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  Chandler


  “If an obstacle blocks your path,” The Instructor said, “pick it up and use it as a weapon.”



  I threaded through foot traffic crowding the sidewalks of Michigan Avenue, Chicago’s Magnificent Mile, a shopping bag from Nordstrom draped over one arm. But despite the new dress I’d just bought and the window displays announcing spectacular August clearances on sandals, I wasn’t in the mood for shopping.


  Turning on Ohio Street, I strolled west, assuming the attitude and body language of just another shopper heading back to my car after a grueling morning spent searching for the best bargains the Windy City had to offer. The air smelled of hot pavement, car exhaust, and more pleasant aromas drifting from a nearby Starbucks. Two women approached me on the sidewalk with cell phones pressed to their ears, not taking notice of each other, let alone me. An older man emerged from a hotel, suitcase in tow. Cars sped by on the street, an endless, honking race of stop and go. Nothing out of the ordinary.


  I turned north on Rush Street and paused at the window, as if admiring the motorcycle jacket in the display. Scrutinizing the reflection of the street behind me, I searched for anyone abruptly changing their travel pattern as a result of my stop. Once I was satisfied I hadn’t been followed, I continued along the sidewalk, ducked into the self-park next door, stepped into the elevator, and hit the button for the top level.


  This was only my second mission with my new handler, an electronic voice over the phone I knew only as Jacob, and we were both still feeling each other out. So far his choice of drop site was not a point in his favor.


  Dead drops made me uneasy on a good day. One in a closed in space with few exits—such as a public parking ramp—made me downright paranoid. But while I could turn down an assassination if there was some reason I felt I couldn’t carry it out, picking up this package wasn’t optional. Although the government agency I worked for didn’t officially exist, it knew I existed. Getting on the wrong side of the powers that be by balking at something as simple as a pick-up wouldn’t help my longevity.


  The elevator door slid open, and a wave of humid, exhaust-filled heat assaulted me, smelling worse than the nearby Chicago River. I scanned the steep rise of parking spaces, noting the hulking shape of a Humvee taking up several spaces at the end and wondering how anyone had squeezed that thing into the narrow, twisting parking garage. A minivan and three sedans rounded out the rest of the vehicles on this level, with many empty spaces in between. None of the vehicles appeared to be occupied. A quick stop-and-squat to pick up an imaginary coin on the tiled floor gave me the line of sight to prove no one was hiding behind any of them.


  I stepped out of the elevator and around the corner.


  A teenage kid who looked as if he’d slept under one of the cars stood on the other side of the trash can where I was supposed to find a McDonald’s bag, his pants draping so low on his hips that half his boxers were showing. He clutched the fast food bag in his right hand.


  “Hey,” I called, trying to sound casual. “That’s my bag.”


  “Huh?”


  “The Mickie D’s bag. That’s mine.”


  “It’s trash. I just picked it up from the ground.”


  “I just set it down for a second. Please. It’s my dinner.”


  He looked at me as if certain I was insane.


  Great. He was just a kid. I didn’t want to have to hurt him. I dropped my Nordstrom’s bag in the elevator’s mouth, blocking open the door. “I’ll give you money for it.” I dipped a hand in my pocket and pulled out a keychain gizmo and wadded up bill.


  A hundred. A bit much to pay for trash, but I doubted he had change. I held it out to him.


  A suspicious look slid over the kid’s face. “What’s in this thing anyway?” He held up the bag, started to open it.


  I pressed the button on the gizmo—a gift from Jacob—and four parked cars went into ear-shattering alarm mode, wailing and flashing lights, the racket echoing off concrete.


  The kid looked around


  I didn’t.


  Lunging forward, I went for his sternum with my left elbow while snatching the bag with my right hand. At the same time, I slipped my left leg behind his ankle, tipping him backwards and onto his ass as gently as I could.


  “Sorry, kid.” I tossed the bill to him. “There’s a McDonald’s just down the street. Get yourself something fresh.”


  I hit the button again and the alarms ceased. Eat your heart out, James Bond. Then I squeezed the bag to make sure it was actually the drop, not leftovers. I felt something hard inside—harder than Ronald ever cooked—and knew I’d scored.


  The door had crushed my Nordstrom’s loot, but the car was still there. In a moment, I was on my way down to the ground level and out onto the street.


  Piece of cake.


  Out in the open air, I turned south and took a circuitous route back to the hotel I’d checked into two hours before, located a block east of Michigan Avenue on Ontario Street. I lived in the city, but when on a job, I often operated out of a hotel, the larger and more impersonal the better. That way nothing led back to my apartment and my name.


  Not that my apartment or anything else was under my real name. In fact, my identity changed like the Chicago weather.


  The only constant was my codename: Chandler.


  After hopping an elevator to the third floor, I headed for my room, nestled in the building’s northeast corner. I unlocked the door, made sure the room was clear, and dumped out the McDonald’s bag on the bed.


  A cell phone, a small collection of makeup, and a pair of fur lined handcuffs. I picked up the cell phone and hit the send button.


  Jacob picked up on the first ring. “Yes?”


  “May I speak to Cassie?” I asked.


  “I’m sorry, she’s in Detroit on business. Would you like to leave a message?”


  “Tell her to call her sister in El Paso.”


  “So who was the kid?” Jacob asked when we’d finished the security verification dance. “Friend of yours?”


  So Jacob had been in the ramp. Why didn’t that surprise me? “The Hummer? That was you?”


  “Of course. Sorry for the unusual drop site, but I couldn’t leave anything to chance this time. Had to keep an eye on it myself.”


  “You call that keeping an eye on it? The kid had it in his hands.”


  “You were there to handle it.”


  “And if I wasn’t?”


  “Then I would have. Lucky for the kid, things didn’t go that far. So do you like your new phone?” Even through the voice distortion, I could detect excitement in Jacob’s question.


  It seemed to be a phone like any other. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to like. “Um, sure.”


  “Good sound, huh?”


  “Sounds like you’re sitting next to me.” I thought about his presence in the garage. “You aren’t, are you?”


  “Funny. It’s nice, isn’t it?”


  “It’s a phone, so…sure. Nice.”


  “It’s not a phone. Well, it is, but it’s so much more. Shock proof, waterproof, virtually indestructible.”


  “Ahh, I get it. You’re still upset that I killed three phones on the Tunisian trip, aren’t you? A trip that turned out to be more of a war than a hit, I might add.”


  “I’m over that. But for the record, I still think you were careless.”


  “Is that why you felt you had to babysit me in the parking garage? Couldn’t this have been done in person, over coffee?”


  “It isn’t that simple, Chandler.”


  “I forgot. You’re not a field agent.”


  “We each have our positions. You do yours. I do mine.”


  “Yet there you were. Are you sure you don’t want to switch jobs?”


  Silence stretched for several seconds before Jacob cleared his throat and continued. “The phone is also encrypted and much more, but you’ll learn the rest later. Guard it with your life. Keep it on you at all times, even in the shower. And answer it every time it rings. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of the new toy. I promise. Now what I really want to discuss are the bracelets.” I picked up the pair of fur-lined handcuffs, letting them dangle from my index finger. “I’m guessing my target is a womanizer who likes to dabble in kinky sex?”


  “Isn’t that true of most of the men I set you up with?”


  “Two for two now. Come to think of it, you’re shaping up to be a lousy matchmaker.”


  “If you think you can do better with Christian Mingle, be my guest.”


  I sorted through the other items. “And what’s the deal with the makeup? Hinting that I should freshen up my look?”


  “Depends on your definition of freshening. You’ll find syrup of ipecac in the lipstick tube and flunitrazepam powder in the mascara. All the help you should need to get your target alone and compliant.”


  “So are you going to tell me who my target is? Or do I have to seduce and sanction all of Chicago?”


  “Ever heard of a company by the name of Bratton BioTech?”


  “No.”


  “They’re a defense contractor.”


  “Let me guess, biological weapons.”


  “Actually their stated aim is developing immunizations against biological weapons.”


  “You say potato…”


  “You might be closer than you know. Word is the CEO, Dominic Bratton, is in Chicago to pick up something deposited an hour ago in his safe deposit box. It’s in a bank on North Clark, put there by an employee. Recently Bratton’s been taking calls from people with connections in Russia, Venezuela, and Iran.”


  “Where is this word coming from?” I usually worked alone, and I liked it that way. Spies were notoriously untrustworthy, and I didn’t relish the idea of putting my life in the hands of someone as devious as I was.


  “Homeland Security. They have reason to believe he intends to hold an auction. Possibly tonight.”


  I’d done a variety of dangerous things for my country, but since I despised catching even a simple cold, the prospect of dealing with some sort of biological weapon was not my idea of a good time. “What’s in the package?”


  “The answer to that is above my security clearance. But I wasn’t told to take any special precautions, so that suggests data.”


  I let out a relieved breath and waited for Jacob to continue.


  “Bratton has reserved a private dining room at four and is scheduled to arrive at the bank at closing time, five-thirty. You’ll pick him up at the restaurant.”


  “You don’t expect him to bring me along?”


  “To the bank? No. To his bed afterwards? If you’re good at your job, he will.”


  “You know I am.”


  “That’s what I’m counting on.”


  I wasn’t accustomed to receiving praise, I had to admit it felt good. My previous handler had been as humorless as a machine and not quite as complimentary. Maybe Jacob and I would end up working well together.


  “You’re going to have to sell the death as a robbery, and the evidence needs to be solid enough that police won’t look any deeper.”


  I picked up the pair of cuffs with my finger once more and gave it a twirl. “Sounds doable. Is that it?”


  “He has a bodyguard with him wherever he goes.”


  “You might have mentioned that first.”


  “Problem?”


  “Nothing I can’t handle. Photo?”


  “Sending. Along with a dossier on Bratton.”


  A light glowed against my cheek and an image appeared on my phone’s screen. Bratton was a pug of a man, not fat but soft. A mop of reddish hair streaked with white topped his head. Mean little eyes peered from beneath thick brows.


  “I don’t have anything on the bodyguard, but Bratton is paranoid for good reason, so assume he employs the best.”


  “Where’s dinner?”


  “Across the street. He has a private room reserved for four-thirty.”


  I peered through the window at the slick, glass building reaching into the sky. On the ground level, two copper lions stood sentry in front of the downtown Chicago location of the Capitol Grille.


  “Got it.”


  With my objective in mind, I signed off, stripped down, and climbed in the shower to get ready for my happy hour “date.”


  Making a hit appear as if it was part of a robbery was more difficult than it might seem. First it usually meant getting close to a target, a task made complicated by Bratton’s personal security.


  As a woman I often had an advantage when it came to this step. It was difficult for men to resist the offer of sex, sometimes more difficult for powerful men, who usually saw bedding women as one of the spoils of success to which they were entitled.


  Once proximity was won, the next hurdle was the murder itself. When I’d joined Hydra, a man I knew only as The Instructor had put me through intensive training, breaking down everything that made me human and building me back up as a weapon of the government. As a result, although killing wasn’t enjoyable to me, I could do it without hesitation. Even when it meant watching the life drain from a man’s eyes.


  The last challenge was the fact that modern forensic science was frustratingly thorough. Leaving a death scene that looked staged was a path to a full-blown investigation. I couldn’t afford mistakes.


  Fresh from the shower, I read through the information on Bratton, did a passable job on my hair and makeup, and shimmied into my new dress and sandals. After loading the drugs and kink paraphernalia into a small silver clutch, I packed my clothing and toiletries into my carryon, wiped down everything I’d touched in case I didn’t return, and left.


  I’d been performing tasks like this for Hydra for years, and while I no longer felt nervous at the thought of playing my part and completing the job, I did note the slight increase in my heart rate that accompanied readying myself for the challenge ahead.


  Not a bad sign. A little dose of adrenaline would keep me sharp.


  Emerging from the hotel, I turned left toward Michigan Avenue, circled the block, and then took a circuitous route back to the restaurant. When I stepped between the copper lions and through the revolving door, I was certain I hadn’t been followed.


  The restaurant entrance was warm and inviting, the scent of grilling steak, fresh flowers, and the lingering musk of a guest’s perfume reached me. A hostess graced me with a friendly Midwestern smile. “Good evening. Would you like a table?”


  “No, that’s fine. I’ll sit at the bar.”


  I ran my gaze over the wall of personal wine cellars marked with guests’ names on plaques. The restaurant was all mahogany and brass, the dining room decorated with gilded portraits of powerful men, hunting scenes, and racehorses. White linen graced the tables, and warmth flickered from shaded candles and glowed through the amber glass of pendant lights hanging from the ceiling. Diners ate and chatted and raised their wine glasses in celebratory toasts. I didn’t catch a glimpse of anyone who resembled my target, but then I’d arrived early by design, so that was no surprise.


  I made my way to the rich looking mahogany bar flanked by two eight-point buck heads and featuring a large glass jar filled with fresh pineapple and a clear liquid I assumed was vodka. Choosing one of the red leather covered barstools, I settled into a spot where, between my field of vision and the view reflected in the mirror, I could keep an eye on both the private dining rooms and the entrance.


  I ordered a Stoli Doli martini, the pineapple concoction from the glass jar, and sipped it very slowly as not to cloud my senses with alcohol.


  It was delicious; lightly fruity without being sweet.


  People celebrating an early Friday happy hour flowed in, a few left, nothing out of the ordinary. The bartender chatted with me about the weather, and I told him of my luck on my shopping expedition and perused the menu, ordering an appetizer of Prosciutto Wrapped Mozzarella with Vine Ripe Tomatoes that was to die for. Twenty minutes before reservation time, a man looking nothing like Dominic Bratton stepped through the door.


  I wasn’t sure why I noticed him at first. At five foot nine, he had a fit build, but not bulky, dark, wavy hair in need of a trim, and a nice looking face that was a touch too rugged to be called handsome. He wore a black button down shirt and tie, a gray jacket that did a good job of hiding his shoulder holster. He was sexy, his movements effortless in the way that suggested a certain athleticism.


  He spoke to the hostess, walked to the mouth of the dining room, and swept his gaze through the restaurant before I realized what it was that had drawn my attention.


  Each person who had walked through the door previously had brought with him or her a certain vibe or aura, for lack of a better word. Some men oozed authority, others quiet confidence, and yet others stuck out their chests like the nearby portrait of Napoleon, desperate to prove their importance to everyone around them, most of all themselves.


  As attractive as this man was, he gave off no vibe at all. If I hadn’t been watching the room, I might not have noticed him, and I tended to notice attractive men.


  Finishing his surveillance, he walked back to the door and pushed back into the heat. A few minutes later, he returned, this time at the side of Dominic Bratton.


  The CEO was shorter than I’d expected. Broad shoulders, cheeks a bit too red despite being lightly dressed in a polo shirt, and his lips a little too smug. Judging by the way he stuck out his chest and peered down his nose at the restaurant staff, he had an inflated opinion of his own importance. As his gaze fell on me, I held it and gave him a little smile.


  Nothing.


  No reaction. No interest.


  I took a sip of my drink. I couldn’t remember the last time a man ignored me as pointedly as Bratton had. I was a good-looking woman, and I was not only good at catching male interest, I’d received training in the art of flirting and manipulation. This kind of blatant turn-down didn’t happen to me. Bratton was supposed to be a womanizer, so what was it?


  I grabbed my purse, and leaving my coat draped on the chair, I worked my way down to the sunken dining room just as the hostess led Bratton and the bodyguard toward one of the private rooms.


  Enough with being subtle.


  Half stumbling yet still keeping my balance, I fell into Bratton just hard enough to press the length of my body against him.


  “Oh I’m so sorry,” I said. “Thank you for catching me. If there’s any way I can repay you…”


  He brought up his hand, and at first I thought he might feel me up right there in front of Mayor Daley’s portrait.


  Instead he propped me on my feet, stated, “You’re welcome,” and was on his way.


  Damn.


  I circled through the restaurant, made a show of asking a server where the ladies’ room was, and made my escape. Once inside the very nice restroom, I peered at myself in the mirror.


  My hair looked great. Draping to my shoulders, it was swingy and shiny and framed my face perfectly. My body was honed, and the dress showed it.


  So what was it? Why didn’t he like me?


  No time for a bruised ego, I returned to the bar. Two men had joined the party, one muscle bound, dark-haired, and wearing a goatee, the other bald, black, and with a face so battered, it looked like an old football the neighbor kid left out in the rain. Football Face wore a tailored jacket and, like Bratton’s bodyguard, a well-concealed shoulder holster. Judging from their body language, Mr. Muscle was in charge, and he and Bratton drank martinis while the other two settled for coffee.


  Judging from their body language, I could tell they weren’t old buddies, and this wasn’t a friendly meeting. It was business and adversarial business at that.


  Buyers for whatever I needed to steal from Bratton? If so, this was a bad development. I needed to speed up my game.


  After my bout with rejection, I wasn’t sure how I was going to get close enough to Bratton to complete the operation, but I had to figure out something. Slowly sipping my own drink, I groped for ideas.


  Just after a second round of drinks arrived at the table, Bratton’s bodyguard stepped away from the table and left the room. Using my peripheral vision, I watched him circle the dining room in a wide arc. Half way through his trek, I realized he was heading for me.


  There were two possible explanations. Either he’d recognized something about me that made him uneasy—and was therefore extraordinary at his job—or my take on Bratton was off, and he’d sent his bodyguard to invite me to the table.


  I obviously preferred the latter.


  He sidled up to the bar just behind me, and I caught the scent of aftershave and a hint of his shampoo.


  “So you come here often?” he said, a Mexican-flavored accent spicing his voice.


  I shot him a tired glance. “Really? That’s the line you chose to go with?”


  A smile teased the corners of his lips. “You’re right. You deserve better. Let me try again.”


  I answered his smile with one of my own but said nothing.


  He rested an arm on the back of my barstool. “Look at this place. A man cave for the rich and powerful. Lions out front. Wood, brass, portraits of expensive horses and influential masters of business and war. Even the spoils of the hunt.” He gestured to the deer trophies behind the bar. “The décor is designed to make the testosterone flow, no? To give men erections as soon as they step through the door.”


  I smiled, suppressing an honest laugh.


  “Or maybe that’s a result of being near you.”


  I fought the urge to roll my eyes. There was another possibility, one I hadn’t considered. He was trying to pick me up for himself. I glanced Bratton’s way. Sure enough, the CEO was oblivious to our exchange.


  “Your time is too valuable to waste on him.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “My employer. A tiresome man.”


  “I think I can decide whom I’m interested in. And I happen to like rich and famous executives.”


  “Perhaps, but he won’t be interested in you.”


  “And this from the man who was just coming on to me?”


  “I’m interested in you. He won’t be. I don’t mean to be insulting, bonita, but it is what it is.”


  “Maybe I should ask him.”


  “You can, if you like. But I can save you the embarrassment.”


  “Let me guess. You’re going to tell me he’s gay.” If Jacob had missed something that essential to this plan, I would never trust him again.


  “Oh no, he’s quite a ladies man.”


  “He only dates blondes?”


  “No. Brunettes are his favorites.”


  “Then it looks as if I should go talk to him immediately.”


  “You’re too old for him, querida.”


  “Ouch.” Since when was twenty-nine too old? I thought I had at least another year before AARP started sending me literature in the mail.


  “I don’t mean to offend, but my employer prefers teenagers. He doesn’t understand the finer things in life.”


  “Such as?”


  “Women with brains. Women with fire.” He appraised me again, a full body leer, starting at my legs, lingering on my breasts, before meeting my eyes once more. “Women who know what they are doing.”


  I didn’t mind the brazen, cocky approach, and after Bratton’s rejection I might admit to even enjoying it a little. But that wasn’t why I was here, unless I could somehow get to Bratton through this man.


  “And I suppose you do understand women?”


  “There are men who want pleasure handed to them. And there are others who know the very best things require effort. Do you know how cattle are killed in the slaughterhouse?”


  “So now your pick-up line is talking about how cows die? You know this is a steakhouse, right?”


  “Do you know?” He waited, eyes twinkling.


  “A bolt is shot into their brains,” I said.


  “Yes. They are herded into narrow chutes, prodded along until the moment when the steel ends them. Then they are carved into steaks and served on tables covered in white linen.” He gestured to the dining room. “From the time those calves are born, they have no chance.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind the next time I have filet mignon.”


  “Have you ever attended a bullfight?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know what happens in the arena?”


  “I know it has something to do with cruelty to animals.”


  He shook his head. “Raising a steer in a box and shooting a bolt into his brain is cruelty to animals. The bullfight is about honor. The matador can be maimed or killed as easily as the bull.”


  I didn’t think that was precisely true, but in the interest of appeasing the man standing between me and my target, I held my tongue. “So you like bullfighting?”


  His eyes locked on mine. “I like a challenge.”


  And I was beginning to like this guy. He was full of himself, but if I were on my own time, I would enjoy spending it sparring with him, in the bar and the bedroom.


  “You are a professional, no?”


  I didn’t react, my core turning cold and hard as ice. Casually I picked up my glass and took a sip, giving myself a moment to consider my next move.


  How could he possibly know I was an operative?


  And how the hell was I going to deal with it now that he’d made me?


  I had a special knife strapped to my inner thigh, but I’d have to hike up my dress to get to it, and it required some assembly—that would cost me crucial seconds. I felt the weight of the glass in my hand and mentally cataloged the other items around me that I might use for weapons.


  One of the booze bottles on the rail.


  The knife the bartender was using to cut lemons for garnish.


  The gun in the bodyguard’s holster.


  I was accomplished in many forms of martial arts, but if it came down to defending myself, I’d rather not have to resort to bare hands.


  “I didn’t mean to offend, but don’t bother denying it.”


  I met his gaze but still didn’t say a word.


  “The world is unfair. I understand that more than most. Men like my boss have wealth. I use my skills to serve him, and he pays me. Why shouldn’t it be the same for you?”


  It took a second for his meaning to sink in. He hadn’t identified me as the professional hit woman I was after all.


  He thought I was a prostitute.


  I smiled. “I believe in being discreet. That’s important to my clients.”


  “Apologies, bonita. Maybe I can make it up to you.”


  “How?”


  “Part of the services I offer my employer involve procuring his entertainment. He has to deal with much tense business this evening. Perhaps you would like to be tonight’s feature?”


  “You were just telling me I’m too old for him.”


  “And I can tell you how to fix that problem.”


  “You’re not trying to sell me some expensive skin cream or shoot my forehead full of botulism, are you?”


  He laughed, a sound I liked more than I should have. “You are perfection just the way you are. Only a pendejo like my employer would fail to recognize that.”


  “You sweet talker,” I said. “You seem to be going out of your way to find a date for this pendejo.”


  “And you wonder why?”


  I gave an apologetic tilt of the head. A real hooker probably wouldn’t spend a lot of time questioning either the compliments or the promise of a lucrative job. “Does it seem like I’m looking a gift horse in the mouth?”


  “I never understood that cliché.”


  “You can tell a horse’s age by looking at its teeth.”


  He stared at me, as if waiting for more.


  “Never mind.”


  “I told you. It is my job to find his entertainment. But I confess I have more reason than that. I’m hoping something unfortunate happens to him, and then you will be all mine.”


  I smiled. “So tell me the secrets of Dominic Bratton.”


  He leaned close and whispered all I needed to know, his warm breath tickling my neck. “You can do that, no?”


  “Of course”


  “And I will go back to the table and feed him so many drinks he underperforms and overpays, and then you and I will have the rest of the evening.”


  “I don’t even know your name.”


  He smiled and held out a hand. “Heath Rodriguez.”


  We shook. “Simone.”


  “Encantado, Simone.” With his accent, the name sounded pornographic. “You will be back before we are finished with our steak?”


  “I will.”


  “Don’t be late. This meeting will not last long after the food and drink is gone.” He brushed his lips to my cheek then turned to leave.


  And as I watched him walk back to his employer’s table, I almost felt bad using him as a means to his boss’s end, especially since he would lose his job out of the deal.


  And if he got in my way, his life.


  Heath


  Heath felt the lovely Simone’s eyes follow him all the way back to Bratton’s private dining room, but he resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder. The art of flirting was as much about leaving a woman wanting more as it was about showing interest, and Heath was a master at both.


  He circled the table and took his chair, sneaking a glance just in time to see Simone rub her fingers up and down the stem of her glass as if she was stroking a man. Then she stood, swooping up her coat and bag, and headed out of the restaurant, the fingerprints on her glass now safely smudged beyond recover.


  She was a professional, all right—Heath had identified her the moment he stepped through the door—but she was no sex professional.


  Heath recognized an assassin when he saw one.


  The signs were obvious if you knew what to look for. Tucked into the corner of the bar, she’d chosen the one seat in the restaurant where no one could approach her unseen, and yet she had a view of the entrance and most of the tables of the main dining room and private rooms. She’d noted his every move without seeming to, expertly positioned herself to run into Bratton, and after having tasted the Capital Grille’s pineapple martini drink on his last trip to Chicago, Heath doubted any normal person could manage to sip one so slowly.


  And now the attention to fingerprints.


  Heath also sensed something about her, a controlled and focused intensity that made the back of his neck prickle and his blood feel alive. He’d known many hot women in his life, but none had affected him this way. This wasn’t mere sexual attraction.


  She was dangerous.


  And Heath could sense it, because he and the chica bonita had much in common.


  “So did you let the waiter know we need another round?” Bratton asked, the martinis he’d consumed already smoothing the edges off his sandpaper voice.


  Heath smiled at his boss like a perfect minion. He’d been working for Bratton for nearly two months now, and had witnessed firsthand what an entitled baboso the man was all the way to his core. It had been tough to follow his commands when Heath really wanted to break his neck, but he had managed to be a model employee.


  Now that the auction had almost come to a close, he wouldn’t have to keep up the charade much longer.


  “If you want to enjoy our steak before we must leave for your appointment, I thought it best the waiter bring the wine,” Heath said.


  Bratton nodded. “See? That’s why I pay him. He keeps me on schedule and makes sure I enjoy the finer things.”


  “It is my pleasure. And I also saw to arrange for your pleasure later.”


  “You found what I like?”


  “Sí. Muy guapa, muy joven y muy obediente.”


  The Venezuelan, who Heath knew as Pino, and the merc working for him, a former Airborne Ranger named Smith, gave knowing nods.


  “Damn wetback,” muttered Bratton. “Speak English, will you?”


  “Very pretty, very young, very obedient,” filled in the American mercenary.


  “She’d better be pretty and young. And if she isn’t obedient, I will enjoy teaching her.”


  The men laughed as Bratton downed the last of his martini.


  Heath chuckled along, the thought of unleashing Simone on Bratton making the moment all the sweeter.


  A chirp cut through the laughter, and the CEO reached for his phone. He glanced at the display, at Heath, and then at the other two in the private room. “If you’ll excuse me.”


  He stood and left. Only when he was safely away from the glass door did he bring the phone to his ear and speak.


  Pino pulled his napkin from his lap as if to rise.


  “You’ll need to stay here for a moment.” Heath’s words were quiet, but even a radical as far left of Chavez as Pino was took notice of the firmness behind them.


  “I was going to visit the restroom.”


  “Mr. Bratton would prefer you stay here while he is taking his call. Por favor, acepta mis disculpas.”


  A brittle smile spread over Pino’s lips. Then he clapped Heath on the back and took his seat.


  A moment later, the bossman returned. The waiter followed behind him with a 1999 Mouton-Rothschild Bordeaux Blend the Capital Grille kept as part of Bratton’s private collection. And as the wine flowed and the steak was served, Heath watched the row of clocks on the wall, each showing a different time zone, and counted down the minutes until they had to leave for Bratton’s appointment…until he would again see the lovely Simone.


  Until he held in his hands the one thing he could deny El Diablo.


  Chandler


  “Those who are used to getting what they want only want what they can’t have,” The Instructor said. “If you want to become indispensable to your target, be what eludes him.”



  I made it back to the restaurant just as the dinner party was shuffling out between the copper lions and toward the waiting limo. Heath spotted me first, his eyes crinkling at the corners and lips curving into an appreciative smile. He laid a hand on Bratton’s shoulder, directing his attention my way.


  Bratton’s eyes flared wide. “You outdid yourself this time, Rodriguez.”


  I smiled and cast my eyes to the sidewalk, as if too bashful to hold his gaze.


  A quick trip to Forever 21 on Michigan Avenue scored me a cotton eyelet mini skirt and bejeweled blouse, which I wore without a bra. I’d hated to leave my new dress in the store’s restroom, but I kept the shoes, the rest of the outfit change making them look like the Manolo knockoffs that seemed to be everywhere this season, thanks to Sex and the City. As a finishing touch, I’d gone for shimmery pink lip gloss and gathered my hair in to pigtails which now tickled the back of my neck.


  A pervert’s fantasy. All I needed was a lollipop.


  “Hey,” I said, looking up at him through my lashes.


  Bratton turned to his dinner companions. “I will get back to you with the place and time.”


  Exchanging knowing looks, the two crossed the street, heading for Michigan Avenue. Heath opened the limo door, ushered Bratton then me inside and climbed in himself. He sat facing us as the limo joined the flow of traffic.


  “I’m sorry, bonita, but I will have to make sure you have no weapons. It is my job. I’m sure you understand.”


  I was hoping to get by without him going through my things, but his caution didn’t surprise me. The most disconcerting thing wasn’t his request but the sharp look in his eyes, all of it focused on me. I wasn’t sure if I should read it as suspicion or interest.


  “Bonita?”


  “Of course.” I gave him my bag, and he looked inside. He raised his brows at me and pulled out my fur lined cuffs. “You have some surprises up your sleeve, no?”


  Bratton put a hand on my breast, pinching my nipple through the fabric as if he was dialing a radio station.


  Peering back into the bag, Heath pawed through Jacob’s lipstick and mascara, and the sparkly gloss I’d just purchased. When his focus returned to me, it was so intense it made my skin tingle.


  The limo turned south toward the river.


  “Do you have anything else on your person, bonita?”


  Heath placed his hand on my inner thigh, holding my gaze as he slowly worked his fingers up. When he reached my garter, he explored further north, finding my weapon. He raised an eyebrow, then tugged out—


  “That’s mine,” I said, snatching it away from him. At casual inspection, it looked like a regular American Express card. But this one, when folded correctly, had a razor edge and firm handle. It could cut through bone.


  “Don’t leave home without it,” Heath said. “Any other hidden surprises?”


  “For crying out loud,” Bratton said. He grabbed my blouse and gave a yank, popping a few buttons, and exposing me from the waist up. “See? Nothing but firm, young tits here. Now leave her to me and make yourself useful pouring champagne for the lady. I’ll have a Manhattan.”


  As much as ripping open my clothes was an asshole move, Bratton had just done me a favor. My nudity was a handy distraction, not just for Bratton, but for Heath, too. I’d rather have the bodyguard scrutinizing my bare breasts than the items in my bag or my lethal AmEx. Besides, unlike Bratton’s pawing and lecherous stares, the small smile on Heath’s lips and his quiet appreciation of my body made my breath catch.


  If only I’d met him on my own time.


  “You are forgetting the stop we must make, Mr. Bratton?” Heath said, throwing my bag on the seat beside him and reaching for the champagne without taking his eyes off me.


  “I’m forgetting nothing. Pour the drinks. And…what’s your name, sweetheart?”


  “Simone.”


  “Simone here can enjoy a little bubbly while we attend to business. But until then, I’m going to enjoy her.”


  He cupped a breast in each hand and pinched my nipples as if trying to take them. His hands were clammy and three rings encircled his fat fingers, two on his right hand and one on his left ring finger, platinum and diamonds sparkling in the surrounding city lights.


  Heath filled a flute for me and one of the biggest Manhattans I’d ever seen for his boss, extra vermouth. Bratton took his hands off me long enough to chug a quarter of his down. The limo crossed the Chicago River and cruised into the financial district. Streets clear this time of night, it didn’t take long to reach the bank.


  “Help yourself to the booze,” Bratton said, climbing out onto the sidewalk. “When I get back, we’ll put that cute little mouth of yours to use.”


  I formed my cute little mouth into a smile. “I hope you’re staying at a hotel close by. I don’t want to wait.”


  “Who said anything about waiting? The drive to Midway Airport is, what, twenty minutes? Maybe less? That’s how long you have.”


  “You’re not staying the night in Chicago?”


  “Hell, no. I already had my steak, and I’m not in the mood for the blues. Tonight we fly to Vegas.” He grinned and glanced at Heath. “I’m feeling lucky.”


  “Vegas?” I didn’t try to hide the surprise in my voice.


  “Don’t worry, baby. After I get back, I’ll give you my undivided attention all the way to the airport.” He turned his back and strode for the bank.


  Heath poked his head inside. “Cheers, bonita,” he said, then closed the door, the lock clicking into place and securing me inside the vehicle.


  Great.


  Apparently the two at the restaurant hadn’t come in with the top bid. And with Bratton planning to jet off to Las Vegas, my chance to get him alone was nil. The only way to complete my assignment now was to crash the whole car, taking out Bratton, Heath, and the driver in the process. Too difficult to control all the variables.


  Time to move to my back up plan.


  The light shifted, the driver tilting the rear view mirror, probably trying to get a glimpse of skin now that he could concentrate on more than the road. I had no reason to believe he would go out of his way to provide Bratton security, but neither was he likely to keep quiet about suspicious activity on my part. So leaving my blouse spread open to keep him focused on the view, I grabbed my bag, zipped it open, and made a show of pulling out my lipstick. I applied a coat of apple blossom pink. Pushing the small button on the side of the tube, I reached to the bar for the bottle of champagne, at the same time tipping a healthy dose of syrup of ipecac into Bratton’s Manhattan.


  Ipecac’s main use in past decades was inducing vomiting in children who’d accidentally ingested poison, although it was no longer recommended for that purpose. Now it was a favorite of the binge-purge crowd. A poison on its own, ipecac caused nausea when taken by mouth. Bratton’s profile suggested he was known for fluctuating weight and fad diets to offset his voracious appetite, so traces that might remain in his body was found could be easily explained away. And as a bonus, ipecac was sugary sweet, tasting similar to pancake syrup, a flavor the whiskey and sweet vermouth should camouflage nicely.


  I stashed the lipstick tube back in my purse and filled up my glass. Now all I could do was wait.


  The men were inside for only ten minutes, and when they returned to the limo, neither one was carrying a thing.


  When Jacob had mentioned a package of lab reports, I’d been envisioning a briefcase or at least an envelope. But judging from their free hands, this package must have been small enough to fit in a pocket. And I doubted Bratton would ever let his bodyguard carry something that was valuable enough to warrant a special trip to Chicago.


  I needed to get my hands in Bratton’s pockets. As luck would have it, my cover identity should make that a piece of cake.


  Heath opened the limo door for his boss.


  “Left your shirt open, I see. Good.” Bratton slid next to me on the seat, his hands immediately going for my nipples, pinching and twisting. “You like showing them off, don’t you?”


  I forced a giggle. “I like showing them off to you.”


  I had to figure out a way to kill this bastard soon or I was going to have bruises.


  I could feel Heath’s eyes on me as he climbed into the seat opposite, and the car started to move.


  “How long does it take to get to the airport?” I asked, managing to get a sip of champagne without spilling.


  “A few minutes. Plenty of time.” Bratton grabbed my free hand and plopped it on his crotch.


  Charming.


  But a good opportunity all the same, and I took it, feeling up his package while straying to the sides and checking his front pockets for the package he’d picked up at the bank.


  Other than his phone, they were empty.


  I set down the champagne flute and climbed astride his lap. As I kissed him, I ran my hands down his sides, over his suit jacket, then under.


  Nothing.


  That left only his back pockets. If whatever he’d retrieved was tucked into his wallet, I was in trouble. Although I could pick his pocket easily enough, I wouldn’t be able to verify I had what I needed, not in front of Heath. I had to convince Bratton to check into a Chicago hotel for the night.


  “Oh yeah, now we’re talking.” Bratton unbuckled his belt and lowered his fly. Placing his hand on the back of my head, he attempted to push my face toward his lap.


  I was going to enjoy killing him.


  “Wait, my mouth is dry.” Sliding down to the floor space in front of him, I slipped out from under his palms. I reached for his drink and shoved it into his left hand, the glass clinking against his rings. Then I lifted my own. “Cheers?”


  He ignored my attempt at a toast, instead slamming back his drink then plucking mine from my hand. Grabbing a pigtail in each hand, he forced my face into his lap. The rings on his left hand rapped me along the cheekbone hard enough to leave a mark.


  With little choice but to play along until the syrup of ipecac took effect, I slipped my hands to his ass. His back pockets felt as empty as the rest, only the square outline of his wallet standing out. Out of the corner of my eye, a ruby set in gold flashed in the evening sunlight slanting in from the west.


  Had he been wearing that before? All I remembered was platinum.


  The car stopped at a light and I could sense Heath watching me. Trying not to be too obvious, I shifted left to get a better look at Bratton’s ring.


  A second later, the window exploded.


  Pebbles of glass showered me.


  I glanced up, recognized Football Face who’d dined with Bratton, focused on the 9mm in his hand. Apparently they hadn’t made a deal at the restaurant, and had chosen Option B. I tensed my muscles to throw myself back out of the way. Then Heath was hurtling over me, knocking the pistol back, stabbing for the guy’s eyes, falling on top of me.


  “Drive, drive, drive!” Heath yelled.


  “What?” Bratton sputtered, finally releasing my hair.


  Tires squealed, and we lurched forward. Horns sounded from all angles. A sharp pop sounded from outside.


  I had to act. I had no gun, but that had never stopped me before. Pushing myself up, I felt Heath behind me.


  “I suggest you go back to what you were doing, bonita. At least then you’ll be keeping your head down.”


  Right.


  I was Simone the prostitute, not Chandler. I couldn’t respond to this the way Chandler would. I had to remember that.


  I looked at him, not bothering to hide my natural fear. “What are we going to do?”


  Another pop, this time it sounded as if a round had hit the rear fender.


  “Take the next right,” Heath said to the driver.


  The car veered, but even with my head down, I could tell the man’s cautious driving wasn’t going to get us anywhere. Unless I wanted to resort to my first plan of hoping everyone died in the resulting car crash except me, I’d have to jump behind the wheel and blow my cover.


  Heath beat me to it.


  As he crawled through the privacy divider and into the front seat, the driver’s side window exploded, and the car veered sharply to the right. Bratton and I slammed hard against the door in a half-naked tangle of thrashing limbs.


  Shit. The driver must have been hit.


  Or maybe Heath.


  A crunch of metal shuddered the air and ripped along the length of the vehicle, but before I had time to speculate about what we might have sideswiped, the vehicle righted itself and accelerated.


  I pushed myself away from Bratton. Glancing into the front, I spotted Heath’s head above the headrest. The driver slumped against the passenger door, clearly injured, maybe dead.


  A groan came from the back.


  Bratton.


  With the waist of his pants binding his thighs and his complexion the color of dried concrete, he’d looked better. “Are you okay?”


  Another groan.


  I slid onto the backward facing seat Heath had vacated. Keeping my head low, I reached out a hand for Bratton. “Come on.”


  He clutched the edge of the seat, not moving.


  I glanced out the rear window. From here I could see the car behind us. Football Face was driving, his boss extending a muscled arm out the passenger window, a pistol in his fist.


  I looked back down at Bratton— more specifically at his ring, bright gold against pudgy knuckles white from clutching the arm rest.


  “Climb up on the seat and put on your seat belt.”


  Heath took another turn, the CEO tumbling to the right this time.


  Great.


  “Belt yourself in before you get killed,” I yelled. It would save me time and effort, since I was planning to kill him later anyway, but my concern wasn’t for him. Riding in the back with him rolling around was like being inside a pinball machine trying to dodge one hell of a heavy ball.


  He reached for my outstretched hand just as Heath took another sharp corner. Bratton toppled to the other side, hitting my legs so hard that for a moment, I feared he’d broken my ankle.


  Shadow enveloped the car, and I realized we were under the tracks of Chicago’s elevated train.


  I unhooked my belt and reached for Bratton. “Let me help.”


  He offered a beefy mitt. I grabbed it with both hands and yanked him up onto his seat. Lunging for the shoulder belt, I pulled it across him and latched it into place.


  Heath hit the gas, the car surging forward, its motion pushing me on top of Bratton, my chest landing on his face.


  “Oh God, I feel sick,” he said, his words muffled by my naked breasts.


  Shit. The ipecac.


  Sometimes my timing really sucked.


  I rolled off him.


  The car screeched around another turn, its tail skidding, back tires hitting the curb. I flattened myself to the seat next to Bratton. Grabbing the seatbelt, I pulled it across my chest and secured it just as Heath took another sharp turn.


  Now facing front, I could see through the windshield, although a part of me immediately wished I couldn’t.


  Heath was gunning the limo up a ramp and onto an expressway…an expressway where traffic was heading straight for us.


  He met my gaze in the rear view mirror. “They would be loco to follow us, bonita, no?”


  I said nothing, not sure if I was impressed or horrified.


  Cars swerved one way and the other, skidding, crashing into their neighbors. Ahead, a pickup barreled straight at us, the driver either not paying attention, playing a demented game of chicken, or looking for a convenient way to end it all.


  Heath veered to the side. Bratton slumped into my shoulder, holding his stomach, groaning.


  I pushed him upright.


  A screeching roar filled my ears, and almost before I could identify it as semi brakes locking up, I spotted the truck. It veered, jackknifed, then flipped onto its side, skidding toward us like a squeegee blade ready to wipe a window clean.


  Bratton made a strangled sound deep in his throat. He slumped toward me, and I pushed him away.


  If I was going to die, I didn’t not want to do it covered in puke.


  Heath slammed the brakes and cranked the wheel, pirouetting like some punk doing donuts in the high school parking lot.


  “Go, go, go,” I yelled despite myself.


  He hit the gas and the limo’s eight banger responded, flattening us against the seat, the squeal and smell of burning rubber filling the passenger compartment.


  Flowing with traffic now and with an open road ahead, Heath gunned the engine. Sirens screamed, the sound audible above the whipping wind.


  “Mr. Bratton?” Heath said. “Call Cullen. Tell him to have the plane ready and take off cleared.”


  Bratton didn’t answer.


  “Mr. Bratton?” I said.


  Bratton leaned over and deposited his steak dinner all over his shoes.


  “Take his phone, bonita. The number is under pilot.”


  I fished the phone from the pocket where I’d felt it earlier and did a quick search of recent calls. He’d taken four in the past two hours: one from Heath, one from his wife, and two noted simply as unidentified caller, one bearing the 631 area code I recognized as being from the eastern portion of Long Island, and one sporting Las Vegas’s 702 area code.


  The winning bid?


  “You find the number, Simone?”


  “Yeah. It’s here.” I quickly memorized the two unknown numbers and Heath’s number. I could call Bratton’s wife and tell her what a creep her husband was, but I was betting she already knew. As long as she was slated to inherit his fortune, I figured I was already doing her a favor.


  I hit the number for Cullen.


  He picked up on the first ring. “Mr. Bratton?”


  “Heath says to have the plane ready and takeoff cleared.”


  “Who is this?”


  “The entertainment.”


  “Let me speak to Mr. Bratton.”


  I held out the phone, and Bratton retched again.


  “He can’t talk,” I said. “Something’s come up.”


  Ditching the interstate just as the beat of police and news helicopters started to pound the air overhead, Heath slowed to a more normal pace, Football Face and his muscle-bound boss nowhere to be seen. I leaned my head back, breathed through my mouth, and prayed the ipecac was out of Bratton’s system.


  I was wrong. Before I could turn away, I couldn’t help but wonder what possessed Bratton to eat what had to have been an entire bushel of peas. As I did, the John Lennon song inappropriately popped into my head.


  All we are saying… is give peas a chance.


  Between bouts of projectile hurling, we reached the airport. As I helped the CEO from the car—which was among the grossest things I’d ever had to do and I’d killed people in horrible ways—Heath spoke to the driver. “You keep Mr. Bratton out of this, and you will be well paid for your trouble. You were carjacked, no?”


  “Yes, carjacked.” The driver held his limp arm against his body, blood oozing from between the fingers of his other hand.


  “Sí, sí. They shot you, raced through the streets, almost killed you, but you don’t know who these men were.”


  “I, yes…I understand.”


  “And you will drive away from here before you call for help?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good man.”


  Bratton pulled away from me and retched into the gutter.


  Circling the limo, Heath gathered two small carry on suitcases from the trunk and stopped in front of me. “And what can I promise you, mamacita, for your discretion?”


  I had perfected the art of crying on cue. A few thoughts about the death of my parents and desperation of my life in the years after, and the glare of the taillights of retreating traffic grew smeared by tears. “I can’t… I’m… oh jesus, I’m so scared.”


  “They will not find you.”


  “You can promise me that? I saw them at the restaurant. They saw me.”


  “If you’re careful…”


  “Take me with you.”


  He smiled, as if my request was some private joke. “You want to go to Las Vegas?”


  “It doesn’t matter where we go. Please. I don’t know who those men were, but all they’d have to do to find me is ask around at the restaurant. I go there all the time. Please.” I turned up the volume, both in tears and in trembles.


  “Very well, but before I take a beautiful woman like you to Sin City, you must make me a promise.”


  “Anything.”


  “Give me your word we will stay out of the wedding chapels. I fear you will bewitch me, and my heart will never again be my own.”


  I sniffled, laying it on thick, and for a moment I wondered who was playing whom.


  Heath


  Heath had to admit the woman had cojones. For her to come out and ask if she could come along to Vegas was not only audacious, it was inspired.


  How could he resist a woman like that?


  “Do you promise? No wedding chapels?”


  Simone smiled through crocodile tears. “I do.”


  “See why I have to be careful around you, querida? You’re dangerous.”


  She reached out to hug Heath. Normally he would have welcomed the contact, even though he knew it was outright manipulation, but this time he held out his palm.


  “Later, Simone. As lovely as you are, you are wearing much of Bratton’s supper. We should be able to find you a change of clothes on board.”


  The aircraft was waiting for them, an eight passenger Challenger 300, and it took little time to board. Heath led Simone into the back bedroom and showed her closet full of various outfits Bratton kept for his teenaged girls. Normally Heath felt a stab of pity whenever Bratton violated and humiliated a prostitute. Sex wasn’t enough for him. El chancho enjoyed the power trip. The debasement.


  But Heath did not believe Simone would be debased by any of the clothing she found. If she was an assassin, as Health believed, she would use her wardrobe to her advantage. To distract. To arouse. To control the situation. Had he not hopped into the driver’s seat when he did, Heath had no doubt Simone would have.


  Something special, this one.


  Heath reminded his boss to turn off his cell phone, a task Bratton never failed to complain about, even though it was his own security at stake. Then Heath chose a seat near the front of the plane, next to Bratton’s well-appointed wet bar, which boasted some of the best tequila Heath had ever had the opportunity to taste. Gran Patron Burdeos. He poured himself a hundred dollar shot into a brandy snifter and waited for Simone to get dressed.


  Bratton settled into a seat near the restroom, a plastic soda cup cradled in his hands. Simone came out wearing a seifuku—a Japanese schoolgirl outfit. It was basically a tight-fitting sailor suit featuring a white and blue mini skirt and a low cut, cropped white top with a blue tie.


  Heath let out a hiss of breath through his teeth. She’d chosen well.


  Simone smiled demurely at him, then leaned over Bratton, handing him a tissue to wipe his mouth. As she did, she gave Heath a long peek at her breasts, braless under the tight top.


  Muy bien.


  Bratton stared blankly into the bottom of the cup, ignoring Simone.


  Heath shook his head. If he ever got so sick that he didn’t notice a woman like Simone with perfect cleavage in front of him, then he might as well be dead.


  “Best to let him rest, bonita. Why don’t you come up here and sit next to me?”


  She settled into the almond leather seat facing him across a small table, and belted herself in. Minutes later, they were in the air without police making an unwelcome visit or the tower holding up plane.


  In sparing the limo driver’s life, Heath believed he had made the right call. He only hoped he’d feel the same way about Simone.


  It was a dangerous thing to do; bringing her to Vegas, and perhaps not so wise to be tempting the devil, as his mother used to say. But the lack of an invitation wouldn’t stop her from completing the job she was sent to do. This way, her desire to stay undercover would make her easier to control for as long as he needed.


  And it would give him a chance to learn who had hired her.


  He poured her Burdeos and refreshed his glass. The plane was cool, the air-conditioning on high, and Heath considered slipping off his jacket and offering it to her. But that would be like putting a sheet over a Degas.


  “You can remove the pig tails, if you desire.”


  “Don’t you think he’ll notice?”


  “I don’t think he’s noticing anything right now.”


  “So you don’t like my youthful look?” She pouted, and playfully batted her eyelashes. “May I sit on your lap, Papa?”


  “I told you, I like a strong woman.”


  “One with fire.”


  “One like you.”


  A smile crossed her lips, seeming genuine. “I don’t think you can afford me.”


  “I’m sure I cannot. But my employer isn’t in need of you right now, bonita, so you can’t blame me for wanting to enjoy a little of your company on his dime. Perhaps we start with you telling me where you’re from?”


  “Do you want the truth? Or what the johns want to hear?”


  “I want what you want to tell me. I find you fascinating.”


  “I’m from Chicago. Not so fascinating.”


  “I love Chicago. Did you grow up in the city?”


  Her eyebrow rose. “You don’t want to know about me.”


  “But, I do.”


  “You want to know what I’m after.”


  “So what are you after?”


  “Money.”


  “I can’t believe that’s all. You could have taken the money like the driver and saved yourself much time.”


  “I told you, I was scared.”


  “Why is it I have trouble believing fear would stop you from anything?”


  “I’m afraid of plenty of things.”


  “Name one.”


  “Drowning.”


  Heath thought of what he’d had to endure as part of his training. He had to wonder if Simone had gone through something similar. “That is a wise fear to have. Another?”


  “Heights.”


  “Being in high places? Or falling from high places?”


  “Falling. Actually the falling part is fine. It’s the landing part that’s scary.”


  “Did you know that is one of the few fears that even babies feel? They are born with it. It’s instinct.”


  “Are you afraid of falling?”


  “Only of falling hopelessly in love with you, querida.”


  “Does this Latin Lothario act work on many women?”


  He sipped more tequila. “It is not an act. It is who I am.”


  “You interchange compliments and questions. It is something a pimp does.”


  For a moment, Heath bridled. He had pity for whores. He had nothing but hatred for pimps. But then he realized she’d managed to steer the conversation back to him, to put him on the defensive, and again he wondered where she’d gotten her training.


  “Were you hurt?” he asked. “By a pimp?”


  “I’ve been hurt in ways you can’t imagine.”


  “Are you afraid of being hurt again? As you are of water and falling?”


  Her brow crinkled. “I used to be afraid of catching a baseball. Not a good fear to have when your stepfather is a rabid fan.”


  “Cubs or White Sox?”


  “Him? Sox.”


  “Let me guess, you like the Cubs.”


  “We didn’t see eye to eye very often.”


  The way her lips tensed intrigued him. As if talking about her stepfather was akin to poking at a scar that was healed over but still tender deep inside. Real? Or an act?


  “The fear, how did you overcome it?”


  “I taught myself to juggle. Got really good. Never missed another one of his throws.” She gave a light laugh and sipped her drink. “So what are you afraid of?”


  “Ah, that is an easy one. Poverty.”


  “A real mercenary, huh?”


  “I make sure I get what I need, just as you do. Unless you expect me to believe you are attracted to my employer for his good looks and charm.”


  She smiled. “Maybe I just wanted to get to know his bodyguard a little better.”


  He didn’t even have to close his eyes to recall the scene in the limo… only this time he imagined her lips were wrapped around him. “Now you are toying with me, mamacita. I can’t afford you, remember?”


  “We’re going to Vegas. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”


  “I’m feeling lucky now.” He reached over to the bar and pulled out a deck of cards. Watching Simone, he slipped them from the box and started shuffling. “You play poker, no?”


  “Once or twice. Is that the one where I try to get a good pair?”


  She leaned forward, giving Heath another glimpse of her breasts.


  “Ah, you joke, but you are a shark. I can see it your eyes.”


  “I could say the same about you.”


  “Sí, yes. We are made for each other.”


  Chandler


  “Patience is crucial,” The Instructor said. “Doors might close in front of you, but remember if a window doesn’t open, you can always kick out the glass.”



  I smiled at Heath. With extensive training in reading the emotions of others, poker was my game, and I had to admit, the thought of matching wits with him gave me a little thrill. It also worried me.


  Despite my training, I still wasn’t sure how to read him. Half the time, I thought he might suspect me. The other half, I was certain he just wanted to get into my pants. Either way, the odds of completing my op were better if I went along, bided my time, and played him best I could until I got my shot at Bratton.


  Heath smiled. “Name your game.”


  “It depends. What are we playing for?”


  “We play one hand,” Heath said. “If I win, I get to kiss you.”


  “And if I win?”


  “You get to kiss me.”


  “Nice try. How about a hundred bucks?” After all, that’s what call girls were after.


  Heath frowned. “A hundred dollars a kiss? In Guadalajara, a hundred dollars would get me three women for the night, plus breakfast the next morning. And a tank of gas. And the car.”


  “But you aren’t in Guadalajara. And I’m not one of those women.”


  Heath sighed, as if deeply pained.


  “I can understand if you can’t afford it,” I said. “That fear of poverty and all.”


  He winked. “A hundred dollars it is. What game?”


  For pure strategy, poker was the game. Over time the better player would win, even if the cards didn’t favor them. I could play poker like a bitch in heat. But playing with Heath, one on one, would be tricky. If he was as good as I suspected, we’d be so into each other’s heads I’d lose sight of my main goal—killing Bratton and getting the package.


  No, with Heath a game of straight odds would be better.


  “Blackjack,” I said.


  His frown deepened. “Blackjack? That’s a game for old maids.”


  “No, that would be old maid.”


  “Que?”


  “Old maid is a card game.”


  “I would rather play that.”


  “With blackjack, the house has the better odds.”


  Under Heath’s breath I heard him mutter, “Ventiuna con Rinconete y Cortadillo.”


  It was a reference to Cervantes, the author of Don Quixote. In the particular story Heath mentioned, two cheaters play twenty-one, which was one of the first historical mentions of the card game.


  That a Mexican bodyguard knew this intrigued me. But a Chicago hooker wouldn’t know it, so I didn’t say anything.


  “In or out?” I asked.


  Part of me was hoping he’d balk.


  Another part of me was hoping he’d go for it.


  “Sí, yes, we play blackjack. But if I win, that better be one heck of a kiss, bonita.”


  He let me cut the cards, then dealt. Two cards each. Both of mine face up, only one of his face up.


  I had an eight and a king. Eighteen. The goal was to beat the dealer, by getting as close to twenty-one as possible without going over. The trick was trying to guess what the dealer had, since the player could only see one of his cards. If the player thought the dealer had a better hand, she could ask for another card.


  Although the dealer had a slight odds advantage, he also didn’t have any choices to make. He had to keep hitting until he totaled at least seventeen. Since face cards were worth ten points, and there were sixteen tens in a deck of fifty-two, it wasn’t too hard to guess what the dealer was holding in a single deck game.


  Especially since I knew how to count cards.


  Heath had a six showing. I stayed with my hand. He flipped over a jack, for a total of sixteen, and had to take a hit according to the rules. He gave himself a seven. Twenty-three. Bust.


  A hundred bucks for the mamacita.


  He dealt again. I got a king and an ace. Instant blackjack. He had two tens, and busted with a five.


  Two hundred dollars.


  “I do not like this game.”


  “Would you prefer I deal?”


  Heath demurred, dealing again. This time he gave me a six and an eight, and he had a queen showing.


  Fourteen wasn’t the best hand. But there were thirty-eight cards left in the deck, and only nine or ten of those were tens. Chances were pretty good that I’d draw a low card.


  I hit. Got a six. Heath flipped a jack. Tie.


  “What do we do for draws?” he said. “I can kiss your neck for fifty dollars?”


  I shuddered, hoping I concealed it. The right guy kissing my neck made me weak-kneed.


  “It’s a wash, you deal again.”


  This time he dealt me an ace and a five. Aces could equal either one or eleven, meaning I had a six or a sixteen. Sixteen wasn’t a good hand, but with an ace the odds said I should take a hit.


  Heath, however, also had a six showing.


  I stayed. He turned over a queen, had to hit, and busted with a seven.


  Three hundred dollars.


  “I think it is time for a shuffle, no?” Heath said.


  I shrugged as if I didn’t care. But I watched his hands closely and caught the son of a bitch dealing from the bottom of the deck.


  He was good. Magician-level good. But I knew the same trick and spotted it instantly.


  This guy wants to kiss me so badly he’d cheat?


  I thought about calling him on it and played out the scenario in my mind. He could admit it, or claim innocence. No harm in either. But if he got angry, that could compromise my mission.


  I let it go.


  Heath dealt me a twenty and gave himself twenty-one.


  “I am out a lot of money, Simone. Make this good.”


  “How about I give you a hundred dollars back instead?”


  I held out one of the hundreds he’d passed to me. His move was snake-quick, so fast he startled me.


  In one fluid motion he snatched my wrist and pulled me around the small airplane table and into his lap. I had my hand on my inner thigh, where I’d replaced the AmEx knife while dressing in the schoolgirl outfit, and I was ready to use it, but Heath’s eyes weren’t angry or threatening.


  Jesus. He looks like a lovesick Pepe le Pew.


  “You have earned your money, bonita. I will not take that from you. But I will take this.”


  He brought his lips to mine, barely brushing them, close enough for me to feel his breath. One arm had found its way around my waist, and the other lightly brushed my knee. I could smell the tequila on him, a lingering bit of aftershave, and that male smell that I knew was juiced with pheromones.


  Heath took my lower lip in both of his, gently, then worked over to the corner of my mouth. I turned my head to meet his, but then his lips were on my ear, and his tongue made the faintest trail down along my neck.


  Uh-oh.


  His lips brushed my chin, and his mouth opened, as did mine. My tongue rose to meet his, but didn’t find it—he’d pulled back. I watched his eyes twinkle in a smile, and then the sneaky little Latino somehow got one of his hands between my legs and began to gently caress me on the outside of my panties just as his tongue met mine with a palpable shock.


  My first instinct was to swat his hand away, but I stopped myself. Chandler might be uncomfortable with a move this forward, but Simone would be used to it. And I had to admit the more he caressed and kissed, the more I was beginning to enjoy being Simone.


  I couldn’t tell if he was better with his tongue or his fingers. The sensations of being explored in both places at once using the exact same motions were as powerful as they were confusing.


  I might have moaned a little.


  I might have pressed against him.


  I don’t know if it was the best first kiss of all time, but I would have nominated it for the semi-finals.


  And then I gave him a firm but harmless nip on his lower lip, causing him to pull back enough for me to say, “Okay, done.”


  He smiled, then did something outrageously erotic to me with his thumb. “Done? Your body does not seem to be done, Chiquita. It seems like a car just warming up.”


  I exercised a degree of self-control never before attained in all of female history and said, “The kiss is over, Heath. If you want more, you have to win.”


  “But I do want more.” He moved to kiss my neck again.


  I pinched his chest, hard. “Then play the game.”


  He went from Pepe le Pew eyes to Droopy Dog eyes, and then he had me twirled back to my feet like I was his tango partner. After holding my hand longer than needed, he picked up the cards.


  “My turn to deal,” I said, sitting down.


  “But lady luck was finally smiling upon me.”


  “Maybe she still will, with me dealing.”


  Again he placed his hands upon mine, stroking my wrist like he’d stroked me elsewhere. “If you deal, we raise the stakes. Five thousand dollars.”


  “Against what?” I asked.


  “A night with you.”


  “Do you even have five thousand dollars?”


  He shrugged. “We are going to Las Vegas. A man can get lucky, no?”


  I’d known few men like Heath.


  There were the hot and heavy wham-bam types. The shy ones who didn’t have a clue. The over achievers who went down on a girl for so long it became boring. The quick and the fat and the ones who couldn’t get hard.


  And then there were the kind who treated a woman like an expensive instrument to be played, a gourmet dish to be savored. The ones who truly loved to make love, in every possible sense of the term. They were the fun ones. The ones who made your heart flutter with a look. The ones who made you wet with a single kiss.


  Heath was a three day vacation in a ritzy hotel suite, stopping the sex only long enough for more room service champagne and strawberries. What he wasn’t was a man to fool around with on an op.


  I sometimes had sex on missions, but it was with the target, and although I was able to respond physically it was perfunctory at best. The goal was the hit, not the orgasm. This was a job. A job I was very good at. But I kept it separate from my private life, and never, ever mixed the two.


  Heath would have to be the one that got away. Or I’d have to kill him. Either way, our chance encounter wasn’t meant to end in a ritzy hotel suite.


  My mission, and my focus, was Bratton. And Bratton is where my attention would stay.


  “Agreed,” I said. Five grand didn’t mean much to me. I was well compensated for my service. But maybe it would be a big enough sum to knock the ardor out of the playboy bodyguard. And while he cried in his tequila, I could work on Bratton.


  Sorry, Heath. Destiny is a real jerk sometimes.


  I did a false shuffle, known as a riffle, riffle, strip. It looked like I was mixing the cards, but they were exactly where I wanted them to be.


  I purposely dealt Heath a nineteen.


  I had a face card up. My down card was ten. Five grand to the very horny Chiquita. I went to turn my card up, and Heath placed his hand on mine.


  “What?” I asked.


  “I will take a card.”


  “You’re hitting on nineteen? No one hits on nineteen.”


  “I have no choice. For some reason I suspect you have a twenty.” He trailed his fingers down to mine, then laced them. His thumb found my palm, and began the same movement it had performed between my legs. And I’d be damned if it didn’t feel like he was touching me there all over again.


  “So all I can do,” he breathed, “is pray that lady luck gives me a two and a night with you that I promise neither of us will ever forget.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  He continued to stroke my hand, and I knew if he kept it up I’d come.


  “Crazy to want to make you weep with passion? To see your face when it is so devastated by pleasure it is even more beautiful than it is now? To explore every inch of your body until you plead for me to stop because you can’t take any more? Have you ever begged a man to stop, bonita? Begged him because you thought you had no more to give, because you were so sensitive the ecstasy was almost pain, only to have him coax more from you until you were sure you would explode?”


  “No,” I said, barely a whisper, feeling my need throb as he released my hand.


  Then I dealt from the bottom of the deck and gave Heath a two, cursing myself as I did it.


  Chandler


  “Sex is a weapon,” The Instructor said. “As such, it requires practice, training, and knowledge of when to use it. You never point a gun at anyone you don’t intend to shoot.”



  We agreed to make good on the debt sometime after Bratton’s business in Las Vegas was over. Then Heath turned down the charm a notch, the cards were put away, and my libido returned to status quo. Our conversation meandered to travel. He’d been to almost as many countries as I had. Apparently, before becoming Bratton’s bodyguard, he’d done some mercenary work. Odd, because though he seemed capable, he didn’t have the gung-ho mentality I normally associated with mercs. If anything, he seemed more like a spy than a grunt.


  I admitted to visiting France and Spain, two places a high class Chicago call girl might go on vacation, and that lead to a lengthier discussion of bullfighting, which Heath apparently was passionate about, even to the point of participating as an aficionado práctico, or amateur bullfighter, and running in Pamplona.


  Bratton woke, and I administered to him, sneaking another dose of the ipecac into a glass of cola this time and sending him back to retching in the tiny bathroom. If Bratton recovered, I’d likely be spending long hours at the casino, maybe only stopping for a quickie, not a lot of time to arrange for his death. If he was sick, he would have to stay in his hotel room, isolated and helpless.


  Just where I wanted him.


  We landed at McCarran International, and a car was waiting to whisk us to our hotel. I hadn’t been in Vegas for a while, and judging from the view out the limo window, it was bigger and brighter and more boisterous than ever. Neon glared in the night, highlighting everything from the pyramid at the Luxor—its beam of light shooting into the sky—to the spires of mythical Camelot that made up the hotel Excalibur, to the skyline of New York, New York, complete with circling rollercoaster. The Bellagio’s famous fountain danced across the street from the Paris Hotel’s Eiffel Tower. Finally passing Caesar’s Palace’s columns and the volcano at the Mirage, we reached the Venetian.


  The resort itself was built to be a miniature Venice, yet too perfect, too clean, the bridges crisp and new stretching over dyed azure canals. An Italy built exclusively for the rich.


  We turned after the replica of the Campanile Bell Tower and entered the resort drive, crossing over a bridge, traffic slowing. Heath lowered a window a crack, letting in a wave of desert-heated night air along with a wisp of O Sole Mio from one of the gondoliers on the outdoor canal.


  “A tragic song. One of heartbreak. Do you know the words?”


  About to answer, I caught myself. Just because Chandler was multilingual didn’t mean Simone the prostitute could say the same. I shook my head.


  “It is about a poor soul thinking back to the time he was in love, when he had a moment of happiness, before his lover betrayed him.”


  “That is sad.”


  “You have no idea.”


  “What’s the hold up?” Bratton shouted to the driver just as the car resumed.


  We continued over the first bridge and under a copy of Ponte di Rialto, the famous bridge that spanned the Grand Canal in Venice, finally reaching the hotel’s expansive, cobblestoned porte-cochere. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling of the portico along with reproductions of Italian frescoes framed by gold molding. Even at night, the area bustled with several bell boys dressed in black and white striped duds matching the outfits of the gondoliers.


  We didn’t have much luggage, I carried nothing but my little purse, and Bratton and Heath only had one carryon size suitcase each, and it didn’t take long for us to unload ourselves from the car, through five steps of oven-like heat, and enter the Venetian’s lobby.


  The first thing I noticed was the scent. Despite the size and throngs of people visiting this time of year, a sweet, floral fragrance tickled the air. A globe fountain dominated the middle of the lobby, water gurgling and sluicing down into the base below. The marble floors held a pattern that played with the eyes, and a map of Venice stretched along the wall behind the reservation desks. As in the portico, the ceiling was covered with more frescoes framed in gold.


  “I will arrange for the rooms.” Heath said and broke away


  I watched him cross to the reservation desk, and start chatting up a blonde who worked at the hotel. He leaned toward her, his body language all flirt, and to my shame, for a second, I felt a tweak of jealousy.


  It had obviously been too long since I’d last been on a date.


  I didn’t have a steady social life. Those in my business never did. But I tried to get out now and then, pick up an attractive guy in a bar, and have a little fun. They never knew my real name, never saw where I lived, and never heard from me again, but it was something, a way to feel close to another human being, a way to wear off a little sexual energy. But it had been a long time since I’d had an opportunity to let loose.


  I’d dealt Heath that winning hand in a moment of weakness.


  Now that I’d cooled down and was on my way to the privacy of Bratton’s suite, either as prostitute or nursemaid, it didn’t seem like I’d be able to fulfill that particular debt. And I had to admit, it made me feel a little crabby.


  “How are you feeling now?” I asked my john/patient/victim.


  He shot me a look of contempt, as if I wasn’t even worthy of an answer.


  Charming man.


  While he was ignoring me, I took a peek at the gold ring, now illuminated by a chandelier the size of a small helicopter. Brushed gold, the band was set with a large ruby surrounded by diamond chips. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was that he wasn’t wearing it when he pawed me up the first time. He had to have picked it up at the bank.


  So what about this ring of power was so special that Jacob would send me on my own little Frodo errand? Or was the ring superfluous, and the real package was tucked into his wallet?


  I supposed it didn’t matter. My orders were to make it look like a robbery. I’d take it all.


  Moments later, Heath returned, three key card portfolios in his hand. “This way,” he said, and we followed him to an elevator, the bellboy trailing behind with the two small carryon bags belonging to Bratton and Heath.


  We left the lobby and walked through the Venetian’s Grand Colonnade with marble floors and a ceiling reminiscent of the Sistine Chapel, and then we were in the casino, every bit as much of a work of art as the rest of the resort. Like the lobby, recessed ceiling panels bore frescos straight out of the renaissance. Marble floors danced with beautiful patterns, and restaurants of every delicious variety encircled the enormous gaming floor.


  In fiction, secret agents, gambling, and subterfuge seemed to go together and spies often seemed to find themselves in casinos participating in high stakes games. But unlike my fictional counterparts, I was not a fan of casinos. Not because I didn’t like a little gambling now and then, but because there were too many cameras.


  They were everywhere, above each gaming table, in between each row of slot machines, at every choke point in every hall way or escalator. They were meant to keep an eye out for cheats, but they served to record every action and every face on the floor.


  I was useful to the government not just for my training, but because I didn’t officially exist. I could take care of a target, then fade into the landscape, safe, free, anonymous. Having my image recorded by the dozens of cameras at any one time made me uneasy.


  Bypassing the neon and bells, we went straight for the guest elevators.


  When we reached our floor, I focused on the double door at the end, assuming that was Bratton’s suite. Heath stopped half way down the hall and handed me a portfolio containing a key card.


  “And this is for?”


  “Your suite.” He motioned to the door.


  “I assumed…” I glanced at Bratton.


  The man didn’t even look my way. “I’ll let Rodriguez know when I want you.”


  Not my preference. Also not much I could say about it. “Are you sure?”


  Without answering, he continued down the hall with the bellboy.


  “I am sorry you are so far down the hall, bonita,” Heath said. “But you really didn’t want to spend all your time with that man, did you?”


  I gave a shrug. Of course I didn’t. I just wanted to search him and kill him, not necessarily in that order.


  “He’s paying. Whatever he wants is fine by me,” I said out loud.


  “Good girl.” He pulled a stack of bills from his wallet and shoved them into my hand. “There are shops on the second floor. Treat yourself.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You can return that after you have a new outfit. Something less Japanese cosplay, more sin city.”


  “Sequins and a feather boa? Or what do you prefer? You won our bet.”


  Couldn’t hurt to keep his mind on me and off bodyguarding his boss.


  “I prefer a woman to wear nothing but her own perspiration, which I have coaxed from every pore in her body.”


  Who was distracting whom here?


  Heath smiled. “And now I must check the room for Mr. Bratton. I will see you later, no?”


  “Of course.”


  Standing at the door, I watched Heath continue down the hall. My assignment had just gotten a lot tougher. Judging from the CEO’s waning interest, he wasn’t going to send for me, that much was clear.


  I was going to have to find another way to get to him.


  After closing the suite’s door, I did a quick bug and camera check to satisfy my inner paranoia—a nifty app on my new phone—then called Jacob and engaged in our little security dance.


  “The job’s done?”


  “No.”


  “It’s been hours. What went wrong?”


  “Nothing. I convinced him to take me back to his hotel room, but his hotel ended up being in Vegas.”


  “The Venetian.”


  “How did… ah. The phone. It has a tracker?”


  “No. I don’t allow them to be tracked. There’s a reason for it. But I turned on the camera when you were in the lobby. Did you use it to sweep for bugs?”


  “Don’t you know that as well?”


  “I have other things to do than monitor your every move, Chandler.”


  Ouch. Touchy.


  “Bratton is already losing interest, but I think I can get at him through the bodyguard.”


  “So the bodyguard isn’t posing a problem?”


  “Nothing I can’t handle. In fact, it will be my pleasure.”


  “Let me guess. He’s good looking.”


  “It’s as if Antonio Banderas had a younger brother.”


  “He does.”


  “He does?”


  “His name is Javier. But I’m pretty sure he’s not working as a bodyguard for Dominic Bratton.”


  “You really do know everything, don’t you, Jacob?”


  “Just doing my job.”


  “Glad to hear it, because I have a couple of phone numbers for you. Unidentified callers of Bratton’s.”


  “Shoot.”


  I recited the numbers. “I’m betting the Vegas one is our buyers.”


  “Nice work, Chandler.”


  “And while you’re in a generous frame of mind, I need a bit more from you.”


  “Such as?”


  “At least a dozen cameras just captured me walking in with him.”


  “I’ll take care of it. Anything else?”


  “Wish me luck.”


  “You’re in Las Vegas, Chandler. Home of Lady Luck. What could possibly go wrong?”


  Heath


  Heath moved through Bratton’s suite, clearing each room, as was his usual practice. He didn’t find anyone hiding in wait. Only the standard classic furnishings, a sunken living room with a piano, a bathtub big enough for four, three giant televisions, and an amazing view of the Strip. Nothing but the best for Bratton, and more comfort and opulence than most people in the world saw in a lifetime.


  Heath had been born in America, but he hadn’t always lived in this rich and hedonistic country. In the place he’d spent most of his growing up years, Tijuana, Mexico, life was much different. And every time he visited Las Vegas, he was reminded of the first time he’d used his birth certificate to cross the border into the United States, only to be so dumbfounded by the wealth and glitz that he could do nothing but stare.


  He no longer stared, not even in a place like Las Vegas, but he hadn’t forgotten that night, either. He would never forget.


  “Rodriguez?”


  “Yes, Mr. Bratton?”


  The CEO settled himself in front of the television, arms stretched along the back of the sofa, the golden ring on his finger reflecting the colors of the television screen.


  “That woman…where did you find her?”


  “My usual sources.”


  “Well, you might want to talk to those sources.”


  “Why is that?”


  “There’s something not right about her.”


  “Not right?”


  “You know, there’s something that just doesn’t feel right. Like she’s not who she seems.”


  Could Bratton have seen through Simone? Heath had to admit, he was surprised. He’d never known the man to be aware of anything or anyone but himself. He might have an instinct for business, but all others were lacking. “You believe she’s hiding something?”


  “Yes.”


  “What?”


  “I think she’s older. Maybe even twenty-two or twenty-three.”


  Heath almost laughed out loud. “Is that all?”


  “Isn’t that enough?”


  “Sí, sí. She must have lied about her age. It’s outrageous.”


  “Damn straight, it is. And I’m holding you responsible. Get rid of her and find me someone young. They have high schools in Las Vegas, right? Parents willing to lend out their daughters for a little cash? Or young girls on the streets? I want one that’s clean, though.”


  Bratton disgusted him. He was like so many rich, entitled men. So much like Heath’s father. El Diablo himself.


  “I’m not sure there will be time. You have a meeting coming up tonight, no? With your buyer?”


  “Ah shit, yeah.” Bratton cocked his wrist to look at his watch. “But not for another three hours.”


  “I’ll need to prepare. How many men will he have?”


  “He says two, so probably three or four.”


  “And you didn’t think to tell me this sooner?”


  “We’re meeting in the middle of the casino. How dangerous can it be? There are cameras everywhere.”


  “Middle where?”


  “Roulette table.”


  “In two hours?”


  “Two and a quarter, to be exact.” He tilted his head back and grinned at Heath. “And then I’ll have a few extra million in gambling money.”


  Heath eyed the ring on Bratton’s left hand. He’d been hoping the group from Venezuela would come up with the high bid in Bratton’s little auction. After all the time he’d spent helping Uncle Sam engineer the coup against Chavez, he knew how this radical splinter group thought, the moves they would make. Even their desperate attack on the limo in Chicago hadn’t totally caught him by surprise.


  But the Russians were a mystery to him, and since this was a personal project and not a mission for the red, white, and blue, Heath didn’t have any resources other than his own.


  He had to take care of this and get out before they arrived. “I’ll handle everything.”


  “Good. I’ll also need a new pair of shoes.”


  “Very well.”


  “And the girl. I want her waiting for me when the deal is over. I want to celebrate.”


  “I will arrange for it.”


  Bratton stretched out his feet, plunking them on the table and resting his head back, nice and relaxed. “I want a young one for real this time. Real young.”


  Heath stopped directly behind him. “Sí, Mr. Bratton. That I know.”


  “And she should be pretty. Fresh. A virgin would be good. Nothing better than busting a cherry, teaching her how to suck.”


  “Don’t worry, Mr. Bratton. I’ll make sure you get exactly what you deserve.”


  “You’d better. It’s your job.”


  “Sí.” And now that Heath knew the time and place of Bratton’s meeting, it was a job he didn’t need anymore.


  Heath leaned forward over the back of the sofa. Faster than Bratton’s brain could function, he snaked his right arm around the CEO’s neck, pinching the man’s double chins in the V of his elbow and grabbing his left arm below his biceps. Slapping his left palm to the back of Bratton’s head, he forced the cabron’s head down as he pulled his right arm against the man’s throat in a choke hold.


  The position could be used two ways, both to cut off blood to the brain or air to the lungs. Heath went for the blood, compressing Bratton’s carotid arteries in his neck until little could eek through.


  Bratton lashed out with his legs, shoes clanging against the coffee table, tipping it over. His hands came up, clawing at Heath’s arms, raking in the air for his face.


  Heath held him fast. He struggled for only a few seconds, the movements getting more sluggish until they stopped completely, Bratton’s brain shutting down, his muscles softened, slumping into unconsciousness.


  Heath held him for several minutes longer, and then released him with a sharp twist, breaking the man’s neck just to be sure.


  For a moment, he stared at Dominic Bratton’s body, waiting for some kind of emotion that never came. As many times as he’d visualized killing Bratton over the past weeks, he didn’t get much satisfaction from it now. The man was not a challenge. And as much as he disliked him, he didn’t feel the need for vengeance.


  It was the end of an annoyance, like swatting a buzzing mosquito, no more.


  Turning away, Heath walked to the bathroom, gathered a towel and cloth, then returned to the body. He washed the CEO’s hands, scrubbed under his fingernails, and lathered up the soap until the golden ring slid free before toweling him off.


  Next he took Bratton’s wallet, fat with cash and credit cards, slipped it into his pocket, then washed up his own arms. He had a few scratches from Bratton’s death grip, and carefully rolled his sleeves down to hide them. Then, wadded up towels in hand, he started for the door.


  Heath was reaching for the knob when a knock sounded. He stepped to the side and resisted the urge to peer through the peephole. “Who is it?”


  “Simone.”


  She was here sooner than he’d guessed. A few seconds later, he would be gone and she would be a pleasant memory.


  Now she was an obstacle; a beautiful and deadly one.


  He opened the door. “Dios mio, look at you.”


  She no longer pretended to be a young girl. Now dressed in a pair of black jeans, sandals, and a blue silk blouse, she looked casual and expensive and good enough to eat. She held a bottle of Patron Platinum in one hand and two snifters in the other. Not quite Burdeos, but still a step above. “Sorry to bother you, but I was concerned about Dominic.”


  “Ah, yes. I bet you were.”


  “How is he feeling?”


  “Not well. A sore throat, I’m afraid. He’s staying in for the rest of the night, bonita.”


  “Staying in? Then shouldn’t I—”


  “No, no. He doesn’t wish to see anyone.”


  “Not anyone, or not me?”


  He pressed his lips into an apologetic line. “He has decided that you are older than you seemed.”


  “I told you I should have left the pigtails in.”


  “Sí, and you were right. But what’s done is done. Still you are in a nice hotel and have a nice suite, no?”


  “It’s beautiful.”


  “So this whole experience, it’s not so bad. You have a pleasant vacation, try your hand at some blackjack for real, and you don’t have to see Mr. Bratton again.”


  “In that case…” Holding up the bottle, she handed him a snifter and shot him a coy smile that made his blood pressure step up a notch. “Want to share?”


  “I thought you brought that for Mr. Bratton. It is an expensive gift for a bodyguard. I hate to see you throw away all your money.”


  “If it makes you feel better, I charged it to my room. So you can thank Mr. Bratton for it, not me.”


  Heath let a smile creep over his lips. “You never cease to arouse me.”


  “Good. Because I was also hoping I could settle up my blackjack debt.”


  Stepping out of Bratton’s suite, Heath closed the door behind him. He needed to disappear before the Russians arrived. With work left to do and only two hours until the meeting, he might be cutting it close, but the risk would be worth it and not just because he’d wanted to bed this woman since he first laid eyes on her. It would also give him a chance to tie up a few loose ends.


  The first: discovering who Simone worked for.


  The second: Simone herself.


  “I was hoping you would feel that way, querida, because I am in the mood for a challenge.”


  Chandler


  “In the world of an assassin, there is no place for mercy,” The Instructor said. “Strike first, strike hard, and strike lethally. Kill or be killed. There is no other way.”



  Heath zigged to the side and tossed a couple of towels into a maid’s cart before leading me to his suite one door over.


  Within striking distance of Bratton’s.


  All I had to do was take Heath out and get my hands on his key card, and this op would be as good as in the bag.


  Heath’s suite was much larger than mine. We crossed an Italian marble foyer and stepped into a carpeted dining area. Beyond I could see a sitting room looking out over the bright lights of the Strip, and to the right, an open doorway led to the bedroom.


  “I’m pleased with the Platinum, but would you prefer something else?” He gestured to the wet bar and held out his hand for the booze.


  “The Platinum is fine. I’ll pour. Would you mind getting some ice?”


  “You are not going to put ice in good tequila.”


  I gave him a smile. “Of course not. The ice is for something else.”


  As I’d hoped, he grabbed the ice bucket off the bar and made for the door immediately.


  So far, so good.


  I fished my mascara out of my purse, twisted off the cover, and tapped a good dose of powder into one of the highball glasses. Flunitrazepam, more commonly known as Rohypnol, roofies, or the date rape drug, came in pill form, but to get the substance to dissolve quickly, grinding the tablets into a powder was necessary. The pills were commonly dyed blue to prevent people from sneaking it into an unsuspecting victim’s drink, but Jacob had gotten me the uncolored variety, and he’d done such a good job of turning the pills to powder, that they dissolved as soon as I splashed tequila into Heath’s glass.


  Flunitrazepam acted as a hypnotic, inducing sleep, but it also had the nifty side effect of causing anterograde amnesia. With the dose that I’d given him, Heath would sleep for a good long while and have a hard time remembering what happened after he ingested the drug. Instead of having to kill him, I would merely leave him with a bad hangover.


  Just as I was pouring a healthy shot into a second glass, the door rattled, and Heath returned. He passed me, heading straight into the bedroom, and set the ice bucket on the nightstand.


  I followed with both drinks and handed him his glass.


  “To debts paid,” I said, raising my drink.


  “To a challenge.” He reached up and unfastened the buttons of my blouse with one hand, spreading the silk open and revealing my bare skin. Then instead of drinking, he dipped his finger in the tequila and circled a nipple.


  My body tightened, chills fanning out over my body.


  “So responsive.” He followed with his mouth, warmth chasing the alcohol’s cool, first soft with his tongue, then sharp with his teeth.


  An involuntary squeak issued from my throat.


  “You like that, don’t you?” He dipped his finger again and started playing the game with my other breast.


  At this rate, it would take him forever to finish his drink and start to feel the effects of the flunitrazepam. But with his mouth doing delicious things to me, I was having trouble convincing myself a small delay was a bad thing.


  “It killed me to see Bratton’s hands on you when I knew you were meant for me.”


  As if to prove it, he skimmed his fingers up my side, over my chest, and cradled the back of my head in his hand. Then he claimed my mouth.


  His touch was gentle. His kiss was not.


  He pressed hard against me, hungry, demanding, as if he wanted everything I had to give and still it wouldn’t be enough.


  I tangled my tongue with his, the kiss more fight than tenderness, more desperate than loving. I fitted my body hard against him, every inch, and clawed his tie free with one hand. The buttons on his shirt came next, until we were finally standing skin to skin.


  Next I went for his pants. My drink still in one hand, his fly took longer than I liked, and by the time I tried to ease it down, his erection pressed tight against the zipper. I lowered it as much as I could, and then reached inside and pulled him free.


  I rubbed my abdomen against him and moved my hand to the back of his pants, as if to push them down his legs. When I slipped the wallet from his pocket, he didn’t seem to notice.


  Moaning, he pulled away from me. “Drink.”


  I downed the rest of my tequila and handed him the empty snifter.


  Carrying my glass back to the bar in the dining room, he tipped back his head and downed his tequila, and I tucked the wallet between the cushions of a nearby chair.


  He returned with a filled glass and gave it to me. In his other hand, he held the bottle. “It is more convenient this way, no?”


  We each took a swig, then he set down both glass and bottle next to the ice and kissed me.


  The taste of him mingled with the bite of tequila, and before I could think about it, our kiss had again taken on a force of its own.


  Heat.


  Hunger.


  Desperation.


  I wanted more.


  I wanted everything.


  When Heath finally pulled away, we were both out of breath. “You kiss like you are on fire, no? Are you on fire, bonita?”


  He didn’t wait for my answer; instead he swept his hands up my sides and skimmed my open blouse off my shoulders. My jeans came next, and my panties. Then he took off his own clothes, quickly and efficiently.


  I watched him undress. He was as fit as I was, defined and lean, almost as many scars and miscellaneous scrapes and scratches, and I felt a pressing need to touch every part of him. As far as sex drives went, mine had always been strong, but I was still surprised at my visceral reaction. I often felt the need for sex after completing an op. But sex in the middle of an op, at least sex with a man I really wanted to sleep with, was a bit more unusual. Whether it was the adrenaline or the man that had me this turned on was hard to say, but Heath was right.


  I was on fire.


  This time when I kissed him, I took him in my hands. He was already hard, and I reveled in the size of him, the weight. I pushed him backward until he hit the bed. Letting out a laugh, he sat on the mattress.


  I sank to my knees, edged between his legs, and captured him with my mouth. Taking him deep into my throat, I moved my tongue down the underside of his shaft then slowly pulled back until I was flicking at the tip. All the while, I watched him, looking directly into his eyes, showing him how much I wanted him.


  I knew many women disliked giving head, but I loved it. There was nothing more exciting, more empowering, than looking into a man’s eyes and knowing I had complete control. That for as long as I wanted, he was not only my plaything but my willing slave. The power rush was a turn on with normal men.


  With Heath it made me feel invincible.


  I circled him with tongue and lips then devoured him again. The third time, I brought my hand to him, stroking him, fondling his balls. I took an ice cube from the bucket and slipped it into my mouth, then took him as well, working the cold around him, over him, and then warming him again with my mouth. I arched my back and slipped him between my breasts, moving up and down his length, the tip of him emerging only to sink back down.


  His eyes looked glazed, the muscles of his jaw slack. He let out a moan, a muffled querida, and several nasty curses in Spanish.


  He grasped my shoulders, lifted me up onto his lap, and fitted my body over his. I sank down onto him, more than wet, more than ready, and as I took in his full length, an orgasm seized my muscles and shuddered through me.


  But I didn’t stop. He wouldn’t let me.


  He thrust up into me as I plunged down onto him. As the first orgasm subsided, another built. Sweat slicked my skin and stung the corners of my eyes. My breasts bounced with our movement, and he nipped and licked one nipple then the other.


  I could feel his muscles tense, feel him start to shake, to shudder, then he grabbed hold of me and buried his face in my chest.


  I clung to him, held him, shaking as hard as he was. Then our breathing slowed, and I could feel him relax inside me.


  For long time he was still, and I wondered if he’d finally succumbed to the flunitrazepam. I kissed his forehead. “Heath?”


  “Just regaining my strength. You took it out of me.” He rolled over and laid me on the bed, my head on the pillows. Stretching length to length, he kissed me deep and slow. He littered kisses down my neck and over my chest. “You have bewitched me, no? I need to taste all of you, querida, see all, so I can remember.”


  Taste and see? Sure. Remember? Not so much.


  He kissed me again, and then pushed himself up from the bed. Picking up my glass from the nightstand, he handed it to me, grabbed the bottle for himself, and took a chug.


  I settled for a sip. Heath should be feeling his roofie cocktail pretty strongly by now, and I needed to keep my mind sharp, not clouded with alcohol. I hadn’t eaten since the appetizer in Chicago, and I could already feel my first drink sending a warm shimmer through my muscles.


  Or maybe that was Heath’s still-hungry stare.


  “Open, bonita. I want to see you.”


  I spread my legs for him, cold air rushing over heated skin.


  For a long time, he just stood there, exploring me as intimately with his gaze as he had with fingers and tongue and cock.


  I had a great body, if you didn’t count the many scars I’d earned over the years, and I liked the feeling of showing it off to men. But somehow this was different, hotter, more intense than any exhibitionist thrill I’d ever had. I felt out of breath, maybe even a little dizzy.


  It had been way too long since I’d had this much fun. I wanted more. “Come back to bed.”


  “In a moment, querida. Right now I am too mesmerized by your beauty to move.”


  “You’re so full of shit.”


  “Am I?”


  I was starting to get impatient. “Yes. Now get back here and fuck me.”


  “So demanding.”


  “Afraid you can’t keep up?”


  “I’ve already given you three orgasms, my greedy chica.”


  “Afraid you can’t manage four?”


  “I can manage more than that.”


  “Prove it.”


  He took another swig from the bottle, then mouth still fresh with tequila, he climbed between my open thighs and brought his mouth to me.


  The first touch of his tongue sent ice through me, then as he slowly licked and teased, the sensation turned to flame.


  It had been a long time, all right, and I felt giddy with sex, drunk with it.


  I leaned my head back, savoring the warmth of his mouth, the grit of whiskers against sensitive skin, the fat, lazy strokes of his lips and tongue. The pressure built, only for him to pull away, and then kiss and caress and torment until it built again.


  Another orgasm claimed me, coaxing a scream from my lips before I could choke it back.


  “You are so beautiful.” Heath laughed, a warm sound, a nice sound. He moved up my body, grasped my chin with one hand, and claimed my lips.


  His mouth tasted like the two of us, mingled until we were one, and for a second, I let myself give in; to the kiss, to the man, to the longing I tried never to acknowledge.


  Then I felt the handcuff click around my wrist.


  I yanked my arm back, but he’d already fastened the bracelet to the bed.


  How did I not notice that?


  “What? You don’t like your kinky game now?”


  Of course, the handcuffs were from my purse, the ones I’d intended to use on Bratton if the need arose. I eyed Heath. If he passed out, and I was still cuffed to the bed like this…


  “Let me go, Heath.”


  “You don’t like?”


  “No. I only use those if the john likes to be tied up.”


  “Where did you get this?” He smoothed a hand over my abdomen and traced the small, white scar on the lower part of my belly button.


  It took me a second to figure out what he was asking, my thoughts sluggish, as if trying to fight through bats of cotton jamming my skull.


  Too long.


  He caught hold of my free hand, and before I could react, that wrist was secured to the other side of the headboard, this time with his tie.


  My head swam, dizzy, and my tongue felt clumsy in my mouth. All along I hadn’t been reacting to the booze or the sex or Heath’s charm.


  The bastard had drugged me.


  I wondered if it would be hypocritical of me to feel outraged.


  “What did you give me?” I asked.


  He straddled me, sitting on my thighs, making it impossible for me to move. “You should know, mamacita. Whatever it was came from the glass you poured for me.”


  Memory flashed like pictures in my mind. Heath painting my nipples with tequila. Heath taking my glass and downing his as he walked back to the dining room for more.


  Only he hadn’t actually drunk it.


  “Fuck.”


  I craned my neck to glimpse the tumbler on the nightstand. There was still a good amount of tequila left. I hadn’t had much. Maybe I could fight the effects, keep from losing consciousness.


  “Who trained you, Simone?”


  I glared at him, naked and astride me, his erection recovering quickly. “Trained? Trained in what? Giving you a hard on?”


  “Answer the question.”


  I shook my head. How had I been bested by a bodyguard? It wasn’t possible. But then… the thought escaped me. Whatever it was, my brain was too sluggish to keep up. Better not to say anything at all than something I would regret.


  “Who trained you, querida? Did you call him The Instructor?”


  Heath


  Heath watched the slight flinch of recognition in her eyes, not that he needed the verification. They were the same, Simone and him, He’d felt it the moment he first saw her and now he knew at least part of the reason why.


  The Instructor had taught them both how to think, how to kill, and most of all, how not to feel.


  That lesson had never sunk in with Heath, but then he’d come to The Instructor with fire for revenge running in his veins. After witnessing Simone’s passion, he guessed that lesson hadn’t fully taken root in her, either.


  But that didn’t mean he could trust her.


  He leaned over Simone, bringing his face close. “Did he send you after me?”


  A small crease dug between her eyebrows. “You?”


  She was feeling the effects of the drug, so he would make it simple. “Are you here to kill me?”


  “Why would I be sent for you?”


  “Don’t pretend with me. By now you know I am no more a bodyguard than you are a hooker. You should really be more careful about pillow talk. It gave you away.”


  “Pillow talk? I… I didn’t say anything.”


  “I wasn’t listening to your words, querida. I was reading your body.”


  Heath traced a finger over the tiny white line, clearly visible against her smooth belly. He didn’t know what the scar was from, but he knew where she got it.


  Because he had one as well.


  It was there at the bottom of his navel, just like hers, a little white smile. But while her skin was smooth, he had the hair of a man, making the scar hard to see unless you knew where to look.


  Her eyes focused on his for a moment. “What are you, some kind of spy?”


  Did she not know?


  He concentrated on the feel of her body beneath him. Her heart was pounding hard. She hadn’t had enough of the tequila to succumb quickly to whatever she had laced it with, but she was having trouble regulating her reactions and thinking things through. He had a sense for this woman, a visceral understanding of her, and right now he judged she was telling the truth. She hadn’t been sent for him.


  And that meant The Instructor must not know he was here.


  Heath needed to keep it that way.


  “I’ll pay you to let me go.” She said, her tongue slightly fumbling over the words.


  Heath smiled. “You can’t afford me.”


  She bucked her hips.


  Still straddling her, he rode the wave of her body. “If you are trying to arouse me even more, it is working.”


  “Fuck you.”


  Simone might be drugged and naked and tied, but she was not beaten.


  She was magnifico.


  “So you have come for Bratton, no? I will not stand in your way. But I’m afraid I must leave you here, bound and beautiful. I can’t have you following me.”


  “Give me the key, and I won’t follow.”


  “I might be in love with you, mamacita, but that doesn’t mean I trust you.”


  He sprang off her, getting clear of the bed just in time to dodge a kick directed at him.


  “So fiery and passionate. You make me wish I never had to leave.”


  “So don’t.”


  Heath still had some time left, so he sat on the bed and began to stroke her once again.


  She spread her thighs and gave him a smile he could feel in his groin. “Let me go. I want to touch you, too.”


  “Just seeing you, feeling you is more than I can take, querida.”


  She pulled against her bindings, tried to close her legs, but by then he knew her body. Knew how to make it react.


  “Your struggle only makes you more beautiful, Simone. Let me make you come once more. As a way to say goodbye.”


  “You’re a bastard.”


  “Sí, yes.”


  “I hate you.”


  “I know.”


  He continued to touch her, adjusting the rhythm, gauging her expression, reading her level of passion, until she finally gave in and didn’t try to retreat any more. Until she pressed against him. And then he teased, touching her with less pressure, pulling his fingers away as she stretched for him. When she began to groan with frustration, no doubt hating him even more—more than desiring him—Heath pushed two fingers deep inside her and massaged her with his thumb, flicking as fast as he could, making her cry out.


  He watched her face, watched the turmoil there. The anger. The betrayal. The hunger. Watched the orgasm build, watched her shuddering release, and thought there could be no better thing in life than to do this, over and over and over.


  But, sadly, he had to go.


  Reluctantly he withdrew his hand from her body and gave her a kiss on her damp forehead.


  “Don’t leave me,” she said with a touch of that smile.


  Never giving up, not his querida.


  As he pulled on his pants and shirt, he let his gaze wander over her body once more, slowly, savoring the view in case it was the last time.


  “If only we had met under different circumstances, mi amour. Now if you don’t mind, I’m running out of time, and I must avoid keeping an appointment.”


  By the time he grabbed his carry on suitcase and left the room, it was after eleven. The casino was slightly out of his way, but he headed down to the ground level anyway.


  The place was crowded with gamblers, plugging slots and playing games. Bells and whistles, beeps and chimes rose from the banks of machines. The air smelled slightly floral and sweet, like a woman’s perfume, and the fragrance mixed with a whiff of food now and then from the restaurants that were still open.


  He turned down a row of slot machines, adopting the persona of just another gambler hoping to hit it big. The ring felt heavy on his hand, more valuable than any riches he might win here, and also more terrible. To Bratton, it meant money. To Heath, it was far more personal.


  A shout rose over the din.


  Heath did not have to speak Russian to recognize the language. They were gathered around the roulette wheel, just as Bratton had said they would be. Three of them. The man who’d shouted scooped up his winnings. Taller than Heath, twice as wide, muscle not fat. The shirt he wore was the size of a four-person tent and covered with pictures of dolphins leaping from white surf. Heath couldn’t spot a weapon, but he would bet it was there under the folds of fabric.


  The second and third men gathered around the wheel were smaller, but not by much. The first had hair so short it looked like yellow baby fuzz. Blemishes pocked his face, and along with a neck as thick as Heath’s thigh and arms nearly bursting the seams of his blazer, Heath pegged him as a steroid enthusiast.


  The third man was much more average. Thin compared to his compatriots, he had brown hair and a forgettable face. Perfectly average, until he smiled. Half his teeth seemed to be knocked out, the others chipped and filed to ragged points.


  Heath glanced around the casino, picking out four more men hovering near the chokepoints of the casino floor. The two closest had hands marked with tattoos, one featuring various letters, the other the head of Satan. The two others were too far away to spot details, but their body language told Heath all he had to know.


  At least seven men. Overkill for a friendly business exchange.


  Pinche mierda, Bratton really had no idea what he’d started.


  Heath kept moving, reaching the main entrance, a grand area with the ornate ceilings rising over twenty meters in the air. The exterior façade was a copy of the Doge’s Palace, and the marble floors and grand scope of the entrance was truly beautiful.


  Escalators reached to the second floor shopping area, and Heath jumped aboard. He seemed to have gotten past the Russians without being recognized, but they were early and looking for Bratton, not a random Latino playing the slots.


  Of course, soon they would get restless. Heath had to make sure he was long gone by then.


  He had one more task.


  Reaching the top, he stepped off the escalator. Located on the second floor, above the casino, were the Grand Canal Shoppes, an indoor shopping mall like no other. The mall floors were cobblestone streets, the ceiling was a painted sky glowing as if it was early evening, and the store facades were buildings in the Venice streets. But the most unique feature of all was the canal running through the mall’s center. At 400 meters long, the waterway was spanned by arched bridges connecting the shops on either side. And down the center floated gondolas giving rides to tourists, the gondoliers piloting the boats singing songs of love and loss, just as they had been outside near the entrance driveway.


  Heath picked up his pace, moving along the faux streets and weaving between shoppers. Beyond the replica of St. Mark’s Square, an area in the middle of the mall boasting more shopping, restaurants, and entertainment, he would find the ballrooms of Congress Center and the hotel’s business area. At this time of night the business center was closed, but that was no challenge. He carried a set of picks and a torsion wrench. He had planned every step, and nothing would stop him now.


  He dipped a hand in his pocket for Bratton’s wallet. Gone.


  Nothing would stop him… except Simone.


  He shook his head and might have laughed if not for the frustration of it. She was a true challenge. A woman after his own soul.


  Turning in his tracks, he headed back down the escalators and through the grand colonnade. At least she was no longer a concern. Because as much as he admired her, if she got in his way again, he would take her life.


  And that would be such a waste.


  The lobby had cleared of tourists in the late hour, but guest registration was still open. Heath stashed his carryon on a luggage cart then approached a thin, pale man whose submissive body language suggested he’d been put on the earth to serve others. According to his little gold badge, his name was Gene.


  “Hello, sir. Welcome to the Venetian. How may I help you?”


  “Thank you, Gene. I checked in to this fine hotel a short time ago, and I have made a very grave mistake.”


  The man’s eyebrows shot toward his hair line. “A grave mistake?”


  “I came down to the casino to try my luck, and I’m afraid I left my key card in the suite.”


  “Oh, that kind of grave mistake.”


  He let out a little laugh, and Heath joined him, making it into a bonding experience. One or two more shared chuckles, and they would be like brothers. “Not as grave as choosing the wrong lady to blow on my dice, no?”


  The man laughed again at the innuendo, and they were on their way.


  “What is your room number?”


  Heath gave him Bratton’s room.


  “Ah yes, Mr. Bratton. I hope your suite is to your liking.”


  “Please Gene, call me Dominic. And the entire hotel is beautiful, as always.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. Now let’s get you back inside it, shall we?” He laughed, and Heath chimed in. “All I need is some identification.”


  Heath gave his new brother a grin. “My key is in my wallet… which is in my room.”


  “Of course it is,” said the desk clerk. “But I’m afraid I can’t just give you a key without knowing who you are.”


  “But you do know who I am. You have my name right there on your computer.”


  He shook his head, no laughter now. “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you a key without identification.”


  “And I can’t get my identification without a key.”


  “That might be true, but the rules are the rules.”


  “But sometimes it is necessary to break rules, no? Especially to help a friend?”


  “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t. Following the rules is very important.”


  So much for being the amigo of this cabron. Gene might have been put on the earth to serve others, but it turned out those others were the rule makers.


  “I see you checked in with two others. Would they be able to vouch for you?”


  Heath thought of the current states of Bratton and Simone. “My companions are… indisposed at the moment.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “Yes. I could hear them moaning all the way down the hall. I think someone else might have been in the room with them, too. Some people are so loud.”


  Gene gave him a deadpan look, sticking to his rules about rules.


  Heath paused for a moment. There had to be another way, and as he glanced around the lobby, he found it. “But if you ask the pretty blonde at the end, an angel by the name of Karen who checked me into the hotel, she could vouch for me, no?”


  Chandler


  “If you’re poisoned,” The Instructor said, “you have a choice. Find the antidote, or puke.”



  Fog filled my head, my thoughts slow and sluggish. My mouth felt dry, my head starting to throb behind my eyes, my stomach queasy.


  I imagined the most disgusting thing I could. A toasted maggot sandwich, slathered in curdled mayonnaise, with cigar butts in it and a side of raw, rotten beef liver being fed to—


  The tequila came up, along with the roofies. I hacked, spit a few times, and then got angry.


  How had I let him fool me?


  Not only had I ignored signs that he was an operative, I’d let him use my own drug against me. I was lucky I wasn’t dead. I was also lucky I hadn’t had more of the tainted tequila than I did.


  I worked my wrist back and forth against the neck tie, the silk loosening until I could slip free. Unfortunately escaping the handcuff wasn’t going to be so easy.


  I shifted my legs to the side, angling my body until my feet were off the bed. Using my toes, I groped the carpet, my arms stretching to their limit, the cuff cutting into my wrist. My heel hit something near the bed’s edge. There it was. I gripped the fabric with my toes, then using my stomach muscles, I scissored my body and brought the panties to my free hand.


  Sitting up on the bed, I brought the garment to my bound hand and skimmed my fingers along the elastic band until I felt a hard piece of wire sewn into the fabric.


  When I’d bought the jeans and blouse from the boutique in the Canal Shoppes, I’d thought about buying sexy underwear to go with it. Fortunately for me, I hadn’t. As the only garment that wasn’t new, the panties were properly prepared, two lengths of wire sewn into the seam between elastic and lace, along with a rolled up hundred dollar bill.


  I worked the wire free. Seconds later, I had the cuffs unlocked.


  Heath’s wallet remained wedged between the chair cushions, and before I took time to pull on a stitch of clothing, I checked inside.


  Not Heath’s wallet at all. The driver’s license of Dominic Bratton stared up at me. And inserted next to a collection of credit cards and wad of hundreds was a key card for the Venetian.


  This wasn’t over yet.


  My heart rate accelerating, I opened my purse and pulled out the bikini I had also purchased on my newest shopping expedition. Far from a fun vacation buy, the swimsuit was my insurance. If I found myself in a tough spot, I could always take off my street clothes, slip into one of the many pool areas along the Strip, and fit right in. I put the suit on instead of underwear, and then dressed in the jeans and blouse. Slipping the rolled hundred from the seam in my panties, I stuck the cash, the wires, and the lingerie in my pockets, stuffing my phone and Bratton’s wallet in my purse. Later I’d ditch the underwear in a public trash can.


  My head throbbed, but the fog seemed to be lifting in my mind, adrenaline sharpening my senses despite what was left of the drug in my system. I didn’t have much hope in catching Heath. He was probably long gone. But I still had the rest of my job to do.


  I poured the rest of the three hundred dollar bottle of Platinum on the sheets, destroying whatever DNA evidence I’d left. Wiping the room of my fingerprints, I collected the handcuffs and tie and left the room. The hall outside was vacant, most guests probably at a casino, a show, or a nightclub. I paused outside of Bratton’s suite and listened for a few seconds. Hearing only the faint drone of television news, I used the key card to let myself in.


  Bratton’s suite was as large as Heath’s and mine combined. Keeping on the balls of my feet, I moved silently over the entry’s marble floor. Light from the television pulsed straight ahead, the glow of neon filtering in from the bank of windows beyond. I ducked into a powder room on my left, waiting for the sound of voices or footsteps or any kind of movement at all.


  Nothing.


  If Bratton was awake, he’d be surprised to see me. I would have to act fast, before he suspected the reason I was there, before he could gather his thoughts enough to react.


  I peeked through the powder room door. In the glow from the boob tube screen, I could see him leaned back on the sofa, not moving.


  Stepping out, I padded across the remaining marble and into the carpeted sitting area. The suite opened up to the right, a full dining area behind Bratton, all of it dark and quiet. Slipping to the right, I circled the spot where the CEO reclined, watching for any flinch, any sign he knew I was there.


  Something was wrong.


  For a few heartbeats, I wasn’t sure what, and then it hit me.


  The smell.


  It was light, barely there, but unmistakable. Not the fleshy, sweet blood odor that surrounded a shooting victim. But the acrid stench of urine, voided at the moment of death.


  Heath had beaten me to it.


  The towels he’d disposed of on the way to his room, the scratches I’d noted on his arm, Bratton’s wallet in his pocket, it all added up.


  I approached the body, taking in the slight subconjunctival hemorrhage staining the whites of open eyes, the slightly off tilt of the neck.


  Leaving him, I moved through the suite. I was fairly sure Heath had killed Bratton before our tryst, but it never hurt to be thorough. The last thing I needed was an unwelcome surprise. Clearing the bedroom, bathroom, closets bigger than my apartment, and workout room, I returned to the sofa and pulled out my phone.


  After verifying our identities, I launched right in.


  “Bratton is dead.”


  “Good, then—”


  “I didn’t kill him. The bodyguard did.”


  “Where?”


  “In his room.”


  “Who knows he’s dead?”


  “As far as I know, no one other than me and Rodriguez.”


  “Are you in the room now?”


  “Just me and the corpse.”


  “Does Bratton have a flash drive on him?”


  “It wasn’t in his wallet.” I did a quick search of the dead man’s pockets, but he hadn’t added any items since the car ride in Chicago. “I have a cell phone here, a wallet, with over two thousand in cash, and a condom, thankfully unused. Wait—”


  I checked his hands. The three platinum rings were there, his fingers swelling around them, but the ruby ring set in gold was gone. “Could this information be hidden in a ring?”


  “A ring?”


  “After the meeting in Chicago, he was wearing a ring I’m pretty sure wasn’t on his finger before.”


  “Take it.”


  “That’s the problem. I don’t have it. I’m betting the bodyguard does.”


  “Then you know what you need to do.”


  I did. “Recover the Precious. But I don’t know where Rodriguez went.”


  Silence hummed over the phone, then the clack of fingers on a keyboard.


  “Jacob?”


  “Leave that part to me. Does he have anything else with him? Suitcase?”


  “One.” I returned to the master bedroom. Finding Bratton’s carryon in a closet, I plopped it on the bed and rifled through it.


  “Anything?” Jacob asked.


  “Not unless you’re interested in condoms. The guy has a drug store’s entire inventory in here.”


  I wiped down all the surfaces I’d touched, not just for security reasons but sanitary ones as well, then returned to the sunken living room. A memory niggled at the back of my mind, although it took a couple of seconds for me to grasp hold of it—the lingering flunitrazepam, no doubt.


  “Shit.”


  “What is it?” Jacob asked.


  “Heath Rodriguez.” I paused. I wasn’t sure if Jacob was familiar with the training I’d gone through, but as my handler, I suppose I had to trust him. There was no one else. “He mentioned The Instructor.”


  “The Instructor? Are you sure? And you didn’t think to bring that up until now?”


  “I was… I’ve had a few problems.”


  “What did he say?”


  “He asked if The Instructor trained me.”


  “Why would he ask that?”


  I tried to recreate the memory in my mind, but it was no use. I wasn’t sure if it was the flunitrazepam or the orgasms, or a combination of the two, but the whole experience shifted and blurred as if something from a dream. “I don’t know. He also wanted to know if The Instructor sent me to kill him.”


  “Did he say anything about Hydra?”


  “No.”


  Only the sound of computer keys clacking came from the other end of the line.


  “A couple things he said make me think he might be an operative. Could he be working for someone The Instructor wants dead?”


  “You’ve got to find him, Chandler.”


  I hadn’t expected a clear answer from Jacob, but the way he ignored my question and changed the focus made me uneasy. “In all of Vegas? That will be easy.”


  “He’s on the second floor in the Grand Canal Shoppes, just entered St. Mark’s Square.”


  “What, are you magic now?”


  “Casinos are full of cameras. And I know how to access them.”


  “So in a word, magic.” I said, already on my way out the door. I slipped the Do Not Disturb sign over the knob and broke into a run. “There isn’t any way you can use some of that witchcraft to zap me up a gun, is there?”


  “Sorry. There you’re on your own.”


  Heath


  Heath threaded through the crowd jamming the replica of St. Mark’s Square, moving quickly yet casually enough not to attract attention. Scanning the crowd as he went, he skipped over singers and stilt walkers, jugglers and human statues dressed in costumes from the Commedia Dell’ Arte, and the obligatory Bermuda shorts-wearing tourists. He was good at reading body language and intent in faces and barely had to take the time to really look at them. And that was a good thing. The trip to the lobby for another key card to Bratton’s room had taken more time than he’d hoped. Too much time.


  By now, the Russians would be getting restless.


  On the far side of the square, doors opened to the ballrooms and convention center. A crowd of nearly all women milled the halls, the lanyards around their necks and piles of books in their arms suggesting some kind of booklovers’ convention.


  For what might be the first time in Heath’s life, he shifted through the currents of women without paying them the attention they so richly deserved, keeping his mind focused and feet moving.


  The business office was a quarter of the way down the long hall, situated between two ballrooms. He glanced through the side panel window and as expected, it was closed for the evening. What casino would want executives faxing at midnight when they should be in the casino, blowing money?


  Any sane person would probably hesitate before breaking into a locked room amidst a crowd like this, but Heath slipped his tools in his hands and walked up as if he belonged there.


  People tended to defer to confidence.


  Even with thousands of dollars of computer equipment in the room, the door was little more than a courtesy lock, and he had it open in just a few seconds. He closed it behind him, turned on the lights, and reset the lock before moving into the room. Passing a fax machine, he sat down at the first computer and snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves. Then he booted it up and logged in using Bratton’s key card and the access code to his room’s Wifi.


  The rest went quickly. Hacking was one of Heath’s specialties, and he spoke binary as fluently as he spoke English. Within minutes he had accessed the hotel’s mainframe by using a USB stick to upload a Trojan horse—a malicious code he’d worked on for quite a while—which began a brute force password attack. Then he sat back and waited.


  The casino’s security was good. The Trojan was better. In eight minutes, Heath had his password, and two minutes later he was remotely spliced into the Venetian’s command center, peering at the images caught by cameras all over the hotel. Since he didn’t have a monitor array, he had to cycle cameras manually, made a little easier by twelve thumbnail images per page.


  As he’d guessed, the Russians looked uneasy, though as long as he avoided the casino, he should be able to sneak past, quiet as a gentle wind.


  More concerning was an image showing a bank of elevators on the second floor. She moved so quickly and casually, he almost didn’t spot her, just a flash and she was gone. But he couldn’t push back the smile that bloomed on his lips.


  “How did you wiggle yourself free, my chica bonita?”


  She was fast, but she still had a long way to travel. Maybe he could still get away without killing her.


  He switched the feed to the next batch of cameras, people playing blackjack, the front escalators, and…


  A shot of adrenaline dumped into his system as he watched Pino and Smith stride through the Doge’s Palace façade’s main door.


  Heath performed a quick check of his cell phone, but it was safely turned off, the battery removed as always. There was only one way those two could have followed Bratton’s plane to Las Vegas and then their car to the Venetian Hotel. Bratton’s phone. If the pendejo wasn’t already dead, Heath would kill him again.


  Time ticking away, he attacked the keyboard and uploaded the other program on his USB stick; a system restore malware virus.


  One by one, the camera feeds went dark. What the clever little program did was reboot the entire surveillance system using yesterday’s data. It would infect every hard drive in the network, erasing all newly recorded video and replacing it with the most recent back-up. Then it would infect the back-ups and do another reboot, erasing everything.


  Once begun, it couldn’t be stopped, and they’d be dark for at least an hour. By then he’d be gone, and no one would ever know he’d ever been there. Not the authorities, not the Russians, not Pino and his group of Venezuelan radicals.


  And most of all, not The Instructor.


  Heath pocketed the key card and found his way back into the throngs of chatting readers, the decibel level of the women’s excited talk camouflaging the thunk of the door as he closed it behind him. As expected, hotel security had already mobilized, men in suits with ear-mikes walking past in a big hurry.


  No one gave Heath a second glance.


  He made his way back to St. Mark’s Square and ducked into a shop selling Venetian masks. Simone would be here soon, and he needed to be ready when she arrived. Only after he made it past her was it even worthwhile to worry about Pino and Smith.


  Chandler


  “When you can’t escape,” The Instructor said, “plain sight can be the best place to hide.”



  The Grande Canal Shoppes were on the second floor of the hotel, and I took the elevator straight there. Although in the real world it was almost midnight, the ceiling of the shopping mall resembled an incredibly realistic-looking sky and carried the soft glow of early evening. Plenty of shoppers still milled, street singers sang, and living statues statued. The scents of food still drifted from the many restaurants, and the nightclubs and the casino downstairs were just getting heated up. A gondolier boomed O Sole Mio, shuttling one of the last pairs of lovers for the night down the fake canal, and I thought about Heath’s earlier comment about the song.


  I hated being manipulated. Ironic since I was trying to manipulate him at the time, but the truth nonetheless. I’d killed men I’d fucked before—my job required it—and I wouldn’t hesitate this time, either. The bastard more than deserved a little payback.


  I wound through the pristine faux streets and took one of the bridges arching over the canal, finally making my way into the St. Mark’s Square portion of the indoor mall. The place was jammed with late night diners, shoppers and tourists. Street performers sang and mimed and juggled, all dressed in elaborate masks, gowns, capes, and hats straight out of a medieval carnival.


  A clown-like Arlecchino, or harlequin, walked past me on stilts, and two living statues posed nearby among throngs of tourists, wearing the elaborate costumes and masks of the Commedia Dell’ Arte; one dressed as the sharp nosed Capitano, the other donning the shriveled face and rich robes of Pantalone. Beyond them, another sported a Bauta mask and tricorn hat, as if Casanova himself had taken up residence in Las Vegas.


  The place was huge, the ceiling soaring to a false sky several stories above and rimmed with shops and restaurants that looked out over elegant balconies. I walked with the flow of traffic, scanning as I went, but there was so much going on it was difficult for me to take it all in, even with my training.


  If I was going to find Heath in this haystack, I’d need more assistance from Jacob. I reached for my phone and called. We used an abbreviated exchange code and got right to it.


  “I’m in St. Mark’s square. Point me in the right direction.”


  “I can’t.”


  Despite the voice distorter, I could hear the alarm in Jacob’s voice. “Can’t? What happened?”


  “The security video. It’s gone.”


  “For St. Mark’s Square?”


  “For the whole hotel. The entire system is rebooting and the back-ups were wiped.”


  “That’s not a coincidence.”


  “No kidding. It’s also not easy.”


  My computer hacking knowledge was limited compared to Jacob’s, but I remembered the story of a twosome in Australia who’d hacked into a casino’s security cameras and used them to spy on the opposition’s cards. In that case, the gambler and his accomplice were discovered right away.


  “There’s no trail?”


  “Oh, there’s a trail. It leads to a computer in the hotel’s business center and to Bratton.”


  “Smart.”


  I watched the living statues change positions. Two Arlecchinos in the balcony above started to sing, and another standing on a giant ball surrounded by the type of velvet ropes you see in movie theaters, started to juggle.


  “But wouldn’t there be a username? A password? Something?”


  “Sure. There’s an Internet access code assigned to each room. In this case, Bratton’s. The password for the control center was hacked. It’s one thing splicing into a live video line—we’ve all seen that in a hundred movies. But your boy somehow got a Trojan to do a blunt force attack. I saved part of the malware code, but I don’t think I can trace it.”


  “I guess Heath thought of everything.”


  “Chandler?”


  “Yes?”


  “Who the hell is this guy?”


  Good question.


  Capitano and Pantalone moved to the side, getting ready for their part in the song, and for the first time, I noticed Casanova was dressed in a black shirt and dark gray sports jacket. But more than the clothing, I recognized the body underneath it. The way he moved.


  “You want to know who Heath is, Jacob? How about I ask him?”


  “He’s still there?”


  “Right in front of me.”


  He was at least twenty meters away, on the other side of a dining area for one of the restaurants, closer to the mall. I must have walked right past him, and I was sure he was watching me now.


  He’d see me coming long before I could reach him.


  “So what are you waiting for?”


  “You to wish me luck.”


  “You don’t need luck, Chandler. Go kick his ass.”


  Tucking my phone into my pocket, I glanced around the square and focused on the juggler. Balancing on top of a large ball, he rolled in tiny circles as he tossed red, yellow, and blue balls in the air, catching one only to toss again in unending movement. A small group surrounded him, chattering and nodding with appreciation.


  I moved closer, infiltrating the group and pushing to the velvet rope separating him from his admirers. Feeling the rhythm of the tosses and catches, I gave the large ball he was standing on a shove with my foot. The harlequin scrambled for balance, staying on top but abandoning his juggling act.


  I reached out and snagged the smaller balls midair.


  One.


  Two.


  Three.


  “Hey, what are you—”


  Spinning in one motion, I pulled back my throwing arm and fired them at Casanova.


  The first hit him in the shoulder.


  The second knocked his mask off.


  The third pegged him in the side of the head and sent him sprawling to the ground.


  Gotcha motherfucker.


  “Those are my balls!” The Arlecchino yelled. “She stole my balls!”


  People scattered, screaming and cursing and threatening to call the police.


  I raced around the dining area, dodging the stilt man and two giggling college girls eating cannoli. I was fast, but by the time I reached Heath, he had already scrambled to his feet.


  Damn. I was hoping I’d knocked the bastard senseless.


  “Good throw, bonita. I’m sorry I don’t have more time to play catch.”


  I walked toward him, watching his hands. Light from a nearby light post glinted off a gold ring set with a ruby on his left ring finger. Bratton’s ring.


  “You don’t want to get in my way, querida.”


  “Oh, I’m pretty sure I do.”


  “Why? Because I did your job for you? Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.”


  “Give me the ring.”


  He waggled his finger. “Oh mamacita, it was a marriage of convenience. She means nothing to me. Not compared to you.”


  His joking was beginning to piss me off. At least the fact that he’d taken the ring confirmed it was the item Bratton had retrieved from his safe deposit box in Chicago. My best bet was that a microdot was hidden somewhere on the gold band or under the ruby, although that part really didn’t matter. Not to me. My job was recovering it. Jacob could figure out the rest.


  “Seriously, you should let me go. I do not want to kill you.”


  “Pretty sure of yourself, huh Heath?” I brought my fists up, ready for whatever he threw at me.


  He raised his right hand, holding a HK45 Compact Tactical pistol.


  That’ll teach me not to focus so much on a man’s ring. “You’re going to shoot me?”


  “It is sad, but I seem to have no choice.”


  “Not here. Too many innocent people.”


  “So you have a heart, too. I’m impressed, querida. I have fallen in love with you, and I do not even know your real name.”


  “I’ll trade you. My name for who you work for.”


  “What if I told you I was freelance?”


  “Even freelancers have bosses.”


  “Not always. But I see what you are doing. Stalling until hotel security arrives. A noble effort.”


  He grabbed my right upper arm and snugged the gun barrel into the side of my rib cage.


  “Any noise louder than a whisper, I will end you,” he said. “It will pain me to do so, but do so I shall.”


  Steering me back toward the mouth of the square and the indoor canal, he nodded at the people cowering and gaping.


  “No worries. I have the offender under control. Go back to enjoying this beautiful evening.”


  “So full of shit,” I said. But I took his threat seriously and kept it at a whisper level.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him smile.


  The juggler stopped in front of us, blocking our path, his harlequin makeup smeared, the diamonds over his eyes looking more like the mask of a raccoon. Maybe he hadn’t been able to balance as well as I thought.


  He extended a shaking finger, pointing at me. “She grabbed my balls.”


  I could feel Heath’s chuckle through the gun’s barrel.


  “Lucky man. Should I be jealous, mamacita?”


  “I mean it. She stole them. I want my balls back.”


  “While I’ll admit this chica has cojones, I sincerely doubt they belong to you.” Heath shoved past the man.


  With my peripheral vision, I could see Heath’s eyes shifting, taking in the crowd on all sides, as if looking for someone. Or trying not to be found.


  The Arlecchino juggler jumped in front of us again, blocking our path. “The bitch owes me.”


  “Chingado. Get out of our way.”


  “Not until she pays me for my balls.”


  An idea blossomed in my still sluggish mind.


  I hated involving an innocent, especially one I’d dragged into this mess, but I wasn’t crazy about letting Heath escort me outside and shoot me, either. Besides the guy could have gone back and picked up his balls in the square himself.


  Instead he chose to be an asshole.


  He stepped closer. “You hear me? You’re going to find them for me or buy me new ones.”


  “All right,” I said. “I’ll go back with you and look for them right now.” I moved as if to step toward the juggler, instead stumbling into Heath. He released my elbow and slipped his arm around my waist, propping me up.


  What a gentleman.


  And that’s when the stupid harlequin reached for me.


  Twisting to the side, I came down on Heath’s gun arm with my now free left hand, a knife edge strike to his radial nerve, forcing him to drop the weapon. At the same time, I grabbed the juggler’s outstretched hand and fitting the back of his hand into my palm like a nesting doll, I swooped down, grabbed Heath’s crotch, and squeezed.


  Heath doubled over while his weapon clattered to the cobblestone.


  Leaving the juggler gripping Heath’s huevos, I jumped back a safe distance from the men.


  “There. Have some balls,” I said, trying to locate the pistol among the dozens of onlookers’ feet scrambling to get out of the way.


  Heath recovered quickly, sending his knee into the juggler’s head, casting him to the ground. Then he turned to face me. The muscles of his face taught with pain, he attempted to give me one of his flirty smiles and failed miserably.


  “Muy bien, querida,” he said. “Now let me see what else you can do.”


  He brought up his hands, dancing up on his toes like a boxer looking for an opportunity to strike. But when he finally did, instead of a punch, he launched into a spinning kick, connecting with my shoulder.


  I rolled with the motion of the blow, but it still shuddered through my spine and sent me flying to the side, my head connecting with a wrought iron railing. My ears rang, an ache seizing my head


  I could smell blood, and when I touched the spot where my scalp hit the rail, my fingers came away red. The crowd cleared the area around me. Shouting rose in the distance along with the alternating squawk and static of two-way radios.


  Struggling to catch my breath and clear my mind, I saw Heath readying himself to come at me again. I preferred martial arts that relied on kicks and lower body strength. But the quickest way to neutralize a kicker was to use his weight and momentum against him, so I lowered my center of gravity, preparing to throw him on his ass when he attacked again.


  He didn’t. At least, not right away.


  Heath glanced to one side, eyes rounding a touch.


  Figuring he was trying to fake me out, I didn’t look.


  Good call.


  He came at me with a whirling movement, combining an evasive maneuver with a spinning kick. Originating from the Brazilian martial art capoeira, the meia lua de compasso packed a wallop. I’d once seen a MMA fighter use it to take out a much larger opponent a mere twenty seconds into the fight.


  I managed to evade, lunging to the side and getting hit only by the wind as his leg streaked past. His momentum carried him beyond me, and he was out of range before I could strike back.


  But instead of turning around to come at me again, he kept going, leaping over a series of railings and steps.


  I set out after him, reaching the canal just in time to see him jump over the last rail and down to the water.


  Voices sounded behind me. I expected security to be on us by now, or even the police, but these voices were neither. They spoke Spanish, one tinged with an accent I’d just recently heard.


  I glanced back, spotting Football Face towering over the crowd. Judging from the panic of the crowed surrounding him, he was armed and not being too subtle about showing it.


  How had they followed us from Chicago?


  I turned my attention back to Heath. He was already on the other side of the canal, pulling himself up on the railing, his clothing perfectly dry.


  The guy could walk on water now?


  I scanned the area, quickly realizing what he’d done. Just as the first gunshot exploded in the air behind me, I jumped over the rail and into the canal.


  Heath


  Heath had just made it over the railing on the other side of the canal, when the shooting started. Pino and his man Smith.


  Chingado!


  He’d seen them enter the square, seen the moment they spotted him, seen them draw their weapons.


  Pinches pendejos! It wouldn’t be long before Las Vegas PD’s tactical team would be swarming the place.


  Heath had to get out of here.


  It was his own fault. He should have killed Simone in the suite. Then he would have been able to disappear, clean and free. Women had always been his weakness, but this one… she seemed to flow in his veins, as hot as his own blood.


  Keeping low, he raced down the corridor. People shrieked around him. Shop owners slammed their doors. And behind him all hell broke loose.


  Simone would likely not survive, and for that he was sad. But life was short, as always. And he knew she had lived hers well. A woman as passionate as she could not help it.


  Heath would light a candle for her next to the one for his sweet mother.


  He reached the bend in the canal, the faux street opening up to the escalators. Three hotel security guards ran past him, rushing toward a situation far over their heads. A group of shoppers crowed to get on the down-flowing side for the moving staircase. Three women in front stepped on board, standing still and letting the escalator carry them down, apparently oblivious to the trauma everyone else ran from.


  Heath turned away, intending to find the elevator.


  Just then, a group of police officers headed up the hall, blocking his path, leaving the escalator as the quickest way out.


  He stepped on board.


  Shouts came from the floor below, and as he started down the escalator, the Russians stormed around the corner. One by one, they filed onto the ascending escalator,


  Too late to reverse course, Heath stared straight ahead, trying to make himself as still and unnoticeable as possible. He focused on reading his surroundings. The fragrance of flowers piped in through the ventilation system of the hotel. The beeps and bells of the slots in the casino below from people refusing to leave their winning machine, even if all hell was breaking loose one floor above.


  Heath had to admire their dedication.


  The first man pulled even, the behemoth wearing the dolphin shirt, him gliding up, Heath gliding down.


  Heath could feel the man’s scrutiny and the accompanying rise in his respiration and heart rate. He could hear the low rumble of their conversation, even over the screaming back in the Grand Canal mall. He forced his breathing to deepen, forced his pulse to slow.


  The first man passed him. Next came the one with fuzz covering his head like yellow feathers on a baby chick.


  The third was the average-looking cabron. Heath was again struck by how unremarkable he was. If he’d passed him without the others, even he might not have picked the man out as a threat.


  Then the man turned his head, glanced at the ring on Heath’s finger, and smiled, lips pulling back to show those hideous teeth.


  Chandler


  “Training will save your life,” The Instructor said, “but so will instinct. The more you train, the better your instincts become.”



  The drop into the canal wasn’t far, less than four meters, but when my feet hit the gondola it bucked as if I’d dropped from fifteen. I absorbed as much of the concussion as I could with my knees, but the craft tipped and bobbed anyway, leaving the gondolier with arms outstretched like a tightrope walker, struggling to keep his footing.


  “Hey,” said a skinny older man in the back of the boat. “What are you—”


  I didn’t answer, instead grabbing the oar from the gondolier’s hands. Channeling my inner Olympian, I jabbed it to the concrete bottom of the shallow canal and half-pole vaulted, half-jumped to the next boat.


  Raised voices sounded behind me, and I didn’t have to look back to confirm I’d been spotted by Muscle Man and Football Face.


  The next two boats were close enough for me to leap from one to another without any help from the oar. Two bounds and I dove for the far wall. Grabbing the bottom rail, I pulled myself up, scrambled over, and fell flat to the cobblestone on the other side.


  I crawled along the floor on my belly. At the bend in the canal, I struggled to my feet, just in time to see Muscles crossing over one of the bridges, heading me off.


  He leveled the barrel of a Glock 19 at me.


  I raised my hands. I might be good under pressure, but even I got a little nervous when a gun was pointed at me by someone obviously not afraid to use it, even in a crowded mall.


  “Where is Bratton?”


  “In his room.”


  “You will take me there.”


  I shook my head and turned my body so he could see the blood matting my hair and trickling down the side of my face. “I’m hurt.”


  “You will take me there.”


  “I can give you the number and the key.”


  “So you can send me to the wrong room? I don’t think so.”


  “Why would I do that? I don’t care about Bratton. He’s just a john. Please, I’ll tell you everything I know. Just let me find a doctor. This really hurts. I’m starting to feel dizzy.”


  “Muy guapa, muy joven y muy obediente.” His mouth tilted into an ugly sneer. “And you expect me to believe a hooker can fight like that?”


  Shit. He’d seen me sparring with Heath.


  I glanced over my shoulder, looking for a way out, a place to take cover close by.


  Football Face closed behind me, having taken a different bridge.


  Double shit. They had me hemmed in.


  There was only one way out.


  I flung myself over the rail and plunged head first into the shallow water.


  Heath


  When Comrade Sharkteeth raised his OTs-23 Drotik, a Russian-made machine pistol, Heath’s fist had already started its arc. He hit the man with a hammer blow to the side of his head, the force shuddering up Heath’s arm and sending his attacker spinning to the side just as he pulled the trigger.


  A three-round burst sprayed the frescos.


  Screams shrilled from the crowd around him, bouncing off marble and ornate moldings.


  People scrambled on the moving steps, jostling, falling, a chaos of fear.


  Comrade Dolphin Shirt and Comrade Chick Fuzz pulled their weapons, but Heath was already on the move. He swung his feet up, landing his ass on the escalator’s moving railing. Then with a mighty shove, he leaned back, feet first, and slid down to the first floor, kicking panicked people out of the way.


  With only three of the Russians accounted for on the up escalator, he wasn’t surprised to find two more of them at the entrance, the tattooed cabrones he’d noticed earlier. One stepped out in front of the doors, blocking Heath’s way. His hand darted to the small of his back, no doubt grabbing the pistol he had stashed there.


  Heath didn’t wait for him to draw the weapon.


  He loved capoeira for its rhythm, its art. But this time, he forgot all that and went straight for a martelo de estalo, or cracking hammer, a roundhouse kick that utilized the top surface of the foot.


  He connected solidly with Tattoo’s ribs, and the man crumpled to the side, breath whooshing from his lungs.


  Heath kept moving, racing through the doors and out of the building before the second man even knew what was happening.


  Several police cars filed into the entrance of the Venetian, and Heath slowed down, hoping the flashing light bars and sirens in the distance would prevent the Russian geniuses behind him from opening fire. But at only midnight on a Friday night, plenty of people moved by on the street, gawking at the first responders.


  Heath crossed the arched bridge to the boulevard and mixed with the rubbernecking crowd, hiding behind a gurgling fountain.


  A few seconds later, the man with El Diablo tattooed on his arm emerged from the doors, two others behind him, their weapons tucked discreetly away. Following the path Heath had taken, the three fanned out, sifting through the crowd.


  Time to adios.


  Flowing with the crowd, Heath crossed South Las Vegas Boulevard at the light. The night was cool, the desert in summer, and a barely there breeze ruffled the leaves of palm trees in the median. A crowd gathered on the opposite sidewalk, and he mixed among them, drawing several venomous stares from people. When the volcano show began, he understood why.


  A mixture of fire and water, music and explosions, the volcano outside the Mirage Hotel was blindingly spectacular.


  It also might provide exactly what he needed.


  Heath blinked, trying to clear the ghost of the fire’s brilliance from his eyes. He wound through onlookers, moving closer to the lake and the cauldron of fire in its center. He was sure it would be hot enough. All he required was 60 degrees Celsius. Just slip the ring from his finger, give it a gentle toss, and let the fire show and a little time solve the problem for him.


  So close. So easy.


  He darted to the front of the crowd…and ran smack into an iron wall of a man.


  The man muttered something that sounded like izvinite, and Heath froze.


  Although Heath was fluent in several languages, his area of expertise was focused in Mexico, South and Central America, Western Europe, and the Middle East. He had little experience with the languages of Eastern Europe or Asia, but it didn’t take much to recognize the Soviet ring of the word.


  He glanced at the man out of the corner of his eye, noting how the orange of the volcano flame reflected off the yellow fuzz on the man’s scalp.


  Chingado.


  The man’s giant mitt of a hand closed around Heath’s arm.


  Lifting his knee and quickly extending his leg in a ponteira, Heath delivered the simple front snap-kick hard and fast into the brute’s groin. Although the man tried to protect himself, he was too slow. He doubled forward, releasing Heath’s arm.


  All Heath needed.


  He spun and shoved his way free of the crowd. Where Chick Fuzz was, he knew the others would be also, and he ran like El Diablo himself was on his tail.


  Up ahead, a bright light caught his attention, shooting into the sky like a beacon.


  The laser streaming from the tip of the Luxor pyramid.


  It was far down the Strip, but if he could catch a taxi, he might be able to make it, before the Russians or the Venezuelan or, if she was still alive, sweet Simone caught up with him.


  It was worth a try.


  Dodging groups of tourists and clumps of palm trees, he made it to the end of the block, then crossed against the light, picking his way through traffic to reach the Roman columns of the Forum Shops at Caesars Palace. Heath kept going, past fountains and grand entrances and rows of arborvitae, his breathing settling into a rhythm. The men chasing him were big and armed, but he was thrifty, fast, and smart.


  He liked those odds.


  Shouts erupted behind him, along with the trample of heavy, running feet. But as he turned on the speed, the distance grew.


  Soon the muscles in his legs started to burn, his lungs hungry for oxygen. The sweat came quickly, but it didn’t do much to cool him in the desert heat. Even at night, Vegas was an oven. He kept moving, dodging around tourists and handbillers passing out pamphlets, jumping over the occasional drunk passed out on one of the sculpted sidewalks. He was in spectacular shape, but even he couldn’t keep up this mad dash forever. Already he could feel himself tiring, his strides slowing, growing shorter.


  Although Heath could no longer hear the Russians, he knew they wouldn’t give up so easily. They’d catch up, weapons ready. And when they did, he had to make certain they wouldn’t be able to find him.


  He crossed the boulevard again at the intersection of Flamingo Road, this time taking the escalator up to the footbridge connecting the Bellagio to the tube-like entrance of Bally’s. He kept moving, searching for a place to stop, to hide, a spot where he could keep an eye on his surroundings and yet no one would think to look.


  He passed Bally’s and looked up, his gaze tracing the glorious architectural lines of an Eiffel Tower two thirds the size of the real one.


  Heath smiled.


  He’d always loved Paris. It must be the romantic in him.


  Chandler


  “Fear is debilitating,” The Instructor said. “Never let your enemy know what you fear. If he’s worth his salt, he’ll use it against you.”



  Although I could swim just fine, I hated water. I’d done countless laps in training, learning to use my arms, my legs, my torso, and my breathing to move through the water as quickly and efficiently as possible. I’d trained in survival, spending hours in cold, deep water with only my jelly fish float and thoughts for company. I’d practiced lifesaving techniques, those focused on saving others and myself, until I could perform a cross body carry or tired swimmer’s assist in my sleep.


  But none of it, not all those hours, all that practice, all that training, had rid me of my deep-seated fear of drowning.


  There were several reasons for this; the interrogation resistance I had to endure in training, an unfortunate chapter in my life before that. I tried to push all of it from my mind as I entered the canal.


  It didn’t work. Not entirely.


  Even though I knew that in this shallow canal I was in more danger of breaking my neck on the bottom than of drowning the conventional way, I was still seized by a moment of sheer panic.


  I arched my back, curving upward in the water as soon as I hit with a painful belly flop. Even so, my momentum took me to the bottom. I turned my head to the side, the floor of the concrete canal scraping my cheek and then my chest before I was able to arc back in the direction of the surface. The water was piss warm, dyed blue, and stung my eyes with chlorine.


  Changing the curvature of my body again, I straightened my path, preventing my head from emerging. A few good dolphin kicks, and I was careening downstream, the shadow of a gondola passing overhead.


  When I felt I’d gone far enough to surface without gunfire greeting me, I did, gasping in air.


  The canal was shallow enough for me to stand, and I found a spot under a bridge and tight to a wall where I could rest for a second and assess my surroundings. My priority was finding Heath, but if he’d gotten clear of the hotel, I’d be hard pressed to track him down on the streets of Las Vegas.


  I could only hope he’d run into as many problems as I had. If not, I’d have to guess he’d flag down a cab on the Strip and hightail it to the airport and who-knew-where, so he could sell who-knew-what information was in that ring.


  I had to find him before he reached the airport.


  Clinging to the wall, I listened to the activity around me. People seemed to be running everywhere, barking orders, static bursts from two-way radios, security or police, I wasn’t sure. With law enforcement on the scene, the Venezuelan and his merc would be stupid to stick around. At least my odds of being shot had dropped considerably.


  I pulled myself from the water and climbed over the railing. Keeping my head down, I wound through the canal shops and blended with the frightened crowds, making my way to the escalators, the air conditioning raising goose bumps under my wet clothing.


  Two security officers stood at the door, but they had apparently given up trying to stop the exodus of gamblers and shoppers. I walked in the shadow of an older man, and stumbling, I reached for his hand. Like a gentleman, he grabbed hold of me, and we swept out the door right under the noses of police, side by side.


  I let go of him on the bridge arching over the outdoor canal.


  “Thank you so much. I can take it from here.”


  He looked at me, concern evident on his face. “Are you sure? Someone was shooting in there. Better to—”


  “Yup,” I said, pulling free from his hands. “Gotta find my husband. Big guy. Really jealous.”


  Leaving my protector, I searched the area for any sign of Heath in the crowd. But like I feared, he appeared to be gone.


  Red and blue lights from emergency vehicles lit up the night, competing with the neon. I stopped at the fountain marking the entrance to the Venetian resort. If Heath was trying to get to the airport, he’d go south, so at the light, I crossed to the south-bound lane, stopping next to a clump of palm trees outside the Mirage’s volcano.


  The show was over, the crowd breaking up, and from the look of it, catching a cab wasn’t going to be an easy feat. I eyed the flow of traffic. Coming toward me was a truck pulling a narrow trailer designed to hold a moving billboard. This one advertised “Hot Babes Direct 2 U,” and I figured that was as good an opportunity as I was bound to get.


  The truck stopped at the intersection, and I made my move.


  Springing back out into the street, I wove through parked cars until I reached the billboard. I grabbed the side railing and climbed aboard just as the light changed. The truck continued down the street, hopefully bringing this Hot Babe Direct 2 Heath.


  The warm desert wind dried my clothing and hair. Everywhere on the Strip, people seemed to be partying, taking in the carnival atmosphere, not a care in the world. Neon blazed, turning darkness into twilight. I whizzed past Caesars Palace on one side, Harrah’s and the Flamingo on the other, the big resort casinos interrupted by small shops advertising tours of the Grand Canyon and Hoover Dam.


  At the intersection with Flamingo, near the Bally’s on the opposite side of the street, I noticed a group of four men walking down the sidewalk. Even from this distance, I could see two of them were armed, yet their body language suggested none were cops. In fact, I’d lay down a sizable bet that none of them were American either.


  But they were obviously searching for someone, and I had a pretty good idea who.


  The truck slowed to merge with traffic flowing from Flamingo Road, and I jumped off my billboard trailer and took the pedestrian bridge to the other side of the street. I didn’t know precisely who these guys were, but I was certain I didn’t want to attract their attention.


  I followed them to the Paris resort and stepped over a low rail and into the outdoor seating area of the Mon Ami Gabi bistro. Slipping into a vacant table scattered with empty dessert plates and coffee cups, I hooked my finger into the handle of one, pretending to be indulging in a little after dinner caffeine.


  The men spread out, scrutinizing the diners, the trees, and the casino entrance under one leg of the Eiffel Tower. Two more men joined them, moving down the Strip to the next hotel.


  Six men versus Heath. Not a fair fight, but I wasn’t sure for which side.


  The waiter approached my table, making his rounds. Surprise crossed his face when he saw me pretending to sip on my coffee.


  I raised the cup. “Can I get a little warmer upper, please?”


  He frowned, clearly realizing I wasn’t supposed to be there. But instead of ordering me out, he grabbed the tip tucked under one of the plates, nodded and slipped back inside, probably to call the manager or security.


  Time to bring an end to dessert.


  I stood and passed by a large tray filled with cleared plates. On one side lay a thin, stainless steel stick, twenty centimeters long, pointed on one end and forming a ring on the other. The skewer was designed for grilling shish kabob, satay, or since this was French cuisine, brochettes. It wasn’t going to protect me against the firepower the men following Heath had on them, but since beggars can’t be choosers, I grabbed it off the tray and slipped inside my jeans, its length trailing down my thigh, the ring sticking out of the top of my waistband.


  I jumped back over the railing. The six men had moved off down the sidewalk and had almost reached the end of the block, and I started walking, eager to keep them in my sights.


  I wasn’t ready for the beefy hand to grab my wrist and twist my arm behind my back. He jammed the barrel of a gun into my ribs.


  “Why are you following?” he asked.


  I pegged the accent as Russian, and thought of Jacob’s briefing. Bratton must have been taking competing bids from the Venezuelans and Russians. The only guests Jacob had mentioned who were missing at the party were the Iranians, unless of course, that was who Heath was working for.


  “Idiot,” I said in fluent Russian. “Release me or you’ll regret it.”


  “Huh?”


  “You obviously don’t have it yet. I was sent to help. It appears you need all the assistance you can get.”


  He lowered the gun. “I wasn’t aware that—”


  I didn’t wait for him to finish, instead I turned sharply to the left. Bending my knees, I dipped my head forward and spun under his left arm. Then I struck his left elbow in an upward jab with the palm of my right hand grabbed his gun hand and twisted the weapon to the side, and as the coup de grace, I followed up with a knee to the groin.


  He doubled over involuntarily, and I wrenched the gun free. He hit the ground, and I drove my foot into the side of his head three times before he lay still.


  People who had watched the exchange stared wide-eyed, some murmuring to one another, some reaching for their cell phones. I glanced down the sidewalk, but the other six were already passing by the Arc de Triomphe replica on their way to the Aladdin.


  The pistol was an OTs-23 Drotik with a fourteen round magazine. Relieved to come up with a little weapon conjuring magic of my own, I stuck the machine pistol into the back waistband of my jeans and pulled the tail of my blouse over it.


  I don’t know what made me look up. It wasn’t a sound, between the traffic noises, the crowds of people, and the music and roar of water across the street as the dancing fountain show started at the Bellagio, I couldn’t hear a thing. Maybe Heath had been right. Maybe we were connected on a deeper level, a psychic level, because I looked up at the replica of the Eiffel Tower, and the first thing I saw was Heath standing on one of the girders above me.


  I reached for my newly procured gun, and then he was plummeting toward me.


  He hit me with a wallop, knocking the weapon from my hand and flattening me to the ground.


  “Oh querida, I should have known you’d be the one to find me.”


  I rose to my knees, coming up at him with a good old fashioned uppercut. My fist glanced off his chin and sent him jerking backward.


  Capoeira could be fought at normal standing height or low to the ground with moves reminiscent of break dancing. So I wasn’t surprised when Heath threw a rabo de arraia at me, a low version of what seemed to be his favorite kick, the meia lua de compasso.


  I hugged the concrete in an evasion move called a negative de solo. Low fighting required a lot of arm strength, and although I could take out any woman in that kind of a matchup, I wasn’t confident in my ability to best Heath.


  I leaped to my feet, but as fast as I was, he was my equal. I came at him with a couple of kicks. He ducked them with easy, then countered with another Meia Lua de Compasso. This time I failed to evade, and his foot hit me in the shoulder with such a wallop that it sent me spinning into a planter, then bouncing into the street, my head cracking against the pavement.


  Horns honked and tires squealed, a classic red Corvette missing me by inches. I turned back to the sidewalk, expecting to see Heath running away. Instead he raced right past me and into the street. It only took a second for me to figure out why.


  The six Russians were half a block away, but having spotted their prey, they were closing fast.


  I struggled to my feet, my shoulder and head aching, and set out after Heath. Dodging traffic slowed him down, and I caught up as he reached the opposite curb. I leaped on his back, snaking my arm around his neck, the joint of my elbow pinching his throat. Gripping my left arm, I tightened the pressure on his carotid artery, trying to stop the blood flow to his brain.


  He spun around, raking at my face and hair with his hands, trying to shake me from his back.


  People crowding in to watch the fountain show pushed back, attempting to get out of our way.


  I saw what he was about to do a split second before he did it, and my words to him in the airplane echoed through my jangled mind.


  “Why is it I have trouble believing fear would stop you from anything?”


  “I’m afraid of plenty of things.”


  “Name one.”


  “Drowning.”


  Heath dove over the rail, taking me with him.


  The water hit me with a cold slap.


  The panic hit me harder.


  And among the roar and flashing colored lights of the fountains and Frank Sinatra’s voice belting out “Luck Be a Lady”, I realized I was going to die.


  Heath


  Sometimes Heath got tired of being right all the time.


  Just as he’d foreseen, Simone had been the one to find him. And just as he’d known, she’d been an admirable foe. The fact that he had to kill her now, in a way she had confessed she feared most horribly, bothered him.


  But not as much as her killing him.


  He only wished he knew her real name. Simone was a nice one, but it didn’t fit her. She would be called something sexy but stronger. Fierce. Brave. As was her nature.


  He would have to be satisfied remembering her as bonita.


  He dove deep into the fountain pool, Simone’s arm still wrapped around his neck, dragging her with him. Although under the water, he could no longer hear the music, the fountains persisted, loud as explosions.


  BOOM!


  BOOM!


  BOOM!


  He felt lightheaded, his limbs growing sluggish, Simone doing a good job of restricting the blood to his brain. He grabbed her arm, trying to pull it away from his throat, but she was strong.


  A worthy adversary. His perfect match.


  If she kept her grip, he would be unconscious soon, and once that happened, she could release his throat and let him drown. If she gave in to her fear, he could twist away, embrace her under the surface, wait until her panic made her gasp and take water into her lungs.


  Sad their love story had to come to this.


  Tragic as Romeo and Juliet.


  Chandler


  “Show no mercy,” The Instructor said. “Because in the spy game, no mercy will be shown to you.”



  My heart pounded in my ears, louder than the shooting fountains of the Bellagio. Water closed around me, pressed in on me, clamored for me to take a breath.


  Just one breath.


  No.


  I didn’t want to kill Heath. He’d had ample opportunity to kill me and had stopped short, and I felt I owed him the same professional courtesy. I just wanted his damn ring. But even more than that, I wanted to breathe. I wanted to live.


  I let go of his neck.


  He let go of my arm.


  As soon as my head broke the surface, I felt as if I’d entered a war zone. The relentless explosions continued, even louder now. Sheets of water rained down on my head. I opened my mouth, trying to breathe, and got as much water as air. Coughing and sputtering, I focused on the neon glowing around the pool’s edge and started swimming.


  As I neared dry land, a spotlight shifted over me, the glare bouncing off waves and hurting my eyes.


  An amplified voice boomed over the music and fountains. “Please get out of the water. Get out of the water, immediately.”


  Heath reached the edge before me, and two police officers fished him out, pulling him over the rail and onto the sidewalk. Then it was my turn, hands gripping my arms in the darkness, towing me out.


  “Down on the ground, both of you. Face down.”


  I couldn’t see who was giving the order, but I complied. Shivering, I lowered myself onto my belly, water pooling on the concrete around me. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Heath doing the same.


  “Put your hands on the back of your head.”


  I did, my hair wet and matted beneath my fingers, my scalp battered and aching.


  “Cross your legs at the ankle.”


  I did that, too. The position was awkward and uncomfortable, but as far as the cops were concerned, that was part of the point. If Heath or I wanted to move, we would first have to uncross our ankles and lower our hands, giving the forces around us plenty of time to see our movement and stop us before we could rise.


  I knew what would come next. They would cuff us and book us into jail. Jacob would get his ring. As soon as it had been logged as one of Heath’s possessions, it would disappear, if not before.


  But I wouldn’t be as lucky.


  Working for an agency that only a few people knew existed had its downside, one of them being that officially I didn’t exist either. Once I was taken into custody, Jacob wouldn’t help me. The government would turn its back. And if I told anyone who I was and what I did for a living, I would get my throat cut in my cell for a reward.


  I could see and hear four officers total. Not an army. Not nearly enough to contain both Heath and me, if we had the element of surprise on our side. But I didn’t like the idea of hurting cops. I was supposed to be one of the good guys, on the same team as the boys and girls in blue.


  “Put the cuffs on.”


  If I was going to make my move, I had to make it soon, before I was wearing bracelets. An officer moved over me.


  And that’s when the first burst of gunfire raked the trees around us.


  The Russians.


  The police had already cleared the area of civilians, but a collective panicked scream bounced off concrete and water and hotel anyway. The cop about to cuff me collapsed onto my back, and I could feel the warmth of his blood seeping through my wet blouse. Around me, the other three officers dropped into a defensive stance, taking cover behind a parked car, a tree, anything they could find, forming a perimeter and returning fire.


  I turned my head, glancing in Heath’s direction, only to find a wet shadow on the concrete where he used to be and a trail of drips leading toward the street.


  Rolling the wounded cop off my back, I made for the street myself, slinking behind a parked car, and leaving Las Vegas’s finest to deal with the Russians on their own.


  I moved low and fast, using the cars to shield me from view. Flashing lights filled the night. Sirens rose over the gunfire. I made it all the way to the end of the block before I caught my first glimpse of Heath. He stood in the street, trying to flag down a cab, a shopping center featuring Louis Vuitton, Prada, and Tiffany’s looming behind him.


  Fortunately for me, the cabbie was in no mood to pick up a desperate-looking Latino who happened to be soaked to the skin.


  Heath spotted me and abandoned the cab search, instead running down the sidewalk.


  We were in a footrace now and I sprinted flat out, fast as I could. As long as I could see him, I was okay. He wouldn’t be able to get away or hide and get the drop on me.


  Heath dashed into the street, angling his way through traffic. I lost sight of him for a second as he crossed the median, his silhouette obscured by palm trees and other foliage, then he appeared in the oncoming lane, a dark form against the glare of headlights and glowing neon. He crossed into an area of strip malls advertising dream car rentals, discount show tickets, and helicopter tours.


  I pushed my tired muscles to move faster, my breath roaring in my ears. There were few places to disappear in the area flanked by the big resorts, but in this hodgepodge of smaller buildings he could easily slip through an alley, and I’d have a hard time tracking him down.


  I heard the faint sound of an engine while I was still several buildings away. A light flicked on in front of a tattoo parlor and oxygen bar, under a sign boasting the “Best Ever Tours.” Then in a streak, Heath buzzed out onto the sidewalk, riding a scooter.


  So much for our footrace, the cheater.


  I made a beeline for the row of red rental scooters. The business was closed, all the little bikes chained together plus individually fastened to the steel rack. Heath had already unlocked the larger chain’s padlock, and the smaller bike locks were no contest for me.


  I reached into my pocket, pulling the little wires I’d gotten from my panties from my pocket. Taking a knee beside the closest bike, I had her free in under a minute. A little jimmying with the ignition, and I was on Heath’s tail.


  Horns blared as I cut across traffic, jumped the median, and folded into the south moving lane. Heath was a good distance ahead now, and I pushed the bike to its limit, weaving between cars in an effort to catch up. I swept by the Monte Carlo hotel on the right, the light changing to red at the intersection with Rue de Monte Carlo.


  Sitting back on the scooter, I rushed the curb, yanking back on the handlebars just in time to thunk up onto the sidewalk.


  People scattered, and I narrowly missed a fire hydrant. Dropping my foot to the concrete, I pivoted the bike and accelerated, taking the crosswalk.


  Ahead, in front of the fake Manhattan skyline of New York, New York, I spotted Heath stuck in traffic. A glance back at me, and he swung off the road, too, dodging pedestrians and racing onto the replica of the Brooklyn Bridge.


  I followed. His failure to act sooner had cost him his lead, and as we raced past little Italy, a Broadway box office, and an upper east side brownstone, I pulled even with his back tire.


  He shot out a foot, bracing on the front of my scooter and giving me a shove.


  I swerved, nearly crashing into the pilings of a faux wharf before regaining control.


  He darted under a pedestrian bridge that spanned the boulevard.


  I followed, racing as fast as I could. Rounding the corner, I spotted him driving into an elevator that reached up to the crosswalk above. I gunned my scooter, flying over the first few steps of a staircase and jolting down rest. I made another corner and reached the elevator.


  “Too late, querida,” Heath called, smiling at me through the last open inches as the elevator door closed.


  Damn.


  I pivoted and gunned the scooter, making a sharp turn and racing to the end of the escalator. Twisting the accelerator again, I drove straight up the moving stairs. The bike bucked and strained and for a moment, I thought it was going to flip over on top of me and careen back down. Remarkably, it didn’t, and I reached the pedestrian bridge only a few seconds after Heath had buzzed out of the elevator.


  Heath raced across the bridge, me only inches behind. Reaching the other side, he opted for the stairs.


  I took the escalator.


  The way down was smoother than the way up, and with the extra speed the movement of the steps gave me, we were even when we hit the sidewalk, racing past the MGM lion and into the street neck-and-neck. He swerved around a couple of pedestrians, and I focused on the gold ring, still glinting from his finger.


  Heath kicked out with his right foot, hitting the main body of my scooter, but before he could push me into traffic, I leaped.


  I landed on the back of his bike, wrapping my arm again around his throat. This time he was ready, snaking a hand under my arm and prying me free, then he sent an elbow back, slamming me in the ribs.


  Gasping for breath, I held on.


  He thudded over the curb and swerved into the street, racing kitty corner across the intersection. Horns blared. A truck skidded to keep from hitting us, sliding sideways into a SUV.


  On the other side of the street, we bumped up onto the sidewalk, the spires of the Excalibur Hotel’s version of Camelot a blur. Heath accelerated, the scooter’s bumble bee engine whining, pushed to its limit.


  Scissoring his body between my thighs, I held on with my legs, clawing at his face with my left hand and trying to pull the brochette skewer free from my wet jeans with my right. The denim was tight and the stainless steel slippery, and every time I thought I had a grip, Heath hit me with an elbow or butted me with the back of his head. Finally it started to slide out, one centimeter, two…


  He swerved the bike hard. Then slinging his left leg over the seat, he flung himself off and into a cluster of plants.


  I lunged at the handlebars, but by the time I reached them, the bike was already starting to slide. I pulled my right foot up to the seat, staying on top as the scooter screeched flat on its side along the concrete.


  Jumping free, I landed on the sidewalk at a run, the hard surface jolting up my legs. I’d landed in front of the Luxor Hotel, a few meters from the obelisk that served as a sign post, but when I looked back at the spot where Heath had leaped, he was gone.


  Struggling to catch my breath, I scanned the area. Palm trees towered around me, and behind them, a giant sphinx guarded the mouth of a thirty-story glass pyramid. At the apex of the pyramid, a laser shot a beam into the sky.


  The area around the Luxor was relatively flat, composed of parking lots and a bulldozed lot across the street that was waiting for new construction. The only other big hotel was the Mandalay Bay complex further down the boulevard. But if Heath had headed there or anywhere else besides the Luxor, I should still be able to see him.


  My body shaking and my ribs aching where Heath had driven his elbows, I walked back to the spot where he’d bailed off the scooter. A path led from there to the hotel and I took it, walking between two rows of statues then angling to the front entrance.


  Doormen flanked the entrance to the hotel, an older man climbed from a cab, a clearly drunk couple staggered out the door, on their way to another casino. Like any other Friday night in Las Vegas.


  No sign of Heath.


  It wasn’t until I heard a woman walking down the sidewalk gasp and saw her point, that I looked upward.


  Twenty meters from the base of the pyramid, Heath climbed slowly up the slanting glass.


  I eyed the top of the structure, thirty stories high, tilting my head back to take in the view.


  Great.


  Since drowning hadn’t worked, it seemed Heath had decided to test another one of the fears on my list.


  Heath


  The chica bonita was everything he thought she would be and more.


  Brave.


  Strong.


  Fierce.


  Tenacious.


  Not to mention sexy.


  And now she was beginning to get on his nerves.


  He kept his eyes focused forward. Putting one foot in front of the other, he climbed one pane of glass at a time, up the 39-degree angle. He’d left his shoes at the bottom of the pyramid, nestled in a group of plants, his bare feet doing a better job of sticking to the glass than hard soles. He hunched forward, gripping the edges of the glass and metal framing with his fingertips, finding holds where there seemed to be none.


  The going was meticulous and slow.


  Pane by pane.


  Story by story.


  The rooms inside the Luxor pyramid ran along the walls. Although he couldn’t see much through the dark bronze glass, he could imagine whatever guests were in their rooms on a Friday night would have quite a surprise.


  And he was sure there would be more to come.


  Whatever happened, as long as he got to the top before Simone caught up with him, his plan would work out fine. All he would need to do was buy a little time, and the problem would be solved.


  He kept climbing, his fingers aching, the bottoms of his feet already starting to feel raw. The light ahead grew blinding, filling the night and shooting into the heavens. Twenty meters away, he could feel the heat. Ten meters it burned his fingers, his feet. Five and it was almost unbearable.


  He kept going, kept climbing. He couldn’t turn back now.


  Sweat rolled down his back and stung his eyes.


  A cramp seized his back, his arms, his legs.


  The dry air and heat sucked the moisture from his body and parched his tongue.


  Finally he reached the pinnacle, the light too bright to see, the heat too much to bear. He slipped Bratton’s gold ring from his finger and tossed it onto the illuminated glass, the stone which wasn’t a stone taking the super-heated rays full blast.


  Then he turned back around and went down to meet his lovely Simone.


  Chandler


  “It isn’t over until you’ve won, escaped, or died,” The Instructor said. “Shoot for won or escaped.”



  I trudged up the pyramid’s steep incline, trying not to think too hard about how high I had scaled and the slick slope behind me. It was impossible for me to climb while looking up the glass. Not only was the light at the top blinding, but with every glance, I felt like I was tumbling backward, and I had to stop, trembling, to catch my breath.


  My last glance upward had told me Heath had reached the top. Why this was important to him, I couldn’t guess. From the first, his actions hadn’t made sense.


  If he knew I was an operative, why had he allowed me to board that plane?


  Then once we arrived in Vegas, why had he killed Bratton?


  And even more confusingly, why hadn’t he killed me?


  But the kicker was this pyramid stunt. When he’d raced down the Strip, I’d assumed he was trying to get to the airport, attempting to get away. That made sense to me. But this?


  Why in the hell would he climb the Luxor?


  I glanced up at him again. This time he was easing himself down the glass on feet and hands, facing up.


  “I’m coming for you, mamacita,” he sing-songed. “Did you miss me?”


  “Are you off your meds or something?”


  He laughed. “Do you not know why I’m doing this?”


  “I don’t know why you’re doing anything.”


  “Oh, you will. And once you do, you will see you have helped me immeasurably.”


  Not what I wanted to hear.


  Two meters from me, he pushed himself onto his feet and brought his hands up in a defensive stance, his legs bent, ass almost touching the glass.


  I readied myself for his attack. The slant of the pyramid was more suited to grappling and throws rather than the kicks, evasion, and trickery of capoeira. I wondered what other skills he had in his arsenal.


  I focused on his hands. In any fight, body language could betray the fighter’s plans. The shifting of weight here, angling the body to protect and injury there, all of it could give away the fighter’s plans and weaknesses. But the most important part of the body was the hands. Heath wouldn’t be kicking now, not on this incline. As long as I watched his hands, I’d be ready.


  Wait.


  I zeroed in on his left hand ring finger, but where Bratton’s gold ring used to be, there was nothing but a reddened mark.


  “What did you do with the ring, Heath?” I asked, watching his eyes.


  Unfortunately they were locked on me and didn’t give away his hiding place.


  “Be patient, bonita. I will give it to you in time. I’m sure The Instructor will be quite impressed with you.”


  “How do you know The Instructor?”


  “Many know him.”


  “Really? I haven’t seen him in years.”


  “Then you should count yourself fortunate.”


  “Who do you work for, Heath? The Venezualean?”


  “Pino? No.”


  “I know you don’t work for that group of Russians.”


  “Definitely not.”


  “Then who? Why are you doing all this?”


  “I would tell you, my querida, but then I would have to kill you.”


  He sat down, sliding toward me, feet first.


  I tried to shift to the side, make him miss, but I couldn’t control the movement, and in a heartbeat, his right foot hit me and I was sliding too.


  “This is fun, no?” he yelled. “Like a children’s game.”


  “Fun?” I grabbed his bare foot, grasping his second toe with one hand and his third with the other, I pulled them in opposite directions until I could feel a crack.


  He bellowed, lashing out with his heels, hitting me smack in the head.


  Lights swirled around me. I flattened my belly against the glass and slid another three meters before I finally stopped, my head throbbing in time with my pulse.


  “This will all be over soon, bonita. You must have patience.”


  I looked up from where I was sprawled on the glass and shook my head. “You already used up my patience.”


  I started crawling on my belly, elbows moving in time with my knees.


  “And what are you going to do if you reach me? I don’t have the ring.”


  I peered up at the top of the pyramid, the beam of light shooting out of the top and into the sky like some sort of supernatural beacon. If Heath really didn’t have the ring, it was either up there or he had stashed it before he’d started to climb. Since no matter how nuts he seemed, I didn’t buy that he’d climb all the way up this thing for no reason, I decided to put my money on the top of the pyramid.


  I climbed to my feet as best I could.


  Then I scrambled up the glass to try to get above him.


  He reached for me, and I dodged his hand, pushing harder. Fear be damned, I was faster, more agile, and once I passed him I could—


  Something caught my ankle, making me gasp, causing me to fall forward my chin smacking the glass.


  “The view from up here,” Heath said. “Magnífico.”


  I stared down at him and saw he wasn’t admiring the Vegas strip. He was staring at my ass.


  I tried to kick his hand, and he yanked me down until I was alongside his body, his arm on my waist. A position strangely reminiscent of one we’d shared in bed earlier.


  The son of a bitch was smiling.


  “You think this is funny,” I said.


  “No, querida. This is a smile of admiration. I am in awe of your skill, your determination, and your beauty.”


  “If you haven’t noticed, we’re trying to kill each other.”


  “Indeed. But not trying as hard as we might, no? We have difficult jobs. Now we are at cross-purposes, and I truly do not know how this will end. But I do want to thank you for one of the most memorable days of my life.”


  His fingers stroked my thigh.


  I drove my elbow into his nose.


  That knocked the playfulness out of Casanova, and he pushed me away, hard.


  My feet skidded out from under me, and I plummeted down the glass. I spread my arms and legs, digging in toes and fingers until my momentum slowed… stopped. Then I gathered my feet and hands under me and started to climb once again.


  “Bring it on, chica.” He touched his nose, but unfortunately I hadn’t hit it hard enough to break it. “I can do this all day.”


  I moved my legs under me, ready to strike again, when something stiff running from my right hip half way down my thigh impeded my movement.


  My improvised weapon. With all that had happened since I’d procured it, I’d almost forgotten it was still stuck down the leg of my jeans.


  Staying flat on the glass, I reached into my waistband. My jeans drier now, I managed to loosen it but left it sheathed. Then I struggled to my feet.


  Heath loomed above me, master of the high ground.


  The problem with this high ground is that the footing was as bad as the spot where I stood.


  I stepped toward him. Then instead of attacking his face or torso, I dropped back to my belly and lunged for his feet.


  We both went down, skidding down the glass.


  I grabbed his legs, going for his crotch with my left hand.


  He blocked me, driving a heel into my chest.


  Gasping for air, I climbed up his body, hand over hand, until we were side-by-side again. But there was no flirtation this time. Heath looked as panicked as I felt.


  He grabbed my left hand, immobilizing it, then went for my right.


  Too late.


  As we slid down the glass, gaining speed, I pulled the brochette from my jeans. If he didn’t let go of me, we were both going to die. Pointing it in the direction of his head, I came down in one swift stab.


  The stainless steel blade plunged into Heath’s eye.


  He screamed and released my hand, clawing at the skewer. Now free, I splayed my hands and legs, using every part of me, even the side of my face, to stop my downward skid.


  My slide slowed and stopped.


  Heath slowed, but not enough.


  By the time he hit the pyramid’s base, hard, I could see police cars screaming into the Luxor’s entrance. Several onlookers waving their arms to direct them to his landing spot.


  I turned my attention back to the laser.


  My climb was tough. Story after story, slipping and making up the distance. But finally I approached the top. The last few panes soaked my hair with sweat and seared my skin where I touched the glass, and I hadn’t even reached the top.


  The heat was unreal. Over two hundred degrees Fahrenheit, easily. And staring into the light was impossible. This close, it was brighter than the noonday sun in a cloudless sky.


  The idea of reaching onto those lighted panes and groping around to find the ring, was comparable to sticking my hand into a blast furnace. Forty billion candlepower? No way in hell I was touching it.


  But Heath had been in this spot before he’d descended the pyramid to meet me. The ring had to be close.


  Squinting, I stripped down to the bikini top and brushed my silk blouse over the super-hot, illuminated glass like a windshield wiper. There was a hissing sound over the hum of the Xenon lamps—my wet blouse sizzling into steam, but there was also a faint tinkle. Like metal clinking against a window.


  On my first try, my blouse had connected with the ring and swept it off the lighted pane——sending it skidding down the side of the Luxor.


  I didn’t think. I reacted, reaching out, snatching it in my thumb and index finger, burning them as if I’d touched the heating element of a stove. I couldn’t hold on. Releasing the ring, I sent it rolling out of my reach, then dove face-first after it.


  During training and on missions, I’d bungee jumped. I’d rappelled. I’d jumped out of helicopters and airplanes and off buildings, bridges, and cliff faces.


  But nothing matched the sheer terror of body surfing down the Luxor pyramid, picking up speed crazy fast, staring down at such a steep angle it made my bladder clench.


  A scream welled up in my chest, panic not far behind, but then my training kicked in and I splayed out my arms and legs to slow my descent. As I got a grip on my fear, I spotted the ring, the goddamn Precious, rolling only a meter ahead of me. Focusing on that and not the ground, I streamlined my body and picked up some speed. I was halfway down the hotel’s face, and it had only taken a matter of seconds. But now I concentrated on the goal and once it was within reach, I snatched it up, cupping it in my palm and spitting on the hot metal, feeling it burn, switching hands and spitting on it again to cool it down, and then I was spread-eagled and pushing down with my free hand, causing me to spin as I slid.


  I hit the ground hard, two policemen waiting for me, but I rolled through their outstretched arms, got to my feet, and ran for it. I jumped some hedges, went quickly over a fence, and found myself in the pool area.


  Tucking the ring into my pocket, I forced myself to slow down and reconnoiter. The warm night meant lots of people at the pool, and my entrance hadn’t gotten any attention. I rolled up my jeans, wrapped a hotel pool towel around my waist, and parked on a chaise lounge, getting my heart rate and breathing under control.


  Cops came. Cops left. I was invisible, just another tourist.


  When ten minutes passed, I picked up a pair of forgotten flip-flops, beelined into the casino, and spent an hour plugging quarter slots.


  I won thirty dollars.


  Then as the hubbub subsided, I walked out the front door and climbed into a taxi. “Take me to the cheapest hotel in Vegas, off the Strip.”


  Chandler


  “It’s best not to focus too much on the past,” The Instructor said. “Not if you want to clearly see the present.”



  The Sunny Family Motel was $34 a night, and had a vacancy. After that and the cab, I had enough money left to buy some shorts and a shirt at a nearby gift shop.


  I called Jacob to report, and asked him to FedEx me a passport, new ID, and cash. In Chicago and a few other states, I had rental lockers where I kept essentials like that, but didn’t have one in Vegas. So I waited sixteen hours for my package to arrive at the front desk.


  I spent much of the time sleeping.


  I spent some of the time thinking about Heath.


  I spent more of the time trying not to.


  When my package arrived, I took a cab to the airport and boarded a six pm flight to Chicago. Once I landed at O’Hare, I took the train downtown to the Grant Bark Park, a dog friendly area tucked behind the Chicago Park District Maintenance building. I placed the ring and Bratton’s wallet and water-logged and now worthless cell phone into a poop bag, as I’d arranged on the phone with Jacob, then leaving the bag on the ground outside the receptacle, I walked to the nearby tennis courts and pretended to watch two middle aged couples play doubles.


  The truth was I hardly saw them. Instead I kept watch on the dog park, waiting for Jacob or someone under him to make an appearance.


  I spent even more time trying not to think about Heath.


  After thirty minutes ticked by, I’d seen a little tennis and a lot of people, but no one had looked remotely like the way I’d pictured my handler. I walked back into the doggy portion of the park to check my package.


  The bag was gone.


  Impossible.


  How had I missed seeing Jacob? Or had I seen him?


  I pulled out my phone and punched in his number. Glancing around the park, I waited for someone’s phone to ring, but I couldn’t detect a sound over the kids playing Frisbee and the dogs barking in the adjacent free run area.


  We recited our codes and Jacob was first to speak.


  “I received the package. Nice work.”


  “Already?”


  “I’m good at my job, Chandler.”


  “So which one were you? The jogger? The kid on the skateboard?”


  “You were spying on the drop site?”


  “Well, I am a spy.”


  “Funny.”


  “You were watching me at the parking ramp drop site.”


  “From a distance. I didn’t see your face.”


  “Your loss.”


  I couldn’t resist a little flirting any more than I could resist getting a glimpse of my new handler. Even if he was cute, I knew any kind of relationship with Jacob would lead to complications I didn’t need. But rolling the thought through my mind was entertaining anyway.


  Anything to wipe Heath from my memory.


  “The guy with the Weimaraner? No, wait. The old man in the wheelchair, right? That was you.”


  “I’m a voice on the phone, Chandler. Believe me, it’s better that way.”


  “You weren’t the nun, were you?”


  “Chandler…”


  “You were! Wow, nice job. You really looked like a woman.”


  “I wasn’t the nun. I’m not talking about this anymore. And I strongly suggest you don’t try this again.”


  “Or?”


  The silence that followed was chilly.


  “You haven’t asked about Heath Rodriguez,” he finally said.


  I hadn’t. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear about him now. “Did he die?”


  “The ambulance never made it to the hospital. The Las Vegas PD found it a few blocks away from the Strip, everyone inside unconscious, sedated, or strapped down. And Heath, or whatever his real name is, was gone.”


  I couldn’t say I was surprised, but that didn’t mean I was happy. I hadn’t wanted Heath to die, but any chance I’d run into him again at some point, made me more than a little uneasy.


  “So who was he working for?”


  “I don’t know. Not yet, anyway. But the two of you sure left Vegas in a mess.”


  “I thought whatever happened in Vegas stayed in Vegas.”


  “Some of it. You’ll be happy to know your Russian friends are either in jail or the morgue.”


  “Who were they?”


  “No one is talking, but several have ties to the Russian mob operating out of the Ukraine.”


  “And the Venezuelan?”


  “He’s in the wind. We’re doing our best to sort through the rest.”


  “So what’s the whole ring thing about?”


  “Don’t know yet.”


  I wasn’t often eager to know the details of the fallout after a hit. But this one was different. The men at the restaurant, the Russians in the casino, I had to admit I was itching to know what these groups were after.


  “Whatever you learn, let me know, okay?”


  “Sure.” Jacob said, his tone not remotely convincing.


  “It’s beyond my security clearance, isn’t it?”


  “You know how it works.”


  I did. As a field operative, it was too risky for me to know much. I could be subjected to interrogation, torture, or any number of ways they could force me to talk. Best I not have anything too important to say.


  But that didn’t mean I wasn’t curious.


  “Now go home. Get some sleep. I hate to send you back to O’Hare so soon, but there will be a plane ticket waiting for you. You’re flying out Monday.”


  “Where am I going?” I asked.


  “Times Square. The Marriot Marquis hotel. This assignment is a bit of a rush, so I’ll have to let you know more after you check in.”


  “Not even a hint?”


  “After what you’ve just been through, this should feel like a vacation.”


  I liked the sound of that. A vacation in the Big Apple, the real one this time, not a scooter chase through a themed casino in Las Vegas.


  I could go for a little reality. Things being even remotely what they seemed would be a refreshing change of pace.


  “Bring it on.”


  Senator Ratzenburger


  The junior senator from the great state of Arizona wasn’t a man who enjoyed attending weekly worship services. The music was too loud, the pastor too long winded, and the coffee during fellowship afterwards was almost always as weak as water. But he went nonetheless, every week like clockwork, no matter where he was. Holidays as well, of course.


  His opponents liked to say his churchgoing was an election ploy, but anyone who knew him realized his motivations went much deeper than that. The senator was a holy man. He might not enjoy the service the way he enjoyed a baseball game, but he was willing to put in the time and effort to ensure his understanding of God’s will was the correct one.


  Today, of course, was different.


  Not only was he in church for a sparsely attended Saturday evening service, but he was alone, and he was here for more than the good word.


  He took his seat in a pew three from the back and waited, looking at the backs of the few worshippers in front of him, thinking of tomorrow afternoon’s golf outing with two fellow members of the Senate Defense Committee.


  He didn’t notice the man sitting in the pew behind him until he spoke.


  “The item was recovered.”


  The organ launched into “Am I a Soldier of the Cross”, and Ratzenburger pulled a hymnal from the back of the pew in front of him and opened it with trembling hands. “And Bratton?”


  “Taken care of.”


  His knees felt a little weak. He’d stuck out his neck for Dominic Bratton. When he’d learned the man was attempting to sell his research to the highest bidder, research bought and paid for by Uncle Sam and was meant for righteous things, Ratzenburger had feared the worst.


  “So we have what we need?”


  The organ soared, drowning out the voices of the few parishioners in attendance. The man sitting behind didn’t answer.


  “Do we have what we need?” Ratzenburger repeated.


  “During the recovery attempt, the blood sample set in the ring was subjected to a great deal of heat.”


  “Destroyed?”


  “Yes.”


  Heaviness settled over Ratzenburger’s shoulders. Years had gone into his plan. For it to end when it hadn’t really had a chance to begin was hard to bear. “So it’s over then.”


  “Not quite.”


  Bracing himself, he waited for the man he knew as The Instructor to continue.


  “We were able to get a Long Island phone number from Bratton’s phone. A microbiologist named Pembrooke. I’ll be in touch with him soon.”


  Ratzenburger smiled down into his hymnal. “You’ll keep me informed?” he asked. And when no one answered, he glanced back at the empty pew.


  Heath


  Sitting in the dark of an apartment in the heart of Tijuana, Heath poured over his computer, sifting through a series of reports he wasn’t meant to see. There were few as good at hacking as he was, and while one of them had designed the cyber security guarding the confidential files of a secret government agency called Hydra and cost him countless hours, he had found a backdoor entrance in the end, no doubt built by the designer of security himself.


  “Soy tu dueño, cabron.”


  I own you.


  Heath leaned back in his chair, enjoying the hard won victory. His head ached with a pain no pill would cure, the socket where his eye had once been covered by a bandage. He rubbed his good eye, took a healthy swig of Patron from the bottle next to him—not Burdeos or Platinum but a respectable Anejo—and focused on the report.


  There was no mention of him, only of a Latino spy who had killed Bratton and stolen the items he’d been trying to sell at auction. As far as anyone could prove, he’d been at a beach house in Puerto Penasco, Mexico, also known as Rocky Point, recovering after losing his eye in an amateur bullfight.


  He’d be going back there, to the housekeeper, Analisa, who was beautiful and warm and wonderfully talented with her mouth. But even though she was everything he could ask for and more, she wasn’t Simone.


  Heath scanned the screen, looking for any mention of the operative who’d recovered Bratton’s ring, but there was nothing.


  Not until he dug a bit deeper.


  There, three quarters of the way down on a sub report issued by her handler, a man named Jacob, was a single name. It was obviously a codename. But even her codename was everything he could have hoped for.


  Chandler.


  He said the name out loud, caressing it with his tongue the way he had caressed the most intimate parts of her body.


  His soul mate.


  His nemesis.


  The love of his life.


  She hadn’t beaten him—he’d destroyed Bratton’s research before she’d taken it to The Instructor—but in all of his career, from the moment he agreed to be a soldier to this very second, no one had ever come as close.


  Heath wouldn’t forget her. And not just because she had taken his eye. That was just one of his many regrets.


  He could see it now, looking at the Hydra reports. He’d believed destroying Bratton’s discovery was the right thing, the just thing, but he should have known the world wouldn’t make things that clear and easy.


  There was never an end to evil. Heath might have obliterated one incarnation, but El Diablo would counter by simply coming up with another. He should have seen that possibility, should have recognized the relentless march. If there was anything he’d failed to do, it was that.


  The fight was far from over.


  Next time he got his hands on something of this magnitude, he would protect it, keep it, use it to fight back. He would win justice for those who had none. And he would let no one get in his way.


  Not even his Chandler.
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