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Chapter 1: It’s All In How You Look At It... 

A startling crack of lightening lit up the surrounding skyline.

Lucas Caspian instinctively shielded his eyes from the blinding light. In the split second before the effect faded, a distinct imprint of the rain soaked streets below his fifth story loft, was etched upon his mind’s eye.

A low, ominous roll of thunder echoed about the taller buildings in the area.

He could remember a time when a good rainstorm meant a decent night’s sleep. He glanced over to the ruffled covers of his queen sized bed. To be warm and toasty inside comfortable sheets while the elements raged outside was a luxury he could no longer afford.

The truth of the matter was, Caspian could not recall the last time he had a good night’s rest...unless you counted that little incident on top of that roof downtown a couple months back.

Being wounded by a high-powered weapon often called for a little more pain relief than over the counter medicines supplied. The stuff that doctor had given him had taken the decision out of his hands.

They told him he had slept for two days. He didn’t remember the days which followed too well, only awakening in a clean, sterile hotel room with one hell of a headache and the feeling that half his gut was missing and the half that was left was on fire and hurting like hell.

At least a real Doctor had been present that time, offering good drugs to counteract the pain and the room was spacious and lit with soft rays of sunlight in the early afternoons that kinda cheered him somewhat.

A more welcoming awakening, than some other ‘iffy’ moments in his past life.

Nights like this brought it all back.

Caspian looked out on the silent streets, staring at the night through world-weary eyes.

Still, he mused, it wasn’t as bad as it used to be.

He had a place. He glanced around the darkness behind him absently. It was a nice place. He hadn’t really made it ‘home’ as yet, granted. Harris must have paid a pretty penny for a loft in this section of Chinatown. It had even come furnished. His boss had good taste, Caspian had to give him that.

Yeah, Lucas had a place...he had even been given a purpose, one he felt good about again. Which was more important to him, than he wanted to admit.

He even had friends...well, people he could count on. People that had his back. People he trusted...for the most part. Good people. Decent people. People that had no hidden agendas.

He had forgotten people like that existed.

He closed the blinds, the ones he had come home to one day. Harris must have thought he needed a little privacy. Or maybe someone complained about him walking around at night in the raw. Who knew?

He headed for the Lucas. He needed to piss. His bladder was crying out for a little relief. Scotch went straight through him these days.

He needed to catch a few more winks. He had a hard taskmaster these days, one who expected a clear head and keen wits about a guy at all times.

A difficult mission to accomplish, on a couple hours sleep and a fourth bottle of hooch.

The good news? That fourth bottle used to constitute two or three whole ones.

Things were looking up.

****************************************************************************** *****************************************************************************

A vivid flash of light lit the entire area outside  Noah Harris’ massive windows. The mammoth abandoned library building the man used as a temporary headquarters, shook with the power of the sizzling strike of electricity.

Harris did not even note the lightening flash or the subsequent thunder boom which followed, too engrossed in the data flitting across his computer screens.

A minute part of his infamous brain did register a slight annoyance, for the decibels of the storm filtered through, disturbing his absolute concentration somewhat.

Anything or anyone accomplishing such a goal always got under his skin just a tad.

Not much managed break the usual facade of determined ‘cool’ the man exuded however.

Noah Harris was the ultimate multitasker, able to balance any number of mind boggling tasks at once.

To say he was ‘focused’ was a gross understatement.

His rapid eye-hand movement ceased for a moment, his capable hands hovering over the keyboard.  Noah stared blankly at the information loading on his screens. He read rapidly.

Without hesitation or forethought, he reached for his cell, pushing the second digit, waiting patiently for the now familiar voice to pick up on the receiving end of the call.

He did not have long to wait.

“Mr. Caspian…we have a new mission...two actually.”

****************************************************************************** **************************************************************************** Across town, in a less descriptive part of the city, in a decidedly less expensive apartment complex, a young woman hunkered down into a soft, fuzzy coverlet, her pretty enough features scrunched into a determined concentration.

Her blonde, unruly curls were twisted haphazardly about a black velvet tie, setting precariously askew the top of her head, long tendrils escaping, framing a small, heart-shaped face with soft abandonment.

She sat on a well-used but still functional divan of light crushed faux leather material, her petite figure all but enveloped by the oversized jungle-print ‘throw’ she had snuggled into.

She scribbled frantically, jotting down a bold faced print, her hands moving quickly over the off-white sheets of the notebook she held close to her face, pen to paper. She was nearsighted and without her glasses at the moment.

The one dim light of the small room offered little luminosity for the task she had assigned herself.

The blinding streak of lightening startled her from her reverie, a tiny feminine gasp escaping her suddenly stiff form.

Wide set emerald eyes blinked anxiously at the following thunder clap and for a brief moment, she watched the heavy rain sheet down the skylight above her head, unto the north pitch of the roof.

Inclement weather was summarily dismissed in the next instance however. It was late and she had a deadline to meet.

She had already sent her synopsis to David, her publisher. Something she always regretted but such was the nature of her beast. She wasn’t going to waste time writing something no one had an interest in reading.

But, once a project caught her attention, her imagination was fired, adrenalin fueled her creativity.

From then on, it was a veritable race to see which gave out first...her nervous system or her over-active brain.

The entire time it took to complete the project, she lived on strong coffee, fast food, white frosted donuts and nervous energy.

It was an exciting time, a good time, and except for the evitable ‘crash’ which always followed, the best time ever!

After weeks of suffering from ‘writer’s block’, things were looking up.

 

****************************************************************************** **************************************************************************

“.. Noah, it’s four- twenty in the morning.” Caspian rubbed his bleary eyes, rolling over in his new TempurPedic bed, struggling to a sitting position on the side of the mattress, stifling a yawn. The statement momentarily waylaid the other man. “…Your point?”

Caspian drew in a breath, shaking his head slightly, a quick grin coming and going on the ridiculously handsome face.

“Time is of the essence, Mr. Caspian. I have dispatched Detective Atticus to a ..” the man checked his ‘source’, glancing at his screen absently. “Ms. Taylor Davidovitch’s home address. She is employed by Harper and Cain Publishers. So far, nothing is showing up in her financial records. But her life is pretty much an open book. I reference of course, her ‘Facebook’ page. To say the woman is ‘open and frank’ concerning her… well, almost every aspect of her personal life right down to her last fiasco of a date with a line dancer from the Off-Broadway musical, ‘The King and I’.” Harris was astounded. “I didn’t even have to hack her account… she ‘friended’ me.”

Caspian frowned slightly, pulling on the jeans he had grabbed from the back of the high back chair beside his bed. He had actually picked that one out himself just last week. He hadn’t sat in it for any extended period of time but he had liked it in the show room. “I don’t like musicals.”

“The fact women put such personal details out there for any and all to peruse is a little more than frightening to me.”

“Yeah, they really should be more circumvent. Never know who is lurking out there on the Internet these days.” Caspian could not resist a slight ‘dig’ to his employer, his smile reaching his eyes only.

“I’m sending you the other woman’s address.” Harris punched the correct buttons, choosing to ignore the veiled insult sent his way. “Amanda Collins.”

Caspian’s mood faded as he checked his phone, reading the street numbers, memorizing them instantly. He finished buttoning the light gray shirt, putting his cell into the inside pocket of his jacket, the one hanging on the back of the kitchen table. “The author?”

“I wouldn’t refer to her as such. She has published a few rather tawdry novels over the past seven years.” Harris had read as much from his computer data. “What passes for literature these days not only troubles me, Mr. Caspian...it rather appalls. I long for the days where a writer used his intelligence and wit.”

“She was on the New York Times best seller list a few times.” Caspian had actually tried to read one of the novels a few years back. He preferred skimming the ‘good parts’ “Page 146 held some promise..

“I believe the title of the book was something along the lines of ..” The man mused, automatically setting his security system before opening the door to his apartment, exiting into the long corridor which would lead to the elevator to the left. “Scottish Lord’s Mistress …or was it, Highland Slut.”

“Laird.” Harris corrected. “You made those titles up. None of which was listed on her ‘homepage.’”

“A publisher...an author.” Caspian road patiently down in the empty elevator, his thoughts flowing freely. “Must be connected.”

“Undoubtedly but as of now..” Harris concurred. “I can only find the obvious. Nothing in either individual’s past or present even remotely suggests a reason to target them.”

“As you once said...no one said it would be easy.” Caspian had come to accept that fact. “I’m on our Ms. Collins, contact you when I know more.”

 

✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤

 




Chapter 2  Things Are Not As They Seem... 

Noah Harris shook his head, a disgruntled sound escaping his throat. He had loosened his tie, the dark maroon one with a geometric design, which complimented his lighter cream vest.

The man had been working steadily for a while now, his hard work finally unveiling a few tidbits of his Person Of Interest’s past.

“’Cordelia Fellows’ indeed.” he scoffed at such an archaic name, grimacing slightly as he read the text imprinted upon his computer screen. “How does one derive the pseudonym ‘Amanda Collins’ from such an obscure moniker?” he pondered the why of it all, coming up empty. “She could not think up a suitable anagram even?”

He chalked it up to unimaginative thought processes. “Well, no matter Ms. Fellows. ‘A rose by any other name.’ You still top our most wanted list tonight, do you not.” he mused out loud, his fingers effortlessly gliding over the keyboard.

Noah swiveled his comfortable chair to another section of his desk, scooting to his right. “but you still refuse give up your secrets..” he studied the scant information provided from a clipping found in ‘New Yorker’ magazine dated October of last year. “Generic rhetoric is all you ever supply the media, I see. Which means you are either a very private individual, a very boring one..or you have something to hide.”

The man switched back to his original screen. “Let us try our sterling judicial system.” He worked his magic and within minutes a document appeared before his patient eyes. “..Sealed juvenile records.” Noah’s forehead wrinkled slightly as he stared at the data presented, reading rapidly. “Detective Flores will be useful in unveiling that part of your life at least..the proverbial ‘joy ride in a stolen vehicle’ no doubt. Such youthful shenanigans are to be expected, I am given to understand but still, one must pursue all avenues.”

Noah sat back, sighing lightly. “You are rather an elusive prey. You seem lead an exemplary life. Especially for a supposedly noted, established literary figure.”

The man leaned on his desk, steepling his fingers, pursing his lips. “According to your bank statements, you eat takeout most nights. The monetary amounts suggest, it’s always dinner for one. You appear particularly fond of the Number Seven from ‘Won’s Express’..49th and Parkway.”

His hands dropped to his side for a beat. “Hummm.” He activated his ‘blue tooth’. “Mr. Caspian. Have you reached your destination as yet?”

The silky whisper of a controlled, calm voice came back through the earpiece immediately. There was something both soothing yet singularly sinister to the low, melodic reply. “It appears..Mr. Harris.” Caspian had a way of needling the other man for Noah’s overly proper use of correct titles, his tone a little censored but decidedly wistful on this occasion. “We arrived just in the nick of time.”

“Is something amiss?” Noah sat up, his interest caught.

Keen, intelligent eyes watched the lone figure from Caspian’s advantage point just inside the stairwell of the Fourth floor apartment complex which was the home of Amanda Collins.

“We have an uninvited guest at Ms. Collins’ door even as we speak.” If that fact overly concerned the younger man, one would never have known it from his reaction.

Noah was more than alert and cautious however, enough for the two of them. “…Just the one?”

“So far.” Was Caspian’s lazy reply, suggesting even if more were lurking about, it would be no real problem or threat.

Inside the dimly lit apartment, a totally unsuspecting woman sat, blissfully unaware of any danger, for the intruder was a professional who knew his job well, the locks on the door giving him little pause, his instruments of choice used silently, efficiently wielded in capable hands.

Amanda heard nothing except the steady drone of rain outside her windows, not even the soft click of the door handle as it was eased open.

But, Amanda was an avid fan of mystery novels and always erred on the side of caution. Three chains barred the intruder’s path.

Caspian witnessed the unmistakable anger transmitted within the curt snap of the other man’s head. Something was not going as planned. He could make out the very uncivil words being mouthed by the guy.

The obstacle, whatever it was, would not stop such an obviously determined foe, however. The man’s fury was transmitted to the gesture which followed.

The chains did not give easily, however, needing a second and third kick to dislodge before the door facing splintered. The noise must have been heard by the other tenants but none showed their faces.

Ah..New York. A nice place to visit, you just didn’t want to live here, Caspian ruminated thoughtfully before pushing himself to action.

Hours later, Amanda would relive the moments which followed over and over again, but still, she would have difficulty putting it all in order in her mind.

She shot up off the divan at the sounds of the unmistakable knowledge that someone was now inside her apartment, adrenalin shooting through her entire body.

Instinctively, she reached for the phone sitting on the end table, even having time to dial the first two numbers before the large, menacing shape was upon her.

A tall bulk of a man towered over her, soft leather gloves slipping effortlessly about her throat. She gasped at the strength behind the deadly touch, iron fingers tightening, restricting her airway instantly, pain surging into the fragile tendons of her neck muscles.

Black spots danced before her eyes as a white haze beckoned her into it’s quiet intensity.

She clawed at the immovable talons but sensed it was a losing battle even if she had no intention of giving up.

All her good intentions seemed for naught, for her assailant was just as determined and a hell of a sight more skilled in the ways of such an art.

But just as rapidly as the assault began, the pressure was released and she was sent sprawling backward, off balanced and falling, gasping for air.

She landed with a sharp thud on the hardwood floor between the divan and coffee table, her entire right side taking the brunt of contact, the left side of her head cracking ominously against the edge of the opposite end table, sliding the heavy object a good three feet across the room, the fragile lamp it housed tipping over, crashing into a million pieces as the delicate globes hit the floor.

The blow stunned the woman. She struggled to maintain consciousness, vaguely aware of another more violent struggle taking place very close by.

She tried to sit, her head throbbing painfully, her vision blurred and unfocused, a sharp piercing ache permeating her entire being.

Two mammoth bulks weaved and swayed, shifting about in the darkened rooms. There was dim light but she could not phantom the source.

She instinctively shrank away from the sounds of fisticuffs, forcing herself erect, knowing she must somehow escape this heinous moment but she was wobbly, her steps uncertain and misdirected.

She staggered forward, bracing herself against the divan and coffee table as best she could. Her eyes fell on her notebook still laying where she had dropped it, on the cushion of the couch. She snatched it close, holding it to her bosom, lunging for the doorway, for the light from the hallway illuminated the arched entrance.

A garbled sound escaped her throat as a thick, muscular arm encircled her neckline yet again, the strangling pressure worse than before. She could feel hard muscles and smell the stench of sweat and alcohol on the fabric of the sleeve, gagging from the overpowering scents.

A mammoth hand cupped the side of her head, steely fingers bending it at an impossible angle, her hair pulled hurtfully, forcing stinging tears to her eyes.

A loud ‘pop’ exploded by her right ear and suddenly, she was free, gulping in copious amounts of life-giving breaths, coughing spasmodically, weeping freely, fear and shock traversing her entire system.

She clawed at her throat, attempting to help it ease air down it’s painfully swollen passageway, her skin raw and raked with red, unsightly scrapes and marks from the buttons on her assailant’s jacket sleeve.

“Don’t force it.” A velvet fog of a whisper soothed and calmed. “Take deep, slow breaths..” strong hands guided and supported her shaking form.

She tried desperately to follow the directions but her body craved oxygen and her throat seemed closed off permanently, the air she was getting in miniscule in nature, at best.

“Slow..deep..steady..”

He was leaning over her, his hands supporting her weight for she had sank down on the divan, her knees on the floor, her body rigid..more than tense.

“They know where you live.” The man whispered his urgency. “You can’t stay here.”

Who ‘they’ were..or ‘he’ was..she had no clue but something in his tone alerted her to danger and she tried very hard to respond.

“Good girl.” The compliment washed over her like honey on a hot bun and she flushed fully but did not understand the why of it. “Just lean on me.” He was guiding her, his touch gentle, his pace, slow.

It wasn’t so much the sound advice he offered but the matter-of-fact tone which halted any thought of refusal or denial on Amanda’s part.

She found herself meekly following his lead, and in minutes she found herself in the second floor stairwell of her apartment building, concentrating on his footsteps that clicked smartly on the concrete of the stairs. She was barefoot, dressed only in the grey sweat pants and green sage tee with it’s cryptic lettering which read: ‘Nine Out Of Ten Voices In My Head Say…Shoot.’ She had the ensemble for years, the faded lettering and colors bemoaning the fact.

“Is..t-that man..” she was amazed at her ability to speak but already, her throat seemed determined to return to normal even if her nervous system could not. “a-alright?”

“..Depends on your definition of ‘alright’.” The gravelly, silken tones washed over her tired, frantic brain yet again. “He tried to snap your neck..you are aware of that fact, right?” Caspian put his coat around the girl’s shivering shoulders.

“..Who are you?” she stared at the noble profile, struck by how very handsome the stranger was. “I…don’t know y-you.”

“You’re safe.” She was informed by Mel Torme, that odd, hypnotic voice waylaying a goodly measure of her doubt and insecurity. “I’m here to help.”

Caspian took a moment to allow her regroup. He knew the signs well. The white palor of shock, the haunted, vacant eyes which watched him so trustingly. “Your head is bleeding.” He produced a handkerchief from within the confides of his leather jacket, dabbing at the swollen, red gash at her right temple.

Her cold hand covered his warm fingers, taking the folded cloth, as she stared at the evidence of his proclamation.

“Harris..” Caspian made mention. “What was that doctor’s name? The one who stitched me up last month? We may need him to take a look at her.”

“ I think you mean..Dr. Martin Edge.” Harris stated. “She may be more comfortable with Dr. Parker, however. I’ll look into it.”

The emerald eyes lifted, bewildered. “We..should call the police.” Her words seemed hollow..forced. “Shouldn’t we?”

“The police can only help after the fact.” Caspian knew how the system worked. “They are good at investigating a crime after it has occurred. I don’t think you want to be a statistic, do you Ms. Collins?”

“Three out of four..” the woman was trying very hard to hold it together, he knew but she was losing the battle. “m-murders..are never solved.”

“Mr. Caspian..” Harris was losing patience. “Get out of there. Discussion time can wait.”

“Take it easy, Harris.” Caspian could see the visible signs of a possible breakdown, whereas his employer could not. “Give her some time.”

“..He’s your boss.” The woman motioned to his concealed earpiece. “We should go.” She resumed her steps, her hands shaking, fumbling occasionally on the bannister as she went. She still clutched the notebook, her knuckles white from the exertion, Caspian noted. “..This..doesn’t happen to me a lot. I guess I’m not handling it as well as I should.”

Caspian’s mouth quirked, his eyes softening a tad.

“There is no reason on Earth I should blithely leave this building with a man I just met. One who..” she refused to finish the sentence even in her own mind. “but, logic dictates..I must.” She halted just inside the side entrance to the building. “Will you give me your word ..not to hurt me?”

Caspian was amazed at such naiveté but also..intrigued by such sincerity. “would you take it?” he was curious.

Harris’s brow furrowed quizzically for such a stupid exchange.

The question seemed rhetorical for Amanda pushed the heavy door open, handkerchief to her forehead. She looked up at the rain as it pelted her face and shoulders.

Caspian glanced at her bare feet. “The car is over there.” He pointed. “Should I carry you?”

“Certainly not.” The girl balked, taking off determinedly across the puddled street. She was shivering by the time he helped her into the passenger side.

Once inside, Caspian could sense she was rethinking her former bravado. He drove mechanically, visually alert to any would be tag-a-longs, but the streets were almost deserted.

He could feel her stare although, admittedly, mostly she just jotted down rapidly something in that damned book she held so close to the small light of the glove compartment.

“Taking down the street names?” he queried. “Should I find a service station? You could write it all on the bathroom mirror.”

“Most serial killers are very charming.”

Harris held his smile for the off-handed remark.

“Not that you are one..probably not, at least.” Amanda stopped writing long enough to ponder the statement. “You’ve had numerous chances to..well..you know.” She pushed her hair, which had fallen from it’s confides long since, damp and curly, falling lushly down her back and over her shoulders.

Caspian had kicked the heat on in the vehicle. She had stopped shivering at least.

“So, I am assuming one of two things.” The small voice continued and Harris thought, perhaps she talked to ward off her fear..or to stop thinking about what might have happened.. or what might.. still. “that you are taking me to a more private place in which to..do the bad things or, hopefully.. you are simply what you appear to be.”

“Which is?”

“Very competent.” She returned to her writing. “Professional.” She glanced over at him for a beat. “Reluctantly..kind.”

Harris didn’t think that description applied to his counterpart what-so-ever..well, the last part, certainly.

“You realize, Mr. Caspian..that she is simply transferring her gratitude for you having saved her life into a rather Freudian need to reach out to you..sexually.”

“I have a headache.” Caspian quipped. “And I have to wash my hair. Not necessarily in that order.”

“Oh, no.” the woman shook her head. “I’m not attracted to you. OHH..not that you aren’t..attractive. You ARE..” she stammered, flushing slightly. “Really. It’s just that. I like..older men. In that way, I mean. But, you truly are a handsome man. And, I feel like I know you from somewhere, not that that is a pick-up line or anything. You just look so familiar. You really do.”

Caspian shifted a sideways glance, nothing more.

“I wrote a book about a serial killer once, that’s all, you see and he was a lot like you in that..he was really handsome and he had kind eyes.” She prattled on and Harris found himself sighing heavily, wishing she would just shut up now. “I thought that was important..you know,..the eyes? Life isn’t like novels at all ..is it.” She fell silent, her thoughts forced to recall the night’s experiences.

 




Chapter 3   Confusion Runs Rampant 

Caspian let the question pass because the answer was too depressing for the girl to hear aloud, he imagined, especially after what had happened to her this night.

“I’ve read most of your books.” He offered an off-handed remark , however, turning unto a quiet, tree-lined avenue on the upper side of Manhattan. Sometimes a white lie was a good thing. Amanda swirled about in the seat, her hands tightening happily on the edges of her notebook. “You DID?” she asked breathlessly, now staring at the man in something akin to awe.

“You DID??” Harris asked, clearly appalled at the news, staring at the screen in something akin to awe.

Caspian nodded minutely, ignoring the man completely. “I spent a lot of time in airports between flights.” He told a partial truth. “Light reading..took my mind off..things.”

“ ‘Light reading’.” Ms. Fellows’ mood sank a bit. “A polite way of saying, there is no ‘Pulitzer’ in your future, Ms. Collins.” She cast the man an old-fashioned look, long since realizing her limitations, however.

“Cordelia Fellows.” Harris corrected the misconception. “And no..I do not foresee such accolades in the up and coming years for our resident ‘Romance Novelist’, more’s the pity.”

Which didn’t sound all that sincere to Caspian’s ears. “Cordelia?” he repeated, stifling a smirk.

‘Cordelia’s’ mouth fell agape, a pink flush creeping into the high cheekbones. “Oh, God..really?” She hoped her senses were wrong in this instance. “You know my real name..” another thought struck her, one even more heinous in nature. “HE…knows?”

Before either man could reply, the girl’s attitude altered visibly, her body stiffening. She straightened, arms folded stubbornly over her chest area.

“It was my grandmother’s name!”

“It’s a very nice name.” Caspian soothed some ruffled feathers, pulling the car into a space between two parked sedans, expertly measuring the distance.

“So is Adolf, but I wouldn’t name my child that.” Harris was positive.

“From a more genteel time.” Caspian thought about clicking the Blue Tooth off for a beat, but..he didn’t. “When women were women, all soft and feminine.”

‘Cordelia’ settled at the obvious attempt to set matters to rights. “..And men were very gallant, reliable and..responsible individuals.”

“I have always thought those times produced a rather chauvinistic breed of males.”

“Thanks, Harris..appreciate your point of view on the matter.”

“You asked.”

“No I didn’t.” Caspian cut the engine, checking with his passenger who seemed oblivious to his conversation with Harris.

She sat, staring out the side window, having wiped the haze of ‘fog’ from the glass. Rain drops blurred the image of the street somewhat. “..It’s a very nice house.” She seemed surprised.

Caspian noted the stately town house to which she referred, with it’s well-maintained façade, black wrought iron fence and immaculately kept grounds. It was one of four on the entire block. Each more elaborately ostentatious than the next, in his humble opinion.

“Serial killing pays well.” He opened the door, exiting the vehicle. In seconds he was around the car, opening her door, offering his hand for assistance.

“The guy on the other end of the Blue Tooth..” the woman ignored the outstretched hand, feeling rather foolish had she accepted it. She was perfectly capable of exiting a car by herself, after all. Although a part of her liked the old-fashioned etiquette displayed. “Is he your boss?”

“..You’re very observant.” Caspian was not sure he liked the fact, following slowly as she made her way around puddles and wet pavement. He had dropped his hand aside.

“She IS a writer, Mr. Caspian.” Harris reminded. “..Of sorts.”

“Play nice, Harris.” The other man muttered lowly for Harris’s ears alone.

“Did he say something derogatory about me?” Cordelia halted her brisk steps, twirling about, having traversed the four concrete steps leading up to the covered entrance of the house.

The door opened unceremoniously, halting the need for an answer. “..Detective Atticus.” Caspian liked the guy’s timing. “May I introduce the very well-received novelist, Amanda Collins.” He inclined his head almost regally. “Ms. Collins..one of New York’s finest...Thomas Atticus, at your service.”

“Yeah, yeah..” the burly man ushered them inside, his tone a little surly. “Nice to meet ya, get in already.” He checked the streets with the trained eyes of an observer before closing the door on the outside world.

The foyer was somewhat cramped, housing only an elegant coat rack fashioned from cherry wood. One section dominated by a beautifully constructed stairwell which led upstairs, a small corridor opened into a spacious step-down living area.

Thomas Atticus was small of stature when one placed him beside Lucas Caspian but the ease with which the younger man conversed with his counterpart, his body language said..the detective was an invaluable asset to whatever ‘business’ Caspian was involved in.

Although broader of build, Atticus appeared stout and capable, his manner saying, he was able to handle himself in difficult situations.

He often deferred to Caspian in a variety of ways but their relationship seemed built on mutual respect to Cordelia Fellows’ way of thinking. She was an avid student of human behavior, after all.

She scrutinized the two men closely while they exchanged information.

“Your buddy is inside, none too happy with the way of things, let me tell you.” Atticus surprised the woman by speaking directly to her. “Next time?” he had returned to Caspian. “YOU get the older dame.”

“No more Raymond Chandler novels for you, Detective.” Caspian reminded Atticus with a ‘look’, that a ‘lady’ was present. “Besides, not sure you would be up to the little reception that greeted us, hey, Ms. Collins?”

“Fellows.” Harris corrected effortlessly.

“..Which do you prefer?” Caspian was curious. “Your pseudonym or..” he left it up in the air.

“Well,” the ‘older dame’,” a new arrival on the scene took everyone’s attention. “ Affectionately refers to her as ‘poopyhead’ but she feels most comfortable with her real name, don’t ya, honey.”

Cordelia’s face lit up, her mouth falling open. “DAVY!!!”

Caspian had heard the other woman’s approach, Atticus stilling his natural reaction to ‘unexpected visitors’ by a discrete shake of the detective’s head alerting Caspian that.. ‘all was well on the Western Front’.

He examined the other woman meticulously, much as he was being examined, exchanging oblique glances with Atticus who smirked accordingly, aware of the effect Caspian usually had on women, no matter their age.

Cordelia rushed down the two carpeted steps, happy to see one of her own kind, squealing her delight.

“..I don’t…hug.” The older woman halted any such display with a frosty warning and hand held out before her. Even the word seemed distasteful to her. “As well you know, Cordelia Fellows.”

The young woman pulled up short, stifling her youthful excitement, settling for an overly bright smile of welcome. “What are YOU doing here?”

“According to Kojak over there,” Taylor Davidovitch hooked a thumb in Atticus’s direction. “My life was in ‘danger’..” she quoted with her fingers, rolling her eyes expressively. “From some unknown source. The only danger I’ve been in so far is from his coffee.”

Cordelia turned troubled eyes to Lucas Caspian. “What?”

“You ladies can be of tremendous help if you would?” he indicated the huge leather sofa behind them, motioning with his hand. “If you could answer a few questions?”

A half hour later, after brief, nondescript explanations from Caspian, Harris knew little more than he had in the beginning.

“This is getting us nowhere.” The man arose from his computer chair, removing his tie, laying it carefully aside. “They don’t have a clue and you can take that any way you please, Mr. Caspian. Either they are lying to us or they truly are just rather stupid individuals.”

“Why are you so grumpy today?” Caspian pondered over the fact.

“I’m not grumpy, Sweetheart.” Davidovitch halted her tirade concerning..well, just about everything under the sun, seeking out the questioner. “I’m just a New Yorker.” She waved a dismissing hand to an amused Lucas Caspian. “You’ll get used to me after a while.”  She sat on the arm of the chair he had chosen upon entry to the living room and the ‘inquisition’ had begun, as the older woman had christened it. “…Are you married?”

Caspian’s tongue flicked along the top edge of his lips, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

“DAVY!” Cordelia chastised. “Behave! He doesn’t know you well enough for that just yet.”

Davidovitch eased closer to Caspian. He kinda liked her perfume but he tried not to let on because..he was a professional.

“..What better way to get to..get acquainted.” The woman smiled sweetly down at Caspian. “Except the usual way, of course.” She sighed contentedly.

“Davidovitch!” Cordelia blushed for her friend, her full lips tightening slightly. “He wasn’t even speaking to you.”

“Oh, no.” Taylor tsked softly, stroking Caspian’s hair about his temples almost maternally. “Don’t tell me you’re one of the loonies.” She didn’t seem particularly upset by the fact, if so. “Well, no matter. We’ll just strike it up to ‘eccentricity’ and let it go at that.”

“He was speaking to his friend.” Cordelia motioned to her own ear. “On his cell.”

Taylor leaned ever so close, checking out the information provided. She lingered overly long, to Atticus’s way of thinking. “Had me scared there for a second, Angel. ‘Kinky’ I can do but..if it gets too weird, even I have my limits.” Her gaze roamed Caspian’s body freely. “Oh, who am I kidding. I’m nuts for you and I don’t care who knows it. Do your worse!” she teased. “I’m your’s for the taking!”

“Who said anything about ‘taking’.” Atticus had his doubts. “Can we get back to the questions?”

From Caspian’s point of view, it felt good to have a slight reprieve from all the heavy shit going down in his life of late, so..he encouraged the woman with a slight smile, his eyes anything but censored.

“David!” Cordelia scolded fitfully. “Someone tried to snap my neck tonight. I think a little more serious tone is in order here, don’t you?”

“You’re serious enough for the both of us, Baby Cakes.” Taylor straightened the front of Caspian’s shirt, admiring the dark fuzz of beginning chest hair peeking out of the ‘V’ neck, her fingers gently circling about the crisp curls. She lifted mesmerizing eyes. “Gray is definitely your color, Beloved.”

Caspian grinned retroactively, a little flattered by the blatant come-on, for the woman was not only beautiful, she was clearly a class act, dressed far more fashionably than anyone else in the room, which wasn’t saying much, granted, but she would have even looked appropriately classy on Noah Harris’s impeccably attired arm.

“Turn it off, Mr. Caspian.” Harris had freshened up, now in the midst of choosing yet another stylish tie, having had enough of the immature exchange. “Throw some cold water on your admirer and get some much needed answers from those two..ladies.”

“You know that procedure never works, Harris.” Caspian lifted his tall frame from his chair, gently disengaging himself from the ‘lady’s’ presence. “It is imperative we find out the reason someone wants you both dead.” He tried less tact. “Can you..aid us in our quest?” He directed the inquiry to Taylor Davidovitch, sensing he would get action from that source.

“Oh, baby..I can ‘aid’ you in soooo many ways.” She was game. “What do you mean..someone tried to snap your neck tonight?” Something had filtered through..finally.

“If it hadn’t been for Mr. Caspian..” Cordelia motioned jerkily, tears promised at the least bit of encouragement. “I would not be here..”

“What makes you think anyone wants ME dead?” Taylor ignored her friend’s distress focusing on something more prevalent in her Universe. “Well, if you don’t count most of my so called ‘friends’.”

She uncrossed her shapely legs, arising from the arm of Caspian’s former seat. “..I was just about to take my evening ‘soak’..in a tub that is more than built for ‘two’..” she made mention to anyone who might be interested in such a tidbit of news. “When this little twerp crashes in my door, flashing his badge around, saying I had to come with him if I intended being around for the next ‘soak’..so here I am, but I haven’t seen ‘hide nor hair’ of any would-be varmits wantin to take my scalp, Cowboy, so..what gives with you two?”

She eyed Caspian and Atticus suspiciously.

“Is that a ‘New Yorker’s’ imitation of a ‘Western’ accent?” Atticus shook his head woefully. “Really?”

“Not to mention..she’s mixing her metaphors.” Harris stated. “Inform her, Mr. Caspian..if she requires definitive ‘proof’..Detective Atticus can simply return her to her ‘soak.’”

“Is it your time of the month?” Caspian was getting a little tiffed at Harris’s mood tonight.

“No.” Taylor answered seductively, stepping decidedly close, lowering her voice discretely for once. “..What did you have in mind?”

“Later.” Caspian whispered silkily, and..he really did like her perfume. “Neither of you can think of ANY reason why someone would want you out of the picture..none?”

He brought things back on track, sauntering over to the window. He spread the blind with his index finger and thumb, looking out on the silent street.

Across the way, the opposite buildings lined neatly on a quiet street. The new apartment design was to imitate the older, more stately homes, such as the one in which they now resided.

The buildings lacked the charm of the old, however. They were bunched together, with little more than a small walkway between, the yards small and cramped even with all the sculpted landscape which now, was faded dull with the on slot of an early winter just around the corner.

Cordelia chewed the inside of her bottom lip, racking her brain. Taylor Davidovitch looked around for a source of liquor.

“Anything out of the ordinary happened in the past, say..week or so?” Atticus helped out, putting his skills to work. “..Any odd occurrences, maybe even ones that seemed okay at the time, just..a little ‘off’ maybe?” He glanced to a reticent Taylor Davidovitch. “Odd as in, not your everyday routine and for you, that could cover a lot of area, we know.”

Davidovitch smiled sarcastically over, crossing the soft cushioned rug with it’s delicate rose and vine pattern, coming up behind Caspian, leaning over his shoulder to peer out into the night, even as he did, still.

He turned his head, sparing a small grin for her but then turned back, his mind clearly preoccupied.

Taylor sighed philosophically, giving her attention over to Detective Atticus, albeit reluctantly.

“The ONLY thing out of the ordinary that happened this week is that ‘Princess Leia’ over there actually delivered her new synopsis on time.” Taylor said. “Oh, honey..do something with your hair.” She requested, crossing to Cordelia who’s hand had gone tentatively to the golden fluff, her face showing genuine concern. “‘Wet’ does not become you..not to worry, the Calvary is here.”

The woman shooed Cordelia’s hands aside, having come up with a comb from the confides of the enormous purse she had left sitting on the divan earlier.

The girl sat back docilely while Davidovitch fiddled with her the long, damp curls.

“How many times have I told you..” the older woman chastised. “Presentation is everything!”

Cordelia shrugged helplessly. “It was raining.”

“..A new synopsis?” Atticus got things back on track seeing Caspian had showed a little interest in the information. “It’s all we got.” He too, shrugged. “What’s this story about? Does it deal with a Congressman’s shady deals, maybe? Military secrets?..an alien invasion?”

“I rather like that ‘Congressman’ thing.” Taylor stopped the comb half way in stride down a section of Cordelia’s hair. “Scandal sells big time.”

Cordelia stretched her hand out, not wanting to disturb Taylor’s activities with her hair, going for the booklet in vain. Atticus saw her difficulties, handing the notebook she had tossed aside when the two women first made contact.

“I’m kinda proud of this storyline, actually.” She sorted rapidly through the thick pad, searching. “I think it has merit. Of course, I’ve only written the outline but it’s coming together pretty…”

“Edit, Baby girl..Edit!” Taylor sighed heavily, piling masses of soft curls on top of Cordelia’s head, securing the lush bundle with pins from her purse, a few of which dangled from the corner of her mouth even now. “Cut to the chase.” She muttered around the clips.

“Thank you.” Harris muttered his gratitude.

If Cordelia Fellows was offended by her publisher’s admonishments, she did not let on. “Oh..okay.” she had found her outline, reading a few lines here and there as she went down the page. “The story is about this guy, a non-descript man..well, not really because I know EXACTLY what he looks like..” she had halted long enough to inform her BFF a very important fact. “Should I say?”

Davidovitch waved her hand expressively to mean.. ‘on with it..on with it, girl..’

