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      I should listen to my gut more often.

      Roses are red. Other than the dangerous thorns, roses are nice, right? A symbol of love men across the ages have given to lovers as a sign of affection. Blood is red too. It feeds the body, transporting valuable oxygen to keep us alive and invigorated. We’d die without it, something I’d soon find out first hand.

      The vision, dressed in red, was at the other end of the bar. Her slender legs tipped with a pair of glossy red stilettos, were perched on the chrome footrest of the barstool. I think they stretched all the way from here to Canada. Maybe even to Heaven.

      The first time she caught my eye, she did that hair thing girls do when they want something. She twirled her brown locks around her fingers as she maintained eye contact long enough for me to see that they matched her hair.

      I always knew most predators had retractable claws. Hers were extended and painted a shade of red that looked as if she’d just ripped the bartender’s throat out. In fact, he was missing, and my glass was empty. I hoped she hadn’t killed him.

      The devil is red too. And stop signs.

      So why didn’t I stop? Why didn’t I just leave my empty glass and go back to my room?

      Yeah, I should listen to my gut more often.
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      I help people. It’s my calling. They have money, and I help them to get rid of it by selling them drugs. The large pharmaceutical company I work for rakes in billions of dollars every year by selling overpriced medicines to doctors. I don’t get billions for my trouble, but they pay me well enough, which is why I’m in this bar, in this kind of hotel. It’s nice enough that I can sit at the bar with no worries about the clientele, but not so nice that I can’t afford to buy a drink or two.

      There are four of us facing the large mirror mounted behind the bar, each separated by the barrier of an empty stool. Sitting between me and what I hope will become the focus of my attention for the foreseeable future are two people. One is a middle-aged woman who’s just painted her claws, maybe to compete with the dream sitting next to her, and is fanning them as if she’s waiting for an invisible Polaroid to develop. The other is a bulky man, dressed like me, but his clothes are twice the size of mine. I tend to keep fit, eat well, exercise. I do everything in moderation. This guy doesn’t, evidenced by the extra stomach hanging over his belt. He’s also looking for the bartender, but unlike my solitary wine glass, he has three empty beer glasses and a couple of shot glasses lined up to attention, awaiting new instructions like soldiers.

      Because they banned smoking in hotel bars, without the overriding stench of tobacco, other smells have become prevalent. They didn’t ban nail polish. I was about to tell nail lady they produce the stuff without the cloying aroma when the bartender reappeared. He was a young man, but he was sweating for some reason and looked as if he was trying to catch his breath after a heavy run.

      “Sorry everyone,” he said to his captive audience, “had to switch out a keg.”

      Bulky did the nod thing, and the bartender removed his dead soldiers and replaced them with a new recruit. Its frothy cap slid down the side of the glass onto the shiny bar top. A shot of Makers Mark followed it. Nail lady raised her painted hands in defeat when the bartender caught her eye. She spun her stool around, slid off it with the elegance of a rhino, and left the bar. It was just the three of us now. My stomach lurched as my dream leaned forward enough to catch my eye again and then leaned back. Her necklace swung out in front of her. It was the only jewelry she wore. No rings. Subtle, but I’m a man of the world. I know what to look for.

      I pointed to my glass, and it vanished for a moment and reappeared full of merlot. One small sip for courage and I grabbed it by the narrow stem and walked casually to the other end of the bar. Bulky man watched me in the mirror. He was sizing up my chances of success and his smirk showed he had little faith in me.

      As a single man I stay alert to opportunity, but picking up women in bars is not something I do on a regular basis. For one, it’s tacky and can lead to all kinds of problems. The main reason is that it’s a rare night when a woman as stunning as this one flashes the signs. One messy divorce scarred me enough to raise my standards. If I take a chance on someone, it had better be worth it. Therefore, the only thing I curl up with most of the time at night is a good book.

      “Hi,” I said, “I’m Paul.” I offered my hand, and she wrapped those claws around it. Her handshake stroked against my skin.

      “Hello, Paul. I’m Monica.”

      Monica? She looked like a Giselle or one of those names that promised all kinds of things, some of them legal. But she had a voice that would turn lions into kittens, and I couldn’t look away from those eyes. They smoldered.

      “Pleased to meet you, Monica,” was the best sentence I came up with. “What brings you here?”

      Damn it! What brings you here? Is this the first time I’ve ever spoken to a woman? Monica didn’t flinch, though, just did the hair-twirling thing again and smiled. Something dormant stirred down below.

      “Just passing through,” she said. “What about you? What do you do?”

      “I sell drugs,” I said. I always say it like that. It makes me sound like a dealer, which promotes excellent conversation. “And you?”

      “Ah,” she replied, “I kill people.”

      She kept a perfectly straight face and, for a moment, I forgot the entire English language. I think my mouth dropped open and there may have been drool. She smiled again, and her eyes smoldered even more. “Just kidding. I travel a lot.”

      Bulky laughed to himself behind me. Bastard. It seems that smirk was justified after all. Her glass had a lone olive nestled at its base, skewered with a pink plastic sword. It looked lonely.

      “Can I rescue that olive with a drink?” I asked. I can be smooth sometimes.

      “Sure,” she said. She lifted the glass as if it was a trophy awarded for finishing her drink, and slid the olive between her pouting lips. “Dry martini, with a fresh olive.”

      “Shaken not stirred?” I said with a raised Roger Moore eyebrow, trying to remain calm.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Never mind,” I said, deflated. I can fall flat on my face too.

      Bulky was still chuckling to himself. I signaled the bartender to get her a new glass. He did and slid it across the bar toward us. I reached out to intercept it in a cool but casual fashion. The stem of the glass slapped the side of my hand, spilling some of the contents over my arm. I felt like a fumbling teenager who’d just discovered second base. Before things got any worse, I excused myself and headed to the restroom to regroup and clean up. My shoes made a good focal point as I shuffled past Bulky to the bathrooms. I prayed he didn’t see my face in the mirror.

      The men’s restroom was cleaner than my kitchen; with white tiled walls that were so shiny you could comb your hair in them while you took a leak. The urinals had mountains of those weird-smelling cubes that drunks sometimes mistook for pineapple chunks. I ignored them with no call of nature to answer, placed one hand against the cold tiled wall and took deep breaths. My heart was slamming like a jackhammer and the clammy beginnings of a cold sweat were forming. I’m not saying it’s been a while since I was with a woman of this stature but, well, it’s been a while. Still, I couldn’t stay in here all night. If this window closed, I’d never forgive myself. Hell, mankind would never forgive me!

      I splashed lukewarm water on my face and wiped it off with a hand towel, slam dunked the towel in the trash can and made my way back to the bar. She was still there. Bulky had left, so now it was just the two of us and a bartender barely out of college.

      “You’re still here,” I said with a smile as I slid onto the stool next to hers.

      “Of course I am,” she purred. “Where else is a girl going to go on a cool night in Kentucky?”

      I started to give her the myriad of options and then reigned it in. “So, no concrete plans for the evening?”

      “Only you,” she replied.

      I swear, she didn’t bat an eyelid, just looked me right in the eyes. I don’t think I cried aloud, but there was a strange mewling sound followed by that stirring down below.

      “Me? You have my undivided attention, but what exactly do you mean?” I asked and rested my arm against the bar to prevent me from falling off the stool.

      “Well. We’re both here, both alone, and I assume both single. Do you have somewhere else you need to be tonight?”

      “Me? No,” I said, a little too quickly. Damn, I need to practice that. “I have all night.”

      “Then you only have one decision to make,” she said. She leaned toward me, pulled the latest olive off the plastic sword with her teeth and took it between those red lips.

      I think the next sentence came out in English, but I’d have to check the hotel’s security cameras to be sure. “And what might that be?”

      “Is this going to happen in your room or mine?”

      After a second’s hesitation, she passed me her glass to drain and we headed to the elevators. I pressed every polished button in that thing to make sure the ride to her room on the fifth floor took as long as possible to milk this moment. It was a miracle I managed it. I felt dizzy from lack of coordination. I was grateful to get in there without getting the bulge in my pants jammed in the closing door. If the hotel manager monitored the discreet camera in the corner, he wouldn’t be turning the channel any time soon. The mirrored walls gave me a great three-sided view as she slammed me up against them and put those lips to good use. They were inches away from my ear, but I heard no breathing from her, just my frantic panting. I felt like a three-hundred-pound man who just finished a one-hundred-yard dash. Then she did that thing where, without me realizing it, she pinned my hands to the wall above my head, and my entire body was exposed and vulnerable. Fine by me, I thought. Have at it.

      I think a random body part of mine bumped into every wall and door in the hallway as we did an epileptic dance to her room. By the time we got inside, my tie had almost garroted me and she was already barefoot. I pushed her onto the bed to try to gain a semblance of control and sent her purse flying across the floor. Its contents spread out and sought the underside of every piece of furniture in range. We ignored it and, for the next few hours, I found heaven.
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      A white streetlight shone across one side of the Capitol Bank building on Hillbourne and Main, casting dark, shadowy fingers up the tall wall that ran parallel to it. Traffic was light at this time of night, and hidden on the fifth story parking lot across the road was the only occupied vehicle.

      Its two occupants watched as a lone figure climbed the wall and sat like a statue while a security guard made a routine sweep beneath it. Once the guard moved around the corner and out of sight, the figure dropped, landed cat-like beside the building and moved around the perimeter.

      This was the fifth stakeout that Blaine Bell and Vince Molito had carried out together on American soil. Five out of five times they were successful and their reputation was growing as a competent and efficient team.

      “You think that’s her?” said Bell. He leaned over the steering wheel as if it would give him a better view.

      Molito pointed at the bank. “Has to be. She’s just like they said; stealthy, cool, efficient.” He nodded as if to confirm it to himself. “Has to be.”

      The dark silhouette checked the doors and windows, then leaped onto a dumpster and used the extra height to reach the top of the building. The jet black clothing contrasted with the painted white of the roof and made her look like an ant crawling across a Formica tabletop. A large shoulder bag swung from side to side with every step.

      “This I have to see,” said Bell as he grabbed binoculars and slipped out of the car. He knelt below the lot’s side wall and peered over the top. The figure reached into the bag, removed a tool and dismantled the steel mesh cover that protected a rectangular skylight. Once removed, another tool peeled back metal flashing from the edges and yet another removed the retaining bolts. The skylight slid to one side.

      Molito joined the driver by the side wall. “Don’t you think at least one of us should go in and watch her, see what she finds?”

      “Yeah. You get down there, and I’ll be ready with the car. Radios on.”

      They both flicked a switch behind their ears that opened channels on a top of the line wireless set.

      As his partner began the descent to ground level, Bell raised the binoculars in time to watch the figure drop a small device through the hole in the opened roof. Seconds later, the streetlight and all other lights within a small radius blinked out, leaving the building in darkness. All shadows disappeared, and an eerie calm settled over the area. He strained his eyes enough to see the target rappel into the building. Torchlight danced across the window blinds before being quickly extinguished.

      “What the hell?” he said into the mouthpiece.

      “No idea,” came a whispered reply. “That was so sudden I couldn’t see a thing. Keep your eyes open.”

      Five minutes later, another light bounced in his peripheral vision as the security guard jogged back up the street to investigate. Nothing moved inside the building, but Molito had moved into position by the dumpster.

      “Hey, you’ve got the guard coming your way,” said Bell. “Get around the back but be careful. If he moves on the target, take him out.”

      “Got it. I hear movement on the roof. Get ready.”

      Bell strained his eyes again. The shadow moved along the parapet and back toward the dumpster. He crept back to the car, climbed in and turned the key in the ignition. The engine produced nothing but a click. He frowned. “What the fuck?”

      He tried again, with the same result.

      “Dammit,” he said into the radio. “She must have dropped an EMP in there to disable the alarm. The radios are shrouded but the car’s dead.” A voice shouted from across the street. He looked again but saw nothing. “Molito! What’s going on over there?”

      “The guard appeared just as the target dropped onto the dumpster. As he reached the corner, she jumped him and chloroformed him. He didn’t even have the chance to reach for his piece. Shit, she’s seen me.”

      “I’m on my way,” said Bell and ran down the stairs to the road.

      He reached the bank and found his partner laid out next to the guard like two sardines in a can. He shook his head, pulled a knife from his jacket, and slid the blade into the side of the guard’s neck before hoisting his partner over a shoulder.

      [image: ]

      When I woke the next morning, she was gone. No note on the pillow, no smell of coffee brewing, just my open half empty bottle of water standing by the lamp on the nightstand. Her bottle balanced on the drawers by the door, the plastic lid on the floor beside it. She must have left in a hurry.

      I rolled onto my back, stretched my arms and laughed. I’d never had a night like that in my life, and I still had that glow of pride you get after a job well done. In fact, after that performance, I figured I should promote the Captain to General.

      My mouth felt as if it held more gravel than the bottom of a bird cage and I’m sure I had a purple tongue from the wine. The bottled water was lukewarm, but it was wet. I rinsed my mouth with a small sip and placed the bottle back on the nightstand but didn’t slide it far enough. It dived off the edge, tumbled to the floor and cartwheeled across the carpet. Water sprayed up the drawer fronts before the empty container landed upright on my untidy pile of clothes.

      My bones creaked just as loud as the mattress as I slid out of bed and leaned forward to grab my pants. Something caught my eye under the nightstand, so I knelt by the bedside and reached underneath into the shadow. I pulled out a business card. The corners had curled with wear and there were lines of random numbers written on the back in black ink. I put it on the nightstand while I pulled on my crinkled clothes, then sat on the edge of the bed and looked at it. She must have missed it when she picked up the contents of her purse this morning, assuming she’d stayed until the morning. The front side had a line of professional looking font that said Monica Bridges. So her real name was Monica. That was disappointing. She worked for a company called SonicAmerica, but there was no job description, no branch address, just a cool logo and a cell phone number. I slid the card into my pocket. We could still try for a repeat performance in my room.

      I was in the bathroom, zipping up after taking care of business, when I heard a knock at the door. My first thought was that I’d found the perfect woman and she’d just slipped out to get us breakfast. By the time I realized she’d have the key, the door burst open and a crowd of shouting, gun toting Feds filed into the room.

      They fanned out like a synchronized dancing team and covered the room. Someone said ‘clear’ without too much conviction, maybe because they do it on TV. The lead agent peeled back one side of his standard issue black suit and flashed his badge at me.

      “Sir, are you alone?”

      Now, this wasn’t the Penthouse. It was two rooms; one decent sized bedroom with a bed, a few pieces of furniture and a mini fridge, and the bathroom. The shower curtain made a staccato machine gun noise as he slid it to one side and stared at the empty tub.

      “Ah, let me check.” I paused for effect and stared with him. “Yes, it would appear so. What the hell is going on here? What are you doing in my room?”

      “Unless you’re Jane Bennett, which I doubt, then this is not your room. That’s the name on the credit card that paid for it.”

      Touché, karma Gods, revenge is yours. Hang on, Jane Bennett? I followed him into the main room. His goons were doing a cursory search of the place while the hotel manager stood by the door. He waved his card key around as if he was trying to join the team.

      The lead agent had one of those voices that commanded attention. He should work in radio. “So,” he continued, “what are you doing in this room?”

      “Okay,” I said, “before we go any further, who exactly do you work for? Let’s see some ID.”

      He flashed the badge again. I have to admit; it was pretty cool. Then he flipped open a wallet.

      “Special Agent Lennon, F.B.I.”

      “Lennon?” I said. “As in ‘John’?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ve never heard that before, smart ass. Your turn. ID.”

      My fingers brushed against the business card as I reached into my pocket to grab my wallet. I left the card in place for now and handed over my license. Before I gave too much information, I wanted to see what this was about.

      “So, Mr. Howard,” he continued, “what’s your relationship with Ms. Bennett?” He passed my license to a colleague who wrote my details down in his little notebook.

      Who the hell was Jane Bennett? So was Monica Bridges really Jane Bennett? Was that even her business card? She didn’t look like a Jane either. I’m still going with Giselle or Chantelle. Her name had to end in –elle!

      “Well, relationship might be too strong a word,” I started. I didn’t need to finish. Lennon looked at me like I was one of his kids and I’d just spilled milk all over his new car seats. “And how long have you known Ms. Bennett?”

      “You mean in the biblical sense, or…”

      I got that look again.

      “Okay. I met her at the bar last night. I’d never even seen her before then. What’s this about, Agent Lennon?”

      “And you were with her all night?”

      “Yes. No. You know what, I’m not sure.”

      Lennon tilted his head like an attentive dog and smirked. “You have a lot to drink last night, Mr. Howard? Which was it?”

      The weird thing is, I had no idea. My stomach felt fine, but my head was still all over the place. It seemed as if someone had crept into the room last night and drip fed me a bottle of bourbon.

      “I know we fell asleep together, but when I woke up this morning, she’d already left.”

      “And you’ve no idea what time she left?”

      “No. Not a clue. I must have crashed out. To be fair, it was a hell of a workout. And my head is a little fuzzy.”

      “Did she give you anything to eat or drink?”

      “No. We came right here from the bar. I was drinking wine and she…hang on, I finished her drink. You reckon she spiked it?”

      “Did you see it the whole time?”

      I thought back to the sequence of events and couldn’t be certain she’d drunk from her glass before she handed it over. I’d been in the restroom. Lennon was at least one step ahead of me.

      “No wiseass answers this time?”

      “I do that when I’m nervous. It’s a defense mechanism. So you think she drugged me?”

      “You should know the answer to that, Mr. Howard, but I can tell you one thing. She definitely used you.”

      “No kidding,” I smirked, “and I enjoyed every second.”

      “As an alibi. We need to talk to her about her connection with multiple murders. We’ve got a new one here in Louisville. Last night. When she was with you.”

      A tornado blew through my head and cleared it out in an instant, but the room spun with it too.

      “Multiple?”

      “Multiple. She didn’t by any chance leave you with any contact information, did she? I doubt she’d be that stupid, but you can never be sure. You know how it is, in the heat of passion.”

      “Yeah, okay, you can quit the sarcasm. You’ve got my attention.”

      I thought about the card, but my curiosity was piqued. Since it belonged to Monica Bridges and not Jane Bennett, I had no idea where this would go. And I didn’t see her as a murderer, so I figured I’d keep hold of it for now. “No, she left nothing. Other than giving directions there wasn’t much conversation. We had more of a physical evening.”

      “No comments on where she was going, or where she’d been?”

      “Nothing.”

      “And you made no plans to see her again?”

      I wish. “No. Like I said, she left before I woke. I expected that kind of night, though.”

      “Did you take any pictures?”

      The question surprised me. “I beg your pardon? I’m not sure that’s any of your business, and anyway, I might not be that kind of guy.”

      Lennon shook his head. I think I disappointed him. “We have no idea what she looks like. She’s hidden her face from every camera we’ve found. Even the one in the elevator. The card she used to pay for this room originated in Virginia. We’ve been following a paper trail to get here.”

      I’m sure my face blushed at the mention of the elevator, and then I tried to describe her. I’m positive I overused ‘smoking’, but I did my best. The phrase ‘She was my dream woman’ is not a description the Feds can put on America’s Most Wanted.

      “If you put Cindy Crawford, Princess Diana and Famke Janssen in a blender…well, it would be messy, but you’d end up with Jane Bennett. She looked like a Bond girl and moved like a princess. And she had these smoking eyes.” Damn it. There it went again.

      The room search turned up nothing, which didn’t surprise me. I’d already picked up the only thing on the floor that didn’t come in with me last night. Lennon gave me the “we’ll be in touch” speech and they all filtered out of the room like a bunch of penguins heading for mating season. I think my description got them stirred up.
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      “What do you mean, you lost her?”

      Every word was clipped and precise, but the angry English accent still bounced off the soundproofed walls like an errant basketball. A half dozen people looked up with concern and then diverted their attention back to high-tech computer screens that covered their desks.

      “Bloody hell,” he continued, “she’s not your fucking car keys. You lost her? Wait there!”

      Kyle Beck put the call on hold, slammed the receiver into its cradle and stormed over to his office. A hiss of air escaped the room as he pulled the door shut with a dull thud, and then he leaned against the desk and took a deep breath, forcing himself to calm down. The heat from his volatile temper rose in his cheeks, and his plush office chair whistled as he sank in to it. He pushed it away from the desk, swung his feet up on to the desktop, linked his ankles and picked up the phone. “Okay,” he said, reconnecting the call, “tell me what happened.”

      His eyes narrowed and widened as Molito recalled the mission from the night before. The images of the woman in black prowling through the bank and eluding the guard flashed through his mind. Followed immediately by the image of her efficiently taking down Molito.

      “So, what you’re saying is that you got your arse kicked by a woman?” His harsh tone cut with a hint of ridicule.

      Beck had met Bell and Molito on his final tour of Afghanistan. The three men completed three tours each in the region, Beck with the British SAS and the other two with the 82nd Airborne Division. They first met in Kabul and had bonded over whiskey and a mutual hatred of the Middle East and its residents. The rest of the team in the other room was handpicked from various agencies and units, recruited for their technical expertise. None of them had looked into the eyes of another before pulling a trigger or thrusting a knife through muscle. In that room Beck was untouchable. He was a God. Every word was a command to be followed, and followed without question. The banter shared with Bell and Molito didn’t happen in that room, the bond between the men never exposed. Anyone speaking to Beck with the same tone of his tour comrades would be taken outside and shot, but the three men spoke alone as if they were propping up a bar in a dark corner of Kandahar.

      “Fuck you,” said Molito, trying to claim back some pride. “You know as well as I do that she’s not the average woman. Hell, she’d be great on our team, if we could all keep our hands off her.”

      “Yeah,” replied Beck, “but she’s not on our team, and anyway, it sounds like she’d break your hands before you got past her bra strap. What about the guard? Did he see her?”

      “Bell took care of the guard. No witnesses.”

      “Okay. Good. Well, we can put this one down to experience, mate. We’ve still got a few days, and I’m sure we’ll soon pick up her trail, and we can get back on it, but now you know. You cannot underestimate this woman. We need that flash drive, Vince. It’s worth billions. The fucking rag-heads might be stuck in the middle ages, but there’s enough money over there to set us all up for life. Once we can prove what they’re facing, they’ll pay anything to stop it. Just keep behind her, keep your nose clean, and get ready to strike when I give the say so.”

      “No problem boss. Get in touch when you get a fix on her, and we’ll be all over it,” said Molito.

      “I know you will,” said Beck. “I know you will.”
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      I sat on the edge of the bed and turned the card over in my fingers. It didn’t vanish or change into the queen of hearts; it remained silent and taunted me. Monica Bridges. Jane Bennett. Before I knew it, my fingers had dialed the cell phone number. The call connected and the electronic purring put me in a daze. I didn’t get to sleep until late last night. A voice answered, cheery and pleasant, but not one I recognized. It jarred me back into the present. “Hi, you’ve reached Monica’s phone. If you’re hearing this…” I listened to the whole message and then disconnected the call without leaving a voicemail. My Bond girl wasn’t Monica Bridges. So who was Jane Bennett?

      I went out to the parking garage to retrieve my laptop from the car, then got back to my room and connected to the hotel’s Wi-Fi. I’m pretty switched on when it comes to technology. I can distinguish my gigs from my bytes. However, no amount of typing wizardry, phone number searches, or image recognition websites helped me narrow down the forty-seven million Jane Bennett’s into the one I wanted to see again. Fewer than ten million Monica Bridges appeared online, but it didn’t take a second to realize that, like Lennon, I had no idea what the real Monica looked like.

      A shower washed last night’s evidence away while I did a lot of thinking. Had I spent the night with a serial killer? Her hands were way too smooth. Killer’s hands had to have calluses from digging holes in the desert or operating a wood chipper, not the velvety skin that stroked me into clawing the bed sheets like a cardiac victim. She did move like a lioness, and she was assured and lithe, but still…a killer?

      The name SonicAmerica meant nothing to me either and I couldn’t remember ever seeing it, and I drove miles for my job. The numbers on the back of the card looked like some kind of code. I remembered the first set began with KY-CB, which is probably what brought her here. Next to that were four numbers that slipped my mind, but they weren’t familiar to me when I’d looked at them. Maybe they were the number to a safe deposit box. Isn’t that what these things always boiled down to? The others had the same format as GPS coordinates. What can I say; I watch too much Discovery Channel.

      I toweled myself dry and then flipped the laptop open again and searched for SonicAmerica. What did we do before the Internet? I would’ve had to flip through a phone book. I wasn’t sure if they even made those anymore.

      It looked like it was headquartered in West Virginia and had two big facilities. A glance at their homepage told me they were researching ways to use sonic waves and vibration in construction. It meant nothing to me. I could reach the first location with a four-hour drive and I could peddle my wares in West Virginia as well as I did anywhere else. Also, I’ve driven further for work without the added incentive of the Feds barging into my room. I searched for Google Maps and keyed the GPS coordinates from the card into the search engine. The screen turned blue. A few clicks on the Maps menu button and the image zoomed out until I was looking at the east coast. The coordinates placed a small red dot a couple of hundred miles into the Atlantic.

      Chances are they weren’t coordinates then.

      I carried out my routine checks to make sure I left nothing behind and had zipped my laptop into its little case when I heard a knock at the door. The only people who knew my room number were Lennon and reception. I stormed over to the door and threw it open.
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      A while after Jane Bennett charged her credit card, a notification appeared stating that she’d booked a room at a hotel in downtown Kentucky. Two cars made the seven-hour drive from northern Chicago and pulled into the parking garage beneath the large building. By the time they had convinced the front desk to give them her room number and made it up to the fifth floor, the target had already vanished, leaving behind a clueless idiot who knew even less than they did.

      Cal Lennon was frustrated and drove aggressively around the maze of four-lane roads and one-way streets. His colleague, Eric Weston, sat in the passenger seat and checked card records and road traffic cameras on a laptop, hoping for another break. Lennon reached into the dual cup holder, took a mouthful of tepid coke and placed the can back in its holster next to a small cell phone.

      They found the phone on the floor of a room in a mansion in Chicago. They’d emptied the house by setting off the fire alarms, knowing that their target was working inside there. Monica Bridges’ room was easy to find but, other than the phone lying on the floor under a chair, it was empty. The gadget, their solitary lead, nestled in the SUV’s cup holder. It was wrapped in a protective paper napkin like an egg to stop it from rattling against the plastic. Lennon jumped when it started ringing. By the time it chirped out its second dial tone, he’d released the steering wheel long enough to point to the laptop.

      “Trace that call.”

      As if expecting the call, his fingers already flashed over the keyboard. With the advances in mobile technology, a laptop with the correct software and enough processing power could trace an active cell phone in the time it took to order a pizza. Lines zipped around the small screen as the program closed in on the signal’s source, pinging from tower to tower until it settled on a building in downtown Louisville.

      Lennon glanced at the screen and then across to his colleague, his eyebrows knotted in confusion. “Is that what I think it is?” He scanned the road ahead to find a suitable place to turn.

      “It’s The Malt House Hotel,” said Weston. “Weren’t we just there?”

      “We were. Cross your fingers and hope the call’s connected long enough to give us a name.”

      The address of the hotel appeared at the bottom of the screen even though both men already knew its location. Seconds later a cell phone number scrolled by beneath it, followed by a name.

      Paul Howard.

      “Well I’ll be damned,” said Lennon. “Maybe he wasn’t an idiot after all. Call the other car and tell them to meet us there” He executed a U-turn across the median, causing commuters to brake and swerve. The horns and shouting voices faded into the distance as he floored the accelerator and drove back toward the hotel.

      They merged behind the second car as they sped down the main street and then pulled in front of the hotel’s entrance in unison. The guys in the front car entered the building as Lennon waited for his tech guy to latch onto Howard’s cell phone signal. It didn’t take long.
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      “Hello again, Paul,” she said in that sultry voice.

      I know my legs were still down there, but if the signal from my brain was getting through, they weren’t listening.

      “Would you mind if I came inside?” she said, standing across the threshold like a barred vampire.

      “Are you going to kill me?”

      “Not today,” she said. My frozen legs and gaping mouth must have painted me fearful because she reached forward and placed a reassuring hand on my arm. “And, once again, I’m joking. Honestly Paul, once you get to know me I’m not that bad. Now can I come in?”

      I stepped to one side, and she breezed past me. Her perfume washed over me, and that familiar stirring started again. The red dress and stilettos were gone, replaced by a black tee shirt, pants, and tennis shoes. She still looked amazing. “You look like a ninja,” I said.

      “I have a strong need to be stealthy,” she replied. “I saw you met Agent Lennon.”

      “Are you following me?”

      “No. They were following me. I side stepped them and watched them enter the hotel. Once they left, it didn’t take me long to find your room number. I need to ask a favor of you.”

      “Will you still be here when I’ve done it?” Petulance is not a good character trait, but it came naturally to me.

      “I’m sorry about that,” she said with a pout. “I had to be somewhere early and I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “You drugged me! I would’ve slept through an earthquake! What did you put in that gin?”

      “I put nothing in the gin. I was drinking that.”

      “But I thought…”

      “I did put a mild tranquilizer in your water bottle.”

      “Damn it! Why? What are you involved in? Hell, let’s start at the beginning. You used me.”

      “Whoa, slow down. Too many questions…and it’s fair to say we used each other.”

      “I don’t remember drugging you.”

      She lifted her hands in mock surrender. “Fair enough, you win that one. I needed to be sure you’d be there all night.”

      “I could barely walk by the time we were done. Believe me, I wasn’t going anywhere.”

      “Maybe, but I had to be sure,” she said. “I needed an alibi. I’m sorry.”

      “An alibi for what? What’s going on? Apology not accepted, by the way. And first things first, I don’t even know your name.”

      “It’s better if you don’t get involved,” she said. “And my name is Sabrina. Sabrina White.”

      I should mention that I’m dealing with trust issues since my ex-wife shared a drink and herself with an ex-friend of mine. My young daughter Kacie says I need to move on and get over it. When did kids become therapists? Still, I do my best to give people the benefit of the doubt; even when they drug me.

      “Are you sure?” I said. Okay, sarcasm is not a good trait either. “Did you check today? You’re not Monica Bridges or Jane Bennett?”

      She didn’t hide her surprise; the expression on her face spoke volumes. I just stared and waited for a response. The edge of the bed dipped into a pleasant smile as she sat on it and clamped her hands between her thighs. When she looked up at me, it was with eyes that looked as if her puppy had just died.

      “How did you get those names?”

      “Lennon told me about Jane Bennett, but Monica Bridges involves me finding a business card you dropped.”

      “So you found it?”

      “I’ve got it. It intrigued me, so I’ve been playing Sherlock Holmes. I thought the large numbers might be map coordinates, but that didn’t pan out. And the smaller number, the one that starts with KY-CB? Is that a safe deposit box number?”

      “No. I checked. That’s why I needed an alibi. I was with you all night until early morning. Don’t be offended. By the way, I had a good time. Still, I figured the CB referred to Capitol Bank, so I sneaked out and paid them a visit. There were nowhere near enough deposit boxes to warrant that high a number.”

      “Compliment accepted, although it’s a little late for your alibi. Lennon knows you weren’t here until morning. Oh, and I called the cell phone number,” I said.

      A look of sheer panic crossed her face, and she shot to her feet. Her sudden urgency scared the crap out of me. “Tell me it didn’t connect.”

      “I could, but I’d be lying. It went to voicemail.”

      “What? Shit! Get your things together. We’ve got to go. Now!”

      “Go where? And why?”

      “Anywhere. Because they’re monitoring that number. I’m sure the guys chasing me have her phone. I couldn’t find it in her bag so I called the number on the card and they were on to me again in no time. If your call connected, then they’re coming for you too. They’ve got your number, and they’ll trace you. You’re involved now, whether you like it or not. They’ve been chasing me for the same reason, and I’ve not been able to work out why. Where are you parked?”

      “What makes you think I have a car? And I still have no idea what’s going on. I’m not ready to go racing off with you.” I felt like I’d arrived late for a meeting and they were just wrapping up.

      “I’ve been followed across states because of a phone call. Something big is going on. If you want to sit here and wait for the bad guys to turn up, be my guest. But you’re a sales rep,” she said, “of course you’ve got a car. And Jane Bennett will have reported hers stolen by now, so mine’s useless. So come on. Move!”

      “It’s in the adjacent garage,” I said defeated. “Follow me.”

      We got out into the parking garage without the front desk seeing us. This garage wasn’t covered with the standard camera package and the ones they did have didn’t seem to be in good shape. My sedan was parked in the corner next to a wall. Half the chance of someone dinging it. She threw her stuff behind the seat; I dropped my small suitcase in the trunk.

      She made her way around to the driver’s side. “Hold up,” I said. “I’m driving.” After a small argument, she relented and walked around to the other side of the car and climbed in. “Okay, where to?”

      “Head east to the highway,” she said. “I’ll direct you from there.”

      As I drove out past the hotel entrance, a couple of familiar looking black SUV’s pulled up in a tidy line. A steady stream of Feds jumped out and went inside. I didn’t see Lennon.

      “Seems we were just in time.”

      Sabrina, if that was her name, didn’t even glance at them. “Get onto I-64 and keep going east. We’re going to visit Monica Bridges.”

      [image: ]

      “First things first,” she said, “I might be a thief, but I’m not a killer. And I’m not a common thief either. If anything, I’m more like an executive thief. More professional.”

      Sabrina looked so intense I had no choice but to give her the benefit of the doubt. Her hands were clamped together like a vice, and she sat back as if glued to the passenger seat.

      “And I don’t know where Lennon is getting his information, but I haven’t killed anyone. You have to believe me. I may have knocked out a couple of guys here and there, but I’m no killer. And don’t trust Lennon either. His credentials haven’t checked out yet.”

      I did one of those double takes and caught her eye. “Even if I believe you about the killer thing, what the hell is an executive thief? Are you really trying to make stealing things sound cool?”

      The black ribbon of I64 unraveled behind us at a good speed. Her voice still sounded like cotton candy floating on clouds, but without the benefit of alcohol and dim bar lighting, the hypnotic effect that had lured me the night before was missing. We’d played the silence game for a while as she wrung her hands again. I was waiting for her to open up and confess everything. I think she was just waiting for me to say something that justified us being in the car together. There’s a limit to how much country radio you can listen to until someone caves. It was her. I’m not proud.

      “It’s not like I steal bras and panties from Walmart,” she continued. “People pay me large amounts of money to get things for them; paintings, sculptures, jewelry. You name it. If it’s out there and someone knows about it, there’s always someone who wants it. I fulfill that demand. Monica Bridges was just another mark. They wanted me to go to Chicago and get a flash drive from her room. She was attending a conference in this big fancy house. I found her room and looked around but, no sooner had I picked up her purse, alarms sounded. Once I got out to the car, I emptied the purse and then ditched it in a trash can. The damned thing’s fluorescent. I didn’t find a flash drive, just regular stuff, so I kept the cash and her credit card. I hadn’t driven a few miles when Lennon and his goons were chasing me with guns. There was no reason I could think of. The only thing I took was that purse. When I lost them, I circled back to the trash can and picked it up, but I still couldn’t find anything in it. When curiosity got the better of me, I called that number. Since then they’ve been chasing me and I have no idea why. I can’t do my job with people following me. I have to find out what’s going on and I’m hoping Monica Bridges can help.”

      “Well, in your line of work, it’s not like you can just turn yourself in and ask them. How did they know to look for you in the first place? Did someone see you at the house? And who is the ‘they’ that used your executive services?”

      “I’m certain no one saw me. The house was full of people so the alarms shouldn’t have been set, but I did disable the surveillance system before I went inside. I had to search a couple of rooms before I found hers and the first one was a kid’s bedroom. Maybe there was one of those monitored nanny-cams hidden in there. I’m sure they traced her credit card and found the rental car, though, so I ditched it and borrowed Jane Bennett’s.”

      It was like when you hear one of those inappropriate jokes that take you by surprise. You know you shouldn’t laugh, but I had to. “Borrow?” I said. “Don’t you mean take?”

      “Hey, it was her fault. If you want to step out to smoke a cigarette, then don’t leave your keys in the ignition. Smoking is no good for you. I hope she learned a lesson.”

      I had all kinds of comments about moral compasses spinning out of control, but I wanted to concentrate on driving, and I was still only about eighty percent sure she wasn’t a killer. “And who employed you?”

      “I have no idea. Everything is done by email. In my line of work, names are never used
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