

      “There are five people tied to the tracks of a trolley line,” Susan began again. “If nothing is done to divert the trolley, the five people tied to the track will surely die beneath the wheels of the trolley car.” She was careful not to point at any of the students. “You are alone, standing by the track switch, but notice that there is a single person tied to the track onto which you would divert the trolley. Your choice is clear. If you don’t act to divert the trolley, five people will die. If you do divert the trolley, one person will die. What decision do you make and why do you make it?”

      These kids are bright, she thought. They asked the right questions. Can we know anything about the people tied to the tracks? What if the five people tied to the main track are all violent felons and the one tied to the side track is a cancer researcher? She actually enjoyed the discussion in spite of the fact that she had taught this class and used this example for over thirty years. She stopped the discussion when there was a natural lull, taking that as a cue to do the perfunctory introductions, explain about tests and papers, and to give the reading list. She ended by saying, “We will return to the Trolley Dilemma throughout the term to see if your attitudes are changed by your reading and research on the subject.”

      When she headed to her office, Susan Kiner was optimistic that this green and pleasant land wouldn’t be the soul crushing purgatory she feared it might be. Her optimism lasted until about four that afternoon when there was a knock on her office door. It was a contrite, embarrassed-looking Henry Corbin. Contrite and embarrassed, but displeased. She gestured for him to sit, but he declined. The air went right out of her.

      “Okay, what is it, Henry? I thought my two classes went very well.”

      “I had a visit from one of your Ethics students.”

      “Which one?”

      He shook his head. “Who is irrelevant. It’s what that matters.”

      “In English, please, Henry. Or does the code of conduct not permit you discuss things I am not allowed to discuss? Am I supposed to intuit the substance of the complaint through your body language?”

      He laughed despite himself. “Frankly, I find the complaint ridiculous, but …”

      “But the parents of these students pay a fortune, education and the rules of normal human behavior be damned.”

      “Something like that, yes. The Trolley Dilemma, you should have warned the students that there was potential violence involved in the discussion.”

      “You’re putting me on, right?” She got up from her desk and looked behind the door, checked her bookcases. “This is like Punked or Candid Camera, right? You’re recording this, hoping you’ll get a rise out of me to show at some faculty dinner.”

      “I wish it was a joke and I hate even having to bring it up, Susan, but I’m serious. There are six potential deaths involved in the Trolley Dilemma, violent deaths. Keep that in mind in the future. Fortunately, I’ve convinced the student not to make the complaint a formal one.”

      She was tempted to demand to know the complaining student’s identity and at other points in her career she might have been willing to go to any length to force it out of him. What do you think the president of the college and the executive board would think of their Dean of Humanities if I told them you enjoyed choking me when we fucked? Or that you used to beg me to let you watch another man fuck me while you masturbated. But she didn’t go there except in her head. She was grateful to Henry and she already thought she knew who the student in question was. Drew Bishop was the handsome boy from the Ethics class, the one with the shy/cocky affect and the one who was disappointed at her rudeness.

      “Thank you, Henry, it won’t happy again. I’m sure you understand I’m a little new to this level of oversight. Forgive me.”

      He seemed heartened by her response. “No need for that, Susan. You know how much I admire you. Why don’t you come for dinner tonight? Peg would love to see you.”

      “Thanks for the invite, but I have to say no. Another night, okay? I’ve got plans.”

      She hadn’t had plans until Henry Corbin walked into her office. She had them now because, finally, she had had enough. She had taken all the crap she was going to take and the time had come to give it back.
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        * * *

      

      Men liked to think themselves enigmatic creatures, mistaking their own emotional confusion for complexity. Susan Kiner had a very different view of the male of the species. Women were complex. Men were simple and the younger they were, the more they believed themselves complicated masters of the universe. That made them easy targets. She had only a solitary target in mind. Step one was to find out if he was straight. Given how Drew returned the admiring glances of the girls in class, Susan was confident he was. If he was gay, that would make things more difficult. Not impossible, but it would mean getting at least one more person involved. She had no desire to do that nor would she let herself be pushed.

      She would take her time. It was her experience that hurrying things along led to mistakes and a quick victory was also an unsatisfying one. No, she would not be rushed. She would no longer suppress nor swallow, accommodate nor accept the indignities, the hurts, the lies, the false promises, the rejections, the faithlessness and disloyalty visited upon her. She would let the burn in her belly smolder, let it rage until it would nearly consume her. Then, and only then, would she take her revenge. As her late husband had found, there would be nothing micro about her aggression.

      Absurdly, wonderfully, Halleyton made itself complicit in her plan. Due to the small size of the student body and the school’s philosophy, the kids were compelled to visit with their individual professors in the professors’ offices for a half hour every two weeks. Susan had made sure to schedule Drew early in week two, but at the end of the day so no appointments would follow.

      “Hello, Drew, please have a seat,” Susan said, without looking up from her desk.

      She listened, making sure to let him sit in silence for a bit. Silence, she had found over the course of her career, was very telling. Some silences were loud and expressive. Some still and uncomfortable. Most people, Millennials in particular, were ill at ease with it. She wondered how long it would be before he pulled out his pacifier cell phone to occupy himself. One thing she noticed immediately was the overwhelming blast of Drew’s grassy cologne. Teenage boys and cologne! It took them until their mid-twenties to understand that a little bit went a long way. But she was encouraged. He wants to impress me, to be attractive to me. Boys and older women. She had always thought Freud a bit of a pompous clown, but she had to confess that maybe he had something right about men and their mothers.

      Susan and Max hadn’t had children, one decision they got right. They both understood there would never be enough oxygen in the room for a child of their making. There was barely enough breathable air when they were in a room together. Funny that she should think about Max—a man with a Nobel Prize and a Nobel Prize worthy cock—with this boy sitting across from her. But then again, no. The bedroom was really the only honest place in a house. The one place where all the artifice, awards, and degrees became moot. The place in the house that gave completely different meanings to supply and demand and to the categorical imperative.

      She looked up. “Hello, Drew.”

      He tried not to smile, failed miserably. He was already hooked, but she was going to slow walk it. They made some small talk, then moved on to the readings she had assigned and to a discussion of how to approach his first paper. Before he left, she made a point of apologizing for failing to do proper introductions during their first class and for not warning the students about the violent nature of the Trolley Dilemma.

      “Oh, that’s okay, Professor Kiner.”

      He was hooked, alright.

      After their second class, she had “accidently” let her hand brush against his as she passed him in the hallway. After the third class meeting of Ethics 1, she dropped some papers on the floor as he was leaving. Dutifully as a dog, he stopped, turned, and helped her gather them. When she thanked him, she made certain there was more in her voice than simple appreciation. She let her stare linger. But it wasn’t until their third office visit that she moved beyond the occasional longing look and flirty comments.

      “Drew, I know this can get me fired, but …” She was properly hesitant. “Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? Oh, God …” She acted embarrassed, her face blushing red. “Please, I’m sorry if⁠—”

      “I’d love that,” he said. The hero saving the damsel from distress.

      Dinner went uneaten that evening. Susan even enjoyed herself some. She had forgotten about the staying power and endurance of young men. He was unskilled but enthusiastic and not utterly inept. Mostly he was smitten and that was the point.

      “Please, Drew, you can’t tell anyone about us. I mean it,” she whispered, licking his ear, playfully biting it. “We’ll both be kicked out of here and I can’t⁠—”

      He squeezed her tight, stroking her hair. “Never.”

      On his fourth office visit, she locked the door behind Drew and cleaned off her desktop. Drew didn’t need to be told what to do. In bed the next night, she asked him a favor.

      “I need some help with a paper I’m working on.”

      She had him interested. “A paper?”

      “I still do get published, you know.”

      He looked a little panicked and was quick to apologize. “Sorry. What’s it about?”

      “The Ethical Dilemma of Suicide.”

      His eyes got big. “What is it you need me to do?”

      She swung her legs off the bed, but slyly stopped herself, leaned back and kissed him hard on the mouth. Only fifteen minutes later did she finally climb out of bed.

      She brought back a list of publications. “I’m so busy, I can’t do all the research I need to do. If you help me, I’ll name you as one of my co-authors and you’ll have your first publication credit.”

      His eyes got big with excitement. “Really? You’d do that?”

      “For you, lover, anything. Oh, and one last thing.” She handed him a second piece of paper. “This is a suicide note written by a student at MIT and it presents the dilemma perfectly. You’ll see. Do me a favor, make a file of it on your computer. My office printer isn’t working and this is the only copy I have.”

      He put the research list and the copy of the handwritten letter on the nightstand before pulling Susan back into bed.
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        * * *

      

      It was the day after the Ethics 1 final exam when she put the terminal steps into play. The timing was perfect as there was a snowstorm predicted for the morning. The snow would help obscure any potential mistakes or evidence left behind. For two weeks now, they had been meeting for nighttime walks in different wooded areas off campus. He was initially hesitant, but Susan knew how to deal with that.

      “But, Sooz, aren’t you afraid we’ll get caught?” he asked, looking over his shoulder during the first of their little hikes.

      “I’m a little ashamed, Drew, but I’ve got an intense fantasy about having you out in the open air.” And before he could say another word in objection, she dropped to her knees.

      He never again asked about getting caught.

      That last night, they met at a rocky spot called Blind Bend. She got there ahead of him and when Drew arrived, Susan handed him a glass of champagne.

      “To us, lover.”

      “To us.”

      They clinked glasses and drank. She poured him another glass.

      “What are we celebrating?”

      “Our paper on the Ethical Dilemma of Suicide … it was accepted for publication.” She hugged him tightly, kissed him.

      “That’s fucking great, Sooz. Wow!”

      “I’ll tell you what’s great, the way your mouth tastes of champagne. One more glass and I’m going to make you feel like you’ve never felt before.”

      He drank that glass in a single gulp. She saw the recognition in his eyes that something wasn’t right. She saw it and felt a cold burn inside, a jolt more electric than handing out a thousand Valencia Captree Awards. Drew became unsteady, his eyes rolled up into his head. It appeared to her that his wobbly legs were losing their will to hold him upright.

      “My head is all cottony, Sooz,” he said. “Your face is … droopy. I don’t feel good.”

      She was laughing now, enjoying the fruits of her labor.

      “Why … why are … you laughing?”

      That halting question was to be his epitaph. His eyes closed. Gravity grabbed him by the hair and yanked him toward the center of the earth.

      Susan unfolded the tarp she had hidden behind a big glacial boulder, rolled Drew and the champagne bottle onto it, and carefully pulled them down the hill to the light rail tracks. This is why she had chosen Blind Bend. When the train came around the curve, it would be for impossible for the engineer to see the body on the tracks and stop. Susan had timed it and tested it with a road kill raccoon. She checked her watch. Ten minutes. She removed Drew’s gloves and formed his right hand around the neck of the bottle. Pressed his lips to the bottle top, poured some more of the drugged liquid into his mouth and onto his coat. She dropped the bottle far enough away from the tracks to make certain it would be found intact, then folded up the tarp and made her way back up the hill to watch.

      At her perch, she collected the plastic glass from which Drew had been drinking and checked for any other objects that might give her away. When the light rail train blew its horn, Susan smiled and said. “Hello, Trolley. Goodbye, lover.” Susan found the little split of untampered champagne she had poured her drinks from and made a silent toast to the sacrificial lamb who had died in lieu of all the assholes who had conspired to steal her career and dignity from her. The horn blew again. Breaks screeched and … Snow was already falling as she made her way back to campus.
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        * * *

      

      Because Drew had died so near the end of term, the memorial service was held the first week of the Spring semester. Susan sat to Henry Corbin’s right on the other side of the aisle from the kid’s family.

      “Did you know he was so depressed?” Corbin asked in a whisper.

      She shook her head. “I had no clue.”

      “He was apparently obsessed with suicide. The police found all sorts of research on the subject on his computer and a file with a suicide note.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “He mixed himself up quite a cocktail in that champagne bottle and just laid down across the tracks. Made sure he did it where the train couldn’t help but kill him.”

      “So sad.”

      There was a loud sob from behind them and they both turned to see Ella Farnboro nearly fainting with grief. Ella had been in Susan’s Ethics 1 class with Drew.

      “That bitch!” Corbin’s whisper had grown fangs.

      Even Susan was taken aback. “Bitch?”

      “She’s the one who complained about you and the violence of the Trolley Dilemma. She’s complained about every one of her professors for either being racist, sexist, ageist … There seems to be no end to what that girl finds offensive.”

      “Why put up with her?”

      “Her father’s an important alum and a huge contributor to our endowment. Three and a half more years of that girl and I think I’ll do what Drew did.”

      Susan said nothing. She felt no guilt. Whether Drew had been the real offending party or not was beside the point. She did, however, enjoy the notion of ridding the world of Ella Farnboro. Ella would make it an even three. There was a certain symmetry in groups of three that appealed to the human aesthetic. It certainly appealed to hers.

      She stifled a laugh, thinking about how cleanly she had managed victims one and two. At least there had been some perks and challenges in murdering Drew. Max … Max had been almost too easy. Twenty-five years Susan’s senior, he had been suffering the onset of dementia. That, along with a chronic heart condition—“He didn’t have one, a heart,” Susan was wont to say—made it all rather simple. No one raised any questions when it was determined Max’s death was due to his overmedicating himself.

      She looked back once more at Ella the Grieving and smiled on the inside. Susan Kiner had returned to Halleyton unhappy at the prospect of a second term of teaching the brats, a term without intrigue or plans. Ella had rescued her from her fate and for that much she was grateful to the girl. Halleyton was, as Susan anticipated, a burial ground. Only it would not be hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A CONVENIENT MURDER

          

          DANICA FAVORITE

        

      

    

    
      CHAPTER ONE

      The Mercedes' brakes screeched, matching Serena Barrett's rage as she spotted the convoy of black SUVs choking her driveway like a funeral procession. Julian's funeral procession, if her wish came true. She'd fantasized about it enough times: the somber faces, the crocodile tears, the blessed silence where his voice used to be. But instead, here was Toby Sinclair's vulgar display of excess, the parasitic lawyer from L.A. who'd slithered back into town like he always did when there was blood money to be made. The merger. Thousands of jobs sacrificed so Julian and his pet shark could add another zero to their offshore accounts. Her husband had the audacity to ask her—no, to tell her—to leave the Mercedes at the pool house for Toby's convenience, as if she were the goddamn valet. As if she were just another piece of property he owned.

      Well, there was nowhere to park now anyway. Fine. She'd leave the car on the street like some common visitor to her own home and walk around the long way. Her kickboxing class was cancelled, and God knows she needed to hit something. Since Julian's face wasn't available, the pavement would have to do.

      The air had a sharp bite with a twinge of manure that meant snow wasn’t far off, always the best way to tell the weather in the Front Range. All of Denver could smell Greeley. Clouds hung low and heavy, the kind that swallowed the sun and muted the world. She pulled her coat tighter and told herself she was imagining the tension in the air, but something about the silence felt off.

      She steeled herself for whatever fresh hell awaited her in the main house. With the housekeeper off for the day to take care of a sick relative, and the retinue in front of the pool house, no doubt Julian would be in a mood.

      Cutting through the side gate and into the garden, Serena took a moment to do a quick meditation, her own version of the Serenity Prayer.

      Whatever higher power is out there, please give me the grace to endure whatever nonsense this man comes up with tonight, the wisdom to keep my mouth shut at his ridiculousness, and if I’m given a weapon, the restraint to not kill him.

      Serena took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. She’d made a deal with the devil when she married Julian, and the only reason she didn’t leave were the three faces smiling at her from the screensaver on her phone. Alistair and Kate away at college, and sweet Sophie studying at the boarding school she’d tried talking Julian out of. But God forbid a Barrett raise their own children. Which left her here, sitting in a hidden corner of the garden, not ready to paste on a smile and act like the perfect wife.

      Technically, she wasn’t due home for another hour or so, since Julian thought she was at class. But it was getting too cold, with the storm brewing, and at least the chill in her home didn’t come with precipitation.

      If only she’d been able to take out her frustrations on an inanimate object as she’d planned.

      She paused at the side door, noticing her old BMW parked in the driveway. Odd. It was supposed to be at the garage for service, which was why she’d been asked to leave the Mercedes for Toby.

      Oh well. Not her circus, not her monkeys. As long as she didn’t have to listen to Julian grouse about it. Tonight was already looking like a Valium night, two if she was going to have to have Toby at the house for dinner.

      Once inside, she found it eerily quiet. She should be used to the silence by now, since the kids had gone away at the end of last month, but today felt different.

      Noises from Julian’s office made her pause. She heard a woman’s voice, to be precise. Julian didn’t usually bring his dalliances home, but he wasn’t expecting Serena to be here, either. Lord only knew what he did when she was gone. One more indiscretion to pretend wasn’t happening. The woman’s voice grew louder, but Serena couldn’t make out the words. The breakup, then.

      Idly, she wondered how much this one would cost, and which guilt gift she’d receive. Not that she needed more jewelry, but it was always interesting to see what price Julian put on her silence.

      She entered the bedroom, pausing at the closet to decide which outfit best suited the role of a wife pretending she didn’t notice that her husband had yet again broken the rule not to bring home his mistresses. She sighed. What was that about not killing him again? Right. Orange wasn’t her color.

      A gunshot rang out, and she froze.

      Gunshot?

      In her home?

      Julian had done a lot of idiotic things in their marriage, but this… this was too far.

      She flung open the bedroom door and started for his office, just in time to see a blonde woman slip out the back.

      Well, at least one of the women Julian screwed over finally found the backbone Serena could never muster.

      When she entered his office, Julian was sprawled on the floor, a gunshot wound to his head, clearly dead.

      So much for not killing him.

      Someone else had gotten to him first.
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        * * *

      

      

      CHAPTER TWO

      Part of Serena said to call 911. But the part that was married to Julian reminded her he was already dead, and whatever this was, it was going to get messier than the blood on her Turkish carpet before it was over. As much as she detested Toby, she should talk to him first.

      Leaving Julian in his pool of blood, she noticed how little she felt at seeing her husband dead. Was this what shock felt like? Or maybe it was freedom? Weird that she didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty, and even felt glad.

      She left the house the way she’d come in, through the side door, and it occurred to her it was probably a good thing, because when the police came, they could get the killer’s fingerprints off the back door. Yes, she’d watched enough police procedurals to know that was going to happen. Already, she was piecing together where to tell the police to look for evidence of the identity of the mystery woman. It wouldn’t be hard, since Julian had never been discreet in his affairs.

      As she reached the side of the pool house, Serena heard voices.

      “It’s done,” a woman with a Russian accent said. “Just make sure the housekeeper gets back here to see me getting into the BMW holding the gun.”

      Serena stilled. Toby was in on it?

      She crept closer to the open window and spotted Polina Sorokin lounging in a chair, a blonde wig framing her face as she spoke to Toby. “The back cameras are off, so they’ll only get footage from  the front ones, which will show me looking like her leaving, right?”

      “Yes. Her class finishes in about an hour, so we have time to set the scene. The mechanic will call and ask her to pick up the car, which you will drop off there when you leave. By the time she arrives at home to find Julian’s body, the police will be there and have eyewitnesses who say they saw her leaving earlier with the gun.”

      For a moment, Serena couldn’t breathe. Their words blurred together, impossible to make sense of. Then her body caught up—her pulse slammed in her throat, knees weakening as if someone had kicked them from behind.

      They were talking about her. Her car. Her house. Her husband’s body.

      And worse, if Polina had killed Julian, that meant only one thing: somehow, Julian had crossed his friends in the Russian mob.

      Her stomach churned as Toby laughed. “Good. That little bitch deserves it for telling Julian she didn’t think the merger was a good idea. He was going to vote against it, which would have cost me millions.”

      “I don’t care about the fucking merger.” Viktor Varlamov said, stepping into view. Of course Viktor was involved. Polina was his favorite mistress, and also his favorite assassin. “This is about my Evochka.”

      Evochka? His daughter, Eva? Who had grown up with Kate and spent summers with them at the lake house?

      No. Julian couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

      Serena closed her eyes.

      Of course he would. Boundaries meant nothing to him, and the bigger the challenge, the more he relished in the victory. His mobster business partner’s off-limits daughter was the kind of thing he lived for.

      Toby practically bowed to him and said, “I know, sir. The estate is going to be tied up for a while... with his death. But don’t worry. Once the kid’s born, the child will get a share, and that will provide compensation for what’s been done.”

      A baby?

      Serena pressed her fist to her mouth to keep herself from crying out. If Julian had gotten Eva pregnant, this was bad, very bad. Julian had gotten others pregnant, and they’d all been given compensation, along with an escort to the nearest abortion clinic. Viktor was notoriously anti-abortion, so this was not a problem Julian could make go away. Especially when it came to a mobster’s nineteen-year-old daughter.

      “Compensation?” Viktor shouted. “My Evochka is supposed to marry Sergei Orlov, and he’s expecting a virgin. This will create a war between our families, and you think money will solve it?”

      “It’s all right,” Polina said, standing and placing her hand on Viktor’s chest. “Back when I was running my girls, we had a surgeon who could make it seem like they were still virgins. I sold the same girls over and over, and no one ever knew. We send Eva away, she has the baby, it gets adopted, Eva gets the surgery, and Sergei will be none the wiser.”

      Viktor brushed her hand away. “And what do I tell Lena? She’s already not going to like the arranged marriage, but she won’t be able to handle knowing our Evochka is pregnant, nor will she allow me to take away the baby.”

      Lena. At least she wasn’t involved. Viktor’s wife had become a friend of sorts to Serena, and they’d bonded over their unhappy marriages.

      “I could take care of her,” Polina said suggestively.

      “Idiot.” Viktor made a noise. “Do you think if that were an option, I wouldn’t have done it already? That woman is a pain in my ass. But I need her, and she knows it. Still, your idea of sending Evochka away, then giving her surgery has merit.”

      “Everything is set,” A man said, entering the room.

      Serena glanced at the new arrival. Sheriff Jack Evans, as in the actual Sheriff. Not a lackey, the man the good mayor of Denver appointed, whose campaign had benefitted from a great deal of Barrett money. Apparently, his appointee was not averse to taking money from the Russian mob as well.

      “Good,” Polina said. “It’s about time I make my appearance carrying the gun to the car and leaving. You can meet me around the block to pick it up, so you have it for evidence. You’ll make sure her fingerprints get on it?”

      Sheriff Evans laughed. “I know you Rooskies don’t have rodeos in the good old homeland, but I can assure you, this isn’t my first one. My men will have enough evidence to put Serena Barrett away for a long time.”

      For a moment, Serena squeezed her eyes shut. Then they snapped open with perfect clarity.

      All this time, she'd been the one with restraint. She'd imagined it a thousand times: her hands around Julian's throat, a pillow over his face, poison in his scotch, but she'd never done it. Someone else had stolen that satisfaction from her, and now she'd pay the price anyway.

      Not a chance in hell.

      She'd spent years playing the dutiful wife, swallowing her rage, making herself small. That woman would have waited here in the shadows, paralyzed, until they dragged her away in handcuffs. But that woman had died the moment she'd seen Julian's body sprawled across the floor, denying her the revenge she’d longed for all these years.

      Serena pressed her palm against the wall and rose to her feet, her legs steady beneath her. She had maybe an hour before they "discovered" the body and people started looking for her. Just enough time to temporarily disappear until she could find a way out of this mess.

      She wasn't going down for Julian's murder, and she'd be damned if these snakes got to reap the rewards while she rotted in prison.
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        * * *

      

      

      CHAPTER THREE

      Two weeks later, Serena Barrett paused at the alley door, glancing at the piece of paper in her hand. Surely this couldn’t be right? But this is where GPS had led her. She glanced around to make sure, once again, it was safe.

      People like her didn’t come to places like this, the forgotten parts of Denver, where even the police feared going. A gust of wind blew another stream of snow across Serena's face, as she contemplated the door. She pulled her coat tighter against her, cursing Chase for having chosen the worst neighborhood in the metro area to lick his wounds over a drug bust gone wrong.

      She tentatively knocked on the door, then chided herself for being so timid. No one inside would hear her.

      Maybe this was a sign the plan was a complete waste of her time.

      But what other choice did she have?

      Before she could raise her fist to knock again or decide to run away, the door opened a crack.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I didn’t know where else to go,” she confessed. “The police are⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said, making a noise in the back of his throat. “And you thought coming to see a police officer in the dead of night was the right answer?”

      “We were friends once.” Serena shifted her weight at the edge of the building, the chill seeping through her coat as she waited for him to unlatch the door. But instead, his voice came muffled through the crack.

      “Friends.” The word snapped out of him, sharp as ice, followed by one of those low, sardonic noises she remembered far too well—half laugh, half snort. The sound hit her right in the sternum. “I suppose if you mean doing the horizontal mambo multiple times, the first time being prom night, I guess that means we used to be friends.”

      She flinched, though she couldn’t tell if it was the crude phrasing or the casual venom that caused it. Through the small gap, she saw the shadow of his profile, jaw tight, shoulders angled as if he was holding the door closed with his whole body.

      “Funny how you pretended not to know me once you got your billionaire boyfriend,” he went on, his tone flattening into something that wasn’t quite angry, just tired. “But I guess you did okay for yourself. He married you. Then you killed him.”

      The bitter chuckle that followed stabbed the air between them. It sounded older than she remembered. Worn down.

      Her throat tightened. She wanted to say Chase, please, but the words froze in her throat.

      Then he leaned just close enough to the door that his next words slid through like a knife.

      “So why’d you do it?”

      The silence after was deafening, heavier than her own guilt. But she didn’t have any other options.

      “I didn’t,” Serena said, tears rolling down her cheeks. The snow masked most of them anyway, streaking her face and stinging her lips with salt. “And I need you to help me prove it.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      He cracked open the door a bit more, standing half in the doorway, half out, the interior light catching the hard edges of his face. He’d aged since she’d last seen him in the news, face filled with harsher lines, eyes that didn’t seem to rest anywhere for long.

      “I know you got suspended for shooting an undercover cop while trying to take down the Russian mafia,” she said, desperate. “You’d do anything to get back in the department’s good graces.”

      “Which is why I should turn you in.” His jaw flexed. “Look, I broke a lot of rules. I know that. I’m not proud of what happened. But I also didn’t kill Manny. As soon as the investigation is complete, I’ll be exonerated.”

      She stepped closer, shivering. The wind had picked up, plastering her hair against her skin.  “So you know what it’s like to be wrongfully accused of murder. I didn’t kill Julian.” Her voice cracked, raw and pleading. “You know me. You know I wouldn’t ever kill anyone.”

      He snorted, the sound bitter enough to make her stomach twist. “Yeah, I knew you. I also thought you were loving, faithful, and kind. That went right out the window when you met that billionaire. How much do you get now that he’s dead?”

      “Not enough, and nothing if I’m convicted,” she cried. The words burst out like something broken loose inside her. “Not enough for it to have been worth everything I went through. What they’re doing now…”

      He looked her over then, long enough that the weight of his silence felt heavier than his words.

      “And you’re still crazy enough to think I’d help you.”

      The snow came down harder, pelting the roof in uneven sheets.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Can I come in?”

      He exhaled through his nose, a weary sound she remembered from nights long gone. Then he opened the door another few inches.

      “You have five minutes before I call you in.”

      The inside of his apartment was dark, dingy, but as her eyes adjusted, Serena realized it wasn’t dirty. Everything was arranged with precision, deliberate and spare. The couch had a military hospital-cornered blanket folded on it, and the counters empty except for a drip coffee maker and a single mug. It looked less like a home and more like a bunker someone refused to abandon.

      “This is where you live?” she asked softly.

      He shrugged, stepping past her to flip on a lamp. The light didn’t do much to chase away the shadows.

      “I gave up everything to go undercover. This is one of the safe houses I had that wasn't compromised. It’s not just the police I made an enemy of. The Russian cartel has a price on my head. Things are better and safer this way for me. At least until I’m cleared.”

      His tone was matter of fact, but she heard the weariness underneath.

      “I could help with that,” she said. “I’ve got money. Even without having to wait for things to clear probate with Julian’s estate.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, you don’t think the Russians told me that when they asked me to join them? And also? Bribing a police officer? That’s another charge to add to your rap sheet. What else you got?”

      “No, I mean it,” she said quickly. “Yes, I am relying on your fond memories of our friendship to at least hear me out. But when this is over, I will pay you. I will help you with that new life. I will help you with whatever you want. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      He leaned against the wall, watching her too carefully. “The news says you’re holed up in some private island retreat. You can stay there, no extradition, or spend that money on one of your fancy lawyers. One of them will arrange for you to be handed over peacefully, without fanfare. That you’ve been on the run for so long adds more difficulty to things. But with your connections and your money, I’m sure they can get it down to house arrest.”

      Serena shook her head, water from the snow still dripping from her hair onto the carpet. “You don’t get it. His lawyer? He’s in on it. So’s the sheriff.”

      He straightened slightly. She could see him slip from jaded ex-cop to investigator again, his eyes sharpening.

      He scratched his chin, the faintest ghost of interest breaking through the cynicism. “Now this, this could be interesting,” he said. “What makes you believe that?”

      Her breath caught. This was the hardest part. The thing she hadn’t told anyone. And why she’d been on the run.

      “That day I got home and I found his body,” she said slowly, “it didn’t happen the way the news outlets say.”

      He waited. Silent, still, but she could feel the question coiling between them.

      “When I got to the house…” She swallowed, her pulse hammering against her throat. “Julian was still alive.”

      “I arrived home early,” she continued. Her voice trembled, but her eyes stayed fixed on the floor between them. “And I saw a woman dressed like me... shoot him.”

      Chase blinked, disbelief flickering across his face. “You saw a woman dressed like you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      Serena drew in a shaky breath. “Well, that’s just it. Julian is working on contracts for the company, some new business venture he’s getting into. Toby Sinclair, his lawyer, was staying in the guest house. Flew in from L.A. the day before.”

      She hesitated then, twisting the damp cuff of her sleeve. “I got to the guest house⁠—”

      He stopped her, staring hard. “So, you see a woman shoot your husband, and your first instinct is not to call 911? Not to go to the police? But to go to the lawyer?”

      A small, bitter laugh escaped her. “He was already dead. What would calling 911 have accomplished? I needed to talk to our attorney to see what to do. I thought I was protecting our assets, our interests. Julian’s company was in the middle of a big merger, and I was thinking we needed to get ahead of the situation before it hit the news."

      "Your husband's dead, and you're more concerned about the price of a merger?"

      "Look, there were a lot of people not in favor of this merger, and Julian wasn’t exactly the most popular man. I thought I was doing the right thing. As it turns out, it was."

      He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Alright, fine,” he said finally. “You go to talk to the lawyer. Then what?”

      "When I got to the pool house, there was a woman in a wig—a blonde wig to look like me. Polina Sorokin. Do you know who she is?"

      Chase’s head snapped up, everything in his body on alert. “Viktor Varlamov’s mistress?”

      "Bingo. And guess who else was there? Viktor himself."

      The name seemed to hit him like a gut punch. His jaw flexed, the muscle there twitched once before he spoke.

      “Hold up. They’re involved?”

      “Yes.”

      He exhaled through his nose, a tight, controlled sound—anger under pressure. “Could you have led with that? We’re talking about the man whose criminal activities almost got me killed, cost the life of my partner. And I still might lose my badge over it.”

      "That’s why you should help me."

      "Again, lead with that. God, could you be any more dense?"

      "Are you done insulting me, or do you want to hear the rest? Because this is exactly what you need to know." Then her voice softened. "I just thought it would be helpful if you knew I was actually innocent."

      He shrugged. "Not particularly. I’ll admit, I had a sick thrill at the thought of you in prison."

      His words hit like a slap. For a second, Serena’s breath caught and heat flashed up her neck. She steadied herself, forcing her voice to stay even.

      “I guess I thought you’d have fonder memories of me.”

      “Yeah, well. It takes a special kind of masochist to have fondness for what you did.”

      The words sliced deeper than she expected. Beneath the hard edges of his voice, she finally heard what he’d been trying to tell her all along. He hadn’t forgotten the pain she’d caused him, and just as she’d been selfish back then, she was doing it again and asking him to put himself at risk to save her.

      Her chest tightened. The anger she’d been clinging to drained away, replaced by something heavier.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I should have realized how much I hurt you. Can you forgive me?”

      When he finally spoke, his voice came out low and rough.

      “Don’t do that. Don’t bring us into this. Whatever happened back then, it’s dead and buried. I’m not interested in ancient history. I just want to know what you know about Viktor.”

      But even as he said it, his tone betrayed him. Chase would not let go of his grudge easily, and the only reason he’d help her was the fact that his grudge against Viktor was stronger.

      Serena told him what she’d seen, as well as the conversation she’d overheard. Even as she spoke, it felt almost unreal.

      Chase leaned back, absorbing the words. “Okay, okay,” he nodded slowly. “So you’re telling me your husband was having an affair with Viktor’s daughter... and she got pregnant? So Viktor ordered a hit?”

      Serena shrugged, exhaustion pulling at her shoulders. “Sounds like it.”

      “Did you know he was having an affair?”

      “Of course.” She hated the weariness in her voice, the way it came out flat and defeated. But how did she explain to this man—this man who had once loved her—what her choices had cost her?

      “Of course?”

      The disbelief in his tone made heat climb into her face. Ashamed of the incredulous look he gave her, Serena scrambled for words, her mouth suddenly dry. “Look. He got bored easily. There were always women. Some fancy jewelry, a couple hundred thousand and an NDA, and he could have whoever he wanted.”

      “But not the only daughter of the world’s biggest drug lord,” he challenged. “Do you know how protective he is of her?”

      Serena’s stomach twisted. She met his stare but couldn’t hold it for long. “Everyone knew. I just didn’t know it would get my husband killed,” she said with a bitter exhale. The words tasted like metal.

      “Men weren’t even allowed to look at her, let alone touch her. So for your husband to have had access—let alone get her pregnant?”

      She folded her arms, more out of self-defense than confidence. “My husband and Viktor may have done business together.”

      “What do you mean ‘may have’?”

      “We went out to the island a few times. Family things.”

      “You’ve been to Viktor’s island?”

      “Yeah. I’ve gone shopping with his wife, Lena. Had spa days.”

      “You had spa days with the wife of one of the most feared drug lords in the world?”

      “I learned not to ask questions early in our marriage. Besides, Lena’s actually a pretty nice woman. I liked her. Still do.”

      Serena exhaled tightly, rubbing her palms together to ground herself. The motion did little to ease the tremor winding through her chest. Her mouth felt dry. Her ribs ached from the effort of holding everything in. “Yes, Julian comes from old money, but he’s always had other business interests. Obsidian Construction Group? It’s a front. There are other dealings and other businesses—I wasn’t supposed to know.”

      He didn’t interrupt, but his silence pressed at her, thick and heavy. She could feel his skepticism sitting in the room with them, a weight she couldn’t shake. And once she started talking, her words simply spilled out.
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