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      What’s the best beverage for crime?

      I suppose it depends where the crime is going to happen. Maybe it’s an office with a coffee contingent. Or perhaps it’s a beer while waiting to put a drone into action. Maybe it’s a cocktail over dinner or a fancy drink in a bar or a huddling over a bag in an alley.

      Whatever the beverage, these stories explore crime in all kinds of locations, situations and choice of drink.

      Whether you take your coffee black or your drink over the rocks, may these stories whet your appetite and quench your thirst for mystery.
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      The elevator smelled of day old cheese. Hillary wrinkled her nose and lifted her leather glove, pressing two fingers under her nostrils. As old as the building was, at least the elevator ride was smooth, if smelly. The hum of the motor vibrated through the steel walls. She knew they were steel even though they were covered with fake wood paneling that had looked out of date when it was installed. She’d heard the building kept threatening to paint them, which would look even worse, but so far they hadn’t followed through.

      In this ten by ten space, she could just imagine the fumes. It would be worse than the cheese stench.

      All the silver buttons on the panel on the right side of the elevator were empty. Unlike most elevators, this panel had six columns of buttons and eight rows. All of brushed silver, smooth and polished. If you didn’t know the button position for your floor, you were out of luck. Hillary only knew her own floor. Third button on the left, second from the bottom. Just one button.

      Good thing. She’d heard rumours that other floors had to be accessed with a series of button presses.

      It was challenging enough for her to find her button without markings, never mind a series of presses.

      But she just worked in the Tracing Department. Nothing terribly exciting.

      At least the clean scent of her leather-clad fingers cut off the cheese-like stench. She couldn’t tell where the smell was coming from. Nothing in the elevator looked like cheese. There weren’t even any crumbles on the black, rubber-clad floor. It had a matte look, with thin scrapes across it, probably from heels.

      Hers wouldn’t have done that though. She always wore sensible, two inch high, wide heels. None of those narrow stiletto type. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could balance on those, never mind walk on them. Her shoes were always sensible, just like everything else about her.

      Her sensible tights, thick and run proof. Her sensible black skirt and jacket set, the skirt an elegant A line that fell to her knees, the jacket tailored at her waist and falling mid hip. Her sensible white blouse, buttoned up to the top with a hint of lace at the collar. Her sensible black tote bag slung over her left arm, tucked at her side, carrying her wallet and her lunch. A very ordinary ham and Swiss cheese sandwich with a hint of mustard, along with an apple and carrot slices for desert.

      She kept her brown hair cut in a simple, easy-to-care-for bob that curled under at chin length. Plain, square black glasses rested on her nose. The only hint of colour was the pale pink lipstick she wore, matched only by the pale pink nail polish on her sensibly short nails.

      Everything sensible, sedate, ordinary, unnoticeable.

      The perfect camouflage.

      It made work so much easier when people didn’t notice her. Then they wouldn’t even realize she was gone.

      They would only notice the effects of her job.

      And by then it would be too late.

      The elevator gave a slight shudder as it stopped. A soft ding sounded then the front doors slid open, depositing her at the Tracing Department.

      Hillary stepped off the elevator and crossed the three steps to the frosted glass doors of the Tracing Department. Vague forms moved beyond the glass, unrecognizable through the frost. For a moment, she could imagine they were spectres haunting the office, shifting back and forth behind waist-high barriers, with an unknowable purpose.

      Then she yanked open the door, and those spectres became her co-workers, walking to and fro, carrying reports and presentations.

      The unknowable purpose becoming bland and ordinary.

      She skirted past the grey fabric walls of the cubicles, nodding at the greetings called out to her, letting a slight smile play across her face. Her cubicle was tucked in to a corner against the far right wall, far enough from the door to allow her a full view of the office. The location was somewhat of a compromise, not close enough to the entrance to be able to slip out easily, but far enough away from most of her colleagues to allow her to mask her work.

      She didn’t really need a quick exit anyway. It wasn’t that kind of job. No flash, no fuss. She would be gone before anything happened anyway.

      Just as she planned.

      She reached the familiar grey fabric walls of her cubicle. Of course, all the cubicles looked the same, all were familiar, but somehow she still recognized her distinct space. The L shaped grey counter inside, the right side with the ability to raise to standing height or lower as needed. Her desktop computer sat in the middle with the twenty-seven inch monitor showing black. The only colour in the place was the burgundy desk mat. Even the pen holder was grey.

      She didn’t have any photos, nothing that marked the space as personal. When her colleagues had asked, she said she was used to working at companies that had mostly hoteling situations, where no one had their own desks. It was a convenient excuse for her to not have anything too personal.

      Just a single, small cactus that sat beside her computer.

      She stowed her tote bag in the bottom right drawer of her desk and turned on the computer. As the screen flickered to life, she gave a quick glance around the immediate area. No one around. Just Jerry five cubicles away, hunched over his keyboard as if digging for buried treasure.

      It was still early. Most folks were probably still getting their morning coffee.

      She had time.

      She logged in, using the credentials she had swiped from Stuart, the assistant manager of the department. He was one of the ones down getting coffee. She could just imagine him standing around, left hand in his pants pocket, jingling his car keys as he chatted away. He seemed to think that by standing with the little people, they would accept him more. As if they wouldn’t notice his exquisitely tailored suit, perfectly made to make even his short, squat frame look good, or the expensive toupee that rested on his head, or how he drove his spotless Mercedes into work daily.

      Sure, he was just one of the guys.

      One of the guys with higher access than she had.

      And this was day five of her using it to log in a little earlier than usual.

      She was setting up the pattern. Another day, maybe two, and she could use it to get the files she was really looking for.

      Then she could get out of this place and ditch this persona.

      She’d had just about as much of it as she could take.

      She scrolled through his calendar, reviewed his expense reports, just spent several minutes puttering around his accounts, making it look like normal, daily activity. She kept one eye out for the influx of coffee drinkers. They always streamed out of the elevator on mass, like a herd of water buffalo returning from the watering hole.

      Sure enough, she spotted the first few folks wandering in, carrying the familiar, blue and white cardboard coffee cups. Melina and Harold chatting away as they moved through the cubicles. Hillary couldn’t hear what they said but a definite rumble of voices followed as more people moved into view.

      The herd returning.

      Hillary watched, peering over the top of her grey cubicle wall. Any minute now. Steady.

      Steady.

      There. Stuart, laughing at something Donald said, tossing his head back but only an inch or so, always aware of the toupee on his head and its tendency to slip if he jerked his head too much.

      Hillary ducked her head down and logged out of Stuart’s account.

      The next half hour passed with her waiting to see if he noticed. She figured that was long enough for him to raise the alarm if he did. The IT department would easily be able to trace the login to her computer. If they did, there was little she could do. She would allow them to lead her away and only when they left this floor would she make her escape.

      She’d probably have to kill several people to do it.

      The price of the job.

      But after half an hour and no sign of security, she could relax. Another day that Stuart didn’t notice her using his login credentials. Another day for her setting up the pattern successfully.

      Another day where she now had to actually keep biding her time until she could complete her real job.

      She sighed as she settled into dealing with her own accounts.

      Just one more day of this.

      Maybe two.
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        * * *

      

      At least the elevator didn’t smell of cheese today.

      The air was somewhat stuffy and held a lingering bite of Old Spice. Hillary didn’t think it belonged to anyone who worked on her floor. It must be from someone on another floor. Probably someone older, a grandfather who had been given the cologne as a gift from a grandchild. Either that or someone who was stuck in the seventies.

      She had on another sensible suit, this one in a dark purple like eggplant. It felt a little risky, potentially a little too noticeable for her persona, but she was itching to be not quite so sensible. It was this job. She’d been working it for months and she was getting antsy. It was the exact time when she needed to be even more diligent, more careful.

      But she figured she could risk a dark purple suit.

      She made her way through the vast expanse of cubicles, again noting Jerry hunched over his keyboard and the empty spaces around them. The coffee crowd was downstairs again, Stuart, the assistant manager among them.

      Now was the time.

      As she sat down at her desk, she found her heart was hammering in her chest. Her fingers trembled just a little as she tucked her purse into the drawer of her desk.

      Easy, take it easy. Just another day.

      That was all. Just another day. She had to remember that.

      She had to act perfectly normal. Even when she completed the download of the files she was looking for she had to play her part. She would do the pass off at lunch then finish the day. In the evening, notice of her transfer would be sent and she would disappear, leaving behind the simple studio apartment seven blocks away and the tedious morning elevator ride that marked the blandness of this job.

      And no one the wiser.

      Especially not Stuart.

      Then, over the next few weeks or months, clients would begin leaving. The company stock would dip. There might be layoffs or closings. But that wasn’t Hillary’s concern. By then she would be at another job. Slinking her way in.

      Time to log in.

      Her lips curled in a light smile as she typed in Stuart’s credentials. Stop it, she didn’t smile while working. She forced her mouth back into a straight line.

      Look bland. Look normal.

      No one could guess what she was doing.

      She was just about to hit enter when a voice interrupted her.

      “That’s a nice suit, Hillary.”

      Jerry stood kitty corner to her computer. He was tall enough to peer over the fabric wall, but the angle wasn’t quite right for him to read her screen.

      She hoped.

      With a flick of her left hand, she switched the screen to a spreadsheet.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “You’ve never worn that colour before,” he said. “We’re kind of twins today.” He gave a light chuckle, his white teeth flashing against his dark skin.

      She noticed he was wearing a light purple shirt with a dark purple tie that complimented his dark skin tones. He kept his black hair cropped short to his scalp. Square black frames rested on his nose but did little to hide his large, deep brown eyes. Even hunched over his keyboard as he usually did, didn’t hide the width of his broad shoulders.

      Any other time, Hillary might have made a play for him. He certainly looked like he could provide a few hours of fun, but not during a job. Too dangerous. Too far out of character for her persona. Like this damn eggplant-coloured suit. She knew she shouldn’t have worn it. It had made her noticeable.

      “Yes, twins,” she said.

      Don’t give any input that he could use to continue the conversation. It was bad enough that he’d felt compelled enough to walk over and engage her, if even for a moment.

      He grinned, his dark eyes twinkling behind his glasses. He tapped a knuckle on the top of cubicle wall in front of him.

      “Well, don’t let me keep you,” he said. “You have to use Stuart’s login before he gets back.”

      He raised an eyebrow in a challenge as he turned away and headed back toward his cubicle.

      Hillary froze in place. It felt like her heart had stopped, then a moment later it thudded back into rhythm, into a jerky, frantic rhythm. What the hell? How had he known? Why hadn’t he reported her? Was he going to now?

      He didn’t even look back as he sat down in his cubicle, hunching over his keyboard in his usual fashion.

      Fuck. What was she going to do now? He could already be emailing security, but he hadn’t seemed particularly concerned. His casual return to his cubicle, his playful grin, even the way he was typing in his regular way, nothing betrayed any urgency.

      But she couldn’t ignore his challenge.

      Nor could she ignore the time as the opportunity to download the files was ticking away. But could she risk it now? Would she trigger something if she tried to copy them now?

      She had to take the chance.

      Her fingers flew over the keys as she logged in and accessed Stuart’s account. Her hand shook only a little as she shoved the flash drive into the USB port to copy the files over.

      As it worked, she slid open the bottom drawer of her desk and retrieved her purse.

      In the front pocket was a little something she slid up into her right sleeve.

      A glance showed her the files were still copying. Another minute or two. Plenty of time.

      She left her purse on the desk, resting against the side of the computer to hide the flash drive. Then she got up and walked over to Jerry’s desk.

      He didn’t seem to notice until she pressed up against the back of his chair and rested the edge of her right hand on his shoulder. With a shift of her wrist, the knife slid out from her sleeve and she pressed it against the side of his neck.

      One quick flick and she could open his carotid artery.

      He stopped typing, flinching at the feel of the blade against his neck. She kept it pressed tight, but followed the flow of his movement.

      Easy. Not quite time to cut just yet.

      She almost felt him swallowed under her hand.

      “That’s not necessary,” he said. His voice was quieter even though no one was around their immediate area. Most of the cubicles in this section were part of the coffee contingent and wouldn’t be back for a few minutes.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “It certainly would be a shame. It would definitely clash with that shirt.”

      “It would,” he agreed. “And would draw attention to you. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

      “Not really your concern,” she said.

      “Perhaps,” he said. “It would draw attention to my work and I don’t want that.”

      His left hand flicked over the keys. The screen in front of him flickered, revealing the security system.

      And a real time indicator of all of her downloads.

      Dammit. She knew it.

      “Smart of you to grab Stuart’s login credentials,” Jerry said. “But any security review would reveal that he was nowhere near his computer when these files were accessed and downloaded. Even with the careful pattern you’ve set up.”

      Hillary pressed her lips together. She’d known this was always a possibility, that security files might be her undoing on this job, but she didn’t have access to purge them.

      Yet here they were.

      On Jerry’s machine.

      How?

      She loosened the pressure of the blade on his neck, just a fraction. She felt some of the tension in his shoulders release.

      “What do you suggest?” she asked.

      “It’s simple really,” he said. “You finish your download and I execute my little program. Their security system crashes. Wipes the day’s records along with a smattering of other records throughout the last month, totally random and irretrievable. Then we go out for a drink.”

      “It’s not even nine in the morning,” she said.

      “Could be coffee,” he said.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      He tilted his head and turned to look over his shoulder. She still held the blade to his throat, but she allowed his movement. His lips curled into a slight smile. His eyes were half closed, peering at her. Deep, brown, twinkling with intelligence and humour, even through the flicker of fear from her blade. A brave man, and this close she could inhale the scent of him, a hint of soap that did little to hide the rich musk of his skin.

      Her heart beat a little faster. She could easily trace her blade across the skin of his neck.

      She could just as easily trace it with her tongue.

      And wasn’t that an intriguing notion?

      “Just the friendly competition,” he said. “I’ve been working on this job for a month before you showed up and ruined all my fancy programming with your slight of hand.”

      She pressed the blade back against his neck.

      “Competition, huh? Why would you cover my tracks then?”

      “I know when I’m out-manuevered,” he said. “And I admire your approach, even if you did leave a trail behind.”

      “And your employers?”

      “Just a contract,” he said. “What they don’t know won’t hurt them. I’ve been freelance for a while. Looking for a permanent gig. Know of anything? Maybe someone who could use a backup?”

      There was that slight smile again, teasing. His hands rested on the keyboard, wide palms, long fingers. This close she could see the strength in his forearms, the way the fabric of his shirt stretched over his chest and his upper arms. He was a lot fitter than he originally appeared. If she didn’t have the blade right up against his neck he could probably disarm her in moments.

      Good thing she’d managed to get this close.

      Although the thought of him disarming her sent a tingle down her spine.

      She wondered if programming a computer was the only thing his hands were skilled at.

      Down, girl, this was business.

      And he was offering a business deal.

      She was used to working alone, but it was getting increasingly more challenging dealing with different systems. Having someone cover her back would definitely help. But it would cut into her pay day.

      Did that really matter though? She already had enough to retire many times over. She wasn’t really doing this for the money anyway.

      It was for the thrill, for the danger, for the win.

      Doing it alone was thrill enough.

      But with two…

      The danger compounded, the risk rose exponentially, because one sneaking around would be easy to hide, but two was so much more ostentatious.

      Bold. Brash. Like thumbing a nose at the mark.

      The work had been getting a bit stale lately. This could inject some new life into it for her. But was Jerry the right partner? He did seem to have some interesting qualities to offer, but she would have to properly vet him before bringing him into the fold with her employer.

      And that vetting might take a while. At least several days.

      And several nights too.

      “You have a resume?” she asked.

      “I can definitely provide my qualifications,” he said.

      And that was it. She had to decide now. Any moment the coffee contingent would return. She would either have to trust him or ruin his nice shirt.

      She pulled the blade away from his neck and slipped it back into the sleeve of her jacket.

      “I’m finishing up,” she said. “Then I’m going to take a break. Why don’t you meet me for that coffee? We have a lot to discuss.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out as he swivelled in his chair to face her. A relieved smile spread across his handsome face.

      “You sure you don’t want something stronger than coffee?” he asked.

      “Not at this time in the morning,” she said.

      “Maybe later then,” he said. His smile widened. “After.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at him even as she felt the air practically crackle between them. She wasn’t really one to mix business with pleasure, but she had to admit the possibilities intrigued her.

      Just think, someone to cover her back and keep her safe at work, and someone to warm her bed after.

      Maybe it was time to think about her choice to work solo. Maybe a partner wasn’t such a bad idea.

      Jerry might fit the bill, but he was going to have to prove himself. Starting with covering her now.

      And they could discuss the rest.

      Over coffee.

      She stepped back.

      “I’m going to finish up,” she said.

      He gave a nod before turning back to his desk. As she retreated, she could feel him glance back at her. By the time she reached her desk, the download had finished. She unplugged the drive and dropped it into her purse. Job done. All she had to do was leave. Her resignation email was already to go. A few key strokes and she sent it off.

      She picked up her purse and slung it over her shoulder. She kept her head up, looking forward as she moved out of her cubicle. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jerry’s head give a slight nod, then he bent over his keyboard. She strolled past, heading for the frosted doors leading to the elevator.

      Her heart pounded with exhilaration. This was a huge risk to trust him to cover for her and not raise the alarm. The elevator dinged and she stepped into it, pressing the button for the lobby.

      He could have alerted security. They could be waiting for her at ground level.

      Or she could get away, clean and clear.

      She could take off and make delivery of her package.

      Or she could head to the coffee shop to wait for Jerry.

      A whole new future could await.

      A world of possibility.

      She grinned. For the first time in a long time she wasn’t sure what would happen.

      Wasn’t that exciting?

      But even if she wasn’t sure, she was starting to think that she had a preference for what she’d like to have happen.

      And it would all start with a coffee.

      She wondered how he took it.

      Hopefully she was about to find out.
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