
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Smoke

A Thriller

––––––––

[image: ]


P.J. Parker

Paperback ISBN: 979-8-218-52049-6

E-book ISBN: 978-0-9986856-9-4

––––––––

[image: ]


Copyright © 2024 by P.J. Parker

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by US copyright law. For permission requests, contact P.J. Parker.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, corporations, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Edited by Hayley German Fisher.

Cover Design & photo modification by P.J. Parker

Original: London Photographer | András Stefuca

Man Running along Road Through Forest in Summer Sunlight

pexels-andras-stefuca-17843096



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter One



[image: ]




Thomas Smoke had been inside twenty-three people in the moments before each was dead. There’d be two more before the day was over.

He slowed to a stop beside a twisted maple to catch his breath. The ten-mile run through the streets of Riverdale was not as gentle as his usual route down the west side of Manhattan. Sweat slicked his bare chest and saturated his running shorts, making them cling, nothing left to speculation. He breathed the sweet suburban air deep into his lungs and sluiced the perspiration from his flesh as he ran, before dropping to tighten his laces, then continuing along Palisades Avenue. This was his favorite part of New York City. His favorite avenue. It was cool beneath the broad canopy of trees, with glimpses of the Hudson River glistening through the dense undergrowth. Stately homes hid behind manicured foliage.

His stride was easy, his legs honed by a decade of marathons, every muscle in his frame toned and strong, but built more for endurance than speed. With short buzzed hair topped with a thatch of blonde curls he had to grease down for work, he was considered boy-next-door handsome by those who knew him—and those who wanted to. A man with a ready smile, who loved to kiss, and who did it often and well.

Excitement shivered down his spine as he approached the Taylor tree. It had grown majestic since his teenage years. Great boughs extended out over the pavement, leaves green, almost to the far side of the avenue. His heart thumped, and an intense heat burned through him. He felt light-headed. Euphoric.

He’d been barely seventeen, not yet able to grow a beard when he had scratched out the sod with his bare hands and buried Taylor there, the body to be embraced within the maple’s roots. It had followed an unexpected and passionate weekend spent on the dance floors of subterranean and rooftop Manhattan clubs, and amongst the ripped and rumpled sheets of Taylor’s bed in a Spuyten Duyvil studio. Thoughts of their time together still made him hard. He pushed the growing bulge in his shorts to the side and continued along the pavement, passing the tree without slowing his pace.

Another two blocks and he passed the Hayden tree, and then the one whose roots cradled the bones of Morgan—a poetry major he’d picked up in a dive bar near NYU in his early twenties. They’d both been enamored by the words of Emily Dickinson. “Hope” is the thing with feathers. Over a decade had passed since their encounter, yet he could still envision the rapture on Morgan’s face as the blood gushed from the gaping slash across the neck.

Such a beautiful human being.

Such a beautiful experience.
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​Chapter Two
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Smoke slowed as he ran up the incline of Spaulding Lane, but returned to full speed before veering north onto the familiar stretch of Independence Avenue. A schnauzer barked at him through a white picket fence, its muzzle tight between the palings. Otherwise, the street with its morning breeze was quiet. By his reckoning, he was exactly where he needed to be. In less than a minute, he’d be at his destination.

It was a home belonging to a couple; he’d observed the husband several times, stepping into a midnight-blue Mercedes convertible to drive the three blocks down the steep road to the Riverdale Metro-North train station. A Wall Street type. Martinis and cocaine. Both with a twist. His suits were expensive, and he filled them well. They’d exchanged glances twice, each time with a nod and a knowing smile. Smoke had glimpsed the wife only once, but it was enough to take his breath and confirm they were the ones. Today was Sunday. They’d be on their broad front verandah, finishing breakfast. Croissants and scrambled eggs seemed to be their go-to.

He slackened his pace as he neared the hand-stacked, dry-stone wall fronting their single-story home, stopping to stretch at the entrance to their gravel drive. The grit crunched beneath his runners as he lunged deep, reaching down to grip his ankle.

And there they were, watching him in silence over the last of their breakfast.

“That coffee sure smells good,” he called across the hedgerow.

The woman laughed. “You look like you need a shower more than a coffee.”

Her husband stood and leaned against a pillar, his mouth spreading into an appreciative smile framed by rusty designer stubble. He wore a robe, loosely sashed at the waist, an open invitation to gaze upon the clipped hair of his chest.

“That sounds pretty good, too,” Smoke said.

He wondered which one of them, husband, or wife, was the strongest. Which one would help him kill the other.

​
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​​Chapter Three
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Standing beneath the rain shower, the water cold and stinging, Smoke’s skin was still hot and flushed. He ran a handful of body wash across his chest and abdomen, under his pits. Angi and Daan had a luxurious bathroom.

Veined white marble covered the walls and floor, and the entire outer wall was a set of wrought-iron and beveled-glass French doors opening onto a stone courtyard where at least a dozen fat koi were splashing in a lilied pond. A chandelier in the center of the vaulted bathroom ceiling shimmered with droplets of crimson crystals. Smoke chuckled when he realized it wasn’t blood.

He luxuriated under the flow of water, his thoughts lost in the pleasant morning he’d spent with the couple in their lounge, their kitchen, their hallway, and bedroom, and now their bathroom. The taste of their mouths was something he’d not soon forget.

The blood washed easily from the muscled length of his body, pooling about his feet before slipping down the drain. He wiped a swathe of condensation from the shower wall and smiled at what he saw through the glass. Angi, lounging in the carved, white onyx bath, gloriously naked, one leg up on the rim of the tub. She held his gaze, a genuine lover’s bond, her smudged lipstick almost as garish as the seeping gash across her throat, and the blood glazing her perfect, eight-thousand-dollar breasts. A lump rose in Smoke’s throat as he relished how stunning she was. 

Enigmatic.

Shampooing his hair, the water ran pink, then clear.

He skimmed the soap over his buttocks and thighs, then scrubbed his groin, legs, and feet with a surgeon’s efficiency. Hunkering down on the marble, he scraped stubborn remnants of blood from beneath the smooth front edges of his toenails.

Huddled on the floor beside him, naked and shaking, was Daan. He stared at his wife through the rivulets of water cascading over his face, holding a cut-throat razor in his lap.

Smoke touched the tips of his fingers to Daan’s chin and turned his face toward him. They were alike, the two of them, though Daan would never have known it if he hadn’t caught Smoke’s eye. Smoke rubbed the pad of his thumb over Daan’s fleshy lower lip.

“It’s all right, baby. Just one more thing we need to do. Okay?”

Resting back on his haunches, Smoke tenderly laced his fingers with Daan’s so they both were holding the blade. Daan’s eyes hovered close to lifeless and he put up no resistance as together they sliced deep into the flesh of his throat, hesitated, then dragged it further through the muscle and sinew. Daan’s blood pumped a brilliant crimson across the glass, across the marble, across their naked flesh. It was warm and pungent. Salty on Smoke’s lips and tongue.

Intoxicating.
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​Chapter Four
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He tipped the shell and slid the oyster onto his tongue, savoring the sweet brininess of plump flesh in his mouth before swallowing. Attuned to the dim light of the room, Smoke peered out the windows of Bar SixtyFive and drained the last of his chilled Manhattan. The vista from the Rainbow Room and its well appointed watering hole atop Rockefeller Center was improbably spectacular, lifted further by the dramatic strains of Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue.” The Empire State Building rose squarely in his view, its upper tiers cascading through the spectrum from red to violet, as the rest of New York City shimmered behind and below the imposing skyscraper, indistinct pin-pricks of silvered light in the late evening. He wiped at his eyes and checked his watch. It was almost eleven.

“Sir,” the waiter said as he slid a fresh Manhattan onto the crisp white tablecloth toward Smoke’s knuckle. “The lady at the bar has paid your bill and recommended I refresh your glass.”

“Thank you.” Smoke glanced up at the waiter and then past him toward the bar.

Tall and ebony-skinned, her dark hair in a pixie cut, and her bearing worthy of the waiter’s honorific, a lady was weaving around the tables, her movement feline in a body-hugging illusion dress. Givenchy couture and confidence attracted the attention of many in the room. He stood as she approached, appreciative of her slender strength and poise beneath the play of barely-there gauze and crystal. A killer in every way. Her perfume was recognizably Chanel. She pressed her cheek to his in greeting, placing her hand firmly at the back of his hip.

“Raw silk,” she said, impressed, skimming her fingers down the blue fabric that hugged the tight curve of his glutes.

“Tom Ford’s summer collection.”

“And no undergarments?”

“Why ruin the cut of a good suit?”

“Why indeed?” She nodded. “May I join you?”

“It’d be my pleasure.” He pulled a chair from beneath the table as the waiter positioned a dirty martini.

“Do you often dine alone?” she asked.

“I appreciate my own company. More so when agreeably interrupted,” he said.

She tilted her head and smiled. Smoke considered the crooked arch of her lips and thought it beguiling.

“Thank you for dinner. And this,” he said, lifting and sipping the Manhattan. The sparkle of decolletage distracted him before he settled his gaze on the soft caramel of her eyes. “Are you going somewhere?”

“A private salon at the Peninsula. A stuffy work affair, really. Paunch-stretched suits and age-spotted wrists dripping with unapologetic blood diamonds.” Again, that crooked smile.

“Then why are you here?” he asked.

She reached across the table and placed her hand on his. Her nails were champagne polished, their length lethal compared to the trim, manicured buff of his own.

“An Aperitivo. And...” She stirred the skewer of olives through the shimmer of Grey Goose and vermouth.

“And?” Smoke beckoned.

She drew in a deep breath before slowly blowing it out through pursed lips. She glanced at the room in the window’s reflection, palpably collecting her thoughts, then returned her attention to him.

“Okay.” She smiled softly. “The medical examiner has determined the Stuyvesants’ deaths as a murder-suicide. All good on that account. She signed off the paperwork twenty minutes ago. NYPD Homicide still has several administrative hoops to jump through, but they should close the case without further incident or lines of inquiry.”

Smoke recalled the gentle pleasure of Angi pressing into his nakedness, the fullness and warmth of her breasts against his chest, and the tender love and wonder on Daan’s face as he kissed her. One last time.

“Media attention should be minimal since few would be aware of the Stuyvesants’ connection to the House or Family, which is tenuous at best. The story should disappear by the next news cycle.”

Smoke nodded, pulling his hand from beneath hers.

“Why are you here?” he asked again.

She managed a quick taste of her martini, barely a touch of her upper lip to the liquor. Revlon’s Fire & Ice imprinted the edge of the glass.

“I wanted to tell you myself.” She hesitated, then locked her gaze on his. “There was a discrepancy. A mistake. They were the wrong target.” She watched him, searching for his reaction, no doubt.

Smoke held himself steady, though the room and his handler became hazy, his thoughts obscuring. The perfume of Angi’s skin, the perspiration and stickiness of gratified thirst, the tender caress of her lover as he sliced the blade across her neck. He breathed in, Bar SixtyFive snapping back into sharp focus, pulling him from something that had once been wonderful.

“How is that possible? The brief gave the exact address. It included photos of...” He hesitated for a single beat of his heart. “It included photos of them. They were the ones.”

“The House has assured me it won’t happen again.”

Smoke took a long draught of his cocktail, emptying the glass down to the rocks.

She stood, and he followed, reaching to lightly grasp her wrist with the tips of his fingers. “Gabrielle, how do we know it won’t happen again?”

“I told you. The House has assured me.” She touched her hand to his jawline. “I like the new look. The stubble suits you.” She flicked her attention toward the bar. “Your contact is here to pass the peripheral containing the next assignment. This one’s a slow burner. No rush. I’d have delivered the documents myself, but...” Gabrielle motioned toward her curve-hugging couture. “No pockets. Of course.”

That crooked smile again. She turned and made her way out of Bar SixtyFive toward the elevator lobby, and Smoke’s gaze followed in her wake. His vision was a blur as his thoughts drifted not to the hours and days to come, but to the veined white marble of the Stuyvesants’ bathroom, and the blood cast across it.
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​Chapter Five
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Sitting on the steps of the Metropolitan Art Museum, Smoke chewed on a Nathan’s famous hotdog from a nearby food truck. Waiting. The noise, heat, and stink of Manhattan were pervasive, hardly subdued by a fragrant breeze that crept around the museum from Central Park. He picked up and sipped his Coca-Cola. It was nice and sweet. Nice and cold in the heat.

Traffic crawled and honked along Fifth Avenue in front of him. This was always a decent location to read people and hone his observation skills. A confluence of Midtown suits, Upper East Side socialites, dog walkers, school groups, and tourists. Thousands of tourists. Locals pushed swiftly along the sidewalk in their sensible shoes, palpably aware of their surroundings and any slight opportunity to sidestep and outpace any idlers in their path. Tourists, on the other hand, gaped, pointed, and dawdled or stopped outright for selfies, or no apparent reason. The very best New Yorker vocabulary and brazen attitude invariably countered any obstruction or delay by the out-of-towners. To Smoke, the only thing that defined the greatest city on Earth more than that attitude was a Manhattan rat dragging a slice of 2 Bros cheese pizza pie down the steps into the subway.

He licked mustard off the side of his thumb and took another slug of Coke.

The hot afternoon sun felt good as he leaned back onto the steps. Still, he rolled the sleeves of his collared shirt up to his elbows and tugged the linen hem loose from his jeans to catch the breeze.

A black Lincoln SUV pulled to the curb almost directly in front of him, and his target stepped out. A socialite in her late fifties, or early sixties. Well over twenty years Smoke’s senior, with dark hair piled high over Chopard De Rigo sunglasses. Smoke savored the last of the dog, intent on the handsome arch of his target’s calves, the swing of her toned arms as she climbed the stairs to the main entrance of the Met with the bounce of a much younger woman.

Punting his trash into a nearby can, Smoke pulled his Culture Pass from his pocket and followed Eleonora di Toledo into the museum. He glanced after her as she turned to wander amongst the monolithic statues of the Egyptian wing, but he headed straight through the Great Hall’s ionic colonnade and leaped up the broad marble steps, two at a time, toward the European art collection on the second floor. He took his position on a bench in front of a Bronzino portrait, sliding to the far end so Eleonora could perch where she had every afternoon for the past week.

The painting was of a woman in Renaissance couture. Silk a brilliant vermillion. Elaborately braided coiffure. Jewelry understated.

Resting his elbows on his knees, his chin on lightly clenched fists, Smoke sat mesmerized—not by the painting’s aesthetic but by the palpable authority behind every brushstroke. The positioning of hands. The regal gaze toward those who dared observe. He wondered what attracted him to strong women. Always so much more interesting.

Eleonora sat down on the bench beside him at 4:35, arching her neck as she, too, studied the painting. She hardly breathed, her posture mimicking that of the portrait’s subject, touching her hand to her abdomen. Slipping into an attentive reverie.

Smoke maintained silent focus on the artwork for twenty full minutes, slowly altering his posture and the cadence of his breathing to perfectly match Eleonora’s.

“Do you think she’s beautiful?” he eventually whispered, without turning from the portrait, loud enough so only Eleonora could hear him above the echo of others in the gallery.

She dropped her gaze to the floor. “Perhaps physically beautiful in the painted light of the artist.”

Smoke noted the crack in her voice, the glisten in her eyes, the slight tremor in her hand, curling toward a fist at the edge of his vision. He segued by instinct.

“She reminds me of one of my foster mothers,” he said. “A brutal woman, adept at weaponizing kindness. At utilizing sincere motherly affection to deliver only uncertainty and heartache.”

Eleonora looked at him. “As only a mother can,” she said.

He nodded. “I’ve no doubt the painting’s purpose was to project power and status. To convey a cultural refinement. Perhaps to assert a family superiority or dynasty. But I think Bronzino captured more than that with the strokes of his oils.”

Eleonora’s attention was now fixated solely on him. “The heartache she caused—knowingly or unknowingly. What gives it away?” she asked.

Smoke pulled his knee up onto the bench between them, jeans stretched tight, wisps of blonde leg hair curling through the ragged threads of a stylish rip at his inner thigh. “I can’t decide whether it’s her smug expression or the fear in the eyes of her lapdog.” He smiled. It was the smile he couldn’t fake when someone genuinely piqued his interest.

“I think it’s both,” she said as she stood. “Come on. You look like you need a drink. I know I do.”

“Well,” Smoke said. “Are you certain it’s safe to pick up a random stranger in front of a Bronzino?”

It was her turn to smile. “I guess you’ll find out.”

*   *   *
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The tables of the Italian restaurant near Madison Avenue spilled out across the footpath and into the gutter, its clientele defined by the red-soled Louboutins, Jimmy Choo slingbacks, Chanel pumps, and Valentino boots showcased at the curb below the hang of pristine white tablecloths. 

They didn’t need to order. A waiter delivered two brandy balloons of Hugo Spritz and a platter of grilled artichokes, the distinct aroma of herby lemon aioli swirling between them.

“Grazie, Federico.” Eleonora smiled fondly, brushing her fingers across the back of Federico’s hand.

“Signorina di Toledo,” the waiter said with a slight nod before briskly stepping back into the restaurant.

Smoke rotated the stem of the glass between his thumb and index finger, his gaze hovering from Eleonora’s lips to her cheeks, brows, eyes. “You’re beautiful,” he said, barely realizing he’d shared his inner thoughts aloud.

“To Bronzino.” She clinked her glass against his.

“To Bronzino.” The sparkling cocktail was refreshing, with a gentle, floral flavor. A hint of herbaceous mint. He smacked his lips and smiled. “Do you have any plans for this evening?” he asked.

“I may.” Eleonora studied him from across the rim of her balloon. “I’m not certain yet. First, I think I need to see how you get that gorgeous mouth of yours around a wild boar pappardelle and a bottle of Chianti.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Six
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Freshly showered and dressed, and cradling a piccolo espresso, Smoke thumbed his acknowledgment of a message on his phone before slipping the device into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Eleonora approached him across the opulent lobby of the Plaza Residences, the sought-after condominiums within the Plaza Hotel.

“You clean up well, darling boy.” Eleonora held out her open hands toward him. Vermillion silk—reminiscent of the Bronzino portrait under which they’d met the week before—draped below her bare shoulders, cinched tight at the waist by gray couture slacks.

“And you grow more stunning with every encounter,” he said. Standing, he lightly grasped her fingers and pressed his cheeks to each of hers in greeting, breathing in her innate perfume, heady and enchanting. Natural. Unrecognizable. “You always smell so good,” he whispered in her ear. “As good as you taste.” He leaned in close, enamored by the precise line of her lipstick, the blush of her unblemished cheeks, the curl of her lashes. He gently kissed her neck, barely a touch of his lips where an artery pulsed strong beneath her olive skin. Imagining their last moments together sent a delightful frisson along the most intimate lengths of his body.

“I’ve booked a table at a nearby roof bar to start the evening,” he said. “But we don’t need to venture far, or long, from your condo tonight if you don’t wish to.” He lifted her hand to his lips, his gaze tight to hers.

“Cheeky boy,” she said as his lips lingered on her skin. “I’ve been invited to a small soirée on West 44th later tonight and I have to go. A mix of intelligentsia, Broadway royalty, and old souls. Plus, the usual beautiful riff-raff. It should be easygoing and pretty fluid. I’m sure you’ll find it of interest.”

“It does sound intriguing.” He held out his arm and gripped her hand tight when she placed it on his sleeve.

They settled at an outside high top, forty-seven stories above 59th Street. The early evening view of Central Park stretched north toward the awakening luminosity of Harlem.

“You’ve avoided answering my question from the other evening,” she said.

“Which one?” he asked.

She arched an exquisitely groomed eyebrow. “Tommy, I’ve noticed the way people look at you. Both men and women. How could I not? You’re a desirable young man in a city overpopulated by those seeking companionship. Who don’t wish to be alone.”

“You find me desirable?” he asked, lifting his cocktail to his lips.

“Don’t change the subject,” she said.

“I don’t believe I have.” He smirked and took a sip.

“You know what I mean.”

“I do,” he said quietly. He stared thoughtfully into the depths of Central Park, the incongruous roar of a beast echoing through the darkness from the zoo. It was unexpected and enigmatic, punctuating the incessant drone of the traffic gridlocked around the greenery. “But it’s really not that simple. Random hookups and sex in this city are all too easily orchestrated. At any time of day or night. A dimension of Manhattan life I appreciate and employ not infrequently.

“But those liaisons are rarely more than anonymous. Rarely employed beyond the tacit understanding they will never evolve into anything more. Anything real.” He wiped his thumb across his lips. “Not friendship. Not love. And not to build the type of connection you could actually depend upon, with someone you could ask for help when you truly needed it.”

He stopped to collect his thoughts, wanting to get it right. Even if only for his own understanding of how he felt. “Relationships, genuine relationships, are rare. Especially in this city, where people can be reckless with others’ emotions, and their own. Let’s just say I’m reticent to have my heart broken again and leave it at that. By friends or lovers. No more strings. No more misplaced reliance. Ever.”

“Ever?” She looked thoughtful, and then nodded, seeming to understand.

“Remember the day we met?” he asked.

“Your breath smelled like hot dog,” she said.

He chuckled. “That didn’t stop you from kissing me.”

“No, it didn’t. What can I say? I’m an all-American girl.”

He reached for her hand; it was soft and warm. “I followed you into the Met that day.”

“You were already at the Bronzino when I entered the exhibition.”

He shook his head. “I first saw you studying that portrait the Monday before. I was mesmerized by it and by you. By the intensity of your contemplation. I saw you there again on Tuesday, and again on Wednesday. You say you’ve seen people looking at me, when the whole time I’ve been looking at no one but you.”

Eleonora leaned in and placed her hand on his upper thigh. Smoke shivered at the touch, his breath catching in the back of his throat.

“I know you have,” she said, quietly. “And I do appreciate your candor and deliberation.”

Dinner that evening was Vietnamese. A hole-in-the-wall concealed along 6½ Avenue. Eleonora advised it involved a three-month waiting list for patrons of pre-verified economic and social status. Its tiny neon sign, less than one inch by four, was like a surreptitious whisper of its name—Pho-Q. It was the personification of Manhattan decorum and ironic hospitality.

Just shy of midnight, they climbed the stairs to a fifth-floor walk-up in the middle of Hell’s Kitchen. In one hand, Smoke gripped a bottle of merlot from the bodega downstairs, his other hand flat against the small of Eleonora’s back to steady her, lest her Manolo Blahnik stilettos catch in the shag tacked to the steps sometime last century.

“Reminds me of my first Manhattan studio apartment,” he said. “Well, not mine. A college buddy’s rental. I paid her a hundred bucks a week for the pleasure of crashing on her Murphy bed while she was at work.”

“Sounds like the two of you were close,” Eleonora said.

“Ships in the night, so to speak. But, yes, there was some overlap, both with the bed and who we shared it with. We were pretty tight until I found my footing.”

“Are you still in touch?”

“Looks like this is the top,” he said, as they reached the landing.

The top-floor studio was a comfortable size for two, though Smoke surmised its occupants would need to be very much in love, at all times, to survive in such a small space. Tonight, the tony crowd made it tight—no room for modesty—with every opportunity to know intimately those pressed in around you. He couldn’t differentiate between the conflicting perfumes in the apartment but found the overall odor pleasant, with a subtle hint of high-end weed mixed with bergamot.

They made it as far as the refrigerator, two feet in from the entrance, but with a clear view of the entire room. Nearby, a man stood before an upright piano playing Sondheim, his dance-toned butt cheeks displayed in assless chaps. A tune from Assassins. Two Broadway divos lounged on the crowded sectional, belting along, intermittently sipping Miraval Côtes de Provence Rosé. Smoke recognized all three men from posters plastered along 42nd Street and Shubert Alley through the years. He was certain the guy in chaps had headlined with Chita at Carnegie Hall, with its thirty-dollar gin and tonics that had to be gulped down before the ancient ushers locked the theater doors.

Smoke leaned his back against the refrigerator, twisted the cap off the merlot, and reached for two stemmed glasses on a shelf above the sink. He poured the wine as Eleonora settled against his chest. She lifted her chin and he bent to hear her over the whole room singing along with the chorus.

“We won’t stay long, Tommy. I just need to be seen by our hostess. A second cousin of sorts. Besides, these soirées invariably devolve into die-hard debauchery by two in the morning.”

Smoke checked his watch. “Hmm, that’s a shame. Leaving, I mean. I had high hopes for tonight.” He sipped the wine and placed a hand flat against her abdomen, bracing her against his bulk in the swaying movement of those in the tightly crowded galley kitchen. He’d no doubt the couple nearest the dishwasher had already raised the curtain on the third act of promised hedonism.

The studio lighting dimmed almost to black.

A woman stepped around the sofa and sidled to center stage in front of the studio’s sleeping platform. She held a candle that sent flickering light across her face. Her skin was pale and freckled, her faded red hair pulled tight in a long Ariana Grande ponytail. She twisted her mouth dramatically and began soliloquizing in a deep, guttural voice.

“German,” Smoke whispered at Eleonora’s ear. “Goethe, I believe. Yes. Wanderer’s Nightsong. The first one. Though spoken with an intensity, I doubt the poet intended.”

A petite ballerina in a pancake tutu rose from the sofa to plie and pirouette to the rhythm of the Germanic verse. She shifted effortlessly from adagio to allegro in the space between pianoforte and coffee table.

“Wretched hearts. Pain and desire,” Smoke translated.

The ballerina tugged down her bodice at these words. Her abdomen and breasts were flat and tight, areolas dark and dominant against porcelain flesh. The orator looked on hungrily, biting her lower lip between each stanza, a desperate urgency in her countenance.

“...come into my breast.” Smoke nuzzled into Eleonora’s upswept hair.

“You seem to like this merlot,” she said.

“It definitely likes me.” He chuckled and brushed his lips against the helix of her ear. It always felt good to let his guard down, to relax and enjoy the varied moments leading up to a kill. It made him feel alive.

“You’re incorrigible. The charming bad boy.” She slid her hand into the warmth between the small of her back and his lower abdomen.

A woman closer to Smoke’s age than Eleonora’s roughly pushed into the crowded kitchen and bumped against them. Her face was pretty but smothered in too much makeup. “Eleonora!” she said too brashly, with a downturn of mouth, a flare of nostrils, and a condescending tone that announced her true nature. Smoke, attuned to reading people, their mannerisms, and words, instantly thought of her as hideous. A characterization he seldom attributed to anyone or anything. But in this case, he held no doubt.

“Rafaella,” Eleonora said.

“Well, you came. I saw. Now you can leave. I’ll pass your condolences to Uncle.” Rafaella glared at Smoke before turning and pushing off into the crowd.

“Charming,” Smoke said with a raised eyebrow.

Sondheim swelled again, dark baritones and contraltos issuing from the now velvet black submerging the studio. The melodies and harmonies of Assassins swam within the subtle movement, touch, and whispers of the crowd, utterly obscured in the dark. The Third Act had officially begun.

Smoke kissed Eleonora’s ear, and whispered: “Would you die for me tonight, my darling Bronzino?” He turned her within his embrace. “La petite mort.”

“Silly boy. No more wine for you.”​

*   *   *
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He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, yawning into the back of his hand as he luxuriated in Eleonora’s Caesar bed, his head at the footboard, his naked bulk stretched along the silk, his bare feet buried deep beneath a deluge of pillows and brocaded cushions at the upholstered headboard. The domed ceiling of a turret soared twenty-three feet above him. The mirrored baubles of an elaborate Italianate luminaire reflected the traces of spent carnality beneath it—a multi-spherical distortion of their nudity, of the rouge-colored splatter across the sheets between them, of the vivid crimson stain along the length of his thigh, across the corrugation of his stomach.

He rolled onto his side, the sheets still wet and aromatically sweet, and pressed his lips to Eleonora’s boudoir Manolo Blahnik stilettos. She’d worn them throughout the night, an adventuress of unexpected delight. He licked his tongue across the blood-red leather, then over the bridge of her foot, before traversing the smooth skin of her calf and thigh. He could smell and taste himself upon her, relishing the curve and dip of flesh, the umami of their shared passion. She was still slightly warm to the touch, but only just, and he wondered how long he’d been asleep beside her cooling body. He reached for the eiderdown and pulled it up over them, cuddling into her side, his cheek and lips pressed to the curve of her breast.

“I have to go soon,” he said, peering at his watch on the side table. He didn’t expect her to answer, but was glad when she did.

“That was an excellent red wine, wasn’t it?” she said. “Shame about the sheets.” She ran her fingers through his hair, gently scratching his scalp with her nails. “Are you certain you have to leave, darling boy?”

Smoke savored the touch, considering her words before squinting a second time at his watch. “Twenty minutes is nowhere near enough time for what I want to, have to, do with you.” He pushed up onto his elbow and leaned in to kiss her on the mouth. He closed his eyes, intent on the pleasure of her tongue against his. “Fuck,” he breathed as he pulled his lips from hers. He couldn’t help but smile. “Fuck,” he said again, shaking his head.

Eleonora’s eye makeup was immaculate despite the night, though her lips were made bare by his mouth and tongue. Her pile of hair lay a sexy dishevelment about her shoulders—more reminiscent of Fellini than Bronzino.

“I’ve several errands to run this weekend,” he said. “But I’ll drop by that bodega if you’re up for another bottle of that merlot through the week.”
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​Chapter Seven
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Smoke left the Residences through the connecting door into the Plaza Hotel’s grand lobby, to jog down the main steps and across the street. He wove through an armada of taxis and horse-drawn carriages toward Gabrielle, who was sitting on the surround of the Pulitzer Fountain, two bikes at her side.

“The Sheep Meadow?” he asked.

“Too easy. Great Hill in the North Woods, and then you are buying me breakfast in Harlem,” she said.

“Deal.” He threw his leg over a bike saddle and dare-devilled it through the street traffic into the verdant early morning shadows of Central Park. They kept an even pace on the East Drive, skirting the zoo, lakes, meadows, and baseball fields. Passing over and under century-old bridges and beneath vast mottled canopies. Once they leaned into the long stretch of blacktop beside the reservoir, Gabrielle came into her own, her slim profile held low, increasing her speed beyond Smoke’s capacity with his heavier bulk.

By the time Smoke was pumping his pedals up the last incline toward the top of Great Hill in the northern section of the park, Gabrielle was already lying on the grass, checking her phone for messages. He dropped his bike and fell to the ground beside her, rolling onto his back, trying to catch his breath. She’d chosen a spot where all they could see was grass, trees, and sky. No sign of the city surrounding them. No sign of concrete, or granite, or glass.

“Fifteen minutes,” he said, panting. “That has to be a record for us.”

“For you, maybe. I’ve done eight at night with no runners and tourists to evade,” she said.

“You must have run a few red lights through the park,” he said, snickering

“A few.” She handed her phone to him. “No peripherals or hard copy dossiers for these next three cases. All are time-sensitive with no leeway for errors. And all supersede di Toledo in priority. I’ve confirmed and reconfirmed all as valid targets requiring immediate retirement.”

“Valid targets...” Smoke echoed, his voice hoarse. He scanned through the two dozen photographs and pages of text. “Why the rush?”

“You know I couldn’t tell you, even if I knew, which I don’t. Neither of us has the clearance for that data.”

“Three kills in three days,” he muttered. “On top of those I’ve already completed this month.” He whistled low through his teeth. “That’s more than my count for the last four years. And in such quick succession.”

“Do you have doubts?” she asked.

“No,” he said, clicking off the phone.

He handed Gabrielle’s phone back and sighed, staring up into the sky, his thoughts drifting to the hours spent last night tangled in Eleonora’s sheets, intimately exploring her body with his lips, tongue, fingertips, and cock. “And di Toledo?” he asked.

“That brief has not changed. Deadline still by New Year’s Eve. The moment and method still entirely at your discretion.”

Smoke continued studying the clouds hanging in the sky above them. Fuck, he thought. 
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