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“Believing everyone is dangerous, but believing nobody is more

dangerous.”




—Abraham Lincoln









CHAPTER 1






Rachel Forrester gazed into the full-length mirror, almost not

recognizing her recent transformation. An hour earlier she’d arrived at the

pricey Hotel Devonshire dressed in a pair of boot-cut jeans, a T-shirt, and

neon-colored running shoes. She wore no makeup and no jewelry, not even her

princess-cut wedding ring.




Rachel checked into the fourteen-hundred-dollar-a-night

penthouse suite and was escorted to her room, where her own on-call butler

showed off the amenities, including a spectacular view of New York City’s

Central Park. She’d grown used to these late-night rendezvous in fancy, upscale

hotels. Too bad they were coming to an end.




After soaking in the oversized marble bathtub, Rachel removed

the satin ribbon from the box that had been left for her at the edge of the bed

and changed into the outfit she wore now—a ruby red and black corset, black

thong panties, silk stockings clipped into garter straps, and the sexiest pair

of black-and-gold studded Manolo Blahnik’s she’d ever seen. Rocco “The Rock”

Romano may have been a tyrant, but she had to admit, he had exquisite taste

when it came to women’s clothing.




Rachel lifted one of the shoes from the box with a finger,

dangling it in front of her face. Admiring. Appreciating. Calculating. This

pair in particular must have set Rocco back eight-hundred bucks at the very

least. She curved her mouth into a smile, fully aware that she was worth it.

Worth every copper-colored penny.




Seductive vixen wasn’t a role Rachel thought she’d ever

play, but being hard up for cash opened all kinds of previously closed windows.

When the woman who hired her fanned ten large in front of her face, saying no just

wasn’t an option. The money was too enticing to resist. When she was all done

up in Rocco’s “gifts,” she knew she was exactly what he sought—looks and body

included. She was good at playing the role of doting mistress, even allowing a

small part of her to fall for Rocco’s charms. On the outside, he was intelligent,

collected. On the inside, sensitive and warm. At times it was hard for her to

see him for who he really was—a cold-blooded killer.




Rachel gazed out of the bedroom window, reflected on the

first time she met Rocco a few months before. She’d sat at a table across from

him at La Vita e Bella, an Italian restaurant he frequented. After tailing him

for three weeks, she’d learned his habits, his likes, his dislikes—anything and

everything she needed to know so she could nail him to the wall when the moment

was right. There was a twenty-five-thousand-dollar bonus in it for her when she

did, and she wasn’t about to let anything screw it up, not even her feelings

for the guy.




Rocco had taken to Rachel quickly that first night, striking

up a conversation before inviting her to dine at his table. Rachel chose her

words carefully, inserting a few shared interests into the conversation, things

to reel him in, get him interested. Within thirty minutes, he was hooked.




Two months later, Rachel almost had what she wanted. In the

living room of his house, Rocco had dropped his guard and engaged in a private

conversation with his underboss and consigliere right in front of her. He’d smiled

at her, confident she wasn’t smart enough to decode what he was actually

saying.




He was wrong.




So wrong.




All she needed now was one last night, and it would all be

over.




The clothes.




The attention.




The parties.




The sex.




Rocco.




The sound of Rachel’s phone vibrating on the nightstand

brought her back to the present moment, as if jolting her from a moment of

tranquil meditation. She glanced at the name on the caller ID. Rocco.




“Thank you for my present,” she said.




“Did you put it on?”




“I’m wearing it now. It fits perfectly. All that’s missing

is you taking it off of me.”




“I have one last stop to make, and I’m all yours, baby.”




“Three days without seeing each other is three days too

long,” she said. “I’ve missed you.”




“I had other things to attend to or I would have seen you

sooner.”




Calm. Cool. Collected. Always in control.




“Other things like your wife?”




Her sharp words cut through the air like needles seeking out

a target. It was too much. Too brazen. She knew it. She also no longer cared.




“Trust me, even when I am with her, the only woman I’m

thinking of is you.”




He always had a way with words. A perfect way. For a moment,

Rachel felt bad for his wife. Almost.




“I had something else delivered,” he continued. “Did you

find it?”




Rachel canvassed the room. “Where?”




“Look in the kitchen.”




She combed a hand through her long, ash-blond hair as she walked

into the next room. “I’m here.”




“Do you see it?”




“The wine?”




“I bought it special, just for tonight. Try it.”




“I’d rather wait for you,” she said. “Try it together.”




“If you like it, I’ll order more.”




Rachel grabbed the bottle, stalled for a time, then said, “It’s

wonderful. I’ve never tasted anything like it.”




“Good. Have another glass. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”




The call ended, leaving Rachel with a sense of uneasiness

she hadn’t experienced with Rocco before. Up to now, she felt confident about

every move she made. Tonight, on the phone, something was off. His voice. It

was different. Still in charge, in command, but changed somehow. Plain.

Monotone. He seemed insistent about her trying the wine. Too insistent.




Rachel sized up the bottle, which she hadn’t actually

opened. She paid particular attention to the seal. It was intact. There was no

evidence to show it had been tampered with, nothing to prove it was anything

more than the kind of drink they always shared together on nights like this one.




Stop being paranoid. You’ve done everything right. It’s

nothing, just a simple bottle of wine.




Simple or not, Rachel stopped herself from partaking of the

dark-colored beverage, instead erring on the side of caution. She popped the

cork, opened the bottle, took a whiff. It looked fine. It smelled fine. She

went to the sink, dumped half the bottle down the drain. Whether his intentions

were innocent or not, Rocco needed to believe she’d done what he asked. She

could pull off the tipsy-girlfriend act. She’d done it before.
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Twenty minutes later, the latch to the hotel room door

clicked. Rachel reclined back on the bed, bent her knees, posed in the kind of

way that would strike Rocco’s fancy when he came in.




A man rounded the corner.




He wasn’t Rocco.




“Carmine?” Rachel’s voice tensed. “What are you doing

here? Where’s—”




“Rocco says to say goodbye.”




Carmine reached into his coat pocket, pulled out something

black, shiny, with a silencer attached to the end. Rachel screamed. She swung

her body off the bed, narrowly avoiding the first bullet as it whizzed by,

pelleting the pillow her head had rested on a moment before.




She dropped to all fours and scrambled to the bathroom where

she’d concealed her gun behind a few spare toilet paper rolls under the sink.

She cursed herself for not practicing at the gun range this week like her boss

had suggested. She hadn’t thought she needed to. She was an excellent shot,

always had been.




She’d assumed—clearly mistakenly—that she had Rocco by the

balls. That he was devoted to her, incapable of harming her like he’d done to

countless others when deals went south. She was no deal. She was his

mistress, his lover. He had feelings for her. Genuine feelings. Didn’t he?




Apparently not.




A second shot fired from Carmine’s gun. This time it

connected, the bullet searing Rachel’s leg as it broke through the skin. She

smacked the bathroom door closed with her foot, reached up, turned the lock.

Blood seeped through her stockings, dripping splotches of red onto the cool

marble floor.




“Come on, Rach,” Carmine teased. “Don’t make this harder

than it’s gotta be. We all die sometime, right?”




She yanked open the cabinet, fingered her gun. “Carmine,

please. Don’t do this.”




Don’t do this?




Was she out of her mind?




He was doing this.




Nothing she said would stop him. She’d been a fool. He’d

been sent there on a mission, a mission that only ended one way: with her

death.




“The wine, did you poison it?”




“Poison it?” Carmine roared with laughter. “Whaddya think we

are, a bunch of sissies? Rocco wanted you to relax. That’s all. You should have

stayed put on the bed, made things a whole lot easier on both of us. I would’ve

made it a clean shot. No pain. Now you’ve made me come after ya.”




She crouched in the corner, gun centered on the door. Ready.




“How did he find out, Carmine?” she asked. “How does he

know? If you’re going to kill me anyway, you may as well tell me the truth.”




“You know somethin’, Rach? I’m sorry it has to be this way.

I mean it. I liked you. Orders are orders, though. You understand.”




Carmine’s next bullet shattered the doorknob. He stepped

inside. Gunfire was exchanged. Rachel managed to get two shots off, Carmine

only one. One was all he needed. The target had been acquired.









CHAPTER 2




Three minutes earlier




 




Nightmarish dreams frequently penetrated my mind, but tonight was

different. It started with me standing on my hotel balcony, staring down at a

woman I’d seen earlier, walking with an umbrella in the pouring rain. She

looked up at me and smiled, and then the dream took a dramatic shift, the

faint, yet unmistakable sound of a woman shrieking through the bleak, sleepy

darkness seeming all too real. I sat up, flicked on the lamp, peered at my

friend Maddie resting in the bed next to mine, her eyes closed, sleeping

soundly.




“Did you hear something?” I whispered.




No response.




“Maddie! Can you hear me?”




Still nothing.




A smidgen of white foam protruded from one of her ears, and

I remembered—Maddie was a light sleeper. She always traveled with earplugs. I

scooted off my bed and onto hers, lifted the foam from one of her ears. Tried

again.




Maddie slid her eye mask to the side, opened one eye

halfway, adjusting to the light. “What? Where? What’s going on?”




“I thought I heard a woman scream just now. Did you hear

anything?”




“You sure the woman wasn’t you? You do that

sometimes, you know.”




“It wasn’t me. It sounded like it came from the room next

door. I’m going to check it out.”




Maddie raised a brow. “Did you ever think it might be a

couple, enjoying some ... ahh ... time together, some alone time?”




“Trust me—it wasn’t that kind of scream.”




Maddie stretched one arm into the air, yawned. “If you say

so.”




“I’ll be right back,” I said.




Her eyes slid closed again and she mumbled, “Good luck.”




I slipped into the hallway and bolted over to the room next

to ours. Knocked. Waited. Nothing. I jiggled the door handle. Locked. Seemed

right, considering most hotel room doors locked automatically.




A key card projected from a rectangular slot above the door

latch. Odd. Like it had been left there by someone too boozed up to remember to

remove it once the door opened. I took the card out, pushed it back in again. A

light no bigger than a sliver of rice flashed red, then green. I tried the

handle again. Success.




I tiptoed inside, tried not to make myself known on the off

chance Maddie was right and I’d interrupted some kind of vigorous mating

ritual. At the end of a long hallway, I bobbed my head around the corner. The

pale light shining through the oversized window provided a glimpse into what

money could buy if you had money to throw away. The penthouse was exquisite,

about twice the size of ours, and we’d splurged on eight-hundred square feet.




I saw no one at first. Heard nothing. Maybe it had

all been a realistic figment of my imagination. Or maybe they’d gone to sleep.

I considered what might happen if I got caught sneaking around someone else’s

room. How would I explain myself? Who would believe me?




The faintest noise echoed from the far end of the suite.

Someone groaning. There wasn’t anything pleasurable or sexual about it. I

listened, heard the same harrowing noise a second time, decided there would be

no rest until I confirmed whether or not there was any truth to my suspicions.




I passed through the living room to the bedroom, unprepared

for what I was about to see. A man was slumped on the floor, his back propped

against the side of the bed. His cell phone hung from his limp hand. Blood

stained his face, keeping me from getting a good look at him. A fairly

serious-looking weapon rested on the floor next to him. I pressed two fingers

to the side of his neck. No pulse. And he wasn’t breathing. I glanced at his

phone, at the name of the person he’d tried to reach out to before leaving this

world and entering the next. If in fact there was a “next” for this guy. The

name on the caller ID was Johnny. First name only. No last name.




I pushed on what was left of a splintered bathroom door with

a finger. A woman was hunched in the corner, one hand pressed to her chest, as

if to keep in what blood hadn’t already spilled out. A gun rested on her lap.

One of the walls was sprayed red, like a sprinkler set to full blast.




The woman faced forward, her eyes still, frozen. And I

recognized her. She was the woman with the umbrella that I’d seen earlier.




She blinked, and I realized she was alive.




I rushed to her side. “Hang on. I’ll call the police.”




She pressed her eyes closed. Tears trickled out of the

corners. “No...police.”




“You need help. You’ve lost a lot of blood. If I don’t call

someone right now, you’ll die.”




“No police,” she repeated. “Rocco...he...”




“Who’s Rocco? Why was the man in the bedroom trying to kill

you? Why is he dead? I’m a private investigator. Please. Let me help.”




“334XY7.”




“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t understand. What are you

trying to tell me?”




“The key is on the nightstand. Get out of here. Hurry.”




“I’m not leaving you.”




“Not...safe.”




As I clutched her phone in my hand, the woman’s head slumped

to the side. Her eyes closed again—only this time, they didn’t reopen.









CHAPTER 3






Footsteps. Someone was coming. I sized up the cabinet to my left.

I had no choice. For now, it would have to do. I manipulated my body inside,

reeled the door back, waited.




“Carmine, you done yet?” a man said. “Boss said fifteen

minutes tops. We gotta get the body and get outta here. Carmine?”




Upon discovering Carmine was no longer amongst the living,

the man panicked. “Carmine! Wake up! Get up! Come on! Please! This can’t

happen. This isn’t happening.”




What part of “bullet to the head and it’s light out” was

confusing to this guy?




The man was crying now, feverishly pounding away at

something that chirped every time he touched it.




“Boss,” the man said. “We got a problem. Carmine’s dead.”

There was a pause, and then, “I don’t know about the girl. Haven’t seen her.

Hold on. Lemme check.”




The man entered the bathroom, sighed, and said, “Girl’s dead

too. What should I do? I dunno what to do.”




A second male voice came through a phone that had obviously

been placed on speaker. It was smooth, orchestrated. “How did Carmine die,

Johnny?”




“His face is all bloody ... and ... uhh ... Carmine shot her, and

I think she shot him.”




He thinks? How could it be any more obvious? The guy

had an unmistakably large entry wound on his forehead.




“Johnny, I need you to calm down,” the voice on the phone

said. “I’m sorry about your brother. Unless you want to end up like him, you

need to get a hold of yourself. Now. Understand?”




“Yeah, okay.”




“You on a burner phone?”




“Yeah,” Johnny said.




“Good. I need you to do something for me.”




“What’s that?”




“Check Rachel’s body. Find her gun.”




Rachel. I had a first name.




“I’m staring right at her. It’s not here.”




He was right. It wasn’t there. I had it.




“It has to be.” The voice inside the phone was becoming

impatient, irritated. “They couldn’t have exchanged fire unless she had a gun.

Check her again.”




“I see Carmine’s,” Johnny said.




“I’m not asking about Carmine’s gun, you idiot. You and

Carmine failed me tonight. I gave you a simple task. You didn’t complete it.

You let me down.”




“I’m sorry, Boss.”




“Stay there. I’m sending someone over to help you out of

this mess.”




The call ended. I expected Johnny to look for the gun as

instructed. He didn’t. He made another call.




“Lou, Carmine’s dead in Rachel’s hotel room,” he said. “Rachel

shot him. Boss said to wait here. He’s sending someone over. Who’s he sending?

What does that mean?”




“He wants to talk to ya,” Lou said. “Make a couple changes. Just

sit tight, all right?”




Johnny paused, then said, “What changes? He’s not lettin’ me

go or nothin’, right? He wouldn’t do that, Lou. I know he wouldn’t. He’s been

good to me.”




Johnny was unnerved, but Lou’s voice was like a melodic

rhyme, soft and reassuring.




“Calm down, Johnny. Don’t worry about it. We’re sending you

out of town until all this blows over. It’s for your own protection.”




“I’m no empty suit, Lou. I don’t wanna leave.”




“Don’t get so worked up. It’s temporary.”




Johnny hung his head and sighed. “Okay, Lou. If you say so. Boss

has gotta do what’s best. I’ll lay low for a while.”




Johnny ended the call and shuffled out of the room. I pushed

the cabinet door open a few inches and heard a woman’s voice.




“Sloane, you out here?”




Maddie’s curious voice echoed through the hallway. Before I

could respond, she said, “Are you okay? Why do you have blood on your .... hey! Get

your hands off me!”




I thrust the cabinet door open and rushed out of the room to

find Johnny’s hands wrapped around Maddie’s neck.




I aimed the gun at his forehead. “Let her go. Now!”




Johnny glanced back just enough to notice Rachel’s missing

gun had been found. He loosened his grip. She gagged and lurched forward,

shouting expletives and spitting in the man’s face.




By now, I was sure we’d woken everyone on our floor.




“Go back to our room, Maddie,” I said, “and call the cops.”




“Oh, no. I’m not leaving you out here with this psycho,”

Maddie said.




“I’ll be fine, Maddie. Go.”




She leaned back against the wall in her typical defiant

manner and made the call from where she stood. I grabbed Johnny and shoved him

back in the hotel room before any of the guests peeked out of their rooms and

saw me brandishing a gun.




Johnny sized me up. I returned in kind. He wore black slacks,

an oversized polo shirt, a gold chain necklace, and loafers, the kind with the

ridiculous-looking tassels on top. With his schoolboy haircut and soft eyes, he

looked more like a giant teddy bear than a hardened criminal.




“Was it you?” Johnny asked. “Did you kill my brother?

Do you know Rachel? You the one she’s workin’ for? The two of yas in coots?”




Seriously. How stupid was this guy?




“You mean cahoots?”




He nodded. “Yeah, what you said.”




“You first,” I replied. “Who are you? Who sent you

here? And why is Rachel dead?”




As I spoke, Johnny started taking small steps backward.




“Stop moving,” I said. “Answer my questions.”




He ignored my request. He reached the balcony door and twisted

the knob, his eyes still locked on me. He stepped outside. “You don’t get it.

I’m already a dead man. You. Me. Your friend. We’re are all dead. There’s no

running. No escaping from him.”




“Let’s talk about this. Maybe I can help you.”




Johnny shook his head. “No one can help me now. Not you, not

the cops. No one.”




He curled his fingers around the black iron bars on the

balcony, turned, and dove head first over the side.




I didn’t look.




There was no need.




We were fourteen stories up.




I knew what had happened.









CHAPTER 4






“I’ll never second-guess you again.” Maddie’s long, blond curls

flapped in the wind as she stood at the edge of the balcony, her tall, athletic

frame staring down at the splattered wreckage below. She was unfazed. As the

head ME in Salt Lake City, Utah, Maddie’s cool demeanor didn’t surprise me.




“Whatever I’ve managed to get us involved in, I get the

feeling we shouldn’t be here. Someone else is coming, and it isn’t the police.”




“You know this has an ‘organized crime’ vibe, right?” she

asked, her fingers curled into air quotes. “Maybe you should call—”




I crossed my arms in front of me. “I’m not calling

him.”




“Why not? We’re in New York. Giovanni lives in New York. He

has connections, especially these connections. If you’re in trouble, he

can help. You know he’ll help you.”




For all I knew, Rachel’s death was his doing, his order. I

yanked on her arm. “Maddie, we have to get back to our room. Now.”




I scanned the hallway as we stepped out, detected two video

cameras. Smile, you’re every move is being recorded.




“We did our duty,” Maddie said. “We called it in. Let’s

go—leave the hotel. This has nothing to do with us.”




 Two days earlier, I’d been trying to decide whether I

wanted to fly to New York City with Maddie or not. She’d been asked to teach a

class at a conference for the state’s coroners association. I thought the trip

would be peaceful, serene, granting me the opportunity to put my profession as

a private investigator on hiatus. I should have stayed home.




“We can’t leave. I detected two surveillance videos in the

hall. And there’s probably more. The cops will see us entering Rachel’s room

and then exiting several minutes later. We can’t hide from this.”




“What are we going to do, then?” she asked.




“Give a statement and change hotels. You’ll teach your

seminar as planned. Then we’ll go home. I have a feeling we’ve just walked into

something big, much bigger than either of us realizes.”









CHAPTER 5






It didn’t take long for the hotel to become inundated by the

NYPD. Maddie and I were grilled, forced to recall the events as they happened,

second by tedious second. As far as stories went, they seemed to believe mine.

And why wouldn’t they? Everything I said checked out. And everything I

hadn’t said remained tucked inside the vault for later. The cops seemed

legit. Maybe they were, or maybe they were dirty, on someone’s payroll, which

meant telling the whole truth could have exposed me to far more danger than just

keeping my mouth shut did.




Until I had a better grasp on what had gone down and why, I

played the naïve card, kept certain details to myself, details like the last

words Rachel uttered before she died. I wanted to check things out on my own,

discover why it was so important to her to spout off a series of random letters

and numbers I assumed I’d find on a license plate in the hotel’s parking

garage.




I offered the cops a few morsels to keep them satisfied. I

turned over the gun I found on Rachel’s lap, along with her cell phone, and I

admitted I’d overheard Johnny say someone else was being called in to clean up

the mess. They asked me if I knew who “someone else” was. I didn’t. I only knew

an hour had passed, and the man of mystery and his cohorts hadn’t shown. With

cops raiding the place like a sudden infestation of curious termites, it wasn’t

hard to see why the mysterious one had remained in the shadows—watching,

waiting.




I told the cops Johnny had said he wasn’t an “empty suit,” a

term I wasn’t familiar with. They clued me in. In short, it referred to a

person who didn’t have much to offer.




While Maddie and I waited to be released, I overheard one of

the cops say Rachel’s suite was registered to a woman named Eleanora Fagan. The

cops took this as a solid lead, no questions asked. Some historians they were.

I had to admit, it pleased me to be the one to clue them in for a

change. Eleanora Fagan was the real name of song legend Billie Holliday. An

alias. Was the name “Rachel” an alias too?




Questions impregnated my mind. Who was Rachel, and what was

the real reason she was at the hotel tonight? The skimpy outfit indicated she’d

been expecting a late-night tryst. This could have meant she was a call girl.

Except ... for a call girl, she seemed all wrong. Her nails were manicured and

clean, her hair perfectly styled. Her shoes were new, the kind you’d find on

the elites of society. There was nothing cheap or trashy about her.




An hour later, our personal information was taken, and we

were free to go. The question was—where to? We checked out of the hotel and

headed outside, waited what seemed like an eternity for the valet to pull our

rental car around. We agreed to stay the next night at the hotel hosting

Maddie’s conference. Once her class was over, we’d fly home.




A section of concrete sidewalk several feet from where we

stood was still cordoned off. Johnny’s body had been removed, but the bloody

stains remained on display under a shimmering streetlight in full view of the

public. The whole thing didn’t sit well with me. My gut said to walk away, like

Maddie suggested earlier. This wasn’t my case, wasn’t my problem. Whether it

was or wasn’t, Rachel’s murder was premeditated. Carmine had been sent there to

kill her.




I wanted to know why.




I placed a hand on Maddie’s arm, considered what I was about

to say and how I wanted to say it. It didn’t matter. It wouldn’t be well

received no matter what I said. “I need to check on something before we go.”




She placed a hand on her hip, frowned. “Oh, come on. I know

what you’re doing.”




“It’s no big deal. I’ll be right back, okay?”




“I’ve seen that look too many times, Sloane. I thought we were

letting the cops figure things out. This isn’t our fight.”




“I want to take a look at the parking garage. It will only

take a few minutes.”




Both hands were planted on her hips now. “The car will be

here any second. What do you want me to do? I can’t sit here.” She pointed to a

sign indicating the lane was for through-traffic only. No waiting allowed.

Period.




“Drive out of here and pull over somewhere,” I said.




“Where?”




“Anywhere. Wait for my call. I’ll have you pick me up.”




“Sloane, think about it. This guy, the one Johnny said was

coming, he could be out there, anywhere.”




How would leaving lessen the risk? If we were being

watched, we’d be followed to the next hotel. I didn’t want to spend the next

day looking over my shoulder, wondering if every guy on the street, every man

in every café was eyeballing me in a way I deemed suspicious.




“I need to do this,” I repeated. “Five minutes, okay?”




I sprinted in the opposite direction, entered the parking

garage, and walked from one car to the next, trying to match the numbers with

what Rachel had said to me. It was the middle of the week, which meant the

garage wasn’t filled to capacity. A few minutes and several license plates

later, I emerged from the garage empty-handed.




I picked the phone out of my pocket, preparing to call

Maddie, but stopped when I spotted a large metal sign protruding from a patch

of dirt in front of the hotel next door. The sign indicated the hotel was

closed for renovations, with an expected reopening date two months from now.

There was a picture of what the upgraded rooms were expected to look like. The

sign was radiant and had a catchy tagline, but my eyes wandered once I noticed

a second vacant parking garage beneath the closed hotel. It was too alluring to

resist, so I didn’t.




Only two cars were visible when I descended the steps of the

garage. I walked to the first. It wasn’t a match. The second car was parked at

the opposite end. It was silver, a two-seater convertible with BMW and Z4

emblems displayed on the back. I checked the plate. 334XY7.




We had ourselves a winner.









CHAPTER 6






“Maddie, I’m in an underground parking garage next to the hotel.

I found the car. The combination of numbers and letters on the plate match what

she said to me just before she died.”




I pressed the unlock button on the key fob, heard the

distinct click, opened the car door.




“It’ll take me a minute to get to you,” Maddie said. “I

thought I’d drive around the block a couple times until you called, but there

was no right turn on the first two streets I passed, and there must be a

billion traffic lights in this city.”




“No rush. I’ll see you when you get here.”




I shoved the phone back inside my pocket and crawled inside

the car. The interior was as pristine as the exterior. There was no litter of

any kind, not even a gum wrapper. I felt beneath the seats. Nothing. Checked

the center console. Nothing. The trunk. The visor. Why did she mention this

car? What’s so important about it?




I popped open the glove box. Inside was a single item: a

black leather case I assumed was the car’s user manual. I undid the snap,

opened it. At first glance, it was just as I suspected, nothing but pages of

mundane photos and descriptions explaining anything and everything relating to

the car. I thumbed through it and discovered something else—a hidden

compartment in the shape of a three-inch square, cut into the center of the

last half of the book. Inside the hidden compartment was a woman’s ring. I also

found a napkin with the words Essence Nightclub scribbled in pen. There

was one other item—a photo copy of a plane ticket. Skyway Airlines Flight 12

departing the following evening at midnight from John F. Kennedy International

Airport. Destination: Rome’s Fiumicino airport. There was a name written at the

top: Dashner. I shoved the copy of the ticket and the napkin inside my pocket.




A sound reverberated behind me.




Panting.




Breathing.




Slow.




Heavy.




My head whipped around as a thick, black bag was thrown over

my head, masking my face. I wriggled around in the seat, kicking at the hands

of my unknown assailant. My boot connected, slamming into the man’s fingers. He

reeled back and shouted expletives, threatening, “I’ll cut you if you act out

again.”




In the process of defending my life, my leg caught on

something sharp. My skin split open, the sting pricking my skin like the tip of

a blade. I could feel the blood dribbling down my leg, but instead of focusing

on it, I focused on my OCD, randomly thinking about how the pristine car was no

longer pristine anymore.




“Don’t hurt the lady,” another male voice said. “He says we

have to deliver her unharmed, and that’s what we’re gonna do.”




Shit. There were two of them.




“A bit of roughing-up will do her some good,” the first man

said. “Teach her a lesson. She needs it.”




“Walk it off, Cesare. That’s an order. I’ll tie her hands.

She won’t cause no trouble.”




“You won’t get the chance,” I spat.




I jerked my legs backward, prepared to strike again.




“Look, lady. I want to respect the boss’s wishes. I really

do. But if you don’t cooperate, you’ll force my hand. Now step out of the car.”




“Screw you!”




I did my best to fling my body onto the passenger seat. I

hoped somehow I could get myself out of my current predicament, tear the fabric

from my head, and make a run for it. Big mistake. The calmer of the two men had

anticipated my move, slapped a hardened piece of plastic around one of my

wrists. I reeled my other hand in front of my body, pressing it against my

chest.




He had one of my wrists.




He wasn’t getting them both.




I couldn’t allow them to take me.




I knew what would happen if they did.




My freed arm was gripped tight, yanked back. The strength of

my attacker far exceeded my own. As a woman, I was thin, my frame tiny rather

than muscular, which was why I’d spent the last few years learning jujitsu, a

skill that, at the moment, wasn’t paying off.




We struggled together in a tug of war for control of my

other wrist.




I lost.




“You have nowhere to go,” he huffed. “Your hands are tied,

and you can’t see. Get out of the car, or I’ll force you out.”




I listened, heard what sounded like a gun being cocked,

ready to fire.




“You had a friend with you,” the man continued. “What was it

you called her? Maddie, wasn’t it?”




Was he a cop? Were they both cops? Had he been one of the

officers in the room when we were being interrogated?




“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’m

alone.”




“Feeling a bit of amnesia, are we? I tell you what. Let’s

make a deal. You get out of the car and get into mine—quietly, without trying

to resist—and when your precious friend comes around the corner, I won’t be

forced to put a bullet in her.”
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