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	“Good night, then: sleep to gather strength for the morning. For the morning will come. Brightly it will shine on the brave and true, kindly upon those who suffer for the cause, glorious upon the tombs of heroes. Thus will shine the dawn.”

	—British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, in a radio broadcast to the French people, October 21, 1940.

	 


Chapter 1

	“The daughter is quite the scoundrel,” the Melkonian family lawyer declared.

	Mr. Charles Emerson Price, Esq.’s voice was deep, operatic, and condescending. He sat at attention in Sheridan Bannon’s inner office with Bannon and Bannon’s aide-de-camp, Gloria Morris. Bannon was behind his monumental mahogany desk, while Mr. Price and Gloria faced him in two burgundy wing chairs. The men were professionally acquainted. Over the past several years Bannon had billed considerable hours working for Melkonian Industries Inc. as a legal consultant dealing with the challenges related to bringing their manufacturing plants back to the USA from China. They had worked together successfully, but today the atmosphere was tense and businesslike. Mr. Price even declined coffee.

	The usual Monday afternoon bedlam in the Bannon office suites was under control.

	“Mr. Bannon, you know about her father’s—Mr. Melkonian’s—death.” Mr. Price peered at Sheridan Bannon from under long, curved, black eyelashes. His clean-shaven face was pink, and his luxuriant head of hair glowed like fresh snow. “Miss Sitamun Lucy Melkonian is the sole inheritor to her father’s estate, personal and business. A great many people now depend upon her.” He used both palms to groom his hair back over a long, narrow skull.

	Bannon nodded. “Yes, I can imagine.” His elbows rested on his desk with his fingers steepled in front of his chin. He smiled at Mr. Price. “How can we be of service?”

	“This is the third time she has run away,” the lawyer said. “You found her the previous two times. We need to find her again.”

	He tipped his head at Gloria Morris but couldn’t meet her eyes. He didn’t like the emasculating effect powerful women had on him. Instead, he removed his thick, black frame glasses, polished them with a pink handkerchief, massaged the bridge of his nose for a few moments, and replaced the blinkers. His movements were slow and deliberate.

	Gloria took the opportunity to look the man over. Mr. Price’s dark gray wool double-breasted suit with thin vertical stripes was a masterpiece of custom tailoring and had been recently pressed. The heels of his polished Christian Louboutin leather wingtip oxfords were new and sharp. His silk tie coordinated with his socks, its full Windsor knot was perfect, and its color matched the emeralds in his pinky rings.

	“What are the details of Mr. Melkonian’s death?” Bannon leaned back in his chair.

	“The police think it happened about three in the morning last Wednesday evening, Thursday morning, however you figure it. He was shot in bed in his home, two 9mm hollow-point rounds to the head. He regularly had a prostitute spend Monday and Thursday nights, the same one, but the rest of the week he was alone in the house except for his dog, two security men, and a live-in housekeeper/cook who was married to one of the security men. The dog is a Belgian Malinois, has the run of the house, is a good barker, but not militarily trained. More of a pet.” The lawyer groomed his hair with his palms. “The killer had to slip by the security men and dog to get to Mr. Melkonian’s bedroom. He killed the two men, one by the front door, the other on the steps leading up to the bedrooms, but he subdued the dog by spraying it in the face with a strong animal tranquilizer. The killer must like animals; he could have more easily shot it. The housekeeper slept through it all and discovered the mess in the morning. The police think it was a professional hit, very clean, the killer knowing the household routine, no fingerprints, DNA, anything like that.”

	“How’s the dog?” Gloria liked dogs.

	“She’s fine.”

	“They look at the security men and housekeeper?” Bannon leaned forward in his chair.

	“Yes, all three have been with the Melkonian family for many years. The police feel they were not involved in any way.”

	“And his companion?”

	“The police know her, a very high-class and expensive escort. She was with another client that night.”

	Silence in the room as they pondered this information.

	“Is the wife out of the picture?” Gloria tried to make eye contact with the lawyer to no avail. She enjoyed his uneasiness.

	“Yes. Mr. and Mrs. Melkonian have never gotten along since the birth of their daughter. The reasons escape me. Mr. Melkonian and I attended law school concurrently at Boalt Hall in Berkeley. I have handled his family’s affairs since his subsequent graduation from UC Berkeley’s Haas School of Business, and I am the executor of his will. The daughter inherits everything with full control. And, what’s amazing, she is extremely capable. A very bright young woman. It took our accountants five months to discover she had embezzled a great deal of money from the family business before her recent absquatulation, and they are still investigating to find out how she accomplished it. Mr. Melkonian admired such accounting and computer skills. Rather than punish her, he wanted her back into the business to exploit her expertise for the benefit of the company.”

	“Mrs. Melkonian was cut off without a dime,” Bannon said.

	“That is correct. I know that over the years she was able to amass quite a nest egg, enough to live forever in great luxury. Of course, she had her personal attorney call me to discuss this situation. She is deeply disappointed with the will and envious of her daughter.”

	“That could make her a threat,” Gloria Morris said.

	“I shouldn’t think so. I have known the woman since their marriage. She signed a prenuptial agreement, obviously optimistic the marriage would take. She may be jealous, resentful, and very rich, but she is not mentally unbalanced.”

	As he spoke, Mr. Price removed a magenta Art Deco cigarette holder from his jacket pocket, loaded it with a Marlboro Red he shook out of a pack dredged from his cordovan Asprey London attaché case, brandished a bejeweled Ronson lighter from his jacket pocket, and lit the cigarette. He leisurely blew smoke toward the ceiling, then dropped the pack of cigs with the lighter into his jacket pocket. He conducted the entire affair with the grace and elegance of a Japanese tea master performing the chanoyu. Bannon removed a cut glass ashtray from a drawer and set it on his desk in front of the lawyer.

	“Does the wife live on the estate?” Gloria plodded on.

	“No. She has enjoyed her own place across town in Bel Air for about fifteen years now but spends most of her time gallivanting with friends in the South of France. She has her own private and social lives.” Mr. Price sniffed with disapproval.

	“Sounds like a Marin County marriage,” Gloria said. “Why do they remain married?”

	“Business. Mr. Melkonian felt a divorce would not look respectable in his foreign business and social circles.”

	“What kind of a relationship does she have with her daughter?” Gloria took care of the questions. Bannon sat back and massaged his earlobes.

	“Quite estranged. I don’t think she has seen her daughter for all of five or six years.”

	“I last saw her when I hunted her down in Golden Gate Park and delivered her to you at the San Francisco airport almost three years ago,” Gloria said.

	The girl had been living in a homeless enclave in the Rhododendron Dell in Golden Gate Park. Gloria convinced her to return home for her safety after showing photos of a mutilated murder victim found close by. Two stoned gutter punks camping with the girl tried to prevent her from leaving. After a brief scuffle with Gloria Morris, they staggered off, and Gloria handed the daughter over to Mr. Price, who flew her in his Cessna to Los Angeles and home to her father’s Beverly Hills estate.

	“Yes, she remained at the family home and offices for almost two years before taking off again,” Mr. Price said. “Learned the family business. Her father had great hopes for her.”

	“Why do you think she skedaddles?”

	“I have pondered that question for considerable time.” The lawyer used both palms to brush back his hair. “I really have no answer. I’ve known Sitamun all her life but only at a distance, certainly not as an uncle, or cousin, or brother.” Not one flicker of emotion passed over his face. “She was always standoffish, reserved, quite the private little girl. I think she was unhappy. Runs off to find happiness, I suppose. If she finds it, God bless her. But now she has immense responsibilities. She must not shirk those duties.”

	He rummaged in his attaché case and brought out a large envelope, which he placed on Bannon’s desk. His manicured nails reflected the overhead lights.

	“Inside are current photographs of Sitamun as well as a physical description and short biography. Spare no expense. Find the girl.” He gave Bannon a long look. “Bill us accordingly.” 

	He finished his cigarette, blew the smoke toward the ceiling, tapped the stub into the ashtray, and returned the holder to his jacket pocket.

	“You mentioned the Haas School of Business. Were you or Mr. Melkonian acquainted with Mrs. Katherine Hoffman, who also graduated from Haas?”

	Almost three years before, Gloria had met the Hoffman woman, a very wealthy San Francisco businesswoman, socialite, patron of the arts, past owner of the Marbizon Modeling Institute, and participant in the local underground sex scene. The woman also turned out to be a psychopath responsible for at least five murders, directly and by proxy. She was well-known for hosting elaborate soirees to raise money for the local museums and was murdered after the last of these, by whom was never determined, although Gloria had her suspicion.

	“We both knew her slightly, albeit not through the school. From business.”

	The lawyer adjusted the French cuffs of his white Charvet dress shirt. The cuff links were sterling silver lion heads. The lions looked eager.

	“We distanced ourselves from her business affairs following the scandal surrounding her death.” He gave the Richard Mille watch on his left wrist a long frown.

	They stood. Mr. Price, well-proportioned and slightly taller, took the opportunity to look down his nose at Bannon, who was amused by such priggish behavior. The two men shook hands. Mr. Price nodded at Gloria Morris as he fought his way through the thick office carpet without a glance at the receptionist smiling at him from behind her desk. He skidded to a stop in front of Bannon’s collection of Ruth Dicker original paintings hanging on the wall behind her. He squinted at them, as one of his brown eyes was not quite straight in his head. After a short but intense examination, he smiled without showing his teeth, then cantered down the steps and dropped into a Lincoln limousine waiting on Pacific Avenue in front of Bannon’s office.

	“That guy’s quite the character, Sheridan,” Gloria said, looking after the man, “and one classy dresser. Has a good act.” They all sniffed. Mr. Price’s Clive Christian men’s cologne lingered behind, thick as a cloud.

	“Oh, yeah, he’s a very good lawyer with an excellent support staff, especially Henrietta Leeds, his chief associate, a folksy-farmer type, but brilliant. In his younger days, Price used to do criminal work. I heard that twice for two different clients he got rape charges reduced to tailgating.” Bannon blew his nose. “For the past fifteen years or so, Melkonian was his only client, and he helped the man make a fortune. Was compensated with a handsome fee and a healthy percentage of the business profits. There goes a shark who needs not worry where his next meal is coming from.” He pointed toward his private office. “Come join me for a minute.”

	They sat down in the chairs in front of Bannon’s desk. He took a long look at the framed photograph of Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant mounted on the north wall of his office and then turned to Gloria.

	“Find the girl. I disagree with our Mr. Price—she is in danger. I’m also interested in who ordered the murder of Mr. Melkonian. If you find the hitter, so much the better. Mr. Price will be in town until Saturday in case we need him. But keep the body count low.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” Gloria Morris licked her lips. “I take ’em as I find ’em.”

	Bannon pointed at the envelope Mr. Price had left on his desk.

	“I’ll take it home and examine the contents tonight,” Gloria said. “The girl’s name, Sitamun. Very unusual. Lovely. I like it. I’ll have our researcher look into it.”

	Mr. Price was in a hurry. He had a date. Generally stoic regarding women and sex, he was looking forward to this evening’s rendezvous with a lady he’d known for some time. She was beautiful, intelligent, sensual, and smooth top to bottom as a peeled hard-boiled egg. He was straight, so exceedingly straight that he couldn’t even tolerate being in an elevator with another man, so his attraction to this transgender woman was a puzzle to him and the only thing in his life he didn’t intellectualize. Simply put, she provided good value, and concerning the one-eyed wonder lurking in her panties—that was fine, as well. Mr. Price prodded the limo driver to hurry.

	 


Chapter 2

	Tonight the mark looked easy, but you can never tell.

	This Saturday after midnight when she was about to hail a cab following her performance at the club, the runaway spotted a dolled-up drunk in stiletto heels tottering down the congested SoMa sidewalk while trying to avoid the few feckless brown sewer rats scurrying along the sidewalk near the overflowing gutters. Never one to squander an opportunity, the girl fell in step behind the lady. The thundering chorus of AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell” blazing from a jukebox in a nearby saloon tracked the two women as they melted into the evening crowd.

	She always took a cab to the cabaret, and another chauffeured her home. Friday night ended weird, and her head still reeled from the punch the drunk had landed. She relived the entire event while relaxing in the cab earlier this Saturday on the way to the cabaret. Last night she was trolling the Haight Street watering holes about seven in the evening looking for a mark to roll and followed a suit into a crowded saloon. She found him standing by his lonesome at the bar. His tie was loose, and his hair was as disheveled as a little boy’s. He was as lanky and skinny as a bull snake, but the creases in his trousers were as sharp as a knife. Even so, he looked gloomy. She looked bright, a vision of youth and a flutter of eyelids as she sidled up, licked the middle finger of her right hand, and smoothed her right eyebrow. The mug needed to talk, and she was a good listener. It turned out he was rich and unhappy, oversexed and randy, the majority partner in a downtown commercial real estate firm, killing time making deals and making money. He’d sooner spend his time painting surrealist seascape murals, his beloved hobby. He owned a three-story San Francisco Stick Victorian four blocks away in the Upper Haight-Ashbury which he shared with his wife, two teenage sons, one tyrannical live-in housemother, and three cats.

	“But still, the wife hates me an’ my boys don’t appreciate me an’ I don’t know why,” the man had grumbled. “I ought t’ be at Davis Symphony Hall tonight with the wife listening to Yuja Wang on the piano.” He pondered over his homelife for a moment while rubbing the back of his neck, then frowned and sighed, “Maybe ’cause when you’re married, all ya see are hookers.”

	The girl nodded her understanding and unzipped her teeth from ear to ear like a leopard in heat. Her ice-blue eyes gleamed. He looked to get drunk, and she helped him along. He drank and talked and drank and got tanked, then kvetched that he preferred dogs to cats. After a while, she batted her eyes and suggested they decamp to “her place” to continue the conversation.

	The rain which began drenching the Bay Bridge at sunup had marched across San Francisco by sundown and now was barely a drizzle. The evening air was fresh and fragrant thanks to the white alders growing in the panhandle two blocks away. Cars sloshed spray from the puddles, and their bright headlights drilled tunnels through the mist. The girl was familiar with the neighborhood. After shuffling along with her man for a block, she stopped at the mouth of a dark, narrow alleyway, glanced around, and, sure they were alone, snuggled close and rooted around in his rear pants pocket for his wallet. The drunk surprised the hell out of the girl—perhaps the crisp air had sobered him up—when he stiff-armed her away with his left like an NFL running back and then landed a solid roundhouse right to the side of her head before seeing the blur of her spinning toward him and feeling the fiery pain in his gut and kidneys as her knife went in and out…in and out…in…out…to the hot rhythm of a bluesy guitar riff drifting away from a nearby club. She bulldozed the gasping man into the alleyway where he collapsed.

	She hadn’t wanted any trouble, hadn’t expected to harm or kill anybody, but dammit to hell, this was self-defense! She was off the hook and didn’t think twice as she crouched beside the body, cleaned her thumb-stud knife on his jacket, folded it, squirreled it away into her right jacket pocket, tucked the wad of bills from the dead man’s wallet into her left jacket pocket, wiped her fingerprints off the wallet and tossed it down the alleyway, stood, fired up a joint, bit off some smoke which she rolled through her nose, and boogied the few blocks home.

	No living on the street or camping in Golden Gate Park this time around. Home in The City was a two-bedroom flat on the third floor over a cocktail lounge at the corner of Divisadero and Page Streets. A middle-aged couple lived there. They owned the building and operated the lounge which served pricey drinks in an elaborate 1930s decor. They had examined her more intently than her false ID. The deal started out as a place to sleep on the living room couch paid for with a quickie threesome now and then, but rapidly developed into a permanent place in the second bedroom and the duties of live-in paramour and housekeeper. The couple paid her a small salary, entrusted her with the key, and she could come and go as she pleased. The arrangement suited her to a T, and even the nookie and noshing weren’t bad. The man was rough, but she endured it; the woman was gentle, and the girl enjoyed it.

	A gig singing jazz Wednesday, Thursday, and Saturday nights in a South of Market cabaret provided enough scratch so only once in a while did she need to roll a drunk for fun and extra cash to feed her craving for antique Navajo squash blossom necklaces.

	Growing up, the girl had lived in Beverly Hills on her father’s Benedict Canyon estate, a short hop northwest of Hollywood. It might have been the father’s incestuous behavior with her and her mother’s jealous disregard of it that caused her to emerge from high school with a quirk that made her dislike the cultivated side of life, choose the screwy. She wasn’t nuts, but by the time her parents committed her to Stanford University, she preferred Market Street to Rodeo Drive, dopers to intellectuals, and Robin the Snowbird to Professor Cyrus L. Windermere III, who had begged her to marry him.

	It was the money that would drive them after her—all those newspaper hacks and shyster lawyers, obscure aunts, uncles, cousins, and what have you crawling out of the woodwork, accountants, cops, and private detectives, all aware of her extensive knowledge of the family business. Oh, God, how she hated cops and PIs! Twice before, a clam-smacking shamus had found her and dragged her to San Francisco International Airport, where the family lawyer waited to trundle her home in his Cessna Citation Latitude Model 680A.

	Go back to Beverly Hills? No way! Six months since she split. She knew how to hide, and being invisible was easy. Existing on the QT wasn’t so bad. She liked her hugger-mugger life just the way it was—plenty of anonymity and an abundance of time to carouse with the gutter punks she knew, drinking beer and getting ripped on Lady Snow. She had stashed away the small fortune pilfered over the last few months working under her father’s thumb while dodging his accountants. It was snug in a safe deposit box with her jewelry, on standby for a rainy day.

	And now she understood she was hot and in demand because of her father’s murder three days ago. Two years earlier, he had tried to bribe her into remaining with him by designating her sole heir to his property and wealth, but she wasn’t having any. The newspapers, always full of baloney, dubbed her The Halcyon Heiress.

	The runaway intended to stay missing.

	 


Chapter 3

	She drifted into San Francisco just over ten years ago.

	A short stint on a police force following a tour in the army left Gloria Morris restless and unfulfilled. She had heard about the city and considered it a possibility, then a destination. The City, America’s Victorian crown, the loving, throbbing, magnificent blend of art, parks, and joy, always with a hint of fog and kiss of sunshine. She rented a small apartment in the Polk Gulch and lived inconspicuously.

	She took a job here and a position there, but nothing steady, nothing for real.

	The homegrown women were terrific—beautiful, all types and colors, enthusiastic and juicy. A date here, a quickie there, many entanglements but nothing serious, no commitment.

	Her only gratifications were the local music, the workouts in her local studio, and the local restaurants.

	She followed her appetite for Chinese food into every nook and cranny on every street, avenue, court, way, drive, lane, and boulevard of San Francisco until she hit the jackpot in a spotless mom-and-pop on the edge of the Gulch specializing in fresh doughnuts and awesome Cantonese cuisine. Their fried shrimp patties definitely pushed her buttons—served hot, crispy, and basted with a festive blend of oyster sauce, sesame seed oil, and fresh ginger root.

	Then one night three years after her arrival in The City, she was strolling south on Polk Street through the early evening fog wafting among the checkerboards of black buildings with brightly lit windows silhouetted against the gray and silver sky. She had just delivered due diligence to a divine dinner of shrimp patties and spicy garlic beef accompanied by hot jasmine tea, and she was in a jolly mood. Then she saw a swarm of gutter punk crusties across the street in a doorway raising hell, laughing and whooping and tossing their empty beer cans into the street, interfering with traffic and keeping the homeless awake in their tents. To break up their party by kicking some serious ass would have given her a mission in life, but with the current political climate in San Francisco, she would be the one to get locked up. She marched on by, but felt the anger.

	Usually easygoing, the neighborhood was a bit testy this evening. In the next block she heard desperate noises issuing out of an alleyway as she passed. The high feminine whimpers and low brutal growls set her hair on edge. Always curious, she paused and looked in. The stabbing headlights of passing cars barely penetrated the fog, and the blistering fumes from rotting refuse and rancid cooking oil tossed from two nearby greasy spoons induced the fog in the alleyway to shimmer. She squinted and saw the shadowy form of a man roughing up a woman. The anger intensified, but she remained under control. She crunched through the broken glass covering the alleyway and approached the man and woman. Close up, the woman was young, enticing, and very upset. The man was elegantly dressed in a dark double-breasted suit, and his white tie, white display handkerchief, and brown burnished brogues reflected what little light penetrated into the alleyway. But he was stubbly and swarthy and funked of old sweat. One earlobe was missing, and the other sported a brass plug. He was built like a pit bull.

	“How ya doin’, Bo?” Gloria called out in a friendly manner.

	Two faces snapped in her direction, the woman’s showing relief, the man’s surprise.

	“Wontcha go home now, Bo, and coax your cojones. I be takin’ this chick with me,” Gloria said, and showed her teeth in a ten-dollar smile.

	The man could not handle being challenged by a woman. He shoved the girl to the ground and took a step forward. Gloria could smell him.

	“Fuck off, bitch,” he snarled.

	“No, dummy,” Gloria said. “Fuck back on.” She eyeballed his face and silently exhaled.

	Pit Bull looked her up and down, thought for a moment, scratched the back of his meaty neck with a forefinger the size and color of an overripe banana, and made a mistake. He withdrew an object from his right jacket pocket, flicked open a six-inch blade, and attacked.

	What happened next was a blur, a blaze of action. Gloria stepped back with her right foot, sideways to the attack. She bent her left arm and raised it in front of her body with forearm vertical and palm open, fingers together and slightly bent. Quick as a praying mantis nabbing a wasp, she struck the man’s throat with the edge of her left hand, fracturing the larynx. His eyes bulged and his arm sagged. Gloria cupped the man’s wrist with her right hand and struck her left palm against the elbow, snapping it. The knife clattered to the pavement, and his howl of pain rocketed over the clamor of the early evening traffic. Sweeping the damaged arm to her left, she faced the injured man and punched with her right fist two inches below where the ribs join the sternum, an oi tsuki strike, with the first two knuckles twisting upon impact, screwing their way through Pit Bull’s chest. Her fist almost reached his spine.

	Pit Bull looked at Gloria with wonder and amazement. He smiled with appreciation and resignation. Then his eyes unfocused, and he folded to the ground as limp and dead as a rubber glove. His mouth opened, and a gush of blood flooded the alleyway, the rivulets flashing red to black, black to scarlet in the stabbing headlights of the passing cars. In the suddenness of the silence, crickets chorused and chirped their musical thrills accompanied by a lonely tenor sax wailing the blues from a nightclub not far away.

	The girl, Olivia Jenkins, was a working girl, and Pit Bull was some asshole pimp trying to add her to his stable. An elderly buttinsky who managed a nearby flophouse called the police, who came and took Olivia and Gloria away, assisted by an undercover narc working the area. One of Olivia’s regulars was an attorney named Sheridan Bannon.

	Olivia made her call from the Hall of Justice, and Bannon arrived fifteen minutes later full of thunder. Sheridan Bannon was a player. Through his legal work, newspaper contacts, and connections with the local university and law enforcement communities, he had developed a legion of personal and professional relationships. He was tolerated at Bay Area City Halls for his honesty and integrity, and kept his connections at the police departments current and well-greased. But he disliked working with the excessively wealthy—people who know tennis pros and US senators by their first names and toilet habits—yet they often required his services. He charged accordingly, and they paid gratefully. The district attorney didn’t hanker to tangle with Bannon, as the result could mean the end of his career. Any possible charges against Olivia were never discussed. Three weeks later, she and Sheridan Bannon married. The marriage took.

	The legal proceedings concerning Gloria lasted less than a week. The medical examiner was skeptical that such massive damage to Pit Bull’s chest could result from a punch thrown by a woman, not multiple strikes from a blunt weapon wielded by a man. The only weapon found at the scene was the knife covered in his prints with traces of dried blood in the hinge. The police lab matched the blood to a recently eviscerated Jane Doe discovered in the Panhandle of Golden Gate Park. Buttinsky had been alerted by Pit Bull’s howl of pain and had not seen the fight. Olivia was the only witness, and her testimony at the preliminary hearing supported the ruling of self-defense. Gloria Morris walked.

	Pit Bull was another matter. Known as Zamundo Rodriguez, he was living with three young girls he had hooked on heroin and pimped out as escorts. The girls told investigators they thought he was from Arabia or some such place, as he often conversed on the phone in a weird-sounding language, certainly not Spanish. His phone records led police to an Oakland mosque whose imam considered him a stellar member of his Sunni congregation. INTERPOL identified him as Saleem el Hajjar, a terrorist from Gaza, who, they figured, had crawled over the Texas-Mexican border into the USA back around 2012. All law enforcement agencies agreed the world was now a better place with one less pimp and interbred terrorist, and secretly congratulated Gloria for taking Saleem out.

	During that week, Bannon had numerous discussions with Gloria. Her intellect and explosive sense of honor impressed him immensely. Her thoughts were more bound by justice than Einstein’s by mathematics. The woman kept things simple. Her instincts told her to protect Olivia and that Pit Bull wasn’t worth keeping around. Her fighting skills were evident. As Bannon explained to The City’s chief of police, “Gloria doesn’t care from legal.”

	Sheridan Bannon was a man who did not hem and haw when an opportunity stared him in the face. He hired Gloria Morris on the spot.

	Five years later Gloria fell in love with Sparkle Napier, and the two ladies began a passionate romance. To Bannon’s relief, she didn’t lose her swagger. She was tougher than ever, as now she had something to lose. This committed relationship on top of the meaningful work with Bannon was just the ticket. The change in Gloria was there for all to see. She was happy.

	 


Chapter 4

	The woman strolled through the Central Park entrance of New York’s Plaza Hotel for the third time in a week, rumbled through the lobby, frowned, adjusted her sable stole with small delicate hands protected by black Italian lambskin gloves, marched into the dining room, scrutinized the diners, and at long last found her man in a far booth, sitting with his back to the wall, smiling at a full cup of steaming black coffee. He was dressed in pressed black Levi’s, gray shirt, and royal blue necktie, and appeared rested and freshly groomed, not that she gave a shit. She slid in next to him like a wisp of fog, but not close. His lack of response was okay, as she had just found an invisible and shadowy man after investing a small fortune for the privilege.

	“Mr. Dion Marius Vitelli, good morning,” she gushed. She twiddled her fingers at a waiter, who rushed over. “Coffee, cream, and menus, please.” She removed her stole and laid it on the seat over her handbag, between her and the man. Her gloves remained.

	He looked from his coffee to the fur, then raised his eyes to hers. “Nice sable,” he said in the husky whisper that was his voice. “The lady has money, an appetite, cream in her coffee, and takes care of her hands.” He enjoyed a long, slow swallow of coffee. “I feel I’ve known her for ages and ages.” He looked her up and down and liked what he saw—a well preserved, confident middle-aged woman under an ocean of cosmetics, delicate ears peeking through short, fluffed, silver hair, elegantly attired in a floral-embroidered fil coupe dress. She was pretty in the way that old glass windows may be pretty, the type of dame who goes to bed with a jug of wine and wakes up with a fifth of gin. The butterfly tattoo on her neck behind the right ear charmed him, but he did not smile.

	“Dion, cut the crap,” the woman snapped, “and let’s enjoy breakfast. My treat. Then we’ll hit your room and talk business.” She surveyed him through wild Joan Crawford eyes.

	“Now, why would I do all that?” He fiddled with his tie.

	“You’re curious about this here bitch that just climbed into your booth.”

	The waiter flitted over to take their order—spinach quiche and a toasted ciabatta bun with warm butter and strawberry jam for her, a Spanish omelet for him with garlicky hash browns, grilled crunchy but not burned. He was fond of any food that contained garlic or rosemary, preferably both. She admired his excellent table manners. He noticed she ate like a lumberjack. Both enjoyed their food, coffee, and the silent companionship. Neither liked eating alone but did so out of necessity most of the time.

	In the elevator gliding up, the woman took the opportunity to look the man over, and liked what she saw. Handsome in a primeval way, not overly tall but very muscular, thirty give or take a couple of years, trimmed black hair, clean-shaven, his clear forehead and chin retreating north and south from an exquisite, almost feminine nose. And his hands! Beautiful hands with the long, delicate fingers of a piano virtuoso, fingers with shiny molded nails and tapered first joints, handsome hairless fingers on feminine smooth hands, hands that were blessed with the crushing strength of a green anaconda. He looked like a dude who would fight with his nails rather than his fists, but she knew his professional reputation, and that was why she had spent the money and effort to find him. She wouldn’t want his dreams.

	On the fifteenth floor, the elevator stopped, the doors whooshed open, and he escorted her down the hall and into his room. She recognized it as a Plaza King, spacious and luxuriously appointed with a king-sized bed, two overstuffed wing chairs, and charming wooden table desk with marble top and matching chair. On the wall facing the bed hung a large screen TV. The color scheme pleased the eye with eggshell walls and ceiling, light brown carpet matching the chairs, deep brown drapes, and gold painted woodwork bordering the bed’s huge headboard. The place looked as if housekeeping had just paid a visit. A large bowl of fresh fruit rested on a white doily on the table. The man picked it up and offered fruit to the woman. She took a bunch of purple grapes and sat in a chair without being invited to do so. He replaced the bowl, gave her a long, hard stare, and then removed the sable stole from her shoulders, searched it, and rummaged inside her handbag. Satisfied after finding no weapons, he nevertheless remained standing as he thumbed through her wallet. She didn’t object.

	“Lady, thanks for breakfast. You’re a decent cook.” He ignored the woman’s sarcastic cackle. “Now, is this a pickup? Or who in the bloody blazes are you? Never heard o’ ya.” He tossed her the wallet. She caught it with one hand and dropped it into her navy blue Hermes Birkin handbag.

	“Got a radio in this room, Dion? Be a sport and turn it on. Your walls may have ears.”

	“This is my room, and bugged it ain’t. My conversations—them I don’t need to record. Thank you dearly for the compliment.”

	“Please, make me feel at home,” the woman insisted, showing gleaming white teeth and a pointed pink tongue, “or I’m outta here.”

	“So, go.”

	She didn’t budge.

	The man tickled a couple of wall knobs, and classical music filled the room. He smiled with recognition. “Vladimir Horowitz performing the Rachmaninoff Piano Sonata No. 2, op. 36 in B-flat minor. Okay by you?” He fiddled with his tie.

	“Whatever. Louder, please.”

	He turned up the volume. “Give!” His husky whisper was audible over the music.

	“I am filthy rich.” To emphasize that point, the woman popped a couple of grapes into her mouth. She slowly chewed and swallowed, not noticing the bit of juice escape from the side of her mouth which ran down her chin. “You just got my name from my wallet; I know you’ll check me out. I used a pile of my dough to buy many people and much information, and that is how I found you. Know all about ya—your background, employers, work history. You are good. You work for people who send you on assignments. You never work directly for the person who coughs up your fee. Until now. I want to hire you and will pay handsomely. The trouble could be that now we know each other, which makes each of us a danger to the other. But not really, as I will need you many times in the near future. And, of course, you want the money.” Her eyes were crazy wild. She popped in more grapes. The man remained standing and said nothing.

	“I need you to kill two people.” She chewed and swallowed. She loved grapes and popped in a few more. “Finding one is easy; the other is missing and needs to be flushed out. I can furnish much of the intel you require.” She mentioned a fee that caused the man to sit down. He agreed to the deal.

	They discussed payment details, scheduling, and what information he would need. After some time, the woman smiled and kneeled before him, stuck out her tongue, undid his trousers, peeled down his drawers, found his schmeckel, and, to his surprise and great relief, gave him the blow job of the century. She was skilled and enjoyed the task, all lips and tongue. He couldn’t hold out long under her assault, but long enough. He felt the orgasm first in his chest, then his groin. The spasms were fierce and many, causing the woman to gasp in admiration and appreciation to the very last drop. Then she sat on the bed, laid back, and said, “Eat me.” He did. She was as smooth as a new Magic 8-Ball and smelled as fresh as a virgin bride. Her orgasms were wet, and her vocalizations were loud. After a long while, swollen and wet and musky, she turned over, and he continued his work. Nice way to seal an agreement, he thought as he burrowed in deeper. Better’n shaking hands by far. A noteworthy woman, she had removed her knickers but retained her gloves. Horowitz at full throttle prevented hotel guests outside the room from hearing her.

	Three weeks later Dion hit the first of the two people, killed the man in the guy’s Beverly Hills home. He hoped the man’s daughter, the second target, had run off to San Francisco as she had before so he could follow her there. He loved The City’s Victorian architecture after first seeing it in books and enjoyed discussing its colors, shapes, and beauty with a
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