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Chapter One

​


She needed a drink. Not a beer, as she didn’t
care much for beer, and not wine, as she wasn’t in a ‘wine’ kind of
mood. No, she wanted a drink. Something with a zing to it,
something that would tingle as it slid down her throat, leaving no
doubt that she’d just consumed alcohol.

Sliding onto a bar-stool, she beckoned to the
bartender and ordered her ‘usual.’ After coming to this place once
or twice a week for a couple of months, she’d finally trained the
bartender how to make it correctly. Funny how a drink that was so
common in one city could be so unheard of in another.

“Beer—draft.”

She was annoyed that the guy sat right next
to her, when there were other seats available at the bar. But he
did sit there.

She purposely didn’t glance at him, even
though she could tell he was looking at her. Instead, she took
another sip of her drink, savoring the tangy sensation.

Yeah, that’s better.

Ignoring the guy next to her wasn’t as easy
as she’d hoped. More people had come into the bar; the noise level
was up as orders were placed and more seats were taken, including
bar-stools.

Still, the guy next to her said nothing—not
to her, not to anyone else. Luckily, ignoring him got easier when
the bartender changed the TV channel to a baseball game, and she
was able to focus on the battle on the diamond.

She had just winced at a missed grounder when
a voice next to her said, “I know who you are.”

First instinct almost caused her to turn
toward him, if only in surprise, but she was able to resist it.
Instead, her eyes went to the mirror behind the bar, but rows of
alcohol bottles obscured the sight of her neighbor. All that was
visible was the top of his head: light brown hair. Or would that be
dirty blond? Sandy brown? Whatever.

“You must have me confused with someone
else.” She was ostensibly looking at her drink, but allowed her
eyes to stray to the right, where his hand rested on the bar next
to his beer.

“No, no confusion,” he said conversationally.
“I know who you are.”

“Well, then, that makes two of us. So if
you’ll excuse me....” She started to turn away and make an
exit.

“Don’t leave yet... Angelina.”

She paused and finally turned toward him,
this time looking at him directly. “My name isn’t Angelina.” His
eyes matched his hair: sort of honey-colored. Much lighter than
most brown eyes.

He was looking at her, too. “You really
haven’t changed,” he said.

She ignored him. “I said, my name isn’t
Angelina. So if you’ll excuse me....”

He put his hand out. He didn’t grab her or
touch her, but he could have. If he dared.

“My apologies,” he said. “So what name do you
go by... now?”

“I’m sorry, what business is it of yours what
my name is? And why do you care?”

He sighed. “Let’s back up a moment. Do I look
familiar at all? Do you recognize me?”

Even as she shook her head, she had to
acknowledge a twinge of recognition. She knew she’d seen those eyes
before... somewhere... sometime.

She shrugged. “I see a lot of people, every
day. I could have seen you anywhere.”

“Here’s a hint,” he added. “It’s been a few
years since you’ve seen me.”

His choice of words didn’t escape her,
leaving a big question mark about how recently he’d seen her.

She was still trying to place him. She knew
she’d seen those eyes before... the color was a bit too unusual not
to remember.

It came to her at the same instant he gave
his next hint: “I bet it’s been a few years since you’ve been in
Day’s Drug Store.”

Yep, she had it now.

He must have guessed as much. “You remember,
don’t you?”

She rolled her eyes. “You tend to remember
the face of the person who threatens to arrest you.”

He smiled. “I couldn’t have arrested you. I
was only store security; I was trying to put the fear of God in
you.”

He had a nice smile. She gave a wry one in
return. “It worked. I didn’t go back to that store for ages.”

“I know.”

That brought her back to the present, and put
her protective wall back into place. “So— now that we’ve had a
chance to catch up after all these years....”

He put his hand up again. “Wait! Damn it, I
came here to talk to you. Now, will you get off your high horse
long enough to let me?”

She sighed. “I suppose if I say I can’t
imagine what you’d have to say to me, you’ll tell me to listen and
find out.”

“I will. Now, can we go to a booth over there
and sit down? I promise I’ll get right to the point.”

“Okay,” she said, looking not at all sure
that it was okay. “Once we sit down you’ll have thirty seconds to
speak your piece, and then I’m gone.”

“Deal.” He picked up his beer and her drink
and carried them to a booth along the far wall that had just become
available. Once they were seated, she looked pointedly at her
watch.

“I want to hire you for a job.”

She managed to hide her surprise.

“A job?” she repeated. “Why would you offer
me a job?”

He smiled again. “Well, now at last I have
your attention, and thank heavens you stopped the countdown. Now I
can explain things better.”

“Yeah, why don’t you begin with your name? I
may have recognized you finally, but your name escapes me. If I
even knew it to begin with.”

“Fair enough. Nick Aston. And yes, I worked
security at Day’s Drugs after I graduated from college, which is
where we, um, met.”

“So you were pretty young then, huh? You
seemed old to me.”

“Hey, I was younger then than you are now.
And you were what, fifteen? Sixteen? I must’ve seemed ancient to
you.”

“Yes, I was sixteen. And being detained at
the store and suspected of shoplifting was not a highlight of my
year.”

He shrugged. “I called it as I saw it. I knew
you didn’t swipe anything, but I figured you were the lookout.”

“Ha! Great lookout I turned out to be, since
you nailed us. No, I was no lookout, just a clueless kid who didn’t
know what her friends were doing.”

“Yes, I realize that. But that’s the past.
Can we focus on now, please?”

“Okay,” she agreed with a careless shrug. “So
what’s this about a job? For your information, I already have a
job.”

“I know,” he replied. “I also know you’re
capable of so much more than being an usher at a movie theatre. Not
that it’s a bad job—it’s an honest, honorable way to earn a
paycheck. But I need your... er, someone like, uh....”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, dude, just
spit it out.”

“I need someone who can do what you do: lift
things. Relieve people of their possessions.”

“You mean a thief.”

Nick dipped his head in acquiescence. “Yes. I
need a thief.”

She glanced around the bar for a moment, as
if looking for hidden cameras. “Again, start from the beginning.
Who are you, and why do you need a thief, and, more importantly,
why did you come to me?”

He took a breath. “Okay, so here’s the story
in a nutshell. As you know, I worked in store security after
college, just until I could get into the police academy. Then I was
a cop for about five years. At that point I left the force and
became a consultant—a security consultant. So now I have my own
consulting firm.”

“And you hire thieves.”

“Normally, no. Well, actually, yes, I do have
a convicted hacker on the payroll, but in general I try to stay
away from known felons.”

“How nice for you. So what does your company
have to do with me?”

“My company? Nothing. The job I’m talking
about wouldn’t be with my consulting firm. It’s a one-time
assignment, and would be strictly off the books. Sort of a
freelance thing.”

She just raised her brows at him. When she
didn’t say anything, he continued.

“Okay, here’s the deal. After our first
encounter years ago, I knew you were a good kid, you hadn’t been
shoplifting, that sort of thing. I knew your Aunt Jen, who worked
at Day’s Drugs, and she’d mention from time to time how you were
doing, what college you went to, that sort of thing. Then one day I
happened to see you on the street. It was summer, so you were home
from school, and you were walking up South Street. And before my
very eyes, I saw you... well, I saw you take a guy’s wallet. I was
stunned, to say the least, and didn’t want to believe it, but
that’s what I saw. And then you stopped the guy and gave it back,
as if it had just fallen out of his pocket. I couldn’t believe it,
but I’d definitely seen it.”

She didn’t say anything right away, so he
went on.

“I was a cop then, so I checked your name in
our system, but didn’t find anything. So I forgot about it. Then, a
few years later, I was processing paperwork on some punk who stole
a car, and his last name was similar to yours, and that reminded me
of you. So I checked your name again, and saw a misdemeanor theft
charge for you. I lost track of you for a year or so after that,
got busy with my company and all that, but then last year I was
looking through some photos for a client, and found a mug shot of
you, from a shoplifting charge.” He was watching her closely. “But
when I looked at the name, it wasn’t your name. So there it was:
your photo, but not your name. I did a little more digging, and
found another mug shot of you... with yet another name. So that’s
three names, for three misdemeanors, for the same person.

“All I can say is, whoever makes your bogus
driver’s licenses does a damn good job.”

She looked at him. “I’m still not hearing a
point here.”

He sighed. “Okay, here’s the point: I want to
hire you. To do what you obviously do well. I’m not stupid; I know
that you have a few misdemeanors under your belt, but I can only
imagine how many times you haven’t been caught. I know you’re very
good at what you do.”

“How do you know ‘what I do’?”

“Like I said, I saw you. And I’ve seen you
since then, too. I went to the theatre where you work a few weeks
ago, and I watched you for a while. You were in the lobby taking
tickets and in the space of forty-five minutes I saw you take a
wallet and a cell phone. In both cases, you gave them back intact,
telling the people they dropped the item, or it fell out of their
purse or pocket, or whatever. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I
wouldn’t have known you took the items; in fact, I didn’t actually
see what happened when you took the cell phone, but I know you did
take it.”

She looked down but not quickly enough to
completely hide the half-smile. “Am I missing something? You have
your own company, with people who already work for you. So what do
you want me for? Whatever you’ve got in mind, sounds like it’s on
the other side of the line.”

“It is... sort of.” When she didn’t respond,
he said, “I’ve become aware of a situation... well, it’s wrong.
It’s just wrong. Technically not illegal, maybe, but even if it is,
bringing the law into this would take too long and not fix the core
problem.”

Still she said nothing, so Nick went on. “I
recently met a woman—nice woman, widowed, two grown kids who’ve
left the nest—anyway, like a lot of people, she’s had some
financial squeezes, so she contracted with a debt-consolidation
company, Volpin Credit Resources, to help her get squared away with
her bills. Months pass, and she thinks things are fine when she
hears from one of her creditors. Car insurance company, I believe;
they tell her she’s behind on her payment. Obviously something’s
screwy, and after a few phone calls she discovers that she’s still
behind on most of her bills.”

“Which the debt-consolidation company was
supposed to alleviate.”

“Exactly,” he said, pleased that she’d joined
the conversation. “She was paying the company twelve hundred bucks
a month to incrementally pay off her various debts
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