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An Honorable Thief

By Edward Kendrick


Chapter 1

Ash Logan slipped through the dark Sunday
night, as insubstantial as the shadows that surrounded him. Clothed
from head to toe in black, including a balaclava that hid his hair
and face, with his fingers covered in a thin layer of clear matte
silicone that kept the oil on them from leaving fingerprints, he
eased silently down the alley toward the door that was his entry
point to the shop.

Once there, he removed a jammer from the pack
strapped at his waist. It was top of the line and illegal to own,
but that didn’t faze him in the least as he didn’t intend on
getting caught. He’d already checked out the security system during
two daytime visits to the shop. Thus he knew what frequency he’d
need to defeat it. It only took a moment to accomplish.

Returning the jammer to the pack, he then
took out an electronic lock pick, another tool that could get him
in trouble, although not as much as the jammer. A minute later he
was inside. Trading the pick for a night vision monocular, he made
his way through the dark shop to the office. A fast search of the
desk along one wall netted him what he was after—a flash drive
holding stolen information that the man who had hired him
definitely did not want to be publicized. Pocketing it, he turned
on the computer. It took several precious seconds for him to figure
out the password to access the files it contained. Putting a flash
drive into the USB port, he typed in the command needed for it to
load a program that would wipe the computer’s hard drive, thus
destroying any possibility that the information on the flash drive
in his pocket was also on the computer.

With that accomplished, and the program doing
its job, he removed the flash drive, and then left the shop the way
he’d entered. Staying to the shadows in the alley, he walked to the
end before stripping off the balaclava, stuffing it into his waist
pack, and brushing a hand through his fairly short, brown hair the
balaclava had flattened. With a glance in both directions, he
stepped from the alley onto the sidewalk and casually walked the
two blocks to where he’d parked his car in the lot of a bar he
sometimes frequented.

He drove from there to the home of the man
who had hired him, texting to say he was on his way. Having parked
a couple of blocks from the house, he used the alleys to get from
there to its back door. As he walked, he put the balaclava on
again.

After giving a coded rap, the door opened and
he stepped inside.

* * * *

“You have it?” Mr. Jones, his client, asked
the second Ash entered. He was dressed for bed, barefooted with
pajama legs visible under his robe. “Is that necessary?” he added,
gesturing to Ash’s masked face.

Ash nodded as he took the flash drive from
his pocket. He didn’t immediately hand it over. “The rest of my
money, please.”

“I don’t have it quite yet.”

“Too bad. I’ll hold on to this until you do.
You have one week, or I sell it to the highest bidder.” Ash
wouldn’t, actually, but he found it was a threat that worked when a
client thought they could renege on a payment.

“I…I do have part of it.” Jones reached into
the pocket of his bathrobe.

Ash instinctively knew what was coming next.
He wasn’t about to let it happen. With a quick movement, he gripped
Jones’s other arm and twisted it behind his back, forcing the man
to his knees. “That was a shit ass thing to try,” he said when the
gun the man held fell from his hand. Ash kicked it out of reach.
“Now, as I was saying, my money or I see who else might be
interested in the information on the flash drive.”

“You can’t blame me for trying,” Jones spat
out when Ash released him so he could get to his feet.

“Oh, but I can.” Ash watched the man’s eyes,
noting his gaze went to the gun, and gave it another kick that sent
it spinning under the nearest kitchen cabinet. Then, he let his
knife drop into his hand from the quick-release sheath on his
forearm. “My money, please. Now.”

Jones sucked in a breath. “It’s in my
pocket.”

“Take it out, slowly.”

The man did as he’d been told, holding out an
envelope.

“Put it on the table and step back,” Ash
ordered. When Jones had, Ash picked up the envelope, checked to be
certain it held cash, and pocketed it before replacing it with the
flash drive. “Now sit and behave.” Again Jones did as ordered, his
gaze locked on the drive. Ash smiled, backing to the door. Reaching
behind him, he opened it. “It’s been a pleasure, for me at least.”
With that, he stepped onto the back porch, closed the door, and
raced across the yard to the alley. When he got to the end, he
removed the balaclava, tucking it into the waist pack, and then
walked sedately to his car.

Ten minutes later, he was home.

* * * *

The first half of the money Ash had received
for the job he’d completed for Mr. Jones had gone into his bank
account a week previously, listed in his records as payment for
services rendered as a freelance computer consultant. It was a
legitimate business which he also used to cover his less than legal
jobs for people like Jones who needed his special skills as a
thief.

Monday morning he deposited the second half
of the payment Jones had so reluctantly given him Sunday night at a
second bank. The account there was under a name that had no
connection to his business or personal ones. As soon as he got up
Tuesday morning, Ash transferred the majority of the money from
that account to a numbered, offshore one only he could access.

With that chore finished, Ash dressed for the
day in slacks and a nice shirt, his usual attire for work. He chose
a suit jacket that coordinated with the slacks, and a tie he folded
and put in the jacket’s pocket. He wouldn’t wear them at work, but
he had a date to meet his mother for lunch and she insisted he
dress appropriately.

He left his condo at nine-thirty, arriving at
his office on the fifth floor of a downtown office building fifteen
minutes later. The sign on the front door said Logan
Consulting—By appointment only. The suite, as he laughingly
thought of it, consisted of two rooms. He used the front one to
receive clients, while the second one served as his work area. The
suite was well-furnished, mostly for show, because the sort of
legitimate jobs he took almost always required him visiting his
clients at their workplaces or homes to deal with either setting up
their computer networks or solving problems they were having.

Settling at his desk in the back room, he
turned on one of the computers to check his schedule for the week.
He had an appointment at two with a regular client who wanted to
upgrade his system, and one at ten on Wednesday morning with a new
client—both at their places of business.

Next, he went through his email, tossing a
few pieces of spam that had managed to sneak through the filters
he’d set up, then dealing with the rest of it—two inquiries and a
message from his supplier telling him about a sale that would begin
on Friday, and offering him an early look at what was available. He
went to the supplier’s website, entered his log-in information, and
then spent almost half an hour debating what he needed and what he
merely wanted on the off-chance it would come in handy in the
future. In the end, he placed his order, which would be delivered
late that afternoon.

Finally, he logged into a highly secure email
account which was known to only a few select people. They were
go-betweens who found him jobs that required his very special
talents. There was nothing from any of them, but he knew that could
change at any time. After signing out, he leaned back,
contemplating the upcoming lunch with his mother. He loved her
dearly, but she could be a royal pain in the ass on occasion—such
as when she got it into her head that he could do better with his
life than spend it working with other people’s computers.

If she knew where my primary income came
from, she’d have a cow and a calf. He smiled at that thought.
It was true of course, not that he’d let her know. It was bad
enough that she too often pressured him to find a good woman, and a
better occupation, and settle down to what she considered a normal
life. Neither one would happen. He loved what he did, and when it
came to women…Well, in spite of the fact he occasionally dated one
to keep her happy, he wasn’t looking. Women did nothing for him, a
fact he was unwilling to tell her.

Ash checked the time, closed down the
computer, and got ready to head off to meet his mother at her
favorite restaurant.

* * * *

“Ashton, you made it.”

“Of course, Mother.” Ash bent to kiss her
cheek before taking his seat cattycorner from her at the table. As
soon as he had, the waiter arrived to ask what he wanted to drink.
Ash told him, “Coffee”, ignoring the look from his mother as she
took a sip of her whiskey sour. She didn’t understand why he never
drank anything alcoholic, rejecting his explanation that he didn’t
like losing even the least bit of control. As far as she was
concerned, that was the whole idea behind drinking—to relax and let
the day’s problems disappear.

“How are you doing, Mother?” he asked.

“I’m fine thank you, for my age. If you’d
call every once in a while the way your brothers do, you’d
know.”

“You make it sound as if sixty is old.” He
patted her hand. “You’re in the prime of your life.”

“Tell that to your father,” she retorted. “If
I was, he wouldn’t have taken off with that floozy, leaving me high
and dry.”

You’re rich enough to find your own
male floozy. Of course Ash didn’t say that to her. The fact
that his father had become tired of being under her thumb and gone
looking for greener pastures, and a new wife, was not something Ash
would mention because it was a losing argument.

She pointed to the menu, suggesting he decide
what he wanted to eat. “Something healthy. You’re way too thin.” He
wasn’t, not really, but it was an on-going argument so he shrugged,
telling her it was hereditary because his father was too, at least
in her opinion. She smacked his arm, telling him, “Another reason
to put on weight. You do not want to be like him!”

He didn’t argue, because he knew it would be
useless. He was spared further comments when his coffee arrived.
They ordered lunch before the waiter could leave.

“So…” She leaned back, studying Ash. “How is
the world treating you? Have you met anyone I should know about?
That last young lady…Nellie, if I’m not mistaken.” She shook her
head. “Hardly up to our standards.”

He chuckled. “Then it’s a good thing she’s
history. My business is doing well; I’ve gotten a few new clients
since the last time we talked, which keeps me busy. Too busy to go
looking for someone new to replace Nellie.”

“You’re not getting any younger. It’s time
you found a wife.”

“Mother…” He rolled his eyes. “We are not in
the mid twentieth century. It’s quite possible to live a full life
without being tied down to one woman. Or two or three,” he added,
straight-faced. He laughed when she gasped. “Don’t worry; I’m not
planning on having a wife in every city within fifty miles of
here.”

“I would hope not, but one would be a good
idea.”

He silently sighed in relief when the waiter
appeared with their appetizers, using it as an excuse to ask his
mother what charities she was supporting at the moment. That led to
a long discourse which took them through half of lunch. He smiled
or nodded in all the right places, and when she’d finished, he
asked about his brothers, which kept her talking until they
finished eating. As always, she paid the check, telling him she
could afford to. The implication, as always, being that he couldn’t
because he wasn’t doing a job that brought in decent money. His
mentioning he had a meeting with a client as soon as lunch was over
did nothing to temper her attitude about what he did for a living.
The legitimate half, anyway.

If she only knew what else I do. He
smiled to himself. If she did, however, she’d disown me in a
heartbeat. He knew that would happen, and he didn’t want that.
In spite of her trying to control his life the way she did with his
brothers, he loved her and wouldn’t do anything to hurt her if he
could help it.

They parted company at the front door of the
restaurant with her once again suggesting he should, one,
call more often, and two, find a nice girl to give her
grandchildren. He smiled, promising he’d try, and then took off for
his appointment.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Ash returned to his office after completing
the job he’d mentioned to his mother, in time to take delivery of
the items he’d ordered from his supplier. He stashed them away in
the small storage closet off the back room, recorded the check he’d
received from his client for the second half of the payment due him
in his files, and checked his email accounts again. There was
nothing he had to deal with at the moment so, putting the check
back in his wallet, he took off for his primary bank to deposit it.
By the time he’d done that, it was a few minutes after six.

He debated what to do to kill the evening.
Dinner at home, he decided, and then change clothes and go to one
of the clubs he frequented when he was in the mood to relieve some
stress. He knew good conversation and dancing would do that. If he
got lucky and met someone interesting, he might be able to end the
night in their bed or his.

Dinner consisted of a frozen Indian meal he
microwaved. While it cooked, he undressed, not bothering to wear
more than his briefs while he ate, since he intended to shower
before getting dressed again for the evening.

After he’d showered and dried off, he combed
his hair and, with a glance in the mirror, decided his normal
needs a shave look would work. Going into the bedroom, he
stood in front of his open closet, contemplating what to wear. He
chose black jeans and a casual, sea blue cotton shirt. Not dressy,
but not as bad as wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt that seemed to be
the choice of many of the younger men who visited the clubs. Not
that, at barely thirty, he was old, but he did have his standards.
After checking himself out in the full-length mirror in his bedroom
and liking what he saw, he put on shoes and socks, and called it a
done deal. He snagged his keys, wallet, and phone from the dresser
and took off after setting the condo’s security system.

* * * *

“What’ll you have, Ash?” the bartender asked
when Ash found a seat at the bar.

“A non-alcoholic beer, please. You know
that.” Ash grinned.

“Yeah, I do. Someday you’ll have a real
one.”

Ash snorted, and a moment later an uncapped
bottle and a glass appeared in front of him. He paid, poured half
the beer into the glass, then took a long drink. Setting the glass
down, he turned sideways, rested his elbow on the bar, and looked
at the crowd, primarily male, seated at tables or out on the dance
floor.

Some were obviously couples enjoying a
Tuesday evening’s outing together. Others, the way he was, were
there to relax after a hard day’s work and perhaps get lucky. He
recognized some of the unattached men, but none of them piqued his
interest. At least not as anything more than potential dance
partners if the spirit moved. If it did, he wouldn’t have to
carry on a conversation, given how loud the music was. It made him
glad the bar was at the far end of the room from the dance
floor.

He turned to pick up his glass and realized
someone had taken over what had been the vacant stool next to
him.

“Were you saving this?” the man asked.

“Not at all. No one to save it for. And boy,
did that sound like a ploy to get some pity.”

The man laughed. “It did, sort of, now that I
think about it. I’m Mark, by the way.”

“Ash. Well, Ashton, but no one calls me that
except my mom.”

Mark laughed. “I can see why.” He paused to
tell the bartender he wanted a draw. “Whatever isn’t
dishwater.”

The bartender huffed, then grinned. “You got
it. One stout coming up.”

“I may regret this,” Mark said. He glanced at
the bottle beside Ash’s glass. “I take it you don’t drink.”

“Nope.”

Mark obviously had sense enough not to ask
why or make some demeaning comment, which sat well with Ash. When
his stout arrived, Mark took a sip. “Interesting. Different, but
interesting.”

“In other words, not dishwater,” Ash
commented.

“Not even close.” Mark took another drink and
set the glass down. “So, are you a regular here, Ash?”

Ash waggled his hand. “On and off. You?”

“Nope. First time. A friend said it was a
decent place, so I thought I’d check it out.” He grinned. “Next
question. What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a computer consultant.”

“Meaning you fix them when things go
wrong?”

“That, and help people set them up for their
business or home offices.”

“Okay. I guess you could say I help people,
too.”

“Oh?”

Mark nodded. “I own my own landscaping
business, which is a glorified name for a professional gardener. I
also do handyman work on the side, if one of my clients asks me
to.”

Ash chuckled. “That explains the tan and the
bleach-blond hair.”

“Hey, the hair is natural, thank you very
much.”

“Sorry, but it was there.” Ash winked as he
lifted his glass, tapping it to Mark’s when he picked it up.

They chatted for a bit about inconsequential
things like the weather, which was unseasonably warm, while Ash
evaded more personal questions. Finally, he asked, “Do you dance?”
He figured it would be a way to stem Mark’s inquisitiveness. At
least it did with other men he’d met at one club or another.

“I can fake it.” Mark grinned.

“Let’s see how well.”

“Fake it my ass,” Ash said several minutes
later. In spite of being three inches taller and at least fifty
pounds heavier than Ash, Mark had the grace of a born dancer. They
melded together as if they’d done this many times before.

The same held true when, after leaving the
club, they ended up in Mark’s bed. The sex was great as far as Ash
was concerned, and from his demeanor when they came down from their
mutual climaxes, Mark felt the same. That didn’t mean Ash intended
to spend the night, what was left of it. As soon as Mark drifted
off to sleep, Ash slipped out of bed, dressed quietly, and left the
apartment, making certain the door was locked behind him.

When he got home, he stripped, showered, and
went to bed. As he fell asleep, he wondered if they’d connect again
sometime in the future. If so, it would be a coincidence as they
hadn’t exchanged anything other than first names during the time
they’d been together. That was exactly the way Ash liked
it—anonymity being a necessity in his private line of work.

* * * *

It was Thursday, two days after his evening
with Mark, and Ash was at his office, getting ready for a trip out
of town. He had been hired by the owner of a company who needed his
expertise to figure out why his new computer network wasn’t
behaving the way it should. It was a fortuitous request, as it gave
him a legitimate reason to be gone for at least a week, time he’d
need to complete a job he’d netted from one of his go-betweens to
obtain an item a new client, Mr. Thorne, wanted him to pick
up from a man who had acquired it because Mr. Thorne had been
naïve—or so it seemed from what little his client had told Ash—thus
cheating Thorne out of a small fortune.

It was a few minutes after ten, and he was
about to go home to pick up his bags and head to the airport, when
his business phone rang. He didn’t recognize the name on the caller
ID, which said Goode, no first name. That wasn’t unusual,
however, if it belonged to a potential new client, so he answered
with “Logan Consulting.”

“Ash? It’s Mark.”

“Hi. How…?” He left the question
dangling.

“How did I find you? Believe it or not, there
aren’t that many computer consultants in the city, which is what
you said you did. I’ve already called two of them, who weren’t you.
This time I got lucky. Anyway, I was wondering if you were
available this evening.”

“I’m sorry but I’m not. I’m about to head out
of town for a job.” He briefly explained what it was—the legitimate
one.

“Oh. Well. Maybe when you get back? I enjoyed
myself Tuesday night, and I got the distinct impression you did,
too.” He chuckled.

“I did,” Ash admitted. Especially the sex
part. “Tell you what; I have your number, now, thanks to caller
ID. I’ll call when I get back. It might not be for a week or so,
depending on what difficulties I run into with the client’s
network.”

“Great. Okay, I’d better let you go. Have a
good trip.”

“Thanks.”

Ash broke the connection, then debated
erasing Mark’s name and number. He decided to keep them for now,
transferring them to his cell before deleting them from the office
phone. Who knew when he might want to relieve his stress with some
great screwing and he had to admit Mark was damned good at it.

* * * *

Ash arrived at his destination mid-afternoon.
Once he’d gotten his suitcase from baggage claim, he rented a car
at the airport kiosk and drove into the city and the hotel where
he’d booked a room. He didn’t foresee it would take him any longer
than a day to deal with his client’s computer problem.

He was correct.

Thus, early Saturday morning he was on the
road to his next stop, driving a different car than he’d used to
get to the hotel. He’d rented it using ID and a credit card under
the name Lorn Gray, one of several aliases he had on tap for his
less than legal profession. He had also, even before renting the
car, covered his fingers with a silicone solution and let it dry.
Using it would keep him from leaving any fingerprints in the car,
and it wasn’t obvious the way latex gloves would be should someone
look too closely. He wouldn’t remove it until he got to his room,
and then he’d coat his fingers again before touching anything
there. He’d leave the silicone on until after his meeting with Mr.
Thorne.

By three that afternoon, Ash had booked into
his hotel in a city almost two hundred miles from where he’d
started. After settling in, he called Mr. Thorne to let him know
he’d arrived and arranged for them to meet at a popular restaurant
several blocks from the hotel.

“Remember,” he told Thorne. “You’re to bring
half my fee with you if you still want me to take the job.”

“In cash. I know,” Thorne replied
acerbically. “I’m neither stupid nor senile.”

Ash debated the former. If the man hadn’t
been stupid, he never would have sold a certain item to someone
else without doing a thorough check on its value first. Thorne’s
loss, my gain. Ash smiled at that thought.

Before ending the call, Ash sent Thorne a
copy of the photo on his ID as this would be the first time they
met face to face. All the preliminary arrangements had been done
via a highly secure email account that Ash had created after his
original contact with Thorne. An email account he’d deleted now
that it wasn’t needed anymore.

The photo looked nothing like his real self.
Lorn Gray’s hair was blond, his eyes were hazel, unlike Ash’s which
were deep blue, and he wore dark-rimmed glasses. There was one
added detail, a distinct scar from his right ear down to his
collarbone. The hair was an excellent wig, the eye color achieved
by contact lenses, and the scar was created using Ash’s skill with
makeup.

* * * *

Ash gave the hostess the name Lorn
Gray that he’d used to reserve a table at the restaurant,
telling her he was expecting a guest, a Mr. Thorne. The corner
table he’d requested was ready, so she took him to it. Moments
later, the waiter appeared with menus, asking if he wanted
something to drink. Ash ordered coffee, and then leaned back,
loosening his tie while he watched the front door for Thorne. He
saw a stout, middle-aged man enter and say something to the
hostess. She gestured toward Ash, at which point the man scurried
over as if afraid someone would see him. He introduced himself as
he took the seat opposite Ash, which put his back to the rest of
the restaurant. His actions amused Ash and he wondered if Thorne
had watched one too many spy thrillers.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Thorne,” Ash
said, holding out his hand.

Thorne shook it quickly, pulling away as if
his hand would be bitten if he didn’t. “I’m glad to meet you as
well,” he said almost under his breath as he glanced at Ash’s scar,
then quickly away.

“Relax,” Ash replied, amused that Thorne had
politely avoided asking about the scar. “Think of this as a
normal business dinner, albeit on a Saturday night.” He saw the
waiter approaching with a coffee pot, and asked Thorne, “Do you
want something to drink?”

Thorne nodded, telling the waiter he’d like
bourbon on the rocks. While they waited for the man to come back,
they perused their menus so they were ready to order dinner when he
returned. After he left, Thorne downed half his drink, took a deep
breath, and said, “I shouldn’t be so nervous, but…”

Ash smiled. “It’s understandable. You don’t
really know me except through our mutual friend and the emails we
exchanged. Trust me when I say I’ll get the item back and no one
will be any the wiser that it was for you.” He paused before
saying, “As long as you pay me the amount we agreed upon in
full.”

“I will. I swear.” Thorne took a thick
envelope from his jacket pocket, sliding it across the table to
Ash. “The first half.”

Without checking the contents, Ash pocketed
it, thanking Thorne as he did.

Their appetizers arrived at that point, and
they spent much of the remainder of the meal in virtual silence as
they ate; only commenting on the quality of the food, which was
excellent. When they finished, Thorne paid the tab and they left,
with Ash’s promise that he’d be in touch as soon as he had the
item.

* * * *

Ash went from the restaurant to
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