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To the love of my life,

Another love letter to you.

Always

––––––––
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Mark Chance, is that you?”

The sound of his own name being called out startled him.  He looked up from his poolside chair, held a hand across his forehead to block the blinding Las Vegas sun, and saw someone standing next to him who not only caused his manhood to stir, he was amazed at how much she hadn’t changed since he last saw her seven years ago.

“Hi, Laura,” he said, noting his target on the other side of the pool was still sipping a margarita with two blond beauties on either side.  How could he be so focused on his job that he didn’t notice his former boss?

Especially since he had spent so much time imaging what she looked like naked.

But how odd for her to be here now.  It was a chance meeting, if there ever was one—no pun intended, given his last name.

“On vacation?” he asked, now standing so he didn’t have to shade himself as much.  He prayed his growing stiffness wouldn’t protrude to full mast.

Two teens, a boy and a girl, stood slightly behind Laura Stein.  They looked so much like her, but they had definitely changed since the last Christmas family photo.  It was seven years ago when he quit.

He honestly didn’t think he’d ever see her again.  But he kept every Christmas family photo he had ever been given.

“For a few days,” she said, nodding.  She gestured to the two teens.  “It’s winter break for them.  What have you been up to lately?”

“Call it a working vacation,” he said, grinning, shrugging.  He gestured to a closed laptop next to the chair.  “I got sick of the snow, so I came down here to work.  The Pacific Northwest can be brutal.  Not like Minnesota though.”

“Are you still with . . . sorry, what was the name-”

Seven years ago, he had worked for quick assembly contract manufacturer in Bloomington, Minnesota.  His first job there was part-time janitor, working his way through college to avoid as much debt as possible, and soon landed on the assembly line upon graduation.  It was tedious work, and when he found an opening in IT—he double-majored in computer science and math—he was immediately promoted.

Laura was a sales director when he started in IT, and by the time he quit, the company was bought out by a larger manufacturing conglomerate and she was promoted to the VP of Operations and Sales.

“Oh, I don’t work for them anymore,” he said.  “Unfortunately, startups have a tendency to be very unstable.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, cocking her head a little.

“No worries,” he said.  “I saw the writing on the wall, so to speak, and landed another gig right away.  Still got a nice severance package.  I’ve been through . . . three other companies since.  I even do some consulting.  The company I’m at now is in the alternative energy sector, which gets a lot of government grants, but they’re still figuring out how to grow.”  He grinned.  “Gives me a lot of time to do more consulting.  Which is why I’m here.”

“You have a client here?” she asked.

He shook his head.  “My consulting is more aligned with cybersecurity.  It’s all done through email and video chats, depending on their needs.  If a company wants to test whether or not they’re susceptible to hackers, I can test all of the avenues.  It sounds mundane, but it’s lucrative.”

He glanced over at the target—he was still there, and one of the blonds decided to dip her feet into the pool—and saw that he was on his cell now.  The program on his laptop should be capturing every word he speaks or texts.  He also waved away the waiter, indicating that he may be moving on shortly.

“You look good too,” she said, eyeing him up and down.

Her daughter rolled her eyes.

Her son stared at the blond as well as the dozens of other shapely beauties that were gracing their wares in and around the pool.

When he worked with Laura, Mark was two hundred and forty-five pounds, and couldn’t even do a single chin-up.  His doctor strongly urged him to change his diet and lift weights or else he’d be a prime candidate for diabetes or heart disease.  A year after leaving, he had an opportunity of a lifetime, which demanded a complete lifestyle change.

Now, he was a lean one eighty, can bench close to three hundred, had run in more than a dozen marathons across the country, and can do fifty chin-ups without breaking a sweat.

“Thanks, and so do you,” he said.  True, she had slimmed a bit while maintaining quite a bosom, and her long dark hair now had lighter streaks through it.  He thought they were more blond than gray—he went more gray and bald over the years, and for the past few years went with the cue ball look.  It was especially helpful when he donned a disguise.

Laura’s husband worked for the state highway department, if he wasn’t mistaken, but the lack of a ring now caused him to realize something happened.  He made a show of looking around.  “Where’s . . . Jeff?  Wasn’t that your husband’s name?”

The daughter touched Laura’s shoulder.  “Mom, you promised.  I’m starving.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, stepping back a little.  “I didn’t want to keep you from something.  It was nice talking to you.”  He thought the daughter’s name was Sydney, her son Benjamin.

Instead of answering his question, Laura looked back at her daughter, told her to go on ahead with her brother, and the two kids—well, they weren’t exactly little kids, but had to be either in their last year or so of high school or had just started college—took off.

He took out a card.  “My cell’s on there, if you wanna do something later on.  Text or call.  No strings attached.  Bring your kids and Jeff too.”

She sighed.  “It was Greg.  And he’s no longer with us.  He died . . . almost two years ago.  Please, don’t say you’re sorry or anything.  I’m just trying to move on.  How about you?”

He hung his head while still trying to keep an eye on his target.

Okay, he’s on the move.

Mark grabbed his laptop.  “Still haven’t found anyone since Nancy passed.  Sorry, I gotta go.  I don’t want to sound too forward or anything, but I have extra tickets to the Cirque Du Soleil show tonight.  Enough for me, you, and the kids.  Again, no strings attached.”  He pointed at his card.  “Call or text if it’s something you’re interested in.”

And with that—he prayed his complete erection didn’t show through to her—he turned and walked away.

When he was halfway across the pool area, he glanced back.

She was no longer there.

But his target was, and that was all that mattered.

Because the target was the only reason Mark was in Las Vegas, at the Bellagio.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mark took out his ear buds.

He listened to his target’s calls three times.

Hope Laura takes me up on the offer.  The cover of a family would be better when the target is two rows ahead of me.

No missed calls or texts.

He circled around the spacious hotel room, upset with himself for not noticing Laura coming toward him earlier.  He championed himself for being aware of his surroundings at all times.  Call it obsessive, if you will.  That was what made him excellent at his job, setting himself apart from others in the same business.

But not that time.

He sat on the edge of the tub.  He pressed his fingers against his temple and closed his eyes.

Okay, think.  What was it?

He had tracked his target all morning, from the restaurant to the blackjack table—he even sat three seats from him and played a dozen hands before calling it quits when he was up one twenty—and knew he would come out to the pool.

He was one of those guests who had a reserved seat along the pool.  The shapely pool attendant, in thin white shorts and a blue and white top, had towels and drinks already set out when he arrived.

But what did I miss?

He stood and opened his eyes.  Next to him, near the tub and shower, was a rack of towels.  He grinned.

Clever.

He recalled the two blonds taking their towels and spreading them out on the chairs.  But not his.  He had two towels, and he seemed to handle them with the utmost-

His cell dinged.

He had formed a habit long ago not to act like a Pavlovian dog every time his cell chimed.  Unless it was a call—and there are only four (now five, since he forgot about Laura) who have his number—he would finish his thought or whatever he was doing before seeing who it was.  He didn’t have a personal social media account, but several of his personas did.

The pool attendant.  Either she’s in on it or . . . 

He ran to his laptop.  Security at the casino was always state-of-the-art, but what people don’t know was that their own cell phones were just as good as gaining access to the company’s video feeds.  Accessing a personalized program used for this purpose, he logged today’s date, time range, and GPS coordinates.

It amazed him how much data people put out in the world.  Even if one’s privacy settings were set high, it didn’t take much to circumvent it.  Within minutes, he scrolled through videos and pictures.

His cell dinged again.

There it is.

He located five tablets and seventeen cell phones trained in his target’s general direction—what most don’t know was that even if one’s devices weren’t in active use, the camera functions still operated.  Triangulating the blending of pictures and videos, he was able to obtain a 3D view of the area.  Mark put on his VR goggles, and zoomed in on the target.

But not before noticing Laura.

He grew stiff again.

He came in around her backside.

Yup, that’s the ass I always dreamed about.  God, she’s still sweet-looking!

The black one-piece with an open back and a sharp V down the front, accenting what he had always guessed to be D-size breasts.  He had never seen her bare back before, and now longed to run his hands along them, massaging every muscle, every link of her spine, the hourglass shape of her hips, while he slipped his way inside, over and over again.

He was at full mast now.

When he came to the room before, he straddled the toilet and relieved himself.  The urge to do it again was immense.

But would it affect his performance—if she said yes to his invitation, of course—if he was able to bring her back to his room tonight?

Or her room?

Minus the kids, of course.

He had done two-a-nights before, but never three.

Then again, I’ll have a long time to build up for tonight anyway.

With the shot of her bare back and shapely ass in the black one-piece training in the middle of his view, he did it.  He even zoomed in close, as if he was right there-

His cell dinged.

After finishing, he wiped himself up, flushed, and made his way back across the room, the goggles across his forehead.  This time, he picked up his cell.

An unknown number texted him three times.

It was Laura.

He grinned.

Yes, it’s a date!
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She didn’t call it a date.

And he didn’t say that word when he texted her back either.

But he was going to treat it as such.  He just needed to tread lightly, to not give her the wrong impression.

Apparently, Laura had bought tickets to tonight’s Celine Dion concert, but was able to transfer them for tomorrow.

“I even got better seats!” she texted back, adding a smiley face emoticon.  “You sure about the kids coming tonight?  You don’t mind?”

He told her that he didn’t.

He felt it was the right thing to do.  His own father wasn’t his biological father.  The biological one—the proverbial sperm donor, Mark called him, despite knowing his actual name and current location—was a drunk and frequent drug user.  When his mother found out she was pregnant, the sperm donor grew violent and punched a hole through the wall.  He had hit walls before, his mother had told him once, but this time it went through and out the other side of the interior wall, pushing pink insulation toward the middle of the room.

She then called her father.

He soon picked her up, despite it being two thirty in the morning.  Mark’s grandfather was a cop, you see.  Even though they lived in a small town in North Dakota, he roused the rest of the men on the force and showed the sperm donor what justice really looked like.

From what Mark understood, the sperm donor was lucky to be alive.

A year after Mark was born, his mother met the man who would eventually become his father.  They met on a blind date.  Ironically, that was the only date where it was just the two of them besides their friends.  Mark went with on all of the others, to the movies, on picnics, camping trips.  Mark’s father was always there for him.

As a man always should.

It’s that sense of manhood Mark felt now with Laura’s two children.  Even though he knew nothing about the fate of Laura’s husband—he scoured the web but found nothing except an obituary—he still wanted to make them feel welcome, yet at the same time not wanting to give them the feeling that he was replacing their father.

Mark checked the time.

The show started at eight.  He made dinner reservations for six thirty.

And, yes, the target also had reservations in the same restaurant.

The only thing that bothered him was the fact that he always ran these operations alone.  Even though he thought having what appeared to be a family with him would provide an even greater cover, he didn’t want to jeopardize the mission.

Especially when lives were at stake.

Would she understand what he was doing?

“No,” he whispered to himself, while staring outside.  “No one can ever know.  Not even Mom knows.”

And that secret had been a difficult one to keep.
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Mark had been in the business for close to five years.

He stumbled upon it while working through an ongoing hack at a medical start-up in Portland, Oregon.  He knew about the dark web—some have called it dark net or even the internet’s black market—but was naive to its actual existence in his own life.

The medical start-up was working on a new web-based monitor for diabetic patients.  It was geared toward those with type-one diabetes, who were dependent on insulin injections to regulate their blood sugars.  The web-based monitor would work through a sensor implanted through a patch applied on the patient’s skin.  A continuous feed would provide data from the person’s cell, and alert them to any high or low blood sugars.

Other diabetes supplies manufacturers offered similar products, but not in the way this start-up was going.  The other products were more hardware.  The start-up was all in the way of software through the web.  Hence its problem from frequent hacking attacks.  At first, they thought it was one of their major competitors, but once Mark started digging in, he knew that wasn’t the case.

In the end, the hacker was a tenth-grade high school student who thought she could make a few bucks while blackmailing the start-up into leaking their secrets.  But when the feds showed up, armed with the evidence Mark had provided, the attacks ceased.

Mark hated that he had to quit the job he worked with Laura.  But when the local IT budget was dramatically slashed, he knew his time was coming to an end.

Still dismayed at what had distracted him that afternoon at the pool, he soon discovered what it was.

It was three things really.  First, he followed her through social media, despite her low level of activity.  Last night, she posted that she had arrived at McCarran International Airport, located just south of Vegas.  An hour later, she posted a picture of her hotel room from the Bellagio.  He recalled growing very excited with the prospect of seeing her.  This morning, while heading to breakfast, he swore he had seen her, far away, through the vast crowd, but that sighting only lasted about two seconds.

While he was observing his target at the pool, he prayed she would find him, come up to him, and say hi.  But would she even remember him?  He envisioned her coming up to him over and over again, in much the same manner as it occurred.

No, that isn’t quite right.  It happened exactly like he envisioned.  That shocked him the most.

Back to the business at hand, how he stumbled onto it was linked to that first encounter with a hacker.  While monitoring the firewall, fortifying it where he could, he found something far sinister.

The CFO—who was the CEO’s best friend since college, a severe womanizer, and self-proclaimed party animal—had a dark side.  Not only that, but he was using the company resources to fuel it.

He paid for young escorts.  His preference were fifteen to sixteen year old girls, but on occasion would hire one as young as thirteen.  All were bought and paid for online through the dark web.

Mark had three avenues he could’ve taken: ignore it, alert the authorities, or personally make him pay.

He chose door number three.

And had never looked back when he discovered a plethora of other people who engaged in similar activities.

He called himself a cross between Robin Hood and a vigilante superhero like Batman or Green Arrow.  Through his intense research, he knew that sexual predators rarely, if ever, quit doing what they were doing.  Almost like an alcoholic, where they say once a drunk always a drunk, the same applied to sexual predators: once a rapist, always a rapist.  Even if he paid to have sex with them, the girls were far too young to know what they were doing, and in the majority of cases were kept in captivity by human sex traffickers to help pay off their debts.  His first plan was to kill them.

But killing them, even those depraved maniacs, was still murder.

So he chose an alternate: public humiliation and complete financial ruin.  He felt sorry for the families of the predators, but Mark worked out a plan so they wouldn’t have to worry ever again.

That was, until he discovered the CFO’s wife knew about his exploits and encouraged it
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