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Synopsis

FBI agent Sera Warren has been working undercover to
track a domestic terrorist group to its origins. When her cover is
blown, her priority shifts from closing her case to just making it
through the day alive. She ends up in the middle of a bank heist,
pointing a gun at her ex-girlfriend, Torrence “Tor” Jewel. She sees
a flicker of recognition in Tor’s eyes as she pulls her gun and
yells, “On the floor!”

Before Tor can fully register that “the one who got
away” is standing in front of her, she’s pushed facedown onto the
floor. Sera might as well shoot her now because as soon as she gets
up, Tor’s going to kill her. Or kiss her. She’s still
undecided.

First, they have to survive their reunion, then they
can worry about happily ever after.


Praise for Jove Belle

“[All] three novellas [in Uncommon Romance]
are complete, satisfying on both emotional and sensual
levels.”—Publishers Weekly

“After reading Jove Belle’s new book, Uncommon
Romance, I’m convinced that the novella is the perfect length
for thoughtful erotica.”—C-Spot Reviews

Indelible has “some pleasing plot twists and
delicious sex scenes.”—Seattle Gay News

Chaps grips the reader in its first few pages
and never lets go…There are heart-pounding scary scenes contrasted
with plenty of quiet country roads, and enough action to keep the
pages flying.”— Just About Write

Edge of Darkness “wins points for its
well-rounded and developed main character and its breezy, light
writing style, making it a fun read…The plotline has its share of
twists, turns and revelations…I look forward to reading more from
Jove Belle.”—Our Chart

“Edge of Darkness is a very well written book.
It has sympathetic characters, an exciting story, hot sex, and a
wonderful cliff-hanger ending. This is a book that makes the reader
forget everything but turning the next page.”—Just About
Write


The Job

© 2014 By Jove Belle. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-62639-257-1

 


This Electronic Book is published by

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, New York 12185

 


First Edition: October 2014

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in
any form without permission.

 


Credits

Editor: Shelley Thrasher

Production Design: Stacia Seaman

Cover Design By Sheri
(GraphicArtist2020@hotmail.com)


By the Author

Edge of Darkness

Split the Aces

Chaps

Indelible

Love and Devotion

Uncommon Romance: Three Erotic Novellas

The Job


For Tara, who continues to love me year after
year.

I love you.


Chapter One

“You’re going to have to talk to him.” John sat
straight in his chair, his eyes focused and hard as he watched
Sera.

Sera Williams, a name she’d answered to for so long
she’d almost gotten used to it, was involved enough in the illegal
interests of Lithman Corporation to be afraid of the way John
studied her just a little too long. A man like him didn’t look at
you unless he knew what he was going to find. Right now, he
obviously had unanswered questions, and she hoped to hell they
didn’t have anything to do with her.

“Tonight?” To her mind, Marcus was a problem that
could wait until the morning, but her opinion wasn’t the one that
counted.

Lithman Corporation, a multifaceted conglomerate,
had ties all over the world in every marketplace. The FBI’s
interest, and therefore Sera’s interest, was specific to the funds
Lithman funneled into an extremist group in the Middle East called
Liberty for Allah. Her job was fairly simple. She tracked the
money. Too bad simple wasn’t always easy.

John waved his hand dismissively but kept his gaze
trained on her. “No, it can wait until morning. Take care of it
first thing though.”

She nodded. With John, it was safest to speak only
when absolutely necessary. The rest of the time, she tried for
steadfast and silent. He seemed to appreciate it, as he’d promoted
her far too quickly for most people’s liking. John, however, didn’t
give a shit what other people liked. As far as Lithman’s criminal
enterprises in this city went, John was one step removed from God
and could do whatever he damn well wanted. He didn’t need the
approval of other people. They needed his.

Sera worked hard for him. Methodical and detail
oriented, she had just the right amount of ruthlessness. It had
gained her his recognition and, to a degree, his trust. He let her
manage a large amount of the daily business, interfacing with
street-level affiliates. So far, however, he’d kept a very tight
grip on any information regarding what happened to the money once
it moved beyond him.

She’d learned that Lithman’s affiliation with the
LFA was nothing more than a means to an end. A very bloody,
ruthless, political firestorm of an end, but an end nonetheless.
Lithman had interest in certain resources and felt they’d be better
able to manage those resources if they controlled the ruling
faction in the region. John hadn’t given even that small amount of
information freely to her. She’d stumbled across a memo in his
office, and the only thing the memo really proved was John was
aware of Lithman’s terrorist links. The thread of information
wasn’t enough to provide any further insight.

Sera had studied the tenets of the LFA carefully.
They abhorred capitalism, a system that Lithman embodied and
flourished within. It struck her as ironic that they could hate the
fundamental structure of Lithman, yet still take the money when it
was offered. She’d learned when it came to wealth, the people who
had it also had all the power, and the people who wanted it were
often willing to compromise to get it. Still, would the foot
soldiers be so willing to strap explosives to their chests and die
for their cause if they knew who paid for the bombs?

“Will that be all?” Sera kept both hands on the arms
of her chair, ready to stand when dismissed but casual enough to
look like she wasn’t rushing.

“Just get him in line.” John turned his attention to
his computer screen.

She still wasn’t sure exactly what she was supposed
to speak to Marcus about, but she wasn’t willing to ask John to
clarify. She would study the earnings reports and figure out for
herself what was bothering him. So far, all she’d found was
slightly below-average income from Marcus’s group, but nothing that
would raise a red flag. Definitely not anything to warrant a
one-on-one meeting with John. It didn’t help that he’d been overly
vague in his rant, saying only that he was disappointed and that
Sera needed to do something about it.

She stood. “I will. Thank you, sir.”

She left the meeting feeling uneasy for no good
reason, with plans to visit Marcus first thing in the morning.

*

Sera banged on the screen door, determined to wake
Marcus. The door was rusted and rattled like crazy, but so far
she’d only managed to draw attention from the neighbor without
actually rousing anyone inside the house. Her next move, if Marcus
didn’t respond, was to kick the damn thing in and wake him up with
her Glock. Of all her direct reports, Marcus challenged her the
most. He resented her position to an astounding degree. Although he
never came out and said the words, she could feel his judgment in
the way he looked at her, lingering on her hips and breasts. She
was a woman, which meant she was qualified to fill few roles for
him, and supervisor wasn’t one of them.

In a simpler world, one where she was who she
pretended to be, she would just kill him as a message to every
other low-life punk who wanted to test her resolve. As it was,
though, she had to remain on the right side of the law as much as
possible, even though she was posing as a badass gangster.

“Marcus, making me wait is not in your best
interest.” It was futile to raise her voice. If he didn’t hear her
banging, he probably couldn’t hear what she was saying either, but
it made her feel better to yell at him. Also, it was better than
shooting through the deadbolt, which is what she wanted to do.
Marcus flared her temper without even being there.

Her phone rang. Caller ID came up UNAVAILABLE. For
most people that meant a telemarketer was calling. For Sera, on
this phone, it meant her handler, Special Agent Elizabeth Morrigan,
was trying to reach her.

Beth had been her handler since she started this
assignment. At the onset, they hadn’t known each other, but now
Sera trusted the other woman with her life.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Sera kept her greeting
informal just in case someone was listening in.

“I need your report.” Beth spoke in her usual
succinct, no-nonsense way.

“Right now? I have a meeting starting,” Sera glanced
at her watch, “five minutes ago, actually. Marcus is late.”

“Military intelligence says something major is about
to happen, but nobody has any details. Have you heard
anything?”

NSA had reported with an escalating sense of urgency
that something big was coming. Unfortunately, no one seemed to know
exactly what that something was. The consensus was LFA was planning
a major terrorist action on US soil, but that’s where the
information dried up.

With every intersected and decoded message, the
pressure on Sera increased exponentially. She was one of a very few
federal agents who’d managed to infiltrate the LFA, even as
tangentially as through Lithman. That she couldn’t offer any
supporting details wasn’t surprising considering she’d been
undercover for a relatively short time, given the scope of the
operation, but it was still frustrating.

“They’ve been reporting that for months.” Sera
glanced around, checking again for signs that anyone might be home
and awake. The uneasy feeling from the night before still clung to
her. She wasn’t sure if it was the result of John’s meeting, which
had actually been a confusing non-meeting, or the increased
pressure for her to find something useful.

“I know. And they still don’t know what that means.
People keep asking me to clarify.” By “people” Beth meant every
superior in line above her, possibly all the way up to the FBI
director. If the buzz from military intelligence was loud enough,
and even semi-verifiable, then he definitely knew about it. LFA was
too well known to ignore reports about their activities.

“I wish I had something more to give you. I had a
meeting with John last night, and he gave no indication that
anything was coming.” An idea tickled at the back of her brain. He
hadn’t said anything specific, but he’d also shown unusual interest
in Marcus. “He was acting a little off, but that’s it. Nothing
concrete.”

“What did he do differently?” Beth was a good
handler because she was an expert interrogator, skilled at
extracting information that the subject often didn’t even realize
she knew.

“He was upset about Marcus’s performance. But other
crews have done worse with no notice from John. He sent me here to
talk to him this morning.”

“Huh. And Marcus isn’t there?”

Sera kicked the door. “Doesn’t look like anyone
is.”

“What do you think about Marcus? Is he LFA?”

Sera shrugged. “It’s possible.”

The shroud of secrecy at Lithman made it nearly
impossible to tell who was directly involved with LFA, therefore
considered a terrorist and a threat to national security, and who
was a garden-variety thug trying to make a buck. Both ended up in
jail eventually, but only one really interested her in the scope of
her investigation.

“Marcus traffics illegal firearms, correct?”

“Primarily, yes.”

Marcus’s group specialized in gunrunning, which made
him of special interest federally. Even if nothing panned out for
the case she was working on, ATF would benefit from the intel she
provided.

“How is he special enough to get John’s
attention?”

“That’s just it, he’s not.”

Marcus’s role in the organization was pretty simple.
He ran his crew and kicked up a set amount each week. The past few
weeks, he’d been consistently short. John had at least twenty men
beneath him who were exactly like Marcus.

“That’s…worrisome.”

Sera propped the screen open and pounded on the
wooden door. It wasn’t nearly as loud, but she liked a little
variety to her noise storm. Marcus had to be deaf or a corpse not
to hear her. She hoped he was just hard of hearing because dead
bodies were hard to explain, and she wasn’t in the mood for that
much paperwork.

She stepped off the porch and made her way through
the flowerbed that lined the front of the house. She peered in the
window. The room was dark. “No one’s home here. Want me to go in
and take a look around?”

“Is the door unlocked?”

“Let me check.” She returned to the door and tried
the handle. Locked tight. She smiled. “It can be.”

She’d been standing in front of Marcus’s place for
over ten minutes, and the woman next door, a twenty-something
college student with black-rimmed glasses and a sweet ass, had
peered out her window three times. Finally, she’d given up the
pretense of subtlety and had come out to stand on her own porch.
She held her hand up to shade her eyes from the morning sun as she
stared at Sera. Sera had arrived at that moment of truth where she
either opened the door through any means possible or walked away.
Shooting a hole in the door, while a pleasant thought, would result
in the hot, nosey neighbor calling the police. Just like dead
bodies, conversations with local law enforcement required more
paperwork than they were worth.

“Not without a warrant. I want to be able to use
whatever you find.”

Sera glanced at her watch. “Okay, I’ll hang out here
for a few more minutes, then take off. The neighbor’s watching me.
I’ve been here too long.”

“Call if you learn anything.”

“Definitely.” Sera disconnected the call. She had an
old-school phone that looked like a $29.99 burner bought at the
local Walgreens. She hated it and had asked the bureau to upgrade
her too many times to count. The rest of the planet had a
smartphone, and she had a phone left over from 1999. Of course, it
fit in nicely in a world filled with arms dealers, murderers for
hire, and organized crime lords who all considered it normal to
conduct business anonymously with prepaid phones.

She banged on Marcus’s door one last time and was
about to walk away when a black SUV rumbled out of the alley next
to the house. The window on the driver’s side rolled down and
Marcus sat behind the wheel, staring at her in a way that set her
teeth on edge.

Marcus had an adorable little-boy smile, tousled
blond hair, and sparkling blue eyes that were a complete mismatch
to his cruel temper. She’d watched him do some truly inhumane
things while wearing that exact smile.

One time, when he’d thought one of his guys
was informing on him, Marcus had cut off all of his fingers with
garden shears, then left him stranded in the middle of the desert.
As they drove away, Marcus had cleaned his hands on a baby wipe and
asked who was in the mood for pancakes. Later she’d learned that a
vacationing family had found the man several weeks later. He’d
never made it out of the desert.

Back then, she’d been too new to the organization
and had no influence over how Marcus ran his crew. Even now, with
their relative positions within Lithman, she wasn’t likely to
intervene. As gruesome as it was, an execution like that was
nothing more than a staffing issue—not something that fell under
her purview.

Her role with the FBI was trickier. In a normal
investigation, torture and murder would be enough to close the net.
They would use the murder to extract other information and
establish current criminal activity in a RICO case. RICO, or
Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations act, was typically
the brass ring when investigating organized crime.

But the rules all changed when investigating
domestic and international terrorists. All she could do was make
note of the incident and include it in her report, then continue to
wait for something that the National Security Agency, NSA, found
actionable.

Between her position with Lithman, her assignment
from the FBI, and NSA mandates, Sera generally felt at odds with
her own instincts.

Marcus lowered the volume on his stereo and shifted
in his seat. It was a simple adjustment of posture, but something
about the movement put Sera on alert.

“You look so flustered, boss. What’s wrong?” Marcus
leaned out the window and didn’t kill the engine.

“You need to answer your door when I knock, Marcus.
I don’t appreciate being kept waiting.”

As Marcus’s smile grew, she realized her mistake.
He’d been late to a meeting and she’d let him do it. According to
the hierarchy, Marcus’s actions were very disrespectful, to the
degree that he should be worried for his safety, not smiling about
being allowed to push the boundaries of their relationship. That
was the thing about working undercover. It made her scrabble for
action like a kid on a street corner trying to build a rep. She’d
already earned her status within Lithman, but every meeting had the
potential to give her what she needed to close the investigation
for good. She couldn’t risk missing out on valuable intel and, like
it or not, Marcus was valuable.

As far as power plays went, this was fairly minor to
her, but not to Marcus. She felt as though she’d lost an important,
if subtle, game, and it added to her building sense of unease.

“I’m sorry about that, boss. I forgot all about our
meeting this morning.”

She wanted to call bullshit but held her tongue.
She’d talked to him the night before, just after her meeting with
John. No way he’d forgotten about it between then and now, and the
glint in his eyes confirmed as much. She moved off the front porch
toward the SUV. Something about Marcus’s tone, his body position,
and his goddamn smile had her primed and ready to act. She couldn’t
pinpoint the cause, but her instincts told her to go the other way.
Her ingrained training forced her to stay and do her job.

“You forgot?” She moved toward him carefully,
watching for changes that would clarify her unnamed fears. She
needed to put them to rest or identify them.

“Yeah, I’m really sorry. But we’re both here now, so
that’s good, right?”

A second SUV pulled into place behind Marcus. The
windows were tinted so dark on both vehicles that she couldn’t see
into the one Marcus was driving to check if anyone was in the
backseat. However, she could see through the front windshield of
the other one that four men were seated inside, two in the front
and two in the back.

“Turn off the car and let’s go inside. I don’t want
to talk in the driveway.” She sounded far too normal for the way
her heart was pounding. She didn’t have any clear indication of
what was wrong, but the situation wasn’t right. Marcus always
pushed her just a little harder than a subordinate should, but he
was careful to keep it on the right side. Truthfully, other than
the fact that he’d kept her waiting, followed by the slight change
in his smile and posture, she couldn’t see any other signs that
anything was wrong.

Marcus made a small tsking sound and shook his head.
“No can do, boss. Why don’t you get in the car with me? We can go
for a drive.” As he raised his arm, bringing a handgun into sight,
she realized that was the slight change in his body she’d been
picking up on. He’d angled himself in his seat so that his gun had
been trained on her throughout the conversation.

She had weapons of her own, but none she could draw
without Marcus noticing. The closest, and most obvious, was the
Glock 40 in the holster at her side. It would be impossible for her
to clear the holster and get a round off without Marcus shooting
her first. As much as she wanted to dive behind the nearest garbage
can—which was twenty feet away and would provide very little cover
anyway—and wait for backup to arrive, she’d never survive a
firefight against Marcus and his crew. If he’d openly drawn on her,
it was best to assume his goons had weapons trained on her as
well.

She glanced as surreptitiously as possible at the
second vehicle. The two men in front pointed handguns at her. She
saw the glint of light reflecting off polished steel in the
backseat as well. She’d be lucky to make it six inches before being
filled with a bunch of extra, unwanted holes. She wasn’t interested
in attending her own funeral, so she kept her hands where he could
see them. She focused on looking calm and waited for him to tell
her what he wanted.

“I’d rather not.” The odds of her survival decreased
drastically as soon as she stepped into his vehicle.

Marcus rested his handgun on the edge of the open
window with the barrel pointed directly at Sera’s chest. He never
stopped smiling.

“I’m not asking.”

Sera left her hands at her side and did her best to
look angry instead of afraid, but it took effort to keep her voice
steady. If Marcus was making this kind of play, he expected it to
end with one of them dead. And he looked far too calm for a man who
believed he was about to die. Her only chance was to remain calm
and watch for her opening. She couldn’t let the tension building in
her chest force her to say something to blow her cover. “What the
hell is this?”

Interestingly, the moment he showed his gun, things
settled inside Sera. The tension didn’t ease so much as sharpen to
adrenaline-fueled clarity. She no longer had to guess whether her
instincts were running amok. Seeing his weapon confirmed she was
spot on with her assessment of his behavior. Now all she had to do
was focus on staying alive. First step to making that happen was
calming her nerves and forcing the energy flowing through her to
work in her favor rather than against her.

“Get in and I’ll explain.” Marcus’s voice shifted
with the command. Instead of the easy conversational tone he’d used
to that point, his words were hard edged and demanding.

She started toward the SUV, her hands slightly
raised in the universal “don’t shoot” position. The guys in the
other car had a clear view of her as she moved. “You sure you want
to do this?”

“Oh, absolutely.” Marcus almost laughed, but she
didn’t find anything funny about the situation. He didn’t tell her
to put her hands down, one more confirmation that the rest of his
crew, at least the ones present, were aware of his plans. She
wasn’t likely to find an ally among them. Still, there was a chance
John didn’t know about this. That was something she could probably
use to her advantage, if she lived long enough to start a
dialogue.

“Are you serious right now? Forget explaining it to
me. How do you plan to explain it to John?” Sera mentioned her boss
and watched Marcus carefully for his reaction. If John had
sanctioned a hit, she had no hope of talking Marcus down. The
slight tic in Marcus’s left eye gave her hope that John had no
clue, but it wasn’t enough to be certain.

“You let me worry about that. Now get in the
car.”

Sera nodded. Any show of fear at this point could
get her killed. Instead she focused on looking murderous. It wasn’t
too far off. She was trained to watch for signs that someone was
shifting his position and tactics. The possibility that she’d
missed something so blatant from Marcus made her pretty damn
angry.

She searched her memory for indicators that Marcus
was getting ready to make a power move. She came up empty, but that
could mean a lot of different things. Maybe he hadn’t planned
anything and this was a poorly thought-out, little-boy tantrum. Or
perhaps he’d kept everything very tightly in hand and convincingly
pretended things were fine. Worst possible case, he hadn’t given
any signs because he wasn’t working on his own. He could be
following someone else’s orders.

She hoped for the first, a burst of temper, because
that was the easiest to negotiate and ultimately sidestep. The
other two would be much more difficult, and the possibility of
making it through alive was remote. She did her best to swallow her
emotions. It was nobody’s fault but her own that she was being
forced to climb into a blacked-out SUV at gunpoint. Some of her
anger was directed at him, but most of it was at herself. None of
it would serve her in the current situation. She needed a clear
head.

She eased into the passenger seat and closed the
door. The shuffle-click as Marcus engaged the door lock, sealing
her inside with the man who aspired to kill her, cleared the shock
from her brain. She needed to focus or this would be the last ride
she ever took.

Another passenger sat in the backseat. Craig, a
twenty-two-year-old kid who was obviously lost and searching for
his way in life, slumped with his head down. Long strings of black
hair hung into his face, giving her a streaked view of his
features. His eyes were closed and his mouth pinched. Eventually,
he looked up and smiled. The sadness she read in his eyes made her
want to hug him. He was in so far over his head, and it seemed as
though she was the only one who could see it. Or maybe she was the
only one who cared.

“Hi, Sera.”

She nodded, the motion helping her sort out what his
presence there meant. “Craig. You’re a part of this?” Whatever
this was.

He looked away and didn’t answer.

“Of course he is. He wouldn’t be here if he wasn’t.”
Marcus sounded smug.

“I see.” Sera looked at Craig for another moment.
She’d been trying for months to ease him into a safer place, one
where he wouldn’t be in danger from Marcus or from her. But her
opportunity for saving him had now officially closed. She had no
choice but to treat him as fully hostile.

Normally, she adjusted her gun when she first sat
down in a car. Otherwise the holster pinched against her side. This
time she let it pinch. Marcus hadn’t asked for her weapon, and she
wasn’t going to bring attention to the fact that she still had it.
That morning, she’d also put on her ankle holster with a smaller
.22 caliber handgun strapped in it. Maybe he didn’t know about that
at all. For the first time since taking this assignment, she wished
she’d put on her vest. Her shirt, while stylish, wasn’t designed to
stop bullets. Too bad her cover identity gave her no reason to wear
one on a regular basis. She was technically a button pusher. If
she’d landed in an enforcement role, she could have justified it.
Not that she liked wearing one—it was less comfortable than
the butt of her gun pressing against her ribs—but both were better
than bullet wounds.

“Marcus, you need to tell me what this is.” She used
his name because that’s what her training told her to do. Establish
a relationship with her captor, humanize herself to him. She didn’t
think it would work in this situation, since she’d been using his
name for almost two years and he still hated her. To be fair, she
wasn’t a big fan of his either. Especially when she considered the
developments of the last few minutes.

“I have a theory about you, boss.” Marcus spoke
conversationally as he pulled out into the street. He drove with
his right hand on the wheel and kept his left hand resting easily
in his lap with the gun pointed at her.

“A theory?” That couldn’t be good. For him to have
anything resembling a theory meant he’d spent far too much time
thinking about her.

“Yeah, it’s like this. Two years ago I’d never even
heard of you. You appeared out of nowhere and rose so fast…” He
shook his head, a far-away look in his eyes. “Now, here we are, two
years later, and you’re my boss. How did that happen?”

Sera was pretty sure the question was rhetorical, so
she didn’t answer. She focused on the passing scenery and street
signs, trying to make sense of where they were going. Marcus wasn’t
likely to tell her their destination. He was content to act as the
ghost of Christmas past, reminiscing about events that had already
happened rather than talking about those to come.

“No, I really want to know. How did you do that?”
Marcus prompted her again.

Sera shrugged. “I pay attention and work hard.” That
was the over-simplified version of the answer. Actually the skills
that had helped her move through the ranks of the FBI quickly also
helped her in the criminal world. More so, even, because the rules
of conduct within Lithman rewarded bad behavior. The more she acted
like a thug in a nice suit, the more her boss noticed her.

“But why this organization? It’s not like you
have ties to anyone. I know. I checked.” He looked at her sharply.
He was driving, so he couldn’t remain focused on her for long.

“I’d heard some things and it seemed like the right
place for me.” She answered like she was talking about any other
career choice, as if it was normal to scout organized-crime groups
before petitioning for a job.

That wasn’t too far off the mark, except she wasn’t
the one who’d done the research. A team of analysts and other
agents had somehow managed to connect LFA and Lithman, and here she
was trying to tighten those connections. It was her job to tie it
all together in a nice package for the US Attorney.

Marcus turned toward the financial district and
Sera’s stomach sank. Whatever he was planning wasn’t as simple as
executing her. For that he’d have headed toward less populated
areas, like the warehouses down by the dock or out of town
completely. He wouldn’t have chosen a center of activity in the
heart of the city; the traffic alone should have vetoed the
location. When transporting a hostage, it was never a good idea to
head into an area densely packed with slow-moving vehicles. That
morning, they were moving even slower than usual. She counted that
in her favor since it gave her more time to figure out what was
happening and how to stop it.

“It seemed like the right place for you.” Marcus
repeated her answer and nodded like it made sense. “I wonder, when
you introduced yourself to John, if you mentioned your history with
the FBI?”


Chapter Two

Traffic was unrelenting that morning, enough so that
Torrence Jewel found herself questioning her decision to drive to
work rather than taking advantage of the city’s mass-transit
system. Barring disaster, the trains usually ran on time. If she’d
gone that route, instead of indulging herself in the luxury
provided by her BMW convertible, she wouldn’t be stuck behind a
semi on the freeway. Most mornings, she could make it from her home
to the bank in less than thirty minutes. Today, she’d been driving
for almost an hour and still hadn’t entered the financial
district.

“Call Minnie.” She gave the vocal command for her
phone to dial her assistant, and the volume on the stereo system
immediately quieted, replaced moments later by the sound of
ringing.

“America First Bank, this is Minolea speaking. How
can I help you?” Minnie answered the phone with cool
professionalism that didn’t mute her warm personality. Tor had
lucked out when Minnie had taken the job as her personal assistant.
She kept Tor on track and pointing forward from day to day.

“Min, I’m just calling to let you know that I’m on
my way.”

“Are you on the four-oh-five?”

“Yes, going about twelve miles per hour.” She’d
picked up speed in the past few minutes. Previously she’d been
alternating between sitting still and charging forward at an abrupt
and short-lived five miles per hour. “Any idea what’s going
on?”

“It’s all over the news. Apparently there was an
explosion on Hancock, at the Sixteenth Street exit. They’re still
trying to get the fire under control. Traffic is being
diverted.”

Beckford Financial, a powerful investment firm, sat
on that corner, and despite her normally levelheaded approach, Tor
couldn’t stop the spike of fear that hit her when Minnie named the
location. Her best friend, Chris, had accepted an offer from
Beckford over the past summer, and the move had proved to be
lucrative. She worked hard and Beckford rewarded her generously for
it. If the explosion was at Beckford, Chris had probably been there
when it happened.

“Good to know.” Tor hit her blinker and started the
slow process of moving to the right lane. Normally she stayed on
the freeway all the way into downtown. She was still about twenty
blocks away from Sixteenth and could just now see the faint clouds
of smoke rising into the air. She might as well get off the freeway
and fight her way into the heart of the city on surface
streets.

“Where are you?”

“Just passed the Hollywood exit.” She had two more
exits before Sixteenth, assuming the asshole in the next lane would
let her get over before then. “Any idea what caused the
explosion?”

“They haven’t said, but isn’t that right around
Beckford?” Minnie asked. Beckford handled billions of dollars in
transactions on a weekly basis, and Tor had teased on more than one
occasion that she would kill to get her hands on their client list.
She’d never considered actually blowing up their building though.
As much as she wanted the revenue, that seemed a bit extreme, even
for someone like her who had a reputation for doing whatever it
took to get the job done. She wondered if she’d be able to get
close enough in her car to see what had happened.

“Yes, Beckford’s on that corner. I’m trying to think
of what else is there. Do you remember?”

“No idea. I’ll Google it. My boss won’t be in for a
while, so I shouldn’t get caught.”

Tor laughed. “You do that. I’ll call Chris and see
if she knows what’s happening. In the meantime, will you check with
Astrid and make sure she has what she needs for the day? There’s no
telling how much longer it’ll take for me to get there.”

Astrid was the floor manager, in charge of divvying
up work assignments and making sure the tellers, the backbone of
the banking services, had all the tools necessary to be successful.
She was good at her job and likely didn’t need any help, but it was
good to let her know Tor was available even when she wasn’t
there.

“Got it. Anything else?”

Tor pictured Minnie tapping her stylus against her
tablet, ready for more.

“Just keep me posted.” Tor disconnected the
call.

Beckford, while a rival firm
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