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      Signing the closing papers with a flourish, William set the pen on the realtor’s desk.

      Ms. Jackson, the realtor, and Ms. Schwinn, the representative from A-1 Title, stood and extended a hand. William took each one in turn and offered a nod.

      “Thank you, Mr. Randall. Congratulations, and good luck,” Ms. Jackson said.

      “Thanks.”

      “By the way, you never said what you would be using the space for. It’s an extensive amount of square footage with a multi-floor office building, a warehouse, and a boat repair shop. Certainly, you’ll be running your own business.” She let the sentence hang, expecting him to give her the details.

      He glanced at both women, attractive, well dressed, powerful, and at the height of their careers, then said, “I’ll be filling it, and when I’m ready for another property, I’ll contact you.”

      Rising from his chair, he buttoned his suit jacket, put on his mirrored aviator sunglasses, and left Ms. Jackson’s office. He exhaled in the late morning sunshine, turned right on the sidewalk, and listened to the jingling of keys in his front pocket as he headed toward the building that would be both his headquarters and his home. Considering all he needed to do and purchase before hanging his sign on the front door, hiring an employee was first on his list.

      A receptionist, someone to help him with the multitude of tasks to run a business such as he was planning, would need to possess a particular set of skills. She, or he, but in his experience most females possessed the innate ability to put clients at ease. Where could he post a Help Wanted sign for someone with extensive travel experience, wielded exemplary research skills, spoke multiple languages, was a tech geek, didn’t shy away from weapons, knew self-defense, and had connections he could tap for anything that would ensure contracts were completed? He shook his head at the absurdity that such a person, outside the military elite, even existed. Being resourceful, he considered where he might advertise, whom he might contact, and which favors he could call in before locating someone close to what he needed.

      At the corner, he stopped with other pedestrians in downtown Portland and waited for the light to change. Though he wore a business suit, a concession to the life change he initiated, it was the only thing he had in common with the others waiting for the walk signal. With a height of six-three, he was taller than most men. At thirty-six, his broad shoulders and athletic body may not have marked him as ex-military, but the short-cropped brown hair and clean-shaven face that held dark brown eyes that missed little certainly did. He glanced down and to his left, where several newspapers were kept in their respective Plexiglas-door metal containers. The dispensers apparently came in every color of the rainbow. Too bad what they held inside was rarely a pot of gold, but a leprechaun to steal the public’s sense of safety, to spread, in some cases, fake news, or to announce births and deaths, and the sometimes unusual circumstances surrounding each.

      He was jostled, and then offered apologies, as a few of the downtown businesspeople moved around him to cross the street on their way to their next appointment, whether that was a job interview, an early lunch date, a clandestine hook-up with their boss’s spouse, or their own secretary, in one of the many hotels and motels in one of the main hubs of commerce in the Pacific Northwest. His eyes stared at the photo, front page, above the fold, of the Washington Globe. The headline boldly stated, “Skin Trade Ring, Shattered”. The colored photograph showed several disheveled women and young girls, their faces void of the black line that would offer anonymity, being led out of a building by authorities.

      What the world needed, what he was driven to do, but without all the bureaucratic bullshit, was to take what the combined efforts of law enforcement agencies had done here, but quicker, and more thoroughly, and for individuals who had problems they couldn’t solve themselves or convince authorities to help them with. To find people, save them, return them to their loved ones from places where those who embraced evil and dwelled in the underbelly of acknowledged society preyed on the vulnerable. By any means necessary. He had the funds and the connections to get started. His mission and vision were clear in his head and his heart, and he vowed to be immovable in those convictions. Asset, Incorporated, his privately owned company, would soon employ the most talented field agents who could go anywhere, by any mode, and do what was necessary to fulfill a contract to recover people and items and provide short-term security, while earning a profit in return. The military and the Bureau gave him skills and honed his natural abilities. His missions and cases developed the extensive database of people he considered contacts and acquaintances, but only a handful of true friends. Asset, Inc. was a chance for a new chapter in his life, an opportunity to make a real difference in the balance of justice, especially for the one person who meant the most to him.

      Digging in his pocket for change, he dropped in the quarters and opened the door of the newsstand. Later, he would consider the chain of events that began with him choosing right instead of left from the realtor’s office, to hit the light, to glance at this particular paper, the last one in the box, which would connect him to Piper McCarthy, the name on the byline. Tucking the paper under his arm, he pulled out his phone and did a search on her name. By the time he reached his new office, he had called and left a voicemail for Ms. McCarthy. In his life experience, there was no such thing as coincidence, but rather synchronicity. Just the right person, in just the right place for circumstances to be fortuitous. Or, in any given moment, because of a decision not his own, everything exploding in an incredible shitstorm. But those in his line of work, who stayed alive, developed a certain knowing about people and places. They either seemed right and the mission was completed with ease, or something was off, which meant Uncle Murphy was about to make his presence known. William had the first reaction upon reading the name of the journalist, just as he had in choosing his properties, and even basing his business in this particular city.

      Using his new key, he stepped into the hallway that led straight back to a courtyard, which, although part of this property, had been neglected. The weed-choked, rock-covered area would continue to be ignored until his list of tasks was much shorter. The hall ran for ten feet, solid walls on both sides, before it opened up to a large reception area on the left. Straight ahead on the right, before exiting to the courtyard, were the bathrooms and a small storage area. He scanned the nearly empty space his receptionist would occupy. There was a counter and sink along one wall, and low pile industrial carpet that matched the light gray paint. Through a door from this reception area, he stepped into the space that would be his. One wall consisted of all glass and looked out at a side street. Someone from the previous business boxed up most of the files in the cabinets, but then failed to take the boxes with them when they left. William sat on one of the cardboard cartons. With his phone in one hand, and his credit card in the other, he ordered the basics like a desk, chair, and computers. About an hour later, his phone rang. He recognized the number.

      “Hello,” he said.

      “Hi. This is Piper McCarthy, are you William Randall?”

      “Yes.”

      “I heard your message. I listened to it twice. I’ve been receiving a lot of calls the last couple of days since the story broke. Well, the first installment of the story.”

      “How many are there?”

      “Six. There’s a lot to tell.”

      He glanced at the paper he’d picked up on the corner. “Which part is today’s?”

      “Three.”

      “You have them written? They’re with your editor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Then your commitment to the Washington Globe is fulfilled.”

      Piper hesitated. “I suppose. For the moment.”

      “Do you plan to continue doing investigative journalism? For the Globe?”

      Exhaling a breath, Piper turned to watch Jesse scroll through real estate listings on his tablet. They made a deal before she flew to Egypt. She would keep her promise, no matter what.

      “Uh… no, actually. This was my final assignment.” She shifted on the couch.

      “Too bad for the Globe, and investigative journalism as a whole. I did a little digging, just surface stuff, and found you’re quite the writer and researcher. You’ve been around, covering stories in seventy-seven countries and forty-eight of the states, including Guam and the Philippines. Your degrees are impressive and directly apply to your first career. I believe all your experience will benefit your next one.”

      Piper raised a brow. “And what would that be?”

      “My receptionist.”

      William listened to her rich, throaty laughter, and felt the corners of his mouth turn up. When she quieted, he continued. “As I vaguely stated in my message, I don’t have an ordinary business. I would like to explain it to you. In detail, and in person.”

      “Where are you located?”

      “Portland.”

      Piper studied Jesse’s profile. His black hair, wore long in the tradition of his Native American heritage, framed a face that was classically beautiful, with high cheekbones, a broad forehead, full lips, and dark, expressive eyes lined with thick lashes. They had met in the Caribbean. She was investigating sexual exploitation aboard cruise ships, and he was tracking down the links in the chain to a weapons dealer who happened to have sold the gun that killed his younger brother in a gang fight off the Reservation. Jesse had helped her, and she gave him the name of the person he was after. It wasn’t exactly love at first sight, but there was enough heat between them to start the Caribbean Sea boiling. They returned to the States, and after Jesse took care of the weapons chain, he joined her on the East Coast. He took security and inquiry jobs, similar to those of a Private Investigator, except he never bothered with a license. Since he freelanced most of his life, and lived simply, he had quite a bit of money stashed away. When he wasn’t working his own cases, he traveled with her on assignments. They had been together four years, and he finally convinced her that marrying him and settling down would be a good thing. Stroking a hand over her baby bump, there was more to this “settling down” than he had planned, at least at this time.

      “That’s the Left Coast,” Piper said, then shifted her feet from the couch to the floor.

      Jesse set down his tablet and turned to face her, stretching his arm across the back of the cushions.

      “Why do you want to interview me? There have to be at least a dozen investigative, or former investigative, journalists in your area.”

      “There probably are.”

      “Great! You check with them, and if none work out, give me a call, and I’ll see if I need a job.”

      Jesse raised a brow.

      “But none are you.” At the silence, and to make sure he didn’t come across as a stalker, he added, “I’m sure you’ve been in a situation, good or bad, where you’ve felt this other sense telling you to turn right, or get out of the café, or the person you’re getting intel from is lying out their ass. And I’m sure you’ve kicked yourself when you didn’t heed that advice.” He waited, and when the silence stretched, he continued, “Seeing your article today in the Globe, reading your byline and then performing a cursory background check, has that little voice screaming at me that you’re the one I need.”

      “O-kay,” Piper said, drawing out the syllables. Yes, she knew that voice. Everyone did. The smart ones, the ones who stayed alive, learned early to pay attention, just like William said.

      “I’ll pay for your flight, your hotel. If you decide to accept the position, I’ll pay your relocation expenses. At this point, you’ve got nothing to lose but a couple of days.”

      Piper stared at Jesse. “Give me a few minutes. Can I text you at this number?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thanks,” she said, and disconnected. “How do you feel about Portland?” she asked Jesse, then told him of William Randall’s offer.

      True to her word, a couple of minutes later, William’s phone vibrated in his hand. He’d begun to pace around his office, wondering what he would do if Ms. McCarthy refused even an interview with him. He took a breath and read the text.

      

      Yes, I’ll come for an interview, but I don’t travel alone. My fiancé will be joining me. We’ll make the reservations and forward you the details.

      

      William relaxed. Thank you, he replied.

      

      Deciding that distributing his money for his purchases required more than what he could do on his phone, William locked the door to his building, hailed a cab, and returned to the hotel he’d been using as a home base. Once there, he ordered from room service, took the pad by the phone used for messages, and settled on the couch. His laptop was open, and he began his list making and purchasing in earnest.

      It was late into the dinner hour in the hotel’s five-star restaurant before he accepted the menu from the waiter and gave his drink preference. He skimmed the selections, then set the leather folder aside. The waiter delivered a club soda with lime, took the food order, and left William with his view of the pool area.

      He sipped his soda and congratulated himself on a day well spent. Finalizing the purchase of the properties, ordering much needed supplies, and wrangling a reluctant journalist for an interview could exhaust a man. He shook his head at his musings, and the time it took for him to realize he personally didn’t need to do all that was listed on the pad in his hotel room, and the extra ideas he’d constructed in spreadsheets and documents on his computer. Delegating. If he was to run this business, and be successful, he needed to learn to hand over jobs to competent employees. With what he knew so far of Piper McCarthy, he would be a fool to not utilize her extensive skills. Now he needed to convince her Portland, and his business, were what she wanted as her next career.
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      At one the following afternoon, Jesse held Piper’s hand as the commercial jet taxied down the runway of Dulles Airport. Glancing out the window, he watched the sun sparkle on the Potomac before the plane banked north, then headed west. The cityscape gave way to the green beyond the connecting metropolis that covered most of the East Coast, before clouds obscured his view. He would have preferred to stay home longer, would have liked to keep Piper to himself for the rest of her pregnancy, would have been satisfied if she, drawing on her past experiences, had taken the desk job of a travel columnist the Globe offered her. But he agreed to come with her for this interview. He knew Piper and knew she craved adventure. Hell, he was guilty of the same adrenaline addiction. They talked of buying a house with a yard, so their child could grow up in an All-American neighborhood and have a shot at being normal. Nether of the kid’s parents originated from something resembling normalcy, and he and Piper agreed they would be better parents than what was modeled for them. Part of Jesse knew they would be feeling their way on how to raise a kid the same as every other parent did. And part of him knew that between the two of them, their kid would have more experiences than America would consider normal. But this was the promise she made to him before embarking on her final assignment for the Washington Globe. Since they returned from Africa, and discovered their new roles as pending parents, they both agreed there were other ways to find the adventure high besides putting themselves in constant danger.

      Having made technology and the Internet his friend long before people carried them in their hands, Jesse researched Portland and William Randall. He admitted the man piqued his interest with the details Randall had shared with Piper. If Randall was successful, Jesse knew Piper would satisfy the compassionate, do-gooder part of her that drove her to make a difference in the world. He decided he could find work anywhere. Maybe as an instructor at a martial arts studio, a programmer for a start-up, or an interpreter at a government or corporate office. With the salary Randall tossed out to Piper, anything he earned would be play money.

      The flight attendant announced they had reached cruising altitude, and those who were interested could purchase Internet use. Jesse released Piper’s hand and slid his tablet free from the carry-on under the seat in front of him. He had saved the MLS numbers of several houses. Pulling up the email of a realtor recommended by one of his contacts in the city, he requested a meeting and gave a list of the properties they wanted to see. Glancing at what Piper was doing, he raised a brow at the picture from Google Earth.

      With her usual multiple tabs open on her tablet, Piper zoomed in on the street, and then the office building recently purchased by William Randall, since she wanted a look at it before she arrived for her interview. She discovered, in her deeper research of the man, he also owned a warehouse several blocks away from the office building, and a boat repair shop in a mostly abandoned industrial park on the bank of the Willamette River, close to downtown Portland. Her other tabs had to do with possible family relations, hints at his finances, and newspaper articles that mentioned him on an A-list for private and charity functions.

      After two hours, they each replaced their devices and relaxed back in their seats, eyes closed.

      Piper turned her head toward Jesse and said, “Maybe you can interview for a job, too. Then we could have the same schedule.”

      “I don’t share your deftness of organization or office management.”

      Piper smiled. “I was thinking William might want your expertise in other areas.”

      “Honey, I’m not getting paid for that expertise.”

      She laughed. “But you would get paid to train the people he intends to hire for the kinds of jobs he’s talking about.”

      Jesse opened his eyes and glanced down at Piper. She shifted so her head rested on his shoulder. My Piper, he thought, always thinking. “Maybe,” he said, and kissed the top of her head.

      It was a twenty-minute taxi ride from the Portland International Airport to their hotel. They were settled in their room when the realtor called. Yes, they had time now to view some of the properties. The realtor, Ms. Hiltin, a robust woman of about forty-five with thick dark curls and honest eyes, picked them up at their hotel and talked non-stop about the area and the pros of living not just in Oregon but in the wonderful city of Portland.

      They looked at four houses before arriving at the one backed up to a tributary that drained into the Willamette River. Jesse thought Piper would like this property, and when she squeezed his hand, he knew he was right. As Ms. Hiltin led them through the rooms, Piper’s smile remained. And when they stepped to the grassy backyard that eventually sloped down to the water, where they had their own wooden pier, Piper put her arm around Jesse’s waist and leaned into him.

      “Can you see it?” she asked. “Right there, under the willow, facing the water, so we could watch the sunsets.”

      “I’ll have to build it,” he said, knowing she referred to the wooden swing they talked about having some day. It seemed today was the day to at least buy the view.

      “Shouldn’t we wait to see if you accept the job?” he asked.

      “Even if I don’t, I like Portland. It would be nice to get out of the icy cold and feet-deep snow, to live somewhere besides one of the most populated cities in the U.S. We promised each other we would start over. New jobs. A new home. We already know several contacts who live here. What do you think? We have everything to gain.” She tilted her head back and looked into his dark eyes.

      He was tired of D.C. After all the places he’d lived growing up and during his short stint in the military, he realized his home wasn’t a location, but Piper. If she wanted Portland, and this house, with this view and a swing he would make for her, then he couldn’t deny her. Not this. Not anything.

      “I think, yes.”

      Ms. Hiltin was momentarily speechless when Jesse said they wanted the house. She pulled out her cell phone to call her office when Jesse assured her they qualified.

      Giving them recommendations for a handyman, the best places to shop, details on the neighborhood, and even a mechanic for their car, Ms. Hiltin dropped them at their hotel with a promise to call the next day, or as soon as the buyers accepted the offer.
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      At 6:00 AM, Piper reached over to the nightstand and turned off the alarm clock. She sighed, taking a moment to let her brain wake up and run through her to-do list for the day. Realizing the one item for sure on her agenda was the interview at eight, and then waiting for Ms. Hiltin to call them back with a confirmation that their contract for the house was accepted, she relaxed, enjoying the softness of the bed and the cloud-light weight of the comforter.

      Jesse shifted, curved an arm around her, then nuzzled the nape of her neck. “Mm…” he hummed as his mouth found her shoulder, then her ear. “You feel good. You smell good.”

      “I smell like I always do, and I feel like I have a half a beach ball taped to the front of me.”

      “You always smell incredible. And,” he rolled her to her back, “you look more beautiful every day.” He would never tire of seeing the love in her eyes when she looked at him. “There’s something about this West Coast air,” he said, and kissed her.

      Only when he felt her lust rise to meet his own did he move from her mouth to her chin, to the spot on her neck that, according to Piper, made her toes curl when he used his teeth and tongue on her. Her breasts, changing from the pregnancy, were as sensitive as always. His fascination with the slight changes in her body had him studying her each day, cataloging what he knew she chose not to pay attention to, like the widening of nearly every part of her. He found the process intriguing, and as a man who paid attention to detail, he enjoyed the reshaping of her body to accommodate the life they had created. Slipping inside her, loving her with his body, feeling the shift of her legs as they wrapped around him, her soft fingers as they caressed his arms and back, her moans of pleasure, and the gasp of his name on her lips as she arched into him with her release, had his breath hitching, his heart stuttering. Lucky bastard, he said to himself as he followed Piper into bliss.

      Later, when Piper slipped from the bed saying she refused to be late to the second job interview she’d ever had, Jesse grinned and watched a naked Piper pad softly to the bathroom. Tucking his hands behind his head, he stared at the ceiling. Finally, he thought, their life would be their own. No more death threats. No more dangerous assignments. No more trying to fit in with a city that sometimes felt as if his clothes were made of sandpaper. They could make a fresh start. A new address, new phone numbers, new jobs. A home and a family. It was what they talked about, dreamed about, the past couple of years. Maybe, after another four decades of waking up with Piper, he could finally recover from her last assignment and how close he’d come to losing her. But he hadn’t. He glanced at the closed bathroom door when he heard the shower turn off. Thinking he was as excited for Piper’s interview as she was, he liked the idea of working for Randall, if the man would accept Piper’s suggestion and interview him as well. If not, he was confident he could find something here, in their place of new beginnings.

      Too nervous to eat a big breakfast, Piper insisted they stop at the coffee shop on the corner. Herbal tea for her, caffeine for him, and whatever pastry the barista offered to pair with their drink order. Wearing a flowered sundress and wedge sandals, Piper donned her sunglasses against the late summer sun that spilled between the high rises, which were not as tall as those in New York or Los Angeles or Tokyo.

      Jesse kept pace with her, his polo shirt untucked to conceal the weapon at the small of his back, clipped onto the waistband of his jeans. Behind his shades, his attention scanned the street, the people, the cars. It was a habit, a skill that kept him alive, and one he didn’t feel the need to change.

      Piper chatted about the neighborhood through which they walked. She informed him of the businesses interspersed with condos and apartments, and the history of the building that housed William’s office. It was unique, as it only had two stories and a basement. Though the structure was twenty years old, it had never been remodeled or refurbished, and Piper wondered if that was on William’s list. After another two blocks, she stopped in front of the office door and handed Jesse the empty pastry bag.

      “I don’t know how long I’ll be. You’ll be close?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ll do an interview if I can convince William?”

      “Yes.”

      “Alright.” She smiled, then leaned in for a quick kiss.

      “Good luck,” he said, and watched her enter the building.

      Half a block down was a public trashcan. Across the street from the office was a café and newsstand. It would be a good place to keep an eye on the building and get a feel for the area that had already charmed Piper. Jesse checked his watch, glanced around once more, then dumped his trash on his way across the street.
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      Stepping out of the warm sun, Piper pulled off her sunglasses and dropped them into her purse. The hallway where she stood led to the back of the property and opened into a type of courtyard, as she could see weeds and decorative rock. To her left, the wall ended to reveal a carpeted reception area and an open office door.

      “Hello,” she called out. A man, tall and wide with short dark hair that was longer on the top than the sides, stood in the doorway. He looked much like the few pictures she’d found of him online.

      “Hello,” he said.

      “I’m Piper McCarthy,” she informed him, crossing the empty space of the outer office, then extending her hand.

      William thought she looked exactly like her most recent picture in the Globe. “Nice to meet you. I’m William Randall. Come in. Sit down. I would offer you something, but I haven’t stocked the office yet.”

      “That’s okay. I’m fine.” She glanced at a pea-green, cracked Naugahyde chair, and carefully perched on the edge of the seat.

      “Sorry about that,” he gestured to the chair she sat in. “I’ve ordered furniture. It won’t arrive until next week. That, and this,” he pointed to his own worn-out chair with a seventies color-scheme, “are leftovers from the previous business.”

      “Which, I’m guessing, wasn’t an interior design company. Or it was, and this points to the reason they are no longer around.”

      He felt the corner of his mouth twitch in what might be considered a smile, but it didn’t last long. Her sense of humor would be welcome, considering he couldn’t remember the last time he laughed.

      “Thank you for coming to Portland. Regardless of whether or not you accept the position, I’ll reimburse you before you leave today.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m not going to pretend that with your abilities and skills you haven’t thoroughly researched me since I left you that voicemail. I prefer to know instead of assume, and work from facts rather than presumptions.” When she said nothing, he continued, “I’ve spent the last thirty-six hours reading your articles and ordering supplies. I know you are well-traveled, respected in your field—former field—you graduated in the top five percent of your class at Syracuse, you’ve taken world language classes, know your way around a computer, and have a database of contacts that would make a five-star general envious.”

      Piper raised a brow. Good thing she hadn’t spent hours updating her resume and writing a cover letter. William made use of his own research skills, and she wondered how he knew of the last piece of information.

      “The first request I have is that you tell me about your last assignment.”

      Piper sipped from her cooling herbal tea and studied him over the cup. She hadn’t even told her boss at the Globe everything that happened, or her contacts in law enforcement who were still cleaning things up. “If you’ve read my articles so far, you’ll know what happened. Why I was in Egypt and the outcome of that assignment.”

      Holding her gaze, he said, “I want to hear the story from you, start to finish. Include the details that weren’t printed in the paper, the ones you didn’t share with your boss or colleagues.”

      “Why?”

      “There is much to be learned about a person from the way they tell a story.” When she narrowed her gaze, he said, “Not only do I need to know about you, Piper the person, I also need to understand your level of skill. What I plan to do here requires confidentiality, a unique personality, compassion, a strong intellect, the ability to multi-task to the extreme, and absolute attention to detail. So,” he paused and settled back in the uncomfortable office chair, “in your words, tell me the truth about your last assignment.”

      He watched her watching him. This was the best test he could devise on short notice. And he was genuinely interested in what the woman would share.

      “I’m curious,” Piper said, “why did you name your company Asset, Incorporated?”

      “A fair question,” William said and leaned forward. “Employees will be an asset to not only the company with their skills and abilities, but to the clients who are unable to find help elsewhere. The clients are an asset to the company, because they will provide the means for the employees to be paid well for the dangerous situations they will be in, and for the opportunity to assist those who some might consider beyond help. The company, and what everyone within it will do for society, including law enforcement, is an asset in balancing the scales of injustice. My vision offers employees an alternative to the government alphabet agencies, a way to fuel their humanitarian efforts, to ply their skills, and give an outlet for their preference of high-risk situations. In twenty years, I hope to reflect on the track record of Asset, Inc., and know I kept people from harm, found the missing, rescued the imprisoned, returned precious items, and enriched the lives of those who worked for me and those who sought out the services of my company.”

      Because she understood and agreed with everything he said, Piper sipped from her tea, then sat more fully in the piece of furniture that should be on its way to a second-hand store after being reupholstered, knowing this interview would last longer than she planned. She thought of Jesse, and her promise to him, the house she’d fallen in love with yesterday, and the easy smile Jesse wore the past couple of weeks. Honesty, she knew, could make or break a relationship. If she wanted this one to work, to be the receptionist Mr. Randall needed, and believed her to be, then she would give him what he asked for, in her words, with all the details. He guaranteed confidentiality. She understood the importance of trust. The description of his new business excited her. Piper realized she and Jesse weren’t the only ones who desired a fresh start. Taking a breath, she nodded, then began her tale.
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      It wasn’t the heat that woke me, but rather the shadow that briefly passed over my face in regular intervals, like the lights of a neon sign splashing through a hotel window. My eyelids lifting seemed to be the only part of me that moved on command. The open expanse of an unmarred sky filled my vision. Blinking, dots multiplied in front of my eyes from the brilliant rays of the sun that seemed to spotlight me as if I were the sole actor on a stage. In descending, concentric circles above me were my supporting cast members donning costumes of black feathers and bare, red-skinned heads.

      Shifting my gaze, I realized one of the pals of the circling cast members already joined me on the stage and was hopping in my direction for a closer look. The thought of waving my arms to discourage his curiosity amounted to a twitch of my fingers. As hot grains of sand shifted around my digits, I realized I had no recollection of how I had come to be where I was when I regained consciousness. As the curious creature hopped closer, I recognized it as a vulture. Wasn’t carrion their meal of choice? And if they ventured so near to me, how long have I been lying here? The presence of the feathered foe didn’t concern me as much as his size. Perhaps it was due to my position at ground level looking up, but he appeared to be as large as a German shepherd.

      “I’m not dead yet,” I said, or at least those were the words that strung themselves together in my mind. What emanated from my weak larynx was a croak.

      The carrion-eater fluffed his wings and cocked his head as if he wasn’t used to his meal making a sound. He paused, just out of reach. Willing my fingers to gather a fistful of sand, it took more energy than I believed I had to toss the grains his way. His startled response was to flap his wings and take to the air, the liftoff stirring up more of the sand.

      Turning my head to look in the other direction, I closed my eyes in an attempt to stop the tilting horizon. Behind my lids, I noticed the ache in my skull. Is this what a migraine felt like? Or had another vulture pecked at my gray matter? To postpone my body becoming a buffet for whatever called this part of the globe home, I needed to ensure there weren’t any scavengers, or other predators, close by.

      Forcing my eyes to open, I worked to focus on scanning the space around me. Sand dunes. Waves of heat shimmered in every direction, rising from the rolling, shifting hills. I tried to lick my lips, taking two attempts before realizing the dried, numb apparatus traced roughly over chapped lips and did nothing to relieve the discomfort. How long have I been out here? And where was “here”?

      Just because no animal immediately wanted to consume me didn’t mean I could continue to lie on the sand, exposed to the elements. Wiggling my fingers and toes, sensation flooded into my extremities. I rolled to my right side, knowing my dominant arm would have the best chance of pushing me vertical. Sitting up, I clutched the sides of my head as the sudden movement awakened what I thought to be a previously mild ache. Squeezing my eyes closed against the stab of pain, the sting of sunburned skin on the back of my hands and face barely registered. Breathing deep, I assessed if there were other parts of my body that were injured. Besides an overall soreness, nothing else seemed amiss. Peering down the front of me, there was no visible blood. Sweat rings created an interesting pattern on the white linen tunic I wore. Matching pants ended above my ankles. Simple leather sandals adorned my feet, their straps crisscrossing over the top of my toes and around my heel, holding onto bottoms that appeared to be made from a basket.

      Searching around, I wondered if I had brought a canteen of water with me, a purse with an ID, money, or a cell phone. When nothing stood out against the beige sand, I realized only the water and the ID were important. The first to save my life, the second to tell me who the hell I was.

      My name, or any memory of where I found myself and how I had arrived, was gone. However, the survival instinct to get up and get moving was strong. It took more than one try, but eventually, my torso found a delicate balance atop my legs. There was a breeze, and my mind served up the information of prevailing winds, the turn of the earth on its axis, the current position of the sun and its most likely trajectory, and which direction I should travel. Though there were no visible footprints remaining from my trek here, my position of collapse indicated from which direction I had come. In considering retracing my invisible steps, a sense of dread pricked at the edge of my awareness. Had I been running away from something? Someone? Glancing down at the lightweight clothes that created a thin barrier between the sun and my skin, I knew this was not my preferred, or usual, attire. Looking again at the horizon, there was nothing that gave an indication of a mountain, a town, or a roadway. Nothing moved except grains of sand pushed by the air currents, and my companions who felt a need to observe my movements from overhead. Choosing, I put one sandaled foot in front of the other. East.

      While my body continued in the direction I had chosen, with little interference from me, it left room in my mind for conscious thought to try and piece together what I knew and remembered. Did I have a family? In which country was I born, and was I a patriot of another? Did I have a college degree? Was I married? What did I do for a living?

      The temperatures began to drop along with the sun. Twilight held the dunes in a soft lavender light. The alpine glow marked the layers of the atmosphere, from faded gold to pale pink, purple, then deep blue. The black of night poked by starlight began directly behind me. My vulture escorts disappeared, perhaps deciding there must be an easier meal elsewhere.

      Pausing to enjoy the gentle shift away from daylight, I noticed a dark shape a short distance in front of me. Severely dehydrated people hallucinate, and I wondered if this was a gift from my splintering mind moments before death in an effort to offer me what I needed most. Unable to douse the spark of hope that what I saw was a tree line, and therefore a water source, not a mirage, I continued forward.

      Like moss near a waterfall, where airborne droplets of moisture are enough to sustain life and support growth, my body recognized the increase in humidity. As much of a geological phenomenon as the dunes were, so was the underground stream that, due to shifting rock layers, broke through the surface of the earth’s crust to run for a hundred feet before collecting in a small pool, then disappearing again beneath the sand. Thick-branched bushes and tall-leafed grasses clustered around the bank of the short stream. There was no need for the roots to grow deep in search of moisture, as they would only encounter dry sand instead of the life-giving water that had risen in order for the fauna to exist in an otherwise barren landscape.

      I dropped to my knees on the bank, uncaring that the wet sand would add its mark to my already worn and stained clothes. In the fading light, I couldn’t tell if there were fish in the water. Though I heard no call or splash from frogs, my ears discerned the buzz of insects. From somewhere in my encyclopedia of knowledge, I decided that Beaver Fever, caused by drinking water downstream from where beavers have dammed up a river and polluted it with urine, wasn’t likely, and if the water was moving, I might not need the purification pills I didn’t have. Cupping my hands together, I immersed them in the stream. Cool. Wet. Elated that it appeared to be real, not an excellent hallucination by a mind in its death throes, I brought the water to my nose and sniffed. I had a sudden flash of pulling delivery cartons from a refrigerator and sniffing to see if the leftovers had turned. Clean. The water lacked any faint aroma of chlorine. I knew these flashes of insight were important, slices of information that would help me fill in the vacancy of my memory, but right now, my survival depended on what I held in my hand. I sipped.

      The first drops of water revived my cells, but it took several palmfuls before my throat worked right. Careful not to drink too much, too fast, I alternated swallowing with looking closer at the foliage, measuring the length and width of the stream and the pool, and recognizing the constellations that shined vibrantly in the sky. With my thirst slacked, I laid back against a clump of grass and studied the stars. The database I seemed to have for scientific knowledge told me which hemispheres I was in. Based on inferences regarding the season, I narrowed down the continent, and even the most likely country. Because there were no clouds to obscure the stars, a rainstorm was unlikely to occur before dawn. The brush that surrounded me was the only shelter available. With my thirst temporarily satisfied, and my body worn out from the physical exertion that brought me from wherever I started to this moment, including hours in the sun, I dropped into sleep. Only after a bit of rest did the dreams begin.

      Perhaps it was the level of exhaustion or the exposure to the elements, but the images that played themselves on the inside of my eyelids weren’t the visual metaphorical pictures my subconscious would deliver during times of stress. These had a different feel. Memories? I wasn’t sure, but the more I chased them or tried to hold on to one of the flashing scenes, the faster they slipped away. I forced myself to be still in the ethereal space, like an audience member in a movie theater, hoping to remember the details. In the final picture, I stood on a balcony wall. The white stucco construction that reflected the moonlight was the south wing of a palace. Domes, painted in gold with a ring of blue tile that separated the white stucco from the curved tops, were interspersed along the roof of the royal home. I couldn’t see anyone through the glass door that divided the balcony from the room. I hesitated, expecting someone to see me, to question what it was I was doing on the wall. Instead, I stepped back into the open space below.

      I jackknifed up, my heart thumping hard. I pressed my hand over my sternum to prevent the organ from creating its own exit. In the moments it took for my eyes to adjust to the pre-dawn darkness, for my breath to cease rushing in and out, I recognized the buzz of insects. The oasis. Looking up, I gauged the degree of movement the constellations had trekked across the sky and determined I had slept for about six hours. Soon, the sun would rise. I still had no way to carry water, and I wasn’t sure when I would cross a road or reach a town.

      Shifting on the cool sand, I drew my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around my shins. It did nothing to quiet the rumbling in my belly, but it did remind me of all the places that were sore. The last image from my dreams, the one of the white palace, made me search the sky for the moon. Three-quarters full. So, I hadn’t been away from the palace for more than a day. I wasn’t sure if it was waxing or waning, but its proximity to the western horizon confirmed how much time remained before my skin would once again suffer the effects of the African sun. Realizing I had been on the continent before, even though the constantly shifting sand dunes made it impossible to map the same route, there was a tug at a memory, a familiarity to the seemingly endless landscape of sand and sky. Deciding I should continue before dawn, I rolled to my knees, then leaned forward to again drink my fill. Humans, like all animals, could exist for some time without food. Not so without water.

      Standing, I stretched my arms overhead and shook out my legs. I apparently had taken care of myself before waking up in the Sahara the previous day. My body was toned, and my mind didn’t recoil at the thought of the unknown hours and miles ahead of me before I encountered another person.

      Deciding a swim in the water would refresh my clothes and spirit, I unbuckled the sandals, then waded into the cool, flowing stream. I refused to entertain the thought that the giant tiger fish, known as the “piranha of Africa,” could have found their way from the Nile to this piece of paradise. The vegetation that grew here supported wildlife in the form of insects and birds, but nothing of the long, black, slithery variety. Lying back, I submerged myself, enjoying the reprieve from the heat, the grains of sand in my hair and under my clothes, dried sweat, and the fear and confusion of not knowing who I was or how and why I had ended up in Northern Africa, likely Egypt. Standing, I slicked my hair back from my face and walked to the edge of the stream. I attached my shoes, then followed the dark strip of wet sand and emerged from the foliage surrounding the stream just as the water disappeared back into the earth.

      With an unobstructed view, I searched what I could see of the horizon. No campfires. No glow of lights from a city. No ribbon of red or white indicating vehicles on a highway. With the moon at my back, I continued east. Unless my luck continued, and I discovered oases along the way, I wouldn’t last the distance to the Gulf of Suez, the Red Sea, or Israel, whichever was closest and lay directly in front of me.
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      As my feet moved on their own, I replayed the string of pictures from the dream.

      

      An ID badge hung around my neck. I hadn’t seen the name or had a clear recollection of any facial features on it. Airplanes and airports. Some of the signs were in English, others in Arabic, Sudanese, and French. There was a limo, long and glossy black with a uniformed driver, waiting for me outside the terminal.

      On a congested street in Cairo, with the airport some distance behind us, there was a flash of light and a rumble. The scene outside the windshield of the limo rolled in a circle once, twice, three times before the car came to rest upside down, the spider-webbed windshield coated with the driver’s blood. My sunglasses had been knocked off. There was a burning pain in my shoulder and my belly. The seatbelt. I struggled to find the buckle, then the button to release it. My fingers slipped and fumbled. I put my good arm over my head to break my fall to the roof of the ruined car. Turning around, I grabbed my purse with one hand, pulled the door handle with the other. It opened easily. Hands reached in to pull me out.

      I asked about the driver, asked what happened, though I knew. My voice, loud and high-pitched, sounded a little hysterical to my own ears. There were two men, and they each took one of my arms and directed me toward a van. A third man stood by the open rear doors. They were unconcerned about the driver of the limo, the pedestrians injured in the blast, or the shopkeepers trying to protect their wares from the looters always present and willing to take advantage of any opportunity to score merchandise in order to sell for a quick profit. A buzz began in the back of my brain. It wasn’t coming from outside of me because the bomb that exploded in front of, or maybe underneath, the limo had temporarily taken most of my hearing. When I began to pull back, to find some purchase on the debris-littered street, the men lifted me up and half-tossed me into the cargo space of the van. I kicked out, my sneakers connecting with the one holding the door open. His grunt was little satisfaction, as was the punch I threw, catching one of my escorts in the mouth. His own fist landed on the side of my head, and stars burst in my vision before it went dark.

      

      Pausing in my trek through the sand, I bent over and braced my hands on my knees. The headache that disappeared the previous night with water and rest returned as if to remind me the abduction was real. The car bomb had been planned. They’d discovered my arrival and thought to give me first-hand experience of the information I requested, and they refused to hand over. And why would they? With money came power, and greed wasn’t far behind. Power meant control and wealth on their end, and addiction from the client end fueled the machine. The bigger the machine, the greater the number of components. Drugs. Weapons and ammunition. Metals and gems. The skin trade.

      Flexing the fingers on my right hand, I noticed the scrapes on my knuckles from the punch in the back of the van had healed enough that they didn’t break open. Exhaling a long breath, I straightened. I had been walking east for roughly an hour. Though the ball of nuclear fusion that allowed life as we know it to exist on this planet had yet to make its appearance over the horizon in front of me, the sky had lightened, nearly a reverse of the previous night’s show at dusk. I looked up and could discern only a handful of stars from the fading black. Rubbing the throb on the side of my head, whether from thirst or the memory of getting hit I wasn’t sure, I searched in front of me for a sign of civilization.

      As the first rays of sunlight burst up and over the dunes, they caught something metallic. Though I have perfect vision, since I wore no glasses or contacts, I squinted, as if that would give the object more detail. I watched for a while and saw another. They moved slowly on a track across the expanse of desert. Whether it was the Suez Highway that would need to be plowed regularly to remove the sand from the concrete, or what passed for a rural road in this part of the world, it meant people and help. I hesitated a moment, remembering the last time I thought I was being helped. I guessed Cairo was at least two days behind me. I couldn’t last another day out here with no shelter, no water. I flexed the fingers on my right hand again and started toward the road.

      Judging by the angle of the sun, it was mid-morning by the time I reached the wide, relatively flat stretch of concrete, about the width of a runway, and lined with periodic posts topped with reflectors. The two slow-moving vehicles that alerted me to this discovery were long gone. Glancing one way and then the other, I noticed no travelers close, as yet, that I could flag down. I didn’t know if I had crossed the border from Egypt into Suez. Even if I had my cell phone, without a tower, Google Earth or my GPS wouldn’t be much help. Deciding I could see farther if I stayed where I was, on top of the dune next to the road rather than down on the concrete, I sat on the hot sand. Drawing up my knees, I wrapped my arms around them and fixed my gaze forward, willing a kind driver to come soon.

      As the minutes ticked by, and nothing in the landscaped changed, except the ever-shifting grains of sand, subtly growing shadows cast by the dunes, and the floating movement of the sun, I returned to the flashes of memory my mind churned up from the recent past. My brief monologues with the vultures had been in English. The multilingual signs in the airports were just as easily read. So, I knew at least three languages and had an affinity for scientific facts. The badge I wore around my neck was an impression, so not clear enough to see a name or face or company that issued it… it wasn’t a passport. I could feel the sunburned skin between my eyebrows protest at the scowl, so I deliberately relaxed my face. I had to relax again when my brows popped up. A press pass? Was I a journalist? If so, who sent me to Egypt? Was I on assignment, or on my own? If it was the former, wouldn’t someone be looking for me if I didn’t check in? If it was the latter, I was screwed.

      A spark of light lit on the road. I watched its progress. Standing, I made my way as gracefully as possible down the twenty-foot dune and stood next to one of the reflector-topped posts. The white of the truck and the reflection off the windshield blended with the grey-white concrete and pale sand. I heard the engine before I could make out it was an International SUV that had rolled off the assembly line some time ago. Hoping they were friendly, I waved my arms over my head. A smile bloomed on my face as I heard the transmission downshift.

      When the vehicle rolled to a stop, I peered in the open driver’s side window. A man about sixty with black hair, dark skin, a trim mustache, and two gold-capped teeth that winked when he smiled, rested his arm on the door. He spoke rapidly in Sudanese, some dialect I wasn’t completely familiar with. I must have looked confused, as he switched languages and tried again. It gave me the moment I needed to devise a story as to how I had ended up in the middle of nowhere, with no vehicle, luggage, ID, or water.

      In fluent Egyptian Arabic, I answered that I’d had a terrible argument with my companion, and when he’d stopped so I could relieve myself on the other side of the dune, he’d taken off and left me there. I assured the driver that if he could get me to Suez, I would locate my companion at the hotel we’d reserved and be able to compensate him in local currency for the ride. His gaze tracked down my body, telling me he would consider a different kind of compensation. When he nodded and gestured toward the passenger side, I skirted around the front of the ancient SUV and climbed in. I decided the odds of being in the car with a stranger were better than remaining in the desert.

      The vehicle had passed its prime sometime in the previous decade. Springs poked up through the threadbare upholstered seat. The windows were rolled down, as the AC hadn’t worked since the driver acquired the vehicle. But the stereo did, and a cassette in the dash played drums accompanied by a flute and melodic chanting. Between the wind rushing through the open windows and the music, conversation was blessedly sparse.

      He introduced himself, then pulled a bottle from under the seat. Placing the cork between his teeth, and watching me more than the road, he pulled the cork free and handed it to me. I eyed it skeptically, then took the label-free bottle, lifting it in a gesture of thanks. A quick sniff as I brought it to my lips confirmed it was alcohol. If nothing else, it would have killed any germs the driver had and might get the saliva glands working in my dry mouth. The burn of the rotgut liquor had tears pricking my eyes. I smiled around the mouthful and swallowed. I handed the bottle back and did my best to cover the cough. In a show of solidarity, the driver toasted me and took his own swallow before replacing the cork and setting the bottle on the seat between us.

      After several miles, and the unchanging scenery, I rested my head back against the top of the seat. I wouldn’t let myself sleep. My gaze drifted up and landed on the visor. I knew I was female and in relatively good physical shape. Whatever formal education I had received, I seemed to have retained most of it. Besides my dark hair that had blown constantly across my face, I had no recollection of what I looked like. I wet my lips with a tongue that had lost the burn of the alcohol. Reaching up, I flipped down the visor.

      The small, dirty mirror reflected back light brown eyes. A straight nose, rounded cheeks, and full lips all carried a shade of red I knew would peel.

      My action caught the attention of my friendly chauffer, Armand, and he asked how long I had been waiting for a ride.

      “Since yesterday. I’ve always protected my skin, but my companion took off with everything I own, including my hat and sunscreen.”

      “And you’re sure you’ll be able to find your companion in Suez?”

      I smiled, recognizing skepticism in his voice, and flipped up the visor. “You’ll be rewarded for getting me safely to town.”

      We shared the bottle a second time, and he offered a brief history of the region. I realized I knew the major points Armand talked about and felt as if he was giving me a quiz to determine how naïve I was and, therefore, how much he could take advantage of the situation.

      As we closed the distance to Suez, there were more vehicles on the road. Many of them weren’t new, and after several minutes in traffic, I could understand why. Like in most large cities around the world, traffic laws in Suez were suggestions drivers often chose to ignore. That led to fender benders, and the cars and trucks carried those battle scars. Some streets were littered with trash, hosted boarded-up buildings, and questionable citizens who perched on concrete steps or lounged against newer vehicles. As we drove closer to the city center, men in business suits and women in a variety of Western and Middle Eastern dress occupied street-side cafés. Shops had their doors propped open. Clean sidewalks and the occasional bench for public transportation made it appear as if it could have been any metropolitan area anywhere on the globe. I sat up straighter in the seat, my mind forming and discarding plans on how I was going to shake loose my new friend and get out of the country when I had no ID and no money.

      We cruised the streets of Suez, since I told him I didn’t remember the name of the hotel, only the picture from the website. What I was searching for was a busy restaurant or café attached to an upscale hotel or inn.

      “There,” I said, and pointed out through the windshield.

      A quaint two-story building with white and pale pink awnings over the windows and the front door took up about half the city block. The white sign, with pale pink rosebuds in the corners, announced
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