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CHAPTER 1
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HE LEFT THE MEDICAL facility and went back to the hotel. He was welcomed by a youthful bellhop when he walked into the foyer. “Afternoon, sir.”

“Good afternoon, young man. Will you still be here in an hour or two?”

“I will, yes, sir.”

“Great. I’ll be leaving shortly. Do you believe you could assist me in bringing my bags down?”

“Sir, I’d be delighted to. Which room are you in?”

“304.”

“Okay, I promise to be up soon.”

“I think that sounds fantastic. Thanks.” He stood in front of the gold elevator, engaged the up button, and awaited  the opening of the doors. Turning, the man looked at the three individuals in the lobby.

A senior citizen read a newspaper while facing forward on a brown leather chair. His short, gray hair was growing out the back of a blue cap.

On a couch with gold and green stripes facing the elevator, a young couple sat close to one another. They were conversing in whispers and were unaware that they were being observed.

The bell rang.

A petite woman jittered out of the elevator as the man turned to look at her. He grinned and nodded. He entered and activated the elevator’s third floor button.

When the elevator reached the third floor, the doors popped open, allowing him to exit. He walked straight and turned right by a second door, unlocked it, and stepped inside the room.

He held the door open as he stood at the entry and scanned the space. There were two enormous windows in the room. Two beds were situated in the middle of the room, along the right wall. The beds were secured to the floor by a lush green rug. A gentle breeze pushed into the room through an open window, causing the sheer curtains covering the floor to ceiling windows to waver. He scratched his head. I don’t remember opening the window.

He let go of the door and entered the space a bit more. He kept an ear out for the latch that would indicate that the door was closed. 

He glanced into the pitch-black space as he passed the bathroom door. He activated the mechanism next to the door to turn on the light by shoving his palm through the doorway. The bathroom was empty when it was lit up by the glow. After his early morning shave, the marble counter was cleaned. A dry towel was substituted for the wet one and neatly draped on the bar next to the shower/tub combo. The chrome glistened in the illumination. “I wasn’t due to check out yet, so I have no idea why everything was cleaned by housekeeping. It’s a good thing I am going.”

He moved three steps in the direction of a slightly open door. He opened the door more and entered the space.  “No, no, no!”

The second room was not exactly as he had left it. The group of boxes had vanished. The floor was covered in empty boxes. He had ordered a large refrigerator, which was open when he arrived. He panicked and dashed to the fridge. Lifting the empty cartons, he hoped he wasn’t hallucinating. It was completely gone.

He noticed one of the viles protruding from under the fridge when he looked down. He stepped backward and saw another one. It was damaged. He slammed the refrigerator door shut before rushing to the bedside black phone and making a call.

“Mr Harrison, please.”

“Yes, sir. Please wait.”

“Thank you.” He scratched the back of his head while he waited. Nothing was out of place in the tidy space. By the back windows, next to the unused closet, were his baggage. His yesterday’s attire was arranged on the chair exactly as he had placed them. Not a wrinkle could be seen—just as he liked it.

“Mr Harrison is with another client. Would you like to wait?”

“Tell him they’ve been taken. He’ll take my call.”

“Yes, sir.”

He examined his watch. Just after one o’clock in the afternoon.

“I warned you not to call me at this number. What do you mean they were taken?”

“Sir, I’ve just got here and checked them. Nothing is left. Every needle and vile have been stolen.

“Why did you leave it in the room unattended?” Mr Harrison asked.

“I just disappeared for twenty minutes. I had to confirm that the facility met the requirements.”

“Track down who took the packages and what happened to them. Don’t let the wrong hands get a hold of them.

“Yes, sir.” He turned and slammed the phone down. He quickly grabbed the smallest bag by the closet. The alligator design sparkled. Setting it on the bed, he unlocked the zipper and widened the opening. He retrieved the rubber gloves intended for other purposes, and used his knowledge from his days in school to collect fingerprints. He contacted the lobby after that and requested to speak to the manager.

“May I see the recordings of the hotel, please?” He loosened his tie. After the talk was over, he descended in the elevator and walked up to the welcome desk. “The manager I spoke with instructed me to meet him here.”

“Yes, sir. He’ll return immediately.”

He looked back over his shoulder while nodding his head. The man who had been reading his newspaper had since left, but the young couple was still silently conversing. After hearing the woman chuckle, he switched his focus back to the welcome area.

“Mr Andrews, I regret what transpired. If you follow me... Let’s see if we can solve this puzzle together.” The manager had a crimson face.

His name was not Mr Andrews. He reserved the room using a false identification. Nobody who was aware of his identity anticipated his presence—with justification. If those people had known what he was doing, he would have been sacked, detained, and imprisoned. The key would be thrown out forever.

The manager took the man behind him and led the way down the spacious hallway. Above dark stained wood, the hall floor was covered in the same green rug design. The luxurious varnish gave the establishment a feeling of luxury. It fell a bit due to the green rug.

“The hotel has never had a problem with theft. This whole situation is probably just a misunderstanding. The housekeeper assigned to your floor told me she didn’t clean the second room as per your request. I asked her to meet us at the security area.”

“I’m grateful. The stolen goods are extremely valuable.”

The manager turned and questioned. “If you don’t mind me asking, why weren’t they checked in with our safe?” He produced a pair of keys.

“My products needed to be refrigerated.”

“You are the guest who made the request, I see. Was it satisfactory to you?”

“The fridge? Yes. Being robbed? Not so much.”

“Sir, once more, I am sorry. We will credit your hotel room.”

“That won’t return my belongings. I prefer to have them. I’m grateful.”

“Good.” The manager decided on the key and opened the door. Under his trembling hand, the keys clanged. The manager shut the door when they entered the compact space. “These are Peter and Bob, Mr Andrews.” He twisted to face Bob. “Where’s Matthew?”

“He had to take a piss. He’ll be back.”

“Okay, okay. Are the two of you okay?”

“Just fine. It’s good to see you updating your system. Your gear had a couple of bugs,” Peter said. 

“All right. Put that aside for now and assist this man. He said his room was burglarized.”

“That doesn’t happen very often, huh. The room number?” Bob rolled and said.

“304.”

“Okay, well then.” He clicked a mouse button after pulling it to the side. He navigated a few displays and stopped when he located the third floor. He pressed another button, and the picture changed. “Okay, when did you discover your things were missing?”

“I returned to my room shortly after one. When I had previously examined them an hour earlier, everything was still there.”

“So, between noon and one, got it.” Slowly, the video was reversed for the third floor. “All right, I see you entering the room.” He checked the time of the recording. “Yes, it was eleven minutes past the hour. I’ll reverse it one more hour and check from that point.” Again, everything moved backwards. Then forward in slow motion.

The room was surrounded by a lot of traffic, but nobody entered the room or stopped in front of it, other than the housekeeper, five minutes after he left. She was in the room for fifteen minutes and didn’t leave the room with anything that wasn’t permitted.

“Sorry, sir, but nobody has entered the room.” He stopped the video. “Not through that door, at least.”

Mr Andrews recalled the past. His eyes became wider. He yelled, “the window!” He removed his loosened tie. “Do you have any cameras outside the building?”

“Who could open the window and enter? Sir, you are on the third floor.”

“Do you employ window washers?”

“We do, however, they are off today,” the manager said.

“That’s not correct, sir. When I walked in this morning, I spotted the crew,” Peter said. He got to his feet and crossed the narrow room to the opposite side. After taking a sip, he put his back on the shelf. “They’re here most days, so I didn’t think twice about it.

“All right, I’ll have to research this.” The manager scratched his chin. “Do you have any footage of the outside area?”

“No, sir. That was where the glitches in the system were. We’re still flushing them out.” 

“That can’t be a coincidence,” Mr Andrews remarked.

“I agree that it doesn’t sound right.” The manager shifted his weight. “I’m going to need a detailed report on everything that was taken, sir. Everything will be covered by our insurance.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m unable to comply. You lack the clearance to know what was taken, and the items removed cannot be restored.” He intertwined his fingers to stop his hands from trembling. “No, I need to identify the culprit so I may recover them.”

“All right.” He paused for a moment. “My hands are tied then. We can search for the video, but if the recordings have glitches, they may be of no use to us or you.” The manager had a troubled expression. He appeared to be aware that the word would get out and he would lose business. He would be fine if that was all he stood to lose.

“Thank you for your trouble.” Turning, Mr Andrews walked out of the room. As the door was closed behind him, he could hear the manager call the housekeeper. 

He went back to his room, cancelled the pick-up he had ordered for the viles and needles, and packed up his things. When the bellhop arrived, he helped Mr Andrews carry the luggage to his rental. Mr Andrews gave the young man a tip before leaving empty-handed for the meeting location agreed upon before arriving at the hotel.
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FOUR MEN ENTERED THE dimly lit room. As they awaited the man they had promised to meet, they removed their equipment. They jumped as the man spoke. “Didn’t see you standing there,” Carl said. He attempted to laugh, but was unsuccessful in doing so. His heart continued to pound.

“Did you get what I asked for?” The man’s face was obscured by the darkness.

“We did. We left two behind because one was damaged and another one was stuck under the refrigerator.”

“Did anyone notice you?”

Carl felt a chill run down his spine. The room had an atmosphere of a horror film due to the shadows and the sound of the man’s voice. “Not a single individual. Getting that guy’s information regarding the surveillance was a wise move.” He gave Joe a quick glance.

“Matthew has never lied to me. I had no doubt that his knowledge would be accurate. We are fortunate that my cousin works there.”  Joe grinned.

“Your payment is at the door. Take it and go.”

“Yes, sir.” Carl gave the door a quick look. On the table next to it, there was a red duffle bag. He grinned.

“What exactly is in those viles?” Joe quarried.

“Don’t stress over it. You’ve been compensated. Now, go.” The man took a step toward the bathroom as his face remained hidden by the shadows.

“Let’s go, lads. Drinks are on me,” Simon said.

Carl moved closer to the bag and remarked, “free drinks—I’m game.” He grabbed the bag and cracked it open. He smiled broadly. “Tonight, we’re going to party hard!”

In the budget hotel, Carl, Joe, Simon, and Fred departed from the room. As they crammed inside the van, they didn’t look back. They were able to go where they needed to go even though the van was damaged and covered in rust. The van would take them to the bar now. A million bucks would go a long way for the four of them. They would have agreed to do this job for far less, but when the man offered that much, they were unable to say no. It made no difference what they were stealing.

“Joe, your cousin will benefit from this,” Carl assured him. He indicated the bag containing the money.
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AFTER EMPTYING THE TRASH, Rick Johnson wheeled his cart into the closet. He replenished the cart with enough goods for the upcoming shift. He took one final sweep of the brown cart before backing out the door. He grinned and stepped out of the spacious closet area after opening the door. 

In order to clock out for the day, Rick went to the locker room.  He waved goodbye to the scientists he passed along the route with a smile.

“Going home?”

“Yep. My wife is making lasagna tonight. I can’t miss that.”

“Sounds good. See you tomorrow!”

“Certainly will.” He observed the woman go by. When he heard his wife’s voice in the back of his mind, he stopped himself. You better not be checking out that woman, Richard. You belong to me. He inhaled deeply before opening the door to the changing area. He turned his head when he heard a beep. He paused at the entryway and observed a security guard use a wand on one of the staff members. When it touched the man’s abdomen, the wand beeped once more. 

He continued inside the changing room while grinning. After changing, Rick hung his used uniform inside his locker and closed the door. He locked the door and slid the small key in his front jean’s pocket. Then he sat down to slide on his shoes. Another janitor walked in as the door opened.

“Hey, Rick. Have you heard?”

“Heard what?”

“A lot of viles were stolen from here.”

“I didn’t hear about that. When did that happen?”

“They were discovered missing yesterday. What was in them, I wonder.”

“Another top-secret medication.” Rick laughed and continued. “I can’t think of anything else that would come from here.”

“Probably. When I saw the police, I was unsure of what was going on. I nearly pissed my pants when I heard about the robbery.” The guy chuckled.

“Someone looks at you, Dennis, and you piss in your pants.”

“Yeah, I think you’re probably right.” He seated, removed his boots, and pushed them to the side. “Anything exciting happen today?”

“Nothing. Listen, my wife is making my favorite dish tonight, so I have to get going.”

“All right. Laters.”

“I’ll see you later, yeah.” Rick got to his feet and took his coat from the coat rack. He pulled his time slip from its designated slot on the wall, clocked out for the day, and returned the card. He exited the changing room after slinging his jacket over his shoulder.

Rick hurried to the main entrance while waving at the three security guards. As he took the keys from his front pocket and found his car at the back of the parking lot, he quickened his pace. He made an effort to avoid the rush of the remaining second shift employees. Just as he reached his car, he heard the buzz.

Rick slid into the car after unlocking the door. As a sizable gathering of people rushed out of the building, Rick turned on the motor and backed out of the parking space. Knowing that he had defeated them this time, he grinned.

Rick drove onto the street after draping his jacket over the seat. The sun was bright, and there was no traffic. The perfect ending to a perfect shift. He adored his job here but detested the people

***
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WHEN RICK OPENED THE DOOR, a seven-year-old welcome him. “Daddy!”

He bowed down and spread his arms. Becky jumped into his arms and was quickly snatched up by him. “Did you enjoy your time with Mommy today?”

Becky nodded. With each swift nod, her black hair would dance. Her grin spread. “Do you want to see the painting I made?”

“I do!” He let her down gently and watched her bolt out of the room. Ming was reading when Rick danced across the room and kissed her on the cheek. “Good story?”

“Crime fiction. Indeed, it’s good. Dinner will be ready soon. You best wash up.”

“All right. I’ll clean up after I see what Becky painted.”

“That’s excellent.” Ming never looked away from the book.

“That’s good.” Ming’s eyes never left the book.

Rick grinned. He entered Becky’s bedroom casually. It was wearing pink, which was her favorite color. Ming proposed the princess bed. Like the other rooms in the unit, this one was compact but tidy. The far left wall had a tall, white shelf that was fastened to it. All of Becky’s former favorite toys were strewn across the floor to ceiling shelves. When Ming brought home the paint set, she ceased to play with them. It had become her new favorite item. Half-used paint jars were scattered around her little white table. Enough light entered through the open window to show a recently cleaned table. It remained wet.

As he stood by the door, he questioned, “So, what did you want to show me?”

Construction paper flowers in the shape of pink blooms were attached on the white door. The fact the house knew it was her room made a statement. When she placed them there, she remarked that. Still, he could hear her announcing it. Rick grinned.

Becky removed a sizable sheet of paper from the wall. “Be careful; the paint is still wet.”

Rick regarded the fresh work of art. His head slanted as he studied the piece. Then he asked, “is it a dinosaur?”

“No.”

“Is it a roller coaster?”

“Dad-dy!”

“Okay, that was a bad guess.” He took another glance at the painting. “All right, I give up. What is it?”

Becky lowered his hands and began pointing in all different directions. “The sun is there. That’s you and Mommy. And there’s our dog.”

“We don’t have a dog.”

“We will if you say we can. Please, Daddy?”

Rick chuckled. I need to discuss this with Mommy first. Okay?”

“O-kay.”

“I need to see a smile.”

She grinned as she lifted her chin.

“I like that better. All right, dinner is almost ready. Go wash your hands now.”

“All right.” Becky returned the paper to the string it hung from and sprinted out of the room. Rick could hear the bathroom’s water running.

“You better be using soap.”

She cried back, “I am!”

Rick made his way to the bathroom entrance. She quickly turned and showed off her spotless wet hands. “You missed a spot.”

“Where?” She turned her hands over and stared at them.

“Right there.” On the back of her hand, he indicated a small brown mark.

“That is a freckle, Daddy.”

He drew her hand nearer to his. “Is that true? When did that arrive?”

“Mommy said I was one when I got it.”

“How did I miss that?”

Becky grinned. “Dad-dy!”

“Okay, you got me. Go sit at the table. I need to wash my hands too.”

“Okay.” She waddled out of the room. 

It reminded him of the way ducks walk. He grinned as he watched Becky disappear into the next room. He turned and stepped into the bathroom to wash his hands.

He asked Becky to examine his hands before he sat down at the head of the table. Every meal began with this custom, which he adored doing with Becky. He made silly faces and Becky laughed. 

“Daddy, you have clean hands.”

“I really do. Before Mommy brings us food, you better double-check.

Becky grinned. “Yep, as clean as it gets!” She bowed. Ming carried a lengthy glass dish into the room and set it on the table nearest her. “You two, done checking those hands? It’s time to eat.”

“Yes, Daddy’s hands are spotless. Mommy, did you wash yours?”

“I did. I appreciate you asking.” Ming grinned. When her lips curled in that fashion, she always had a radiant appearance.

Rick sat into his chair with a smile on his face and took Becky’s plate. “You get to take the first bite.” A slice of lasagna was placed on her plate and returned to Becky. She beamed. Becky cut off a piece of her slice and put it in her mouth. She bowed. “It’s good.” She chewed.

“Becky, don’t talk with food in your mouth. It isn’t polite.”

“Sorry, Mommy,” Becky said with a mouthful. She chewed and swallowed. “It’s really good. You’ll like it, Daddy!”

“Gosh, I hope so. I’m eager to find out.”

As Ming handed him the platter of lasagna, Rick inhaled. “It smells delicious!” He consumed some. “You’re right, Becky—its tastes better than it smells! Ming, you outdid yourself!”

“I appreciate it, sweetheart.”

Rick cleaned up the dishes after dinner while Ming put Becky to bed.
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