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Chapter 1 

 

It had started sometime during Danie’s two days in Qatar: a frisson of unease stroking her back as if by the light touch of an irritating feather drawn along her spine from somewhere she couldn’t reach with her hands, no matter how much she twisted and tried, to the area near the kidneys. The kind of sensation that occasioned a shudder or two, but generally it wasn’t quite as extreme. Still, it always left her with a sense of threat and personal violation. 

The feeling had thoroughly spoilt her time in Qatar; though in truth there hadn’t been much to spoil. What had looked like a potentially fascinating secondment to a place she’d never visited, but which had been on her list of places-to-go, had turned into an I-wish-I-‘d-never-been-this-stupid event. 

But Helen at the office had raved about her own visit to one of those places populated with some of the richest individuals in the world. And then there was Ali Ahmed, the visitor from the Qatari ‘Royal Enforcement Division’; who had come to Seattle for the express purpose of recruiting Danie on a temporary ‘loan’ from the Seattle Police Department for a task that she wasn’t sure she was qualified for, but he insisted that she was. He had been intriguing, to say the least, and certainly nothing in his demeanor had given the impression that he was a member of what by all accounts was a police force with powers that would have been many a police chief’s wet dream, and which was accountable only to a single individual. Just like everything else in that place was.

Ahmed, predictably maybe, had done his best to charm her and even get her into his hotel room and presumably his bed; after a lavish dinner, of course, during which he presented her with an expensive Georg Jensen watch; courtesy, he assured her, of his masters, who wanted her to have it as a token of their appreciation of her even considering the secondment proposal; which was, however, hers to accept or decline. 

Danie had told herself that it would be churlish to reject a present like this, if only because she had not wanted to offend Ali Ahmed and his culture. Despite the apparent value of the present—which for the likes of Ahmed’s rulers would be a tiny drop in the ocean of their wealth—it was a gesture from a man who after all had come all the way to Seattle just for her. If Ahmed had given her jewelry, she might have responded differently, but it was just a watch, and a very stylish one at that.

Despite dinner and gift Danie had declined, politely but firmly, to accompany the Qatari visitor into his hotel suite. He appeared disappointed, but not unduly upset; turning up the following day at her office as polite, urbane and outright charming as ever. Despite this, Danie sensed that maybe she had touched a nerve somewhere. It wasn’t a good nerve, that much was clear. 

Still, after some consideration and what had bordered on ‘pressure’ from her captain, she had accepted the assignment, which was to last for a maximum of one month.

Playing with fire, stupid girl!

For she had been living in denial about Ahmed’s culture and what she knew about the man himself. It was easy to say “no” back home, where the law supported her right to do so. Everybody had the right to choose to accept a dinner invitation and even a ‘token’ of appreciation, but say “no” to sex. 

She knew that in Qatar different rules applied; and that Ahmed was a reasonably high-ranking officer in the Royal Enforcement Division for good reasons, one of those being that he was one of the lesser members of the royal family. 

It appeared that it was all about nepotism, playing out in a real-life Game of Thrones, with heads occasionally rolling in more than just a metaphorical manner. Saying “no” to a man like that in his world was a different matter; never mind that she was an American citizen, a member of the SPD and a visitor. But she had said “no” yet again; on the second evening of her stay at the Grand Hyatt Doha, which was the last evening before she was meant to transfer to a more secure location and start her work. This time her refusal had to be backed up with physical action. 

 

= ••• =

 

It was good—pathetic in its predictability maybe, but good anyway—to be back where she belonged and where the reference points were familiar. Heathrow had been a transition of sorts, but it smelled different. ‘Airport’ of course, but somehow ‘European’ as well. But now she was almost home. The familiar smells of LAX had replaced the earthy dry ambience of desert and perfumed hotel interiors with that of good old US urban pollution and the stale-Cona-coffee-on-a-heater-plate-for-far-too-long reek from a nearby kiosk. Even though they also sold barista coffee, apparently some people just weren’t able to get away from the old Cona tradition. 

Plus there were the smells from too many people neglecting to either bathe, shower or use deodorant; or worse, use deodorant without showering. Unpleasant but at least familiar, and the bodies that bumped into her were clad not in thobes but the kind of stuff people wore in airports that belonged to her world. And in another couple of hours she would be home, and maybe, and despite all the drawbacks of home, it really wasn’t such a bad place after all.

But then the frisson once more stroked along her spine, and the unease wasn’t going anywhere. Instead it hung around, clawing into her being like some creature from a nightmare.

Don’t be stupid!

How often had she told herself that during the last few days?

And yet, and yet…

But why would anybody be following her?

She had wracked her brain over that question during the last day or so, when she had finally identified the—probably entirely imagined—cause of her discomfort. But there really, truly, honestly and absolutely was no reason in the world why by now, many hours and thousands of miles from Doha, someone should follow her with such persistence and intense focus that somewhere, something came through; no matter how subtle, discreet or invisible. 

People knew stuff they didn’t even know they knew. And, irrational as it was, this was true for her, too. 

But what do I actually ‘know’?

She extricated herself from the queue of those lining up for the baggage scanner at the entrance to the waiting area at the gate, representing the last effective security check before one got aboard the plane. 

A quick look along the queue, but nobody seemed to be more than mildly interested in her action. It shortened the queue, and maybe just one or two waiting might idly wonder why she would step out of line when she only two from the front. 

A budding terrorist, changing her mind at the last moment? 

Possibly.

Danie had inherited her light olive skin from her mother’s side of the family. The color, together with her European features, meant that a lot of people would subconsciously flag her as either part-Latina; or, more significantly, Middle-Eastern. 

They were wrong about the Latina part. On her father’s side Danie’s genes were an eclectic mélange of northern European immigrants and Choctaw.

Still, they wouldn’t be completely wrong about the ‘Middle-Eastern’ thing, because she was over a quarter Jewish, with almost all of her maternal family living in Israel. But the surname ‘Riley’ suggested Irish, which, as Danie knew from her professional activities, immediately took down the ethnic profiling a notch.

Danie had learned to live with her appearance prompting some instinctive racial or ethnic profiling in some of those watching her, however fleetingly, and despite the diversity of people streaming through the airport. 

Well, she was doing some habitual profiling herself. It came with her job. Meaning she also watched people and what they were doing. And the group of three men standing together near a wall about twenty feet away from her definitely was interesting enough to profile.

Maybe she had looked just a little to closely, because she caught a quick, hooded glance from the white, slightly tanned, guy with the dark short-cropped hair and a beard that either was a fashion statement or else the result of a few days not bothering to shave. He was of medium height, probably not much taller than herself, dressed in jeans and a navy T-shirt that stretched over nicely shaped pectorals and exposed streamlined arm muscles suggesting endurance and fast response. No bulging biceps, but more what one would find in a martial arts dojo. As part of the physical competency requirements for her job, Danie had spent time in the company of guys like that. She knew the build and pose of a trained fighter when she saw one.

The Eurasian-looking guy beside stubble-beard guy wore a pair of realistic-looking cammo pants and a military-green T-shirt; all of which, given the company he was in, probably accurately gave away at least part of his profession. He was about a head taller and seriously more muscular than stubble-beard guy, though the loose T-shirt just hinted at his athletic torso. 

Danie noticed that he also strafed her with a quick look, but kept his face studiously disinterested. 

The third one of the threesome was facing away from her. He was almost a head shorter than stubble-beard guy, but like his companions he had an air of ‘fighter’ about him, even though he was far stringier than his buddies. The way he held himself told her everything she needed to know. During her training, she’d seen guys like that manhandle men several times their size, muscle mass and weight with contemptuous ease. 

Danie saw stubble-beard guy exchange a glance with his companions and say something; too low to be heard over the airport hubhub. His small friend’s position changed slightly, but he didn’t turn around.

Then, as if nothing had happened, they pretended complete disinterest and returned to their conversation.

Had she seen them before? On her flight from Doha maybe? If so, they must have been on that flight already, because she certainly hadn’t seen them in the Doha checkin queue.

Stop imagining things!

Danie hated being jumpy, but what happened in Qatar had scared the shits out of her. Not that anything, apart from Ali’s attempt to force himself on her, had actually happened. But the event itself had delivered Danie a serious spiritual head- and wake-up kick, which had torn her out of whatever existential trance she had been in.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

She was definitely going to say that to herself a lot more in the days and weeks to come.

Danie glanced at the watch Ali had given her during his Seattle visit. Maybe she should have left it in the hotel room, but had decided to take it. Payment for near-rape trauma. Eventually the memory association would no doubt weaken, but if it didn’t she’d just get rid of the watch. Like pawn it and use the proceeds to take a holiday in the Caribbean. 

With fifteen minutes left before she had to go to the actual departure gate, Danie headed for a kiosk and what probably was a bad coffee, just for the heck of it. As she did she furtively scanned the faces of those in her field of view. 

Paranoia, kiddo!

She reminded herself again that Qatar was far behind. Now she was just one of the tens of thousands of bodies flowing through LAX every day. COVID-19 had changed the world somewhat, but not enough to truly matter. With several effective vaccines on the market, ‘social distancing’ had become a thing of the past again. Air travel had almost returned to its former volume. People’s social behavior had, too. Nobody had learned a damn thing. Give the world another contagious pandemic-potential virus and the shit would hit the fan again. ‘Normality’ could be very dangerous.

Still, not everything was quite back to ‘normal’. Danie had been through a routine COVID-19 test before being allowed to disboard the plane from Heathrow. Fortunately this meant that her boarding pass for the Seattle flight already marked her as non-infectious and getting off the plane in LAX had been as smooth as it possibly could be in this inefficient and time-wasting place.

Fortunately she was a US citizen by birth. Her passport read ‘Danielle Anne Riley’. Which meant that she had been processed through immigration and customs comparatively quickly. 

It also meant that, despite her skin color, she was probably not going to be randomly selected for an entirely useless body search at the security check point. There was nothing this outdated ritual—which nowadays amounted to nothing more than procedural chicanery—could possibly pick up that the hi-tech super X-ray scan and sniffer unit everybody had to pass through wouldn’t have. 

The so-called ‘barista coffee’ from the kiosk tasted like shit. Danie could almost feel her breath being chemically altered from minty to stale. She turned away from the kiosk to face the stream of passengers again; crossed the brief, disinterested gaze of the man whose face she hadn’t been able to see before. 

Gotcha!

Unless these guys were gay, which they weren’t, there was something about them that didn’t ring right. And looking at her without at least some evidence of even a fleeting interest… 

Well, it just didn’t happen. The mix of genes that had given rise to Danie had produced a face and body that no normally-functioning male looked at with indifference. Besides, it was late July and hot and sticky, even inside the terminal building. Danie made it a habit not to go out of her way to look provocative, but she wasn’t inclined to hiding herself either. But then again, neither were hundreds of other women of all ages around here. Which meant there was a kind of safety in the anonymity of a vast supply of visible flesh, some of it displayed to its best and often deliberately provocative advantage, while in other cases hiding it might have been more prudent.

So, who were these guys?

She caught a brief glance from stubble-beard guy. Though the regard was indifferent, she sensed definite interest.

Gotcha!

Danie headed back for the queue, her small bag slung over one shoulder, the ticket in one hand and the revolting coffee in the other. From her peripheral vision she caught the three men engaged in a brief ritual. As one, they formed their right hands into fists and touched them together, then separated and went their different ways. 

Military.

Probably back from wherever people went to kill other people. 

Or maybe not. 

Hard to tell by looking at them. 

They didn’t look like killers.

Danie forced herself not to make her repeated glance at stubble-beard guy into a stare and joined the end of the queue, focusing on the eight people in front of her. As she did, she was surprised to realize that, for a moment there, she had forgotten about the unease—which however suddenly returned with a vengeance.

 

= ••• =

 

After passing through the checkpoint, she finally ended up in the back row of the gate waiting area, occupied only by a young couple a few seats to her left; socially distanced from her, but definitely not from each other. Short of ripping their clothes off and making out right here and now, they had their hands on just about every intimate place of each other’s anatomy, with their faces firmly glued together.

Ahh, young love.

From where she was, Danie could see most of the other passengers, half of whom had their faces turned in her direction, while the others were facing in the same direction as herself, toward the entry into the boarding tunnel. If that frisson in her neck was caused by someone with an unhealthy interest in her, he or she was almost certainly within her current field of vision. 

Let’s assume there is someone like that. 

So, who? 

The guy in the light-blue suit, playing around with his cellphone? He appeared immersed in whatever he was doing, but you never knew. The way he was holding it…

Or maybe the blonde with breasts that should be held in place by serious D-cups, but instead were confined by something entirely insufficient and threatened to stretch her very-exposing elastic tank top to the point of ripping it. As Danie looked at her, she found the young woman staring back, before quickly averting her gaze.

Not her.

The whole thing made no sense.

Danie glanced to her right—and started. Just four seats to her right, at the end of her row, sat stubble-beard guy. Now he was wearing a black baseball cap with a Nike swish on the side. He was leaning back, a small soft case on his lap, his hands folded across his chest and his head nodding forward as if snoozing. 

Danie stared. 

Surely not him!

Or maybe…

As if he’d sensed her regard, his head turned and he looked straight at her. His mouth twitched as he smiled at her, before turning away again, apparently disinterested.

Maybe he just noticed me staring.

Or maybe she wasn’t the only one with Spidey senses.

Danie allowed herself a brief additional moment of inspection; noted the muscular neck and the shape of the torso under his T-shirt, then turned away again. All three men had looked fit and… well, ‘trained’. Something about their posture and a whole lot of other indefinable somethings that coalesced into a picture she did not fully understand. There was more to them than ‘military’. 

She returned her attention to other passengers and inspected them methodically, as if she were tackling a statistical profiling task; gathering a small set of well-defined characteristics and behaviorisms for each, and trying to figure out what that led to.

She was so immersed in her self-imposed task that she almost didn’t hear the boarding announcement. 

She looked to her right and found stubble-beard guy still sitting there, apparently relaxed. She didn’t believe it for a moment. And she was proven right almost immediately when he turned his head to glance at her again. Since he had been looking straight ahead, that again implied a high degree of awareness of what went on around him.

He rose and headed for the gate. Danie watched him leave, but then her attention was distracted by light-blue suit man who had stopped fiddling with his cellphone. The way he held his head indicated that he was tracking stubble-beard guy as the latter joined the priority queue, which was considerably shorter than the one used by the common ruck. 

Something beyond her ken was going on here.

Light-blue suit man leaned back, apparently settling in to wait. Maybe, Danie thought, he was one of those people who liked to wait until the other passengers had filed into the plane and he didn’t have to shuffle along in a queue like everybody else.

Danie rose and joined the boarding passengers, wondering if light-blue suit man would be tracking her as well. 

Tracking my ass no doubt.

And, yes, she found that the notion caused an additional feeling of personal invasion. But if one worried about being leered at clandestinely by everyone who felt they had a right to do so, one probably wouldn’t go into public spaces at all.

Where was stubble-beard guy? 

Danie peered across at the priority queue, then chided herself for being so…interested. Anyway, he obviously had already gone through to the plane. 

Pity. He’d be in business class. She would probably never lay eyes on him again.

 

= ••• =

 

Al Sontag withdrew his cellphone from the inner pocket of his light-blue suit and readied it for hopefully finally getting a decent picture of Danielle Riley. Now that she was sitting down, maybe if he casually aimed it across his shoulder…

He had been observing the woman since the day he spotted her in the Grand Hyatt Doha. Single females from the US appearing in Doha either were there for business, which was rare, or else because they wanted to land a rich oriental husband. The foyer of the Grand Hyatt was one of the places often used for such an undertaking. There was a cornucopia of solitary males, on the prowl after long days of conducting business affairs and in need either of consoling themselves over failure or celebrating successes with a good fuck. Many of them were Middle Eastern; others came from all over the world. All of them, however, definitely weren’t poor.

Despite a wealth of opportunities to get laid, Al doubted that she had. Not because she wasn’t attractive; far from it! But it would have been so much more advantageous for her, if only she had been more white. As it was and despite her undeniable sex appeal and innate grace, her chances of making any serious connection on this trip had been slim. White was ‘in’, and anybody with even a hint of ‘color’ wouldn’t get a looking, except as a fuck. Not around here anyway.

It had taken surprisingly little effort for Sontag to find out her name from the reception. Al was a man and she was a woman, and this was Doha. That and a very generous tip had done the job. However, the name of the man Al had seen with her had remained a mystery. The concierge who had given away Danielle Riley’s name with minimum resistance and persuasion, had firmly shaken his head when it came to the Qatari. 

Al had drawn his own conclusions and, even though for certain reasons he was a frequent visitor to Doha and had excellent connections here, he had decided that it would be prudent not to ask any further questions. After all, this was Qatar. And so he had decided to focus on Danielle Riley; who was young, fit and obviously very healthy, as well as intelligent. There was a brightness in her eyes and her demeanor, an alertness of being that spoke of a lively mind. And on just the second evening of her stay, Sontag had seen the Qatari, who previously had obviously wined and dined her, exit from one of the elevators with a thunderous expression on his face. Clearly, he hadn’t even gotten to first base. Probably not even close.

Following a hunch, Al had settled down for a while in one of the comfortable armchairs sprinkled around the hotel lobby. His instincts had been right! Not long after the departure of the Qatari, Danielle Riley herself had appeared with a carry-on size travel bag and left the hotel. 

It took him completely by surprise, but no way was he going to let her get away! She was worth an easy million to him. Possibly more, depending on who was willing to invest in her, and whether she fulfilled the critical genetic and health requirements.

Her intelligence might be a handicap, though it served as evidence for the class of her genetic makeup. Still, nobody would want her brain, as long as the rest of her was in excellent condition and without taint. But her intelligence posed a possible threat. Stupid people were generally so much easier to keep under observation as they went about their daily lives; until the day someone wanted to buy them. Then they would be either gathered and harvested immediately, or else shipped somewhere else as livestock; which had the benefit of requiring no extra equipment to preserve the body parts required. And, as the rumor mill would have it, as of recent the top traders had established holding facilities, where the goods could be kept safe and whence they could be delivered at short notice to the clients. 

Al Sontag was a man of resources, connections and skill. It took him less than half an hour after Danielle Riley’s departure from the hotel to determine that she had booked a flight to Seattle, via Heathrow and Los Angeles. Not long thereafter he had a ticket for the same route. Cattle class unfortunately, but need came before comfort. 

And here he was in LA and about to board for the last leg.

And here she was.

He saw the quick exchange of glances between Riley and the bearded guy; one of the trio that had been on the planes from both Doha and London. His buddies were gone, but he was still around.

Al sensed a definite mutual interest in those two, which was an unwelcome development at this stage. The guy troubled him. Nothing concrete, but Al had learned to trust his subconscious perceptions. The trio almost certainly were military. Or had been. There was that certain camaraderie. Guys who knew each other well; had fought together and survived it. 

Bearded guy waited a few moments, then rose and joined the priority queue. Not long after, Danielle Riley rose and went to join the longer queue of economy class passengers. 

Al noticed that there was a holdup as the flight attendant checked boarding passes and compared them to people’s IDs. It sounded like, for whatever obscure reason, some seats had been reassigned at the last moment. The affected passengers were puzzled, but nobody actually complained. 

The guy with the beard didn’t even have a boarding pass, but when he showed his ID, the flight attendant in the priority queue handed him one. She smiled a pretty smile and received a smile in return. 

Definitely someone with connections.

Had he decided to join this flight at the last moment?

Why?

Al Sontag considered taking a snapshot of the guy’s face, but then decided against it. Too risky. If he noticed it, there would be hell to pay. And notice it he would. He’d be trained to see things just about everybody else would miss. 

After a brief hesitation, Al got up and, making sure nobody seemed interested, sidled up to where Danielle Riley had been seated. 

With a bit of luck… 

Women tended to lose hair, and especially those with a luscious head of it like Danielle Riley. 

On the back of the seat where she had waited there were three long dark hairs. Quickly and with practiced casualness Al Sontag retrieved them, put them in one of the tiny sample bags he always carried around with him and headed for the queue.

 

= ••• =

 

“Let’s keep an eye on her,” Norman said. “Just in case.”

“She’s clean,” Declan told him.

Hillel, who at the moment had his back to her, smirked.

“I agree,” he said.

“With whom?” Declan asked.

“Norm. You are thinking with the wrong head.”

“Stepping out of line would be stupid,” Declan said. “Best way to get noticed on CCTV. And stupid she is not. So, let’s see what she does next.”

“You just want to keep looking because she’s hot,” Hillel muttered. He frowned.

“What is it, Hill?”

“She looks familiar, that’s all.” Hillel shook his head and shrugged. “It’ll come to me when I least expect it. Meanwhile, stop making up excuses for being a bad boy and just do what you have to keep the world safe.” 

A boarding announcement echoed through the passage.

“That’s us,” Hillel said.

Declan made a snap decision. 

“I’m going to keep an eye on her.” 

Hillel choked back a laugh.

“Shut up,” Declan said good-naturedly.

Their attention was distracted briefly by the woman moving past them to purchase a coffee at the kiosk. Judging from the grimace she made after taking a sip, she thought it was crap. 

“See you around,” Norman said, not even trying to keep the smirk off his face.

“Good luck with that one,” Hillel added.

“Just making sure the world is safe.”

“Yeah, right.”

They touched fists and separated. Declan watched his friends each head down to different gates. They would make their way back ‘home’ along different routes and arrive there at different times, with Declan taking the most direct route. Hillel was going to take a deliberate detour via Israel; while Norman was off to NYC to spend some time with his wife Jenny and their son. The separation was deliberate and intended to confuse anybody tracking them. Not that this was likely, but in their business paranoia could be a life saver.

The woman joined the security-check queue and Declan called Jan.

“Hey, I need you to do some magic for me.”

“What’s up?” 

As usual Jan didn’t waste words when she knew this wasn’t the time.

“Need to change flights. Like right now.”

“I thought you’re coming straight home.”

“Just found something interesting to do.”

“Really? Does it involve recreation?”

“Maybe. I also need info on a passenger on the flight I want you to book for me. Female. Twenties. Boarded our flight from Australia in Doha. Continued from Heathrow to LAX, and now going to Seattle.”

“You stalking a woman? Dec! Seriously?”

“I just have a feeling something’s up.”

Jan chuckled. “I wonder how I should interpret that. Something’s up and you’re stalking a woman? Involving a woman? I know exactly what’s up with you.”

“You have a gutter imagination! So, how about getting me that name? There weren’t that many new passengers in Doha, so that should be easy. Make sure I’m sitting beside her.”

“What am I going to do with you?”

“Just get me that ticket. Upgrade whoever’s in that seat right now to business or first. There won’t be any complaints.”

Ten minutes later, as the last of the passengers were filing into the waiting area, not only did Declan have an electronic ticket number for this flight, but the name of the woman he had been watching, her history, residence and current occupation, as well as the seat she had been allocated, had been loaded onto his cellphone. And thanks to Jan’s magic, his own seat had been allocated to be beside hers. 

He passed through the baggage scanner and showed the officer a Federal ID card, which allowed him to carry the Beretta Cougar in the paddle holster at his belt. The officer ran the ID through a reader, inspected the display, compared the face of the man looking at him with that on the display, then handed the card back to Declan. Another officer discreetly deactivated the alarm in the body-scanner such as not to signal to any of the passengers that Declan was anything but a normal passenger.

Of course, these guys had no idea whom they had just allowed to pass. Declan’s ID gave nothing away of his profession, but it checked all the right clearance flags. He could have been anything from Secret Service to plain old cop, or specially-licensed Mr. Citizen. 

Well, he was neither.

Declan entered the waiting area and saw Danielle Riley sitting in a back row that was otherwise empty but for a seriously necking couple. He seated himself at the end of the same row, still trying to work out why he was here. The thing about Danielle Riley being a potential danger to the people on this flight was just an excuse, and he knew it. She worked for Seattle PD as a mathematical profiler, whatever that entailed. Psych with numbers, he guessed. Hardly the kind of person to have malevolent intentions on internal US flights; or any flights for that matter. 

So why am I here?

Declan smiled to himself, amused at his whimsy. Alaska could wait a few days. They could live without him for a little while; unless there was an emergency that actually required his physical presence. 

With nothing else to do, he allowed himself time to study the other passengers, while pretending to be half-asleep.

He didn’t know how he knew, but when he looked around at Danie Riley he found her eyes on him. He smiled briefly and turned away again.

Was she going to be surprised when she found out who was sitting beside her on the flight?

Declan considered what he knew about her.

She’d just been to Qatar.

Why? 

Alone?

What was an SPD consultant doing in Doha?

According to Jan, Danielle Riley had been there for a mere two days.

A man two rows ahead of Declan, wearing an expensive-looking light-blue suit and apparently busy with his cellphone, cast a quick glance in Danielle Riley’s direction. Declan caught it and flicked his own gaze away quickly, because he just knew that the guy was going to look at him next. In that brief moment though, he had caught something that wasn’t right and which completely changed his preliminary assessment of the situation.

Who are you? Declan wondered, projecting the question at her.

Well, he had the flight to Seattle to find out. 

Light-blue suit man slipped the cellphone into his pocket. Declan went to join the priority queue. When his turn came, he showed an Alaska driver license to the male flight attendant checking passengers’ IDs. The man nodded at his colleague, a female attendant standing just beside the boarding pass scanner. She inserted a boarding slip into the scanner and handed it to Declan, who smiled at her and continued into the boarding tunnel. 

As he did, he turned around. She had left her seat and was momentarily hidden from view, but then became visible at the end of the economy class queue. Declan was about to turn away, when he noticed that light-blue suit man was bent over the seat Danielle Riley had occupied, carefully picked something off the backrest and placed into a small plastic bag, which he put into his pocket.

The passenger coming up behind him now blocked Declan’s view; but what had happened was clear enough. Hair provided nicely uncontaminated DNA of its owner.

Why would anybody want a Danielle Riley DNA sample? 

Was she more than Jan’s information suggested? 

Interesting.

= ••• =

 

The plane was a 737-800, which had been cleared for use again, after the fleet of those aircraft had been grounded for years because of lethal operational software. Three seats on each side of the aisle. Danielle Riley was in 10B. Declan had asked Jan to get him into 10C, which was an aisle seat, just beside the increasingly intriguing Danie. 

When Declan entered the plane, he gave his name and seat number to the female flight attendant. People normally didn’t do this, so the attendant knew there was a reason. She checked the tablet in her hand and finally looked up at him and nodded.

“I would like to wait in the galley until the plane has filled up some more,” he told her sotto voce.

She hesitated for a moment, but then motioned toward the galley. 

“Nothing to worry about,” he assured her, making sure that it sounded like he was sharing confidences. “I am providing security for another passenger on this flight, who wishes to remain anonymous. I have to make sure she’s on the aircraft before I seat myself.”

The attendant, whose name tag identified her as ‘Amelia’, nodded again.

“Of course, Sir.”

“Thank you.”

Declan retreated to the galley and waited for Danielle Riley to enter and go to her seat. And then he waited some more—until light-blue suit man had boarded and taken his aisle seat further toward the front from Danielle Riley.

Declan emerged from the galley, thanked the attendant and headed for his allocated seat.

At the window, in 10A, sat an obese youngish man with a sweaty face, greasy curly hair, oversized jeans and a baggy navy T-shirt with a logo on the front that Declan didn’t recognize. The guy reeked of garlic and really needed two seats, as he extended well over the armrest between himself and her. She in turn was trying to keep a fastidious distance from her neighbor without being too obvious about it; which wasn’t easy with the narrow seating. She looked up somewhat apprehensively when Declan approached and stopped to put his bag into the overhead compartment. Then she seemed to recognize who it was, and an expression of relief flitted across her face; and a plea maybe, as if asking for his understanding as to why she leaned so far over toward his own assigned seat. 

Declan smiled and gave her the tiniest of nods. She grimaced, but that turned into a grateful smile. It was a socially acceptable occasion to take in her face from close up; full-frontal without appearing too forward or curious. It was more oval than he had noticed before, with soft but definite cheekbones, a nose that was just a tad too small to qualify for classical beauty, a sweet full-lipped mouth, a chin with a hint of a cleft, and a pair of very alert eyes; brown with flecks of green. 

It occurred to Declan that Danielle Riley was doing exactly what he was doing himself; allowing herself this moment of inspection and sizing up. The thought evoked something he wasn’t quite able to define. 

He broke eye contact, to focus on the guy at the window, who appeared not to have noticed the interaction between his neighbors, busy as he was playing some game on his oversized cellphone.

As Declan started to sit, she took her arm off the divider between their seats and placed it onto her lap, making herself as narrow as possible.

Declan sat and smiled at her, then leaned just a little closer.

“Name’s Declan,” he said, just loudly enough for her to hear. “And, no, I won’t misinterpret it if you feel inclined to lean this way.”

She considered him for a brief moment, and he felt himself judged. Then she placed her arm back onto the rest. It felt warm against his own. He knew that she was as conscious of it as he was, but she left it there.

“Danielle,” she said. “‘Danie,’ for short.”

“Duly noted. People tend to call me ‘Dec’. Feel free to join them.”

“‘Dec’ you are.”

He leaned back and caught a brief glance of light-blue suit man, who had stood up and now pretended to look for something in the bag in the overhead compartment. In the process of putting the bag back and sitting down again he cast another quick look at Declan—and presumably Danie. He made a passable job of pretending that it was just an indifferent lingering scan, but Declan wasn’t fooled. 

He inclined his head toward Danie Riley.

“Would you prefer to be left alone, or are you OK to talk?”

“Are you always this direct?”

She regarded him pensively from underneath long lashes.

“Saves time and prevents misunderstandings. Hopefully it’ll also avoid you suspecting me of trying to come on to you in some unsubtly subtle manner.”

She grinned. 

“Fair enough. So, how about you? Are you a talker or fiddler with your phone? I notice you don’t have a laptop. At least not in your lap.”

“Talking is cool,” he said. 

“What shall we talk about then?”

“Ahh, yes, the ultimate conversation killer.” 

The Cougar dug into Declan’s left side, and he shifted to be more comfortable.

“You want me to—” 

She started to move her arm.

“No need!” he said.

She relaxed, pressing against him maybe just a bit more than she had before.

“Some guys would kill for this,” Declan muttered, grinning. “I should be grateful to you-know-who.”

He turned his head to face her; saw her looking at him speculatively from close up.

“Fear not,” he said. “I’m safe.”

Her eyes widened ever so slightly.

“Not because of that,” he hastened to add.

“Oh. Then why?”

“Because.” He shrugged. “That’s the way it is.”

“Married?”

“No.”

“Engaged?”

“No. And, to pre-empt your next question, not in a relationship either.”

“Those are all indicators that you’re not ‘safe’,” she said. “But you know that, right?” 

“Indicators, shmindicators.”

She chuckled. “Enough of them and they’re very reliable indeed.”

“And you know this because…”

“Because it’s what I do.”

“You’re in advertising,” he said. “Market analysis. Something like that.”

“Not that far off the mark. Except I work for the police. Profiling statistician.”

“Whoa! You really think you have gathered enough data about me to declare me potentially unsafe?”

“Not you specifically. It’s just about males of your age, looks, involvement in relationships. Stuff like that. It doesn’t take a statistician, mind you.”

“Believe what you will. Conclude what pleases you. The facts, however, are as they are—and one of them is that we’re probably going to spend this flight in close proximity.”

“I can take care of myself,” she muttered, but when he glanced at her, he noticed that she was smiling.

“No doubt about that.”

She took her lower lip between her teeth, leaned back, keeping very much to Declan’s side, and closed her eyes.

The plane started taxiing as the obligatory pre-flight safety spiel started playing. When it was done, Declan heard a soft regular snore from his right. He glanced at Danie Riley and realized that she wasn’t just pretending to sleep, but had actually dozed off.

Her head slid closer to his side of her seat and finally ended up resting against his shoulder. 

Declan didn’t wake her, but sat still as he stared at the head of the people ahead of him. It occurred to him that something quite unexpected had happened during the last hour. He didn’t quite know what to make of it, but when his eyes fell on the top of the head of light-blue suit man visible above the seat, he reminded himself that nothing was ever as simple as it seemed.

Like you didn’t know that already.

He’d told himself that he had gotten onto this plane because, despite everything, Danie Riley might be a potential danger to this aircraft. Which was bullshit. He’d gotten onto this flight because he was intrigued and, not to put too fine a point on it, attracted to her. Just the same might, Declan thought, be said, for whatever reason, about light-blue suit man. For interested in Danie Riley he was.

But who, except for himself, was interested in Danielle Riley, statistical profiler from Seattle PD? 

And why?

Sinister motives? 

You betcha!

It wasn’t rocket science. Stalking, in whatever form, was usually not benign. 

You’re stalking her, too, buddy!

Ahh, yes, but I’m one of the good guys.

And light-blue suit man wasn’t. Period.

Still, no way Declan was going to find out anything more right here and now. Might as well catch a quick few Zs himself. Over the years he had learned to take them when opportunity offered them up on a platter.

He closed his eyes and allowed himself to relax somewhat, acutely aware of the head against his right shoulder and the warmth of a human body right beside his.
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The flight attendant coming around with refreshments jerked Danie awake. 10A tore himself away from his phone; requested a coffee and cookies. She shrank back against her seat and held her breath as he moved to fold down his table and reached out to take the paper cup and cellophane-wrapped sweets. She turned her head to the left, so she could get her nose as far away from the man as possible. Instead she inhaled the scents of her other companion. Just a hint of sweat, but it was moderated by a whiff of deodorant and generally ‘clean’. In fact she liked it. Which reminded her that she had woken up with her head on his shoulder.

How did that happen?

She knew how. She’d fallen asleep.

Relaxed enough to just… 

I don’t… 

Dec was shaking his head at the offered refreshments. 

“What about you?” he asked Danie.

The casual, uncontrived ease of the statement told her something he’d neglected to share with her. For it was the kind of thing one said to a friend, spouse or lover that one had been with for long enough to make it a reflex, rather than something one thought about. 

If, that is, one was of such a disposition. 

It looked a lot like (a) Declan Whateverhisname was of such a disposition, and (b) he had transferred onto this casual connection they had made a whole set of behavior patterns that must have become quite deeply ingrained. 

Meaning that he had at some time been in a serious and extended relationship. 

Meaning that it was no more. 

Meaning that he wished it were different. 

Meaning that there was stuff she’d like to ferret out, preferably without him knowing that she was doing it. Which, she realized, might not be easy; for this man was on his guard and analyzing her just as she was analyzing him.

Maybe I should tone it down a bit.

She realized that he was waiting for her to answer.

“Sorry,” she said and shook her head. “Still half-asleep.” 

She glanced at the flight attendant, who looked at her with just a hint of impatience. 

“No thanks.”

The flight attendant turned her attention to the people on the other side of the aisle.

“What?” Dec asked Danie.

“What what?”

“You were staring at me. Something on my face?”

Danie leaned back in her seat, but didn’t take her eyes off him. 

“Just wondering who she is. The woman you lived with! Maybe were married to.”

“And you call me ‘direct’?”

“Tit for tat.”

“She was a good person.”

The way he said it, Danie knew that ‘was’ didn’t imply that she had turned from ‘good’ to ‘bad’, but that she was dead. Which meant a whole lot of other things as well.

“How long ago?” she asked.

She wished she’d bitten her tongue! But it had just come out.

“Just over two years.” 

Mercifully this time she managed to honor what he’d said with silence; for anything she might have come out with would have been inane. People usually said something stupid like “sorry”; or blabbered on with something even more trite.

Danie said nothing, though maybe her arm pressed a bit closer to Dec’s on the arm rest.

“What is, is,” he said. “Grief either devours the griever or it expends itself. In my case it did the latter. Now all that’s left of her are memories. Good ones. But also reminding me that the universe doesn’t give a damn. As I said: what is, is.”

“A grim philosophy.”

“It’s the only one that makes any sense of all this; and everything else I’ve seen—and know.”

He exhaled and leaned back; closed his eyes, shutting her out. She started to pull away, sensing that she had probed too far.

“No,” he said, just loudly enough for her to hear over the constant background hum of jets and air conditioning.

His eyes opened again. 

“What is, is,” he said, talking to nobody in particular. “But what will be, or at least what we think will be, at least is to some degree under our control. This is what you could call a major redeeming feature of my grim philosophy. Hence—” he leaned closer “—we’ve got to work something out.”

“Like what?”

“Can I be direct again?”

“Please do. It’s refreshing.”

“Well, what are we going to do when we get off this flight.”

“Oh! That…”

“Yeah. That.”

“You’re going to get your bags, I suppose.”

“What’s up there is all I got.”

“Same here. But now you’ve made me curious again. What’re you doing in Seattle?”

“Buy a car,” he said.

“And—”

“Drive up to Alaska and stay there for a while.”

“That’s it?”

“Yep.”

“Why buy a car in Seattle?”

“More choice. Better prices.”

“Hmm. So, you’re on vacation or something?”

“Something.”

He was teasing her, and she was playing right into his hands.

Dec laughed. Despite her momentary irritation with him, she found that she liked the sound.

“What do you do anyway?”

“Same as you. Civil servant.”

“How evasive can you get?”

“I solve problems. Lots of different kinds.”

“Like?”

“The kind I am not allowed to talk about.” 

He said it in a tone that made it into a plea for her not to probe any further.

“I see.”

So, maybe not military? Or at least not your common-garden type.

Danie thought of Dec standing there in the company of his two friends; men who obviously were close and had been working together for a significant time. 

Comrades.

I bet they were interesting problems.

“Sorry about being secretive. I know you were more open about your job.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “That leaves only the question of why you’re wanting to travel all the way from Seattle to Alaska in a car. I won’t even ask about the missing luggage.”

“It ended up on another plane.”

“And you know this how? People usually only find out about their lost luggage when it’s not there when they try to collect it.”

“I was going somewhere else, but then changed my mind.”

“So late that your bags ended up on another plane?”

“What can I say? Call me impulsive.”

“Why did you change your mind?”

“Told you. Car. Plus I think I’m going to enjoy the drive up.”

“You’re a strange man.”

“You’re not the first to say that.”

A spy?

She dismissed the thought. 

Why not?

Because. 

Just…because.

They continued in this manner, half-bantering, half probing each other—but the question Declan had asked earlier remained a constant background noise. 

What am I going to do when we get off the plane?

For she was interested in Dec—who was heading off to Alaska. 

Pity.

Why?

You don’t know him at all!

And then she remembered something and her blood ran cold. She started to draw away from the touch between their arms. 

“How come you’re sitting here?” she asked him. “You went into the priority queue.”

“You watched me?” Dec chuckled. “They told me somebody very important wandered onto the plane at the last moment. Didn’t want to mix with the plebs. Or maybe it was a security thing. Anyway, I was cool with going economy if they refunded my fare.”

Danie felt herself relaxing somewhat.

“So you ended up right here.”

“Lucky me!”

Danie decided to follow her instincts, rather than submitting to the dictates of paranoia. No creepy frisson running along her spine right now. If anything, it was just the opposite.

“Lucky you indeed!” she said. 

When the plane started its final descent into Seattle, it happened far too soon. Danie wished for some holdup. Any damn holdup. Just so she could…

Could what?

She decided that she didn’t care about the more paranoiac possibilities and finally gave him her business card, which listed a contact phone.

He regarded her silently for a few moments, then took the card and nodded.

“How good is your memory?” she asked.

“Pretty good.”

“Then remember this.” She rattled off a string of numbers. “That’s the one not on the card.”

He repeated it back to her.

“Not bad,” she said.

“I’m definitely going to Alaska.”

“I know.”

“But it doesn’t have to be tomorrow.”

“Oh?”

“Have to find myself that car. I’m pretty choosy.”

“Are you now?”

“Yep. Means it could take some time.”

“I see.”

“It’s not easy to find anything really good.”

“I know. But sometimes a good thing can fall right into your lap.”

He twitched his head in a curious kind of way that could have meant anything. 

“It’s been a while,” he said quietly. “But, yes, it does happen.”
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Declan put his cap back on as they disembarked together. It had a long visor, so holding his head low, he could avoid most surveillance equipment without it being too obvious. He considered putting on his shades, but decided against it. He didn’t want to make his desire to avoid being identified becoming too obvious. Danie was an observant lady, and incongruous things would not escape her attention. 

“Want a ride?” she asked him.

“Don’t really know yet where I’m going to stay.”

“The price you pay for excessive spontaneity.”

“If we pass a motel on the way and you wouldn’t mind dropping me off…”

“I think we can do that.”

He followed Danie to the parking garage, putting on his shades the moment he set foot outside the terminal building. She had left the car in the long-term section. It was an older model BMW, obviously well cared-for. 

From his peripheral vision, Declan caught a movement near a column some distance behind them; but did not turn his head, for that would have betrayed his attention.

They got into the car. Danie started the engine and maneuvered it out of its rather tight parking slot. As they drove off, Declan glanced into the rear-vision mirror on his side.

Hello, Mr. Suit-man!

Mr. Suit-man with a phone in his hand, and the way he held it the camera was aimed at them. 

Declan leaned back and watched Danie drive.

“By the way,” he said, “I meant it. If there’s a decent motel along the way…”

She smiled, but didn’t take her eyes off the convoluted way to the exit.

“What?” he asked.

She chuckled.

“I know you mean it.”

“Good. I meant everything I said—when we first met.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you grinning like a chicken?”

“Chickens don’t grin.”

“You’re evading.”

“What if we’re not passing what you call a ‘decent motel’ along the way?”

“Surely there will be.”

“Not if I don’t want to. This is my town. I know lots of ways from anywhere to anywhere else.”

“I’m not that safe,” he said.

“I didn’t think you were.”

“Then how about driving past a decent motel?”

“What if I don’t want to?”

He sat sideways to face her. This was going far too fast and potentially out of control. 

“Tell you what,” he said. “You find me that motel. I give you my cellphone number. You go home and rest from the trip. Have a shower and…”

“What are you insinuating?” 

Her tone told him that she didn’t really believe that he was telling her she smelled bad. 

Which she didn’t. She smelled far too good.

“Not insinuating anything; just suggesting that you go and do whatever it is you’d do anyway once you get to your place. Then, when you’ve had some time to think and if you still want to, feel free to call me. Or not.”

“And if I do?”

“I’d like that. Maybe I’ll even have my new car by then. Maybe it won’t take that long, what with good things sometimes just falling into one’s lap when they’re least expected. 

“If I do have a car, you can decide to let me pick you up and take you to dinner. Or you can pick me up. Or whatever. We’ll take it from wherever we are. I’m easy. Besides being ‘safe’, that is.”

“You’ll need some clothes, too.”

“I’ll let the airline know where they can deliver my bags to.”

“You think they’ll do this by tonight? Makes me wonder if you believe in miracles, too.”

The exit gate came up, saving him a reply. 
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Danie found Declan a quiet motel in a suburb the name of which he didn’t ask for. He’d know soon enough when he checked the location on his iPhone’s Maps app.

“I’ll call you,” she promised as he got out of the car.

“You got my number.”

“You’ll see,” she said.

“What is, is,” he said. “What will be, we’ll see.”

She shook her head and grinned as he closed the door.

The room was clean and impersonal, like so many others he’d been in. Plus there had been plenty that hadn’t been either clean or even safe to sleep in. 

Declan checked his current location and grinned. Danie Riley lived in an apartment complex just three street blocks from the motel. She hadn’t given him her address, and it probably amused her to set things up like this. 

Very funny. Very clever.

Just like what he would expect of her.

What would I expect of her? I hardly know her. 

That wasn’t quite true, of course. He knew a lot. More than he had any right to. But that’s the way things were these days. For those with the right access and connections, information was in plentiful supply and at one’s fingertips. You could find out just about anything about anybody who lived and breathed in this society. And if they’d ever visited a shrink, you might know about their problems, too. No doubt, Danie Riley herself knew ways of finding out things about people she needed to know to do her job.

Declan called himself a cab and, within three hours, had bought a second-hand silver Subaru Outback. That wouldn’t just get him to Alaska, but was suitable for lots of terrains, while still boasting excellent road-handling qualities. 

On the way back to his motel, Declan stopped at a Walmart, where he bought a pair of blue jeans, a navy shirt, a cheap pair of runner’s boxers, a tacky red T-shirt with an ‘Independent’ symbol on the front, a cheap pair of running shoes and white sox, a baseball cap with the logo of some baseball team, a pair of wrap-around shades, plus a small jogger’s backpack. 

Danie Riley had placed him at a short distance from her residence. He was going to take up the implied invitation and have a look at where she lived. Scouting by car was too noticeable, and besides he wanted to keep the Subaru out of her sight for the time being. 

How else to scope out the area? 

Well, nobody noticed a jogger. Declan had already seen over a dozen of them, and come end-of-workday time, there would be a gazillion of them roaming the streets. Best disguise ever.
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Al Sontag watched them leave in what he presumed to be her car. He didn’t think they’d noticed him, and why should they? It was inconvenient that the woman should have hooked up with someone so suddenly, and he would have to investigate what that meant. Her lifestyle was an issue. The DNA he would get from her hairs wouldn’t tell him anything about acquired diseases. Potential clients liked their merchandise clean; not just right now but for the foreseeable future. 

Lifestyle mattered, because merchandise were usually allowed to continue their lives as they had before; remaining in ignorance of their impending fate until they were required. Meaning that a complete personal profile required some research; which could, if experience was anything to go by, involve one to two weeks’ surveillance and background investigations. Still, a potential million for a few weeks’ effort was a nice return.

Al Sontag pondered his next move. It was time to register Danie Riley with the database, thus in effect staking a claim on this particular individual. That way he would avoid having another operator accidentally hit on the same person and thus create potentially acrimonious and time-wasting disputes over who was due the commission. Paranoia was better than complacency.

Damn shame that the guy with Riley wore the cap and the shades. No way of getting a decent picture of the face. Otherwise it would’ve been easy to find out who he was.

Sontag returned to the airport and proceeded to the AVIS counter to hire a car. The only vehicle they had left, a small Ford Focus, suited him just fine. A short time later, sitting in the car before leaving the rental lot, he opened up his laptop and logged into the secure server of an organization calling itself VitaeFons, quartered in a mid-level floor office in a glass-and-steel tower inside the Dubai Jebel Ali Free Zone, also known as the JAFZ. 

The ostensible and legitimate business of VitaeFons was the provision of a worldwide database for human tissue and organs, sources and requests. Attached to it was a booming business associated with the spin-offs of the trade in human-derived bits and pieces, from bones to organs and embryonic tissue. Because of the nit-picky and widely diverging legalities associated with such a trade in the various nations in which it was conducted, basing the company in Dubai and the JAFZ made perfect sense. Nobody cared about much else but profits around there, surrounded as one was by people whose wealth and powers made Bill Gates seem ho-hum. 

Nobody cared about what VitaeFons referred to as its ‘special business’ either. That was mainly because nobody actually knew about it. The ones who owned it were less visible than shadows in darkness. Behind them stood others of whom it was better not to know anything at all. Ever.

Al spent the next half hour registering his claim to Danie Riley with the VitaeFons’s database. The process of getting access to the system was complex, but Al had done it before and he knew the drill. He also knew that if he didn’t follow the exact protocol he would be banished from it forever. Unconfirmed rumors had it that worse things might also happen to him. 

Al was provided with a temporary postal box address to send the hair samples to, and that was the end of that. When he was done, he used an app on his laptop to clear off every trace of anything the VitaeFons communication might have left behind; then turned it off and leaned back, thinking that he had done all he could to secure the discovery of Danie Riley for himself. 

Next stop: a post office. Then he would settle in outside her apartment. The long hard slog of surveillance was about to begin. 
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Danie watched in the rear vision mirror as Dec held up a hand in a brief wave when she drove off. She resisted the temptation to wave back and continued onto the street and around two corners until she was out of sight and then doubled back the long way to her apartment. She grinned to herself. Decl was a clever kind of guy, to be sure, but he’d never know just how close she was to him. 

Of course, if he wanted to, he could…

The thought gave her pause. But it was what she would do. He had her cellphone number and reverse directories were readily available on the internet; even for unlisted numbers like her own. 

Of course, he had no reason to want to do this.

None that you know, girl!

A shower and some unpacking later she flopped herself back onto her bed and closed her eyes, tried to think this thing through. She had a clear choice here, and Dec had known that. He had also given her the option not to pursue this any further. 

Decisions, decisions.

If she did contact him, however, there was every chance that by tonight they would end up on top of this very bed together. There was no denying the attraction, and that it had chemical as well as other, potentially dangerous and far-reaching, components. The greaseball on the plane had started something he’d never know about.

Danie took a deep breath and considered the possible ramifications. If she didn’t call Dec, he wouldn’t call her. Of this she was certain. He’d dumped all the choices about this thing into her lap. Some people would have interpreted that as cowardice, but in this instance she knew it wasn’t so. It had to do with respect and giving people choices. He’d asked her to make one. Once she had, and if it involved seeing him again, he would rightfully take that to be a ‘yes’.

Danie sat up and looked around her bedroom. She’d lived in this apartment for just over a year, and no man had ever been in here. Right now the place was a mess, and she would have to…

She rose, went over to the dressing table, caught her reflection in the built-in wardrobe mirrors and suddenly became aware that she was nude. She’d forgotten about it, because it was so hot, even in Seattle; with the rain clouds refusing to come and some of the parks getting flecked with brown, where usually there was luscious green.

Not bad for thirty-two, she told herself, pivoting through a full circle and watching her reflection.

Do you know what you’re about to do?

Time to make this place presentable.

If I’m going this far, I might as well care about what he thinks.

She stared at herself in the mirror, surprisingly unsurprised when she realized that she did care.
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It was nearly five p.m. when Declan left the motel in full runner’s gear, including the tacky cap and specs for additional cover and the Cougar safely tucked away in this small backpack. His cellphone was clipped into the elastic waistband of his boxers. He made sure that he didn’t run past the motel office, but worked his way around the back of the complex of units. The fewer people took note of him the better.

He jogged the three blocks to Danie’s apartment complex, taking note of the layout, traffic patterns and parked vehicles. He turned into the driveway to the apartment complex and continued running. Nobody would think anything of it. 

Declan spotted light-blue suit man the moment he laid eyes on him. Only now he wasn’t wearing a suit, but a light-colored casual jacket. Nothing to disguise head or face. 

So he knew where Danie lived. The car was parked between two others, with a clear view of the second floor of the building and almost certainly of Danie’s apartment. 

Declan jogged right past the rear of the man’s car, noting that the occupant had a small spotting scope aimed at the building. He headed for the end of the access road and turned back, running past Danie’s building again and right across suit-man’s visual field. 

Declan looked neither right nor left, but plodded along, like any decent jogger would. Once back on the main road and out of sight of everybody, he stopped, leaned against the wall of a segment of wood fence flanking the entrance, as if exhausted and needing a moment’s break. 

So far Danie hadn’t called; which probably meant that she had changed her mind. Which was a pity. He really liked her; still remembered the feel of her against him on the aircraft.

His cellphone buzzed.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

“What’s up?”

“Didn’t think I’d call, did you?”

“I had my doubts.”

“Ye of little faith.”

There was a small pause.

“So,” he said. “What’s it going to be?”

“Wanna have dinner?”

“Sounds good.”

“I’ll pick you up.”

“If you must.”

“I do. Unless you pick me up,” she said.

“For that I would have to know where you live.”

“There’s that.”

“What time?” he asked.

“Eight?”

“I’ll be ready.”

“How’s car buying?”

“Done.”

“Seriously?”

“You sound disappointed.”

“I…I just thought it might take longer.”

“I’m a man of quick decisions. And good things really did happen today. Twice.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end.

“You just be there,” she finally said.

“Definitely.”

“Good. See you.”

“See you.”

Declan leaned his head back against the wall as he thought.

When in doubt, ask.

Of course there were serious issues with this apparently elegant approach. If the doors of suit-man’s car were unlocked, Declan knew exactly what to do. If not, suit-man might just drive off in a hurry; in which case Declan might still be able to get a quick shot of his face, which he could send to Jan to do some face recognition.

Declan tapped the Camera app on his phone, ready to take a picture of blue-suit man if he needed to. He pushed himself off the wall and jogged back into the apartment complex, right up to suit-man’s car, stopped at the passenger side and tried to open the door. 

Unlocked!

Very careless…

Suit-man stared at him, his face registering surprise; then recognition. On the passenger seat sat a folded-up laptop. Declan grabbed it and plonked himself into the seat. He closed the door and twisted to face the man in the driver seat.

“Howdy.”

Quick as a snake the man’s right hand slid underneath his loose light jacket. 

Declan’s reactions were even faster. He dropped the laptop; his left hand snapped out, fingers straight and stiff, aiming for the throat. A response from the man’s left arm, just as quick, deflected the blow. The right hand came out with a gun, finger inside the trigger guard—

—starting to aim at Declan—

—whose right hand grabbed the wrist of the gun hand and twisted it expertly, aiming the weapon at the man’s throat.

The index finger convulsed; pulled the trigger. 

The shot was deafening. The back of the man’s head exploded outward, spraying blood and gore over the rear of the interior.

Fuck!

Declan let go of the hand which fell back into the man’s lap, even as his head lolled back at a crazy angle and his body relaxed into the slump of death.

Declan, following automatic mental reflexes, looked down at himself. 

No blood on him. 

Good. 

What did I touch?

Door. 

Laptop. 

The fabric of the seat wouldn’t provide CSU any prints.

The laptop…

It was his best bet. Fleecing the man for ID would have been nice, but this might just end up looking like a suicide, and a missing ID wasn’t going to be consistent with that scenario. 

Declan grabbed the computer and opened the door. He decided against wiping down the handle, but smeared the prints by sliding his fingers across the grip. Prints would be expected by the CSU, but his would be randomly assigned to different, always non-existent, individuals with almost complete, but entirely bogus, histories and backgrounds; an effective way to divert investigations into dead ends with false, but authentic-appearing, information. 

Also, since the car was a rental, fingerprints from previous random users would be expected. It would take some time to sort them all out, giving Jan time to be all over the investigations like a rash and do her best to confuse matters even further.

Declan slammed the door close with his butt and started walking away, looking around for possible witnesses. If there were, they were hiding behind curtains.

He hoofed it out of there, with the laptop under his arm. He knew he looked conspicuous in his runner’s outfit with a small laptop under his arm, but it couldn’t be helped. In the event, no cars passed him as he exited the apartment block. He stopped as soon as he was outside and stuffed the laptop into the back of his jogger’s backpack, then loped off in a direction opposite to that of his motel. 

He jogged the long way around several blocks and returned to the motel from the opposite side to which he had left it; went back in the way he’d left and immediately headed to his unit.

Once inside, he divested himself of the jogger’s outfit, the cap and the shades, and put them with the emptied backpack into the plastic Walmart bag, then had a quick shower and dressed himself in the jeans and navy shirt. 

He got into his car, drove to downtown Seattle and dropped the Walmart Bag onto the curbside in one of the city’s seedier districts, unafflicted by CCTV, mainly because the locals usually put them out of action the moment they were installed. Declan knew that any number of eyes were watching him as he pulled up in his Subaru and dumped the bag. Within minutes it would be retrieved by somebody and searched for any goodies it might contain. That somebody either would be wearing those same clothes or else try to flog the bag and contents to someone else for a few bucks to buy drink or drugs. It was a fact of life, and there was nothing anybody could do about it. Might as well make the best use of it. 

That done, Declan located an electronics store and bought a charger for the laptop. An hour later, with the help of Jan and MARIANNE, he had cracked the password. Jan of course gave him hell about what had happened, but she often did that, and they both knew that sometimes life just did its thing and you had to roll with the punches.

Once he had broken into the laptop owner’s account, Declan realized that the man had made sure that nothing was left on the machine that shouldn’t be; except for the data he had collected on Danie Riley, as well as an address file with some interesting contents. It still didn’t tell Declan who the guy actually was or why he was collecting data on Danie. But now he had something to work with, and in due course he would know. He sent everything to Jan for analysis, then used an app called WipeMeCompletelyClean, which must have been installed on the laptop by the late previous owner, to securely erase every trace of anything that wasn’t operating system.

What to do with the computer? 

Declan decided to put it into the bag next to his own. He’d dump it somewhere. No point wasting perfectly good hardware.

Almost time for Danie! If she made it. Things would be happening at her apartment complex. Someone was going to notice the blood-spattered car and the corpse inside. The cops would be crawling all over the place not long after. And there would be a lot of questions for her.
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