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“The fringe comes off.”  His voice was soft and implacable.

Lo looked at him without expression, thinking, you’ve got to be kidding.  “It’s better to go slowly,” she said. 

“We have time limits.”

Lo gazed down at the dress she was wearing.  It was low cut.  Without the fringe over the bodice it would almost be indecent.  But he was the boss.  She didn’t like it, and turned away from him to strip off the offending border.  It came off neatly and cleanly with a soft xylophone popping sound as the threads broke.  She fastidiously picked away the little strands that had held it in place.  

Moving across the room to a full length mirror in the floating hotel room, Lo peered at her reflection.  The dress was now visibly molded against her breasts, blatantly suggestive of nakedness. 

The long gown was strapless and form fitting, a shimmering off white color.  It contrasted nicely with her tan, she thought.  Her hair was still in a ponytail.  Lo pulled out the tie holding it in place and shook her head.  She pushed it away from her forehead and it fell dark and straight, just past her shoulders.  It was her natural color.  Lo didn’t like it natural when she was working.  However, as he had said, this was a rush job.

Lo could see his reflection behind her, looking her over critically in the mirror.  The big bed loomed between them.

There was a loud blast of the horn, a few thuds she could feel through her feet, and a tiny lurch.  The ship had begun moving.  Florida scenery, palm trees and pastel buildings, floated slowly past the three portholes in the cabin.  She had a momentary, panicky, claustrophobic feeling of being trapped.  No place to run away on a ship.  Then the feeling disappeared as she looked at his image behind her, still watching her in the mirror.

They had never met before.  His manner over the phone had suggested a courtly old grandfatherly type.  The only other communications had been by encrypted email, which had been courteous in the extreme, again suggesting an older person.  But he was young, with thick dark hair, shaggy black, and eyes such a light blue they were like looking into clear water.  Kind of spooky, those eyes, which were impassively and objectively examining the effect of the evening gown without fringe.  He was a scary guy.  A spook, in the real sense.

“It’s better.”  He nodded judiciously, studying her up and down like a slab of beef.  He didn’t appear hungry.

Lo turned away from the mirror and faced him.

“I don’t usually do this sort of thing, as you know,” he said.  There was a small sigh, like he didn’t intend to ever again.  “But our target requires a couple.”

“The thrill of the chase.”  Lo said, smiling briefly, and thinking her boss was perfect for the part.  He could have been a blue eyed young Sean Connery in an old 007 movie.  His appearance was still a surprise.  He was thin and tall and the white evening jacket and slim black pants looked good, and expensive. 

“Yeah.  Wresting the prize from another man,” he said.

“Thereby verifying his manhood.”  

That provoked a quick smile, but he didn’t look like he did it often.  “Sit down a moment.  I need to tell you a little more.  My name is Dan.  You’re Linda.  I’m sorry about how fast you had to get here.  That last one got a little hairy, but the opportunity was too good to pass up.  My clients want this one real bad.  Steven Marconi is on vacation, his guard will be down.  Anyway, we’re married.”  

He was throwing Lo’s identity on the bed.  A driver’s license, credit cards, pictures; the usual.  She looked them over with a critical eye.  The photographs of them together were false, but they appeared real.  She snapped the documents into a beaded evening bag that matched the gown.  Lo never carried identification when she was traveling, unless it was false.

“Our last name is Duncan.  It’ll only be a week or so.  Then you can have some time off.”

“That’s fine,” Lo said.  “Nice to meet you, Dan Duncan.  It’s a good name...sounds stupid.”

Dan smiled briefly and falsely, with deep dimples and brilliant white teeth.  “You know the routine.  I’m the possessive married man.  You’ve got a roving eye.  I think he’ll bite.”

“Lots of pretty women on a cruise.”

“None like you,” Dan said.  It was a compliment, sort of, but his face didn’t say so.

She watched him take a breath.  Then he said with a rush, “I’m going to have to act like a husband.  Don’t be afraid to touch me.”

Lo was positive he was gay.  She’d gleaned some pointed rumors hunting through the internet, and he came off that way; much too handsome, too particular with details, like his buffed nails and the shoes that glowed black with polish.  He was probably a wonderful dancer.  She could envision the two of them dancing in one of the ballrooms aboard this vessel as it floated over the sea.  It was kind of a nice image, although she couldn’t let preconceived notions prejudice her.  Extreme caution was the only code of behavior.  He had her career, such as it was, in his well-manicured hands.

“I arranged for wardrobe, but mostly it will be casual clothes.”

She knew; the revealing little shorts and tops, the bathing suits which were merely strings tied together.  He certainly knew her size after the last few jobs.  This dress fit like snake skin.  That part of the job was depressing and a bit demeaning.  She never wore clothes that revealed anatomy in her normal and quiet life in Carmel, California.  But her assets would be used in whatever way deemed necessary for this job.  To a certain point, of course.  

“You’ll have to be careful,” he said.  “Steven Marconi’s a dangerous guy; ties to the mafia, organized crime.  His reputation is brutal with woman.  Can’t keep his hands off them.  Rough hands.  And he’s young and strong.  Reputed to have done some contract killing in the past.  Also, there’s no escaping a ship at sea.  You can’t disappear if it gets risky.”

Lo assumed with near certainty that Dan had a fallback, a back-up cabin aboard this ship.  He wouldn’t tell her unless there was an emergency.  From past experience with him as her operative, she knew he took extreme precautions to keep her safe.  It wasn’t personal.  She had great assets.  He didn’t want to lose them.  Neither did she.  These jobs were lucrative, but her career would be short.  She didn’t intend for her career, and her life, to end simultaneously.

“He’s traveling under the name Mason.”

Oh, goody, she thought, we’ll all have assumed names.  “Does he have anyone along that I’ll have to watch out for?”

Dan nodded with a sardonic, dismissive smile.  “Hard to miss.  Stereotypical bodyguards.  One looks enough like Marconi to actually be his brother, but I’m still checking.  They have adjoining cabins.  So you can’t go to Marconi’s.  You’ll have to use this one.”

“Would he chance it?”

“He’s a gambler...likes taking risks.  A married woman, whose husband might walk in, ups the excitement a tad.”

He started to the door, then stopped and took a small envelope out of his pocket.  “Almost forgot.”  He emptied the contents in his palm and threw the envelope into a wastebasket.  He took one ring out of his palm and handed it Lo.  The other gold ring from the envelope he put on his finger.

Lo looked at it.  “Fabulous fake,” she said as she slipped it on her left hand.  

Dan gave a quick smile.  “Try not to lose it.  It’s genuine.”

Lo felt her eyebrows go up in surprise.  It fit perfectly, at least two carats.  The sparkles were mesmerizing, dazzling, and she had to pull her eyes away from the gorgeous ring.

As he crooked his arm to lead her out of the cabin, she thought she would probably be safer on this assignment than the usual ones, when she worked alone.  Yet she liked working by herself; enjoyed the careful preparation for the role she was to play, which could sometimes take months.  The physical risks were higher, but no one was watching.  She had little doubt that her boss had planted video cameras in their stateroom.  

As they walked along the long corridor she wished she could have taken the time to change her hair color, at least.  Dan would be discreet, she was sure, but knowing you’re being observed, and videoed, made it more difficult to be a good actress.

As they exited the long hallway, Lo tried to map out the corridors in her mind.  Passenger cruisers could be like mazes.  It’s easy to get turned around.  Later tonight she would tour the whole ship.  It was critical to find out where all the stairways and elevators were located.  Lo didn’t want to think about the possibility of being chased down one of these long hallways, panicked and out of breath, and finding herself trapped at a dead end.

They strolled past expensive gift shops and Lo peeked into the large, noisy, floating gambling casino.  Marconi liked taking risks.  He’d probably spend some time in the gaming rooms.  She could hear the tinkle of the slot machines and wondered about the people inside using the first hour of a cruise in those bright and utterly garish rooms, filled with artificial neon displays of chance.

They went up a broad flight of inside stairs to get to the dining room and joined a throng, also climbing.  Many were older couples.  This cruise was expensive.  Lo could feel Dan’s forearm under hers, hard as steel.  His name wasn’t Dan, but she had to think of him that way.  In addition, she was glad to be Linda.  It was better than her real name.

“I arranged for the late dinner, same as Marconi,” Dan said, leaning down to whisper in her ear.  She glanced up and saw him smiling like he had whispered an endearment.  He had a cleft in his chin, sensuous lips, and she caught herself wondering if he was married.  Then she remembered he was gay.  Dan was already playing his role, and damn good at it.

Lo noticed the people on the stairs looking them over.  There was a little good humored jealously from the grey couples, probably because she and Dan were assumed to be part of the smart, young and wealthy, beautiful generation.  She sensed female disapproval vibes coming in waves.  The dress was too exposed, even for the first night on a cruise, when everyone dressed formally. 

There was always a crush getting into the dining room on the first night.  The maître d’ was consulting a seating chart, showing each couple and the few single people aboard where their tables were located.  The large dining room had been made up elegantly with tables covered in pristine white linen and fine silver, crystal goblets at each place setting and beautiful flower displays.

“He’s at our table,” Dan whispered in Lo’s ear and she braced herself, still resentful that she hadn’t had time to study Marconi.  Lo hated going in blind.  Usually, by the time she was in the territory, she knew what the target looked like and his preferences in food and women and how he spent his leisure time.  Marconi was a connected thug, but she had no idea what to expect.

That thought sent a flashback of her previous job, which had ended two days ago.  Her target had been middle-aged, with a big gut, pinkly florid skin and sparse white hair.  He looked like a big mean pig, with squinty eyes and a tiny turned up nose.  You could look him in the face and see right up the hairy nostrils.  He had been stronger than he looked.  It had been her mistake to underestimate his strength.  But people underestimated her, too.  Lo was tall, narrowly built, and naturally slim.  There was a continuous fight to keep her weight up, to hide muscles beneath a layer of fat.  Although it was the fashionable thing to be very thin, men never seemed to mind a little extra padding in the right places.

Dan was pulling out her chair at a large round table and Lo chastised herself for letting her mind wander.  There were four couples already seated, so she assumed that Marconi hadn’t arrived.  But there weren’t any spare place settings.  Then she understood.  The target had brought along a companion for the voyage.  

She scanned the men quickly, searching for someone who didn’t fit, who seemed wrong.  Dan was still standing, shaking hands all around.  There was that wonderful movement of waves gently swaying the whole ship as she nodded and smiled at each of the couples, memorizing names.  Their table was right next to the window, and the sea far below was a pastel palette of blues, pinks and dark purple shading in the burnished glow of the setting sun.  The small sounds of discrete meal service were all around as she locked gazes with Marconi.

Dan was right about removing the fringe, Lo thought.  This guy was attracted to conspicuous flash.  A little disappointment clouded her first impression.  He didn’t look particularly dangerous, just horny.  The fact that his companion looked like a pretty brown wren had nothing to do with the fact that his large black eyes had fastened themselves to her bodice.  His gaze slowly lifted to her face.  She felt a momentary stab of repulsion as she smiled and nodded at Marconi, when Dan said, “Mr. Mason, this is my wife, Linda.”

“Call me Steven,” Marconi said.  It was his real first name and Lo was glad.  It got tricky remembering a lot of false names.

Dan was smiling down at Lo with proprietary pride and gave her shoulders a squeeze, proclaiming to the whole table; this is mine.  Then he sat down and picked up a gold engraved menu the size of a map.

“Maybe when you grow up, you’ll look like her,” Marconi whispered to his date, loud enough for the whole table to hear.

Lo looked at him, astonished at his insulting bad taste.  Mason’s girlfriend, who appeared about eighteen years old, soft and gentle, gazed up at him with melting tenderness.  “Yes, maybe.”

Then she looked at Lo, still smiling with the innocence of a child.  “Your dress is beautiful, Linda.  My name is Gwen.”

Of course, Marconi had failed to introduce Gwen.  She looked like her name, with short petals of light brown hair and large brown eyes.  Lo wondered if Gwen was for real, as innocent as she seemed, or privately seething about the remark Marconi just made.  

What in the world was Gwen doing with Marconi, anyway, Lo thought as she surreptitiously studied the improbable couple.  He was attractive enough, with dark eyes, thick brows and black hair.  But unlike her boss, Dan, who exuded elegance, Marconi seemed degenerate, coarse and crude.  The flesh was too loose around the jowls, hinting at extravagant indulgences, and his lips were lewdly thick, almost purple in color.  He looked to be in his mid-thirties, massively heavy around the upper torso, reminding her of a bull; clumsy in girth, but potentially lethal.  He was dressed in a white dinner jacket with wide lapels, a black shirt and white tie.  He certainly didn’t seem the type to attract a simpering innocent little girl, although Gwen was probably past the age of consent.

“Gwennie and I are getting married after this trip,” Marconi said, slapping an arm around her shoulders and squeezing too hard.  Lo could see her wince.  Marconi had already been into the sauce.  She recalled Dan’s warning about rough hands, cringing at what was in store for that little girl.

“Congratulations,” Lo said, smiling brilliantly, hoping she didn’t sound as unenthusiastic as she felt.

“This is our pre-honeymoon,” Marconi said, again leering at her chest.

An adequate response seemed impossible, so Lo picked up her menu.  The other couples were deep in conversation about golf courses they had mutually visited.  They were animated silvers, nice older couples, probably happily retired.  Dan was still hiding behind his menu.  

Mealtimes were going to be interminable and tortuously boring, Lo concluded, as she smiled and winked into Mason’s eyes when he glanced back at her.  His reaction was a momentary lapse into perfect stillness, as he sat there with a stupid look of surprise on his face.  He abruptly dropped his arm from around Gwen and visibly puffed up like a toad, actually believing that she was flirting with him.  It was exactly what he was supposed to believe.  Sometimes her work was extremely distasteful.  In this situation, Dan had been right.  With another woman in the picture she had to shovel on the temptation.  There would be no time for flirtatious niceties.  It was imperative to go in for the kill swiftly.

Lo managed to perk up when she saw the choices on the menu.  When the waiter came she ordered shrimp cocktail, lobster tail, and a chocolate mousse for dessert.

Lo continued giving covert little glances under her lashes at Mason throughout the dinner, and he was eating it up, along with a big steak.  Gwen was picking at a salad.  Dan was regaling the silver retirees with boredom, explaining his job, selling prime life insurance.  She didn’t see how they could swallow that for even a moment, but they seemed to.  

In between sending suggestive looks to Marconi Lo was behaving like a restless and bored wife, tapping her lips, playing with the silverware and glancing around the room.  She was obviously ignoring her husband.  Marconi was getting the message loud and clear that she was available, and ignored poor little Gwen.  

At the end of the meal, Gwen leaned across the table.  “Will you go to the Ladies’ with me?”

She looked like a pleading puppy, with the big dark eyes.  Lo was feeling guilty about manipulating the man she obviously adored and nodded and smiled at her, although she was simultaneously thinking that this woman could reveal information she would never find from another source. 

Lo opened her handbag before she stood up and turned on the tiny tape recording machine embedded inside an ornate looking pen.  A field test was in order for the small device.  She enjoyed the tricky little gadgets she used while working and always shopped the amateur ‘spy’ stores for the newest miniature camera or video equipment.  She was seriously contemplating a newer and smaller type of night-vision goggles.  The item was indecently expensive, but probably worth the extra cost.  

On the way out of the dining room she gave a little extra twitch to her walk, knowing both Dan and Steven would be watching their backsides.

Standing beside Gwen in front of the mirror in the Ladies’ room, Lo speculated that they appeared like parallel species with diverse evolutions.  Gwen resembled a chubby, domestic tabby cat; Lo was the lethal and wild white panther.

“I’ve never been on a cruise before.  It’s so exciting, isn’t it?”  Gwen disappeared into one of the stalls.  There was tinkling, flushing, and she came out.  Lo pretended to comb her hair as Gwen fussed in front of the mirror, applying lipstick.

“You and your husband, Dan, look like models from a fashion magazine.  And how in the world do you stay so thin, Linda?”

Gwen had turned to a side view in front of the mirror and was obviously trying to hold in her chubby stomach.

“I run about three miles, every day,” Lo said.  It was the truth.  She didn’t mention the excruciating workout with weights that was also a part of the daily two hour regime.

“I knew it!  The way you were eating,” Gwen said.  “I never could get into exercise.  It’s so...strenuous and painful.  Are you going to run on the ship?”

Lo nodded.  “Would you like to come along?” 

“I could never keep up.”

It didn’t take much persuading to get the plump woman to agree to meet her on the Lido Deck the next morning.  Poor thing could use the exercise.  Lo made plans to run Gwen into the ground and then pump her for information.  It would be perfect.  No one would pay any attention to two women taking a little exercise and gossiping.  There was very little possibility that they would be overheard out in the open, or that Marconi would be inclined to join them.  The way he’d been putting away the wine, he would probably be in bed suffering a blinding hangover.

As they went back into the dining room, Lo was wishing she could get enough information from Gwen so that she wouldn’t be forced to manipulate Marconi himself.  Gwen probably didn’t know enough, though.  He would hide his real business from the potential wifey until after they were married.  Sometimes the wives suspected, but never knew the whole truth about the brutality of their husband’s profession.

Lo’s work consisted mainly of obtaining information.  She never appeared in court.  It was unthinkable that a government agency would be forced to admit to using someone like her.  The expertise she provided was a secret shortcut for the upper echelons of law enforcement.

Lo thought Dan probably worked for the CIA or the FBI, or even an organization hidden within the government to oversee those agencies.  When he said his ‘clients’ wanted Marconi badly, he was referring to one of those groups.  Using Lo’s talent was somehow justified within their budgets.  A full blown investigation, with many operatives, could be hundreds of times more expensive than a lone woman, and sometimes not as effective.  Lo was dammed expensive herself, and worth every penny.  She had proven that if there was evidence, she would find it.  If not, the evidence didn’t exist, or it wouldn’t be found by any number of operatives.

Her targets might vow mortal revenge, but they were usually embarrassed when they finally figured out how the information had been procured.  She’d never had one come after her, that she knew of.  Her cover identification paraphernalia was always expensively impeccable.  But most important, she always disappeared before the target could figure out that pretty woman he was trying to impress or seduce had revealed his secrets to the authorities.

Being a domestic spy, because her talents were seldom used abroad, sounds exciting.  Usually it isn’t.  Rarely did she have to do any actual snooping, B & E style, although she had.  Lo had also been in actual battles, with guns and sometimes bare hands.  That was rare.  Physically fighting for her virtue was not.  Mostly, she spent lots of time on the computer, doing research, and worked hard to stay in shape in case one of the targets decided to use physical force with a woman. 

Walking back to the table, chattering with Gwen, she spotted the two men with Marconi.  The blond man had hair so short it bristled, with pink scalp showing through, and a neck the size of a tree trunk.  The dark man beside him did resemble a pallid, younger version of Steven Marconi.  Neither had dates; neither appeared visibly swishy.  Just good buddies out for a fun cruise.

Lo decided it was time to give a little demonstration of what Marconi would miss if he didn’t ditch Gwennie and take up her invitation.  Hoping her boss would understand, Lo leaned over and kissed his ear, and then his cheek as she sat down.  Dan’s shoulder muscles suddenly became rigid as steel under the arm she had draped around his neck.  The tension was gone in an instant.  He turned his head, smiling, and kissed her cheek, saying, “I missed you, darling.”

He’s quick, Lo thought, as she sat down with one arm still wrapped around Dan’s shoulders.  She leaned her head against his shoulder and whispered in his ear, “I missed you, too.”

As the meal progressed slowly to its end, with cognac for the men and crème de menthe for the women, they acted like lovers, sending false smiles back and forth and holding hands.  Lo pointedly ignored Steven Marconi.

Dan knew exactly what she was doing and was so adept in his role it was almost fun.  Their acting was like a dance two naughty adolescents might play together to arouse jealousy in another lover.  This time the stakes were high indeed.  Dan wouldn’t be here unless Marconi had planned something as horrid as it was illegal.

Lo was surprised at the little flutters in her abdomen when Dan picked up her hand and kissed the palm warmly before they got up to leave.  He was very convincing as a besotted husband, and certainly an attractive man.  She just bet every woman aboard the cruise was throbbing with jealousy. 

Dan looked down into the most exquisite face he had ever seen smiling up at him.  He put an arm around Lolita as he escorted her out of the dining room.  He reminded himself that he had to make the name Linda real, but Lolita fit.  The fictional character had been an adolescent seducer, unaware of her fatal attraction.  This woman had honed the role of seductress to precision.  It was ironical that Lolita was her real, given name. 

The touch of satiny skin against his hand as he guided her through the tables was what he supposed every male yearned for.  She was a chameleon; every man’s living dream.  He sensed he might be falling under her spell as well, and wished she didn’t affect him the same way.  It was demeaning, and more to the point, he was her boss.  They would be staying together in one small cabin for the next several days.  It was going to be awkward, at best.

Momentarily, he decided his reaction was caused by the provocative dress, but he knew better.  His first impression, when she had walked into their state room, had been purely visceral.  He knew she had to be tired after traipsing across the whole country, and especially following that last assignment, which had proven to be harrowing.  But when she finally got to their cabin, just a few minutes before departure time, it was as though a heat wave hit him hard in the gut.

She had been dressed in worn jeans, beat up running shoes, and a black clingy tank top covered with a loose unbuttoned shirt.  Her hair was tied back severely from her face.  It was not the typical portrait of male fantasies.  Still, the jeans had emphasized her long lean legs and the tank top hinted at lushness beneath the folds of the covering shirt.  Lolita had an aura certain actresses possess.  They come on screen and you can’t look away.

At first glance, he thought she could pass for eighteen, although he knew she was in her late twenties.  Her face was bare, no make-up he could discern, and his vision was better than 20/20.  Her mouth was what he noticed first.  The only way to describe it was curly.  The full lips tilted upward on the ends, even when she came hurrying in their cabin door and then stopped dead still, as though surprised to see him there.  She had stared at him seriously, maybe warily, her lips curving up naturally in repose.

Dan removed his hand from Lo’s back and dropped it to his side.  Impure thoughts would be banished, now.  He immediately felt her hand slide inside his.  She gave him a squeeze and a little jerk to get his attention.  He plastered a smile on his face and looked down at her.

“He gives me the creeps,” Lo said quietly, so she couldn’t be overheard.  She was smiling falsely also.  “You were right about the fringe.”

“Good acting,” Dan said quietly. “I think he’s going to be sniffing around.”  Like a dog in heat, his mind added resentfully.

After dinner there was a Las Vegas type production for entertainment in a gigantic show room.  Dan and Lo followed Steven and Gwen casually, within a large crowd also headed to see the show, and sat through an hour of singing, dancing, and comedians, keeping an eye on the target, seated near the front of the room.  Lo kept nodding off and jerking herself out of a comatose state.  She had received an email regarding this assignment only yesterday.  It had been tricky making travel arrangements.  She had just thrown a few clothes into a carry-on, knowing Dan would take care of everything else.  The dogs went to Lo’s grandmotherly neighbor, who was thrilled every time she got to babysit the canines.

Since there had been no timely flights available from Carmel to Los Angeles, where she would catch a plane to Fort Lauderdale, Florida, she had to make the long drive that night.  Arriving in Los Angeles at midnight, Lo had stayed at the Airport Hilton, sleeping only fitfully, with nasty nightmares about the previous assignment with the Mean Pig.  He had been one of the few intelligent targets who figured out what she was doing before she could get away.

Later that morning, still exhausted, she had taken an American Airline jet for the five hour cross-country flight.  Before going to the cruise ship she had to take a detour to buy an essential and illegal item.  She had lucked out with a wild taxi driver who got her to the ship just in time for final boarding.

“You can rest, I’ll watch.”  She felt Dan push her head onto his shoulder and wondered, briefly and groggily, if he was reading her mind.  She closed her eyes and saw the hypnogogic visions you sometimes receive in that peculiar state between wakefulness and sleep; phantom faces with metamorphosing expressions, changing from benign indifference to screaming terror.  It wasn’t pleasant, but at least she got a little rest.  She planned to be busy tonight.
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CHAPTER 2
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Dan sat down on the edge of the bed in their cabin.  “You can use the bathroom first.” 

Lo nodded, went to her luggage bag and took some things out.  He watched her kick off the strappy high heels and then pad into the tiny bathroom.  She shut the door and he heard the lock turn.  As if he might try to go in there after her, he thought, annoyed. 

Dan waited until he heard the splash of running water, then hurried to her carry-on luggage bag and purse, hunkering down to search.  He almost sprayed himself in the eye with the mace camouflaged as lipstick that he found in her purse.  The audio tape recorder in her pen was a rather cute but common device, as was the tiny camera hidden inside a Zippo cigarette lighter.  The gun was not.  With ears pricked to register any changes in the minute sounds emanating from the wash room, Dan checked it.  Locked and loaded.  

The spare ammunition clips were in the luggage bag which contained all the clothing Lo had brought along for the voyage.  Size 34D bras in black, white, and push-up, and size five panties.  There were jeans, shorts, tee shirts, a black bathing suit, two pairs of running shoes and a fancy laptop computer in a hard shell case.  

He was curious about how heavy the bag was when he pulled it away from the wall to search deeper.  Then he found the five pound dumbbells and ankle weights; a total of twenty pounds Lo had manipulated like a feather.  There were quite a few books crammed inside at the bottom and he checked the authors:  Stephen King, John Ferris, Nelson DeMille, Thomas Perry and Anna Quindlen.  He wondered if he could borrow a couple.  They shared favorite authors.

As the water turned off, he hastily rearranged her things, zipped the bag and straightened up, pushing it back beside the wall with his toe.  

He was busy hanging up his clothes when Lo emerged.  She was bare foot, the gown over one arm, wearing a jogging suit.  Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, which emphasized the exotic cheekbones and large blue eyes.  Her toenails were painted a bright pink and looked like tiny shells.  

He wondered if she had any normal physical imperfections; maybe a figure flaw he could concentrate on, as he watched her hang up the gown.  He remembered a boss whom he had hated, who had been imposingly muscular, massive and mean.  Staring at the man’s jug ears had made life easier when they had to communicate.

“Going for a run?” Dan asked politely.

“I need to map the ship.” 

“It’s two in the morning.  I have a chart.”  He went through some papers on the night stand by the bed and handed her a brochure.  It showed a small, detailed diagram of each of the ship’s levels.

“I’ll take it with me,” Lo said, squinting down at the chart.  She was so tired her eyes blurred and she didn’t want to hassle with her boss about her hours or her manner of work.  She went to her bag for shoes.  Looking inside for a moment, she sighed and turned to Dan.  “You found the gun?”

“Not much fire power.  I thought you might be carrying a bomb.”  She was looking at him peculiarly, so he added, “Your bag’s rather heavy.”

She gave him a quick, crooked smile.  “I didn’t locate yours.” 

“When?” Dan asked.  But he already knew.  She had taken an awfully long time in the powder room after the midnight show.

“Did you check my laptop?”

“I could have gotten in, if there’d been more time,” Lo said a little defiantly.  “Your security’s pretty good.  Where the hell did you hide it?  I searched the whole room.  I know you weren’t carrying.”

Dan knew she knew.  They had been doing some very close dancing in the lounge after the show.  It had been another little exhibition for Steven Marconi, whose eyes had practically bulged from their sockets at the moves Lo made on the dance floor.  He felt a stirring even now as he thought of it.  “I didn’t bring one.”

“You’re kidding!”  She was looking at him, her pretty mouth curling up and the blue eyes, which tilted upward at the corners as well, were wide.

Dan shook his head.”Why bother.  I have you.”

“I don’t share.” 

“I should have asked you to get me one.  Damn, I wasn’t thinking straight,” Dan said, shaking his head as though chagrined.

Quite an amusing guy, Lo thought.  One of the nice things about cruise ships was that they didn’t check for weapons, like they did on the commercial airlines.  She had barely made the voyage because she had had to get to an illegal arms dealer whom she had contacted in Fort Lauderdale before she left home.  

“When you get back I’ll give you a briefing on our objectives,” Dan said.  “It’s obvious neither of us likes surprises.”

Lo nodded again, but she was thinking that it was inconceivable that Dan had arrived without protection.  

She secured the Velcro on her running shoes, grabbed the map and left.  Better leave Dan to his own devices while he got ready for bed.  Men tended to have strange personal habits, gargling sickeningly and splashing bodily fluids with abandon.  She planned on a nice blanket cocoon on the floor.  The bed was another thing she didn’t share.

Glancing up and down the long corridor, noting total emptiness, she started jogging slowly and easily, thinking about her boss.  Dan had been an undercover operative for the FBI, then he had switched to the CIA, working in the Middle East and Africa.  He’d had an impressive career.  There were at least two men he had killed, both terrorists, both in self-defense.  The incidents had been thoroughly examined and he had been pronounced without fault.  Dan had commendations up the wazoo.  She had studied as much of his career as she could acquire on the computer.  Why had he come naked?  He wouldn’t be here personally unless Marconi was extremely dangerous.  The excuse he had given, that Marconi relished the thrill of breaking up couples might be true, but she suspected that Dan decided this assignment was too dangerous for a woman.  

Jogging woke up Lo’s mind as well as ridding her of the fatigue.  She didn’t want complications on this assignment, particularly her boss getting erroneous ideas.  She had been using Dan as a male mannequin while dancing tonight, like a stripper uses a central pole for her sensuous movements, without a thought to his personal feelings.  Men in general were horny creatures.  She had seen Marconi out of the corner of her eyes as she had plastered herself against Dan, using a lot of hip movement, when they began dancing in the lounge.  

Marconi had responded to the sight as expected.  But she could have sworn for an instant that Dan did too.  She had felt a quick hardness against her abdomen for just a moment.  Then Dan had moved back adroitly, twirling her around under his arm, and the contact had been lost.  Lo really wasn’t sure she felt anything at all.  They had done some close dancing afterward and she hadn’t noticed anything of a sexual nature, but the memory of that one moment made her uncomfortable and leery of her boss.  She reminded herself that she didn’t have to take it personally.  Many men responded physically whenever a body was pressed next to theirs; even gay guys with the wrong gender.  

Halfway down the corridor, Lo came to a short, unexpected stairway.  It led to an outside deck.  She couldn’t resist the temptation, although the task she had assigned herself was to get a working diagram of the inner layout of the ship.  But she had spent too much of her lifetime indoors, some of it in a tiny cell.  

There was a refreshing breeze as she pushed through the glass door, which made a sucking sound as the rubber seal around its border, which insured water resistance, released.  The deck itself was composed of white wooden planks.  Lo crossed to the chest high railing and grabbed on, leaning over the rail to peer down at the water below.  The hour was late and she was all alone on deck.  A quarter crescent moon was shining on the black, oily appearing water.  Stars blinked bright above, in white and blue.

Looking sideways up the side of the ship, she could see the prow knifing through the water, a white foamy turbulence where the ship forged ahead.  The gentle undulation of the ship’s passage caused visions of exotic sea life seething in darkness far below.  The horizon was cloudless and endless, the ship now beyond sight of land.

If there was even a tiny spark of Jimmy’s consciousness left somewhere in the atmosphere, she believed he could find her here alone on the vastness.  She felt a hypnotic pull from the water below, and found herself half wishing she had the nerve to make the plunge.  The love she felt for her dead husband would never end.  Lo turned away from the railing and went back inside.

The small exit she had found to the outside deck was not indicated on the map she was holding.  It was exactly the sort of information she needed.  She locked away the cerebral notation as she started jogging again, intent and happy.  This was her job.  She felt more alive when she was working than any other time, envisioning herself a deadly huntress memorizing the maze of corridors so she could catch violent and dangerous prey.

When Lo finally returned to the cabin, she thought she had covered at least five or six miles.  She still hadn’t seen the ship in its entirety.  As she pushed the door open she could see Dan asleep in a chair across the room.  If she had any doubt about his professional abilities, it was gone in that instant.  One second he was fast asleep, with the long thick eyelashes many women would kill for closed tightly.  In the next, he moved so swiftly he was a blur, landing in a crouched position two feet from her, ready for a terminal encounter.  

“Who were you expecting?” Lo asked, startled as he straightened up.  She looked at the man towering over her.  Dan’s hands were clenched, his face scowling down at her.  The black pupils in his spooky light eyes drilled into her icily, without recognition.  He appeared like a deadly wild beast ready to attack.  Lo felt a swift shiver slither down her spine.

Dan gave a quick waking shake, blinking and moving gracefully back into the chair.  “I was asleep.”  He was wearing classic blue striped pajamas.  

“Oh, well, that explains it.  A martial arts thing.” Lo said.  She went to the door, took the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign from the inside knob and placed it on the hallway side.  Then she locked the door.

After the momentary flash of panic from his blank, almost unseeing glare of a moment ago, she decided he looked cute in the striped pajamas, in a messed up sort of way.  It was probably a reaction of relief, she thought.  She wouldn’t want to be around if he was really angry, and she was the target.  Usually she felt she could handle any man, but he had appeared deadly in that instant when he awoke and jumped at her.  She had a flash of doubt, wondering if she could control him.  Manipulating men was her job.  She usually had no doubts about her abilities.

“You startled me,” Dan said.

“I guess,” Lo said.  “You always wake up like that?”

“Upsets my wife, sometimes.”

“You’re married?”  She suddenly felt off balance, remembering that moment on the dance floor.  He was supposed to be gay.  It was more than hints.  Dan had lived with another male agent for several years in Washington. 

Dan nodded.

“I thought you were,” Lo paused, wondering how to phrase it delicately, then said, “a permanent bachelor.”

“Since we’re working together, you should know.  I finessed some biographical information to keep my wife safe.  You don’t believe everything you read on the net?”

Lo frowned at him for a moment, composing herself to the new information.  “No, that was a smart move.  Your cover’s convincing.”  

She was a little surprised that Dan would compromise his own manliness, proclaiming himself gay to anyone who cared to delve into his background.  Most men felt that being macho was the most fundamental aspect of their personality.

As far as Lo was concerned, keeping your loved ones safe was what it was all about.  Dan had proved that he considered her someone he could trust with personal information.  It was surprising.  She was a pariah in this business, never entirely trusted, because she had done things to keep people safe who were close to her, also.  It had landed her in prison for a few years.  Compromise had been unthinkable, even in her grief.  She would never rat out her warm, Italian, adopted family.  

Her stubborn silence regarding the activities of relatives by marriage was not a valid excuse in the minds of middle bureaucracy, or the criminal courts.  Especially since it involved the reputation of someone who had died.  They wanted her to squeal, thinking it didn’t matter anymore.  When Lo refused, she was accused, languished in jail for some time, and then convicted of criminal conspiracy.  Ruthless punishment had been meted out.  Inappropriately, in her mind.  She had given up any bitterness, though, having seen enough of its harsh and ugly effects on the women incarcerated with her.  What she had gained was a fierce love of freedom.

“You didn’t bring a weapon because you plan to fight with bare hands?” Lo asked.

“I hardly think it would come to that.”

“Don’t count on it,” Lo said.  “My impression of those goons with Marconi is that neither would be squeamish about hand to hand, or even gun to gun, combat.

“Small time hoods, looking to make a reputation,” Dan said dismissively.  “They appear tough.” 

“Marconi does too,” Lo said.  “What I don’t understand is what Gwen’s doing with him.”

“Probably some kind of deal with the family.  Marconi’s had too many brutal scrapes with women.  Too many close calls.”  

“Like what?”  Lo sat down on the bed, facing him.

“Deadly beatings.  One was terminal.  A prostitute, evidently.  He hasn’t been arrested yet, but it’s just a matter of time.  They needed him to clean up his act.  Probably decided a wife and some kids would do it.”

“Lotta luck,” Lo said cynically.

Dan leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees, his icy blue eyes now awake and intent.  “I get the impression, from what I’ve learned, that Marconi goes temporarily insane after having intercourse.  Beats the hell out of the woman.  We suspect there’re a lot more cases than those reported.  Quite a bit of hush money has changed hands.  Probably to keep the women quiet, and pay for damages.”

“Like plastic surgery,” Lo said.  “A real whacko.  Sounds like a Madonna/whore complex.  He wants sex and then hates the women who provide it.  They turn into degenerates in his mind, after his conquest, and he’s compelled to hurt them.”

Dan nodded.  “You have a degree in psychology?”

She shook her head.  “You know I don’t.  Just the law.  The one thing you can say for prison, you have lots of time to study.  Marconi’s compulsion to break up couples isn’t hard to understand, in a twisted sort of way.  When he can actually do that, the woman becomes debased and he probably feels self-righteous when he beats them.”

“You ever think of opening your own law practice?”

Lo took a deep breath and consciously let it out slowly, to calm herself.  “The judge said that if I can stay clean for five years, I can practice.”  She had rehearsed saying that without showing the fury she felt, and thought she brought it off smoothly.

Dan sat staring at her for a moment.  He frowned, speaking very softly, almost to himself. “He actually said that?”  

Lo nodded, noting that he was genuinely angry, although his next words were also soft.  “You were railroaded.  Everyone knows it.  If your husband had been alive, you never would have been asked to testify.  Judges can be real pricks.  As if you were a criminal.”  He shook his head in disgust.

Lo stared at him, stunned and unmoving.  In that moment she would have killed for him.  

“Tell me his name,” Dan demanded.  

Lo strained for a smile, and her voice was a little uneven, “I don’t mind.  I like this job.”  She never cried, but found herself blinking rapidly, excusing her surprising weakness with the thought that she was tired and sleep deprived.

“Judges develop God complexes.  It doesn’t help that you’re an attractive female.  It’s a power thing.  If you decide to tell me his name, he and I will have a quiet little talk about the law.”  

“I got over it,” Lo said.  “I do like this job.”

“Yeah, and you’re good at it.  Think it over, though.  I’ll definitely make waves.  I had no idea.  Bad enough you had to serve time.”

“Thanks, I will,” Lo said, managing a smile.

Dan straightened up and looked at her sternly.  “Okay.  Now, from what you understand about Marconi, his history, you have to be especially careful, Lolita.  I mean it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Lo said.  She had a little smile on her face.

“Hey.  Let me remind you, I told you to get out fast on that last assignment.  You refused, and you almost got hurt.  Now listen up.”

“I got the information we needed.”

Dan took a deep, exasperated breath.  “Lo, this is a dangerous situation just waiting to happen.  Marconi’s probably already decided you fit the whore category, with that act you’ve been delivering.  And I’ll bet he isn’t going to risk having sex with Gwen.  Not before the marriage.  So right now he’s doubly dangerous.  His sexual outlets have been cut off.  You’re providing temptation, and he can’t touch the woman he’s with.  Marconi’s apt to go off without much provocation.  Another brutal encounter with a woman and the family will have to get rid of him.  He knows it, so he’ll try to be careful, but there’s no guarantee he can control himself.  The family doesn’t want to get rid of him, or they would have done it long ago.  So he’s got something essential to their business.  We want to find out what it is.  Men in his situation have simply disappeared for much less.”

“That’s all the information you have?”

“There’s a possibility Marconi’s going to make a contact on this trip.  There was a phone tap that revealed hints about a meeting.  It may be scheduled in one of the island ports, where we’ll be stopping.”

“Interesting,” Lo said, now totally focused.

“I don’t want you taking chances.  If you can get Marconi to boast about his business, say something about an important meeting, okay.  We’ll follow him like glue and use listening apparatus.  But none of your B & E stuff.  I know you’re good and I found the lock picks in your suitcase, but I don’t want you going anywhere near his cabin.  It interconnects with the thugs, so it’s too dangerous.  If we don’t find anything on this trip, so be it.  We get a nice cruise on company time.”

“If you kept watch, I could do it,” Lo speculated, with a slow smile.  “I’m very fast.”

Dan shook his head.  “No way.  One man can’t watch four separate people.  I’m including the innocent appearing Gwen, along with Marconi and the two bodyguards.  We don’t have any information on her.  So no kamikaze moves, Lo, and that’s final.  I know your reputation.  You take chances so you can deliver, but it’s not worth dying for.  I don’t want any surprises.  I’m not going to be your babysitter, or watch you twenty-four hours a day.  Do you understand?”

Lo nodded.  

“I don’t like that smile,” Dan said.  “I need to trust you.”

“I’ll be careful.  I promise.”  

Lo meant it.  Dan’s trust in her, and his perception about her time in jail were revelations.  In the last few years no one had understood her yearning for respect and trust after the way she had been treated in prison.  Dan said everyone knew that she had been railroaded and unjustly punished.  That wasn’t true.  All people really knew was that she had done hard time.  They assumed she was guilty.

Nothing could make her forget the degradation of prison.  Afterward, she couldn’t find a job because she had just been released.  She was almost totally broke.  Her husband was dead and his assets had been frozen.  Too proud to go to his family or her own for help, she found a tiny, dingy walk-up in New York.  It was so old it had a Murphy bed that creaked down out of the wall.  

The scuzz of the underworld approached Lo after the prison grapevine notified them she was free.  Hardened gangsters expected her to want to break the law in stupid, illegal and dangerous schemes.  She had to avoid them, without angering those former prison inmates, and placing herself in jeopardy.  

Her experiences had been so degrading that even passing the bar and becoming a lawyer, an accomplishment which many people admired, left her unfulfilled and hopeless.  Especially when the judge put her on a strict probation schedule and decreed that she couldn’t practice law until she had been ‘clean’ for five years.  Now all she wanted was to be free and make enough money to be independent.

“Okay,” Dan said.  “I’ll take your word that you’ll be cautious.  Now let’s get some sleep.”

Lo stood up and started pulling blankets off the bed.

“What are you doing?”

“You’ll be warm enough with one blanket, won’t you?”  She threw a pillow on the floor.  “I know this is kind of awkward.  I’ll be perfectly comfortable down here.”

“Which side of the bed do you want?” Dan asked, watching her with interest, still sitting relaxed in the chair.  “Next to the door, or by the portholes.”

“You can have the bed,” Lo said.  “Either side.”

“The side by the door is nearer the bathroom, if you need to get up in the night.  But I would really prefer it, in case we get any surprises.  Meaning Marconi’s goons.”

“That’s pretty farfetched.  I’m not sleeping on the bed,” Lolita said.  She pulled some things out of her suitcase and then went into the bathroom and shut and locked the door.

Dan let out a gigantic sigh.  He went over to the tiny nest she had made under the portholes and threw everything back on the bed.  Then he rolled up the blanket Lo had been planning to use and placed it in the middle of the bed, under the sheet and cover, fashioning a barrier between the two sides.  He found more pillows in a cabinet over the bed and added them to the middle mound.

Lo came out of the bathroom, wearing a different running suit.  He surmised she used sweat suits for sleeping.  This one was pink.  He decided she had taken off her underwear, because she had some garments folded so that they were hidden in her hands.  She placed them in her bag and took out a book and what looked like a large package of assorted candy.  Then she turned around.  Dan was now inside the bed.  He had taken the side nearer the door.

“If you put your ankle and wrist weights on top of the barrier it might keep you marginally safer,” Dan said.  “See, if you insist on sleeping on the floor, I’ll be honor bound to do the same.  And I would purely hate that.  I despise camping.  I don’t like any of that outdoors stuff, tents and dirt and bedrolls.  During military exercises I have been forced into situations in which I had to sleep on the ground.  There were bumps and nasty insects.  The next morning I could hardly function because sleep was impossible and my back ached.  But if you really prefer the floor, I’ll behave like a gentleman and defer to the feminine decision.  Sleep on the floor by the door.”

Lo stood there, thinking over the long monologue designed to make her feel safe.  “I didn’t mean to be an ass.”

“I can probably restrain myself.  You’re pretty, but I think I might be able to keep from snatching your honor.  I’m assuming you brought the chastity belt you carry for occasions such as these?” 

“Will you shut up?” Lo said as she got in bed, but he thought she was laughing.  

She turned on the night light over her side of the headboard.  It glowed like a halo around her head.  “Do you mind the light for a while?  I have to read before I go to sleep.”

“No.  What have you got there?”

“Nelson DeMille.  The Gold Coast.  I’ve read it before, but it’s my favorite.”  She popped a piece of candy in her mouth.  Her lips were curved up in that smile as she chewed.

“Candy is dandy...” Dan said.

“I know, liquor is quicker, but I don’t drink when I’m working.”

“Ruin your teeth.”

“I always get up and brush,” Lo said, lifting her eyes from the book and looking at him seriously.

“Okay.  Night, Lo.”  Dan turned over on his side, his back to her, and composed himself for sleep.

“Better remember to call me Linda.”

“Do you always get in the last word?”

“Mostly,” Lo said.

Dan found himself smiling as he went to sleep.
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CHAPTER 3
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Dan woke to a series of thumps and sat up instantly, acutely aware of his surroundings.  The thumping stopped.  His gaze turned sharply to the door, which was secure.  The noise had come from below, so it wasn’t anyone trying to break in.  He wondered if someone in the cabin beneath theirs was whacking at the ceiling.  Maybe it was a problem with the pipes.  

His paranoia about a possible violent break-in, and indeed about his role in this investigation, was due to the fact that Marconi or one of his bodyguards might have recognized him.  At the FBI, early in his career working domestically, Dan’s specialty had been organized crime.  He personally put away a number of gangsters and was not an unknown entity to the families.  One thug, related to Marconi, had vowed revenge.  It was the reason he had falsified his biography to keep his wife safe.  The mafia played for keeps, and held lasting grudges.

The lingering fear that he might put Lolita and the whole investigation in jeopardy was balanced by his certainty that this was one situation that was too dangerous for a lone woman to cope with.  The stakes were high indeed.  Lolita was playing her part perfectly, which led him to wonder if she had her own vendetta.  Her husband had been killed by a rival in the business.  Dan was sure Lo had done homework on the lap-top computer he had found in her luggage.  She probably knew just which family Marconi worked for in Chicago.

Dan glanced at the side of the bed where Lolita was sleeping.  She wasn’t there.  He flopped back on the pillow groggily, deciding she must be in the bathroom.  With a locked door, no doubt.  It was early.  The sun was just starting to light the room through the portholes.

The muted thumps came again and he sighed and opened his eyes, sleepily annoyed.  He saw a leg rise in side view at the end of the bed.  He thought momentarily it was a hallucination, that he was dreaming.  The ankle was nice, even though there was a weight wrapped around it.  The leg went down with a tiny thump and rose again.  Lo must be on her back, doing leg lifts, he decided.  Damn early for a workout.  

He saw that long leg rise again, back to an impossible angle, and disappear behind the bed, he imagined somewhere over her head.  It reappeared and, illogically, kept going straight up.  Her bare midriff appeared in an arc over the end of the bed; her head was somewhere below.  Dan sat up with interest, his morning lethargy dissolved.

Lo was positioned in a back bend, with that leg still straight up in the air.  She kicked it over, doing a split on the way, and stood up straight and graceful.  He saw her fall stiffly forward and cringed but there was only a small thud.  Sitting up higher he inched forward.  Lolita had caught her entire weight with her hands and was doing full length push-ups from her toes.  Then she rolled over and started lifting the other leg, rapidly, straight up and back over her head in a split.  Her gaze was riveted on the ceiling, she was concentrating hard, oblivious to an observer of the spectacular acrobatic stunts.  

Dan noticed that she was wearing earphones.  The cord went down to her waist where the tape was attached.  She was wearing black bike shorts and the kind of sport bra that a world champion soccer player had made famous.  The effect on Lo was different, although he supposed it flattened her chest as much as possible.

Dan saw her leg go back until it was over her head.  She lifted it straight up again, bent the other leg under her, and pushed up gracefully into another one legged backbend.  

Damn, she’s a contortionist, he thought with admiration.  Her waist, bent backward, looked impossibly small.  The long legs were thin but well-muscled.  He understood why she wouldn’t be doing this exercise routine in the posh gym provided for the passengers.  A crowd of spectators would be attracted.  It would give anyone with speculative, suspicious interest the condition she was in.

As Dan watched, he was reminded of the acts he had seen at Cirque du Soleil in Santa Monica.  He judged that she was almost as good as their acrobats.  The strength and flexibility necessary for this kind of workout seemed otherworldly, as though Lo had come from a feline species with impossible grace, flexibility and strength.  

He watched cartwheels, backbends, push-ups, leg lifts, splits and handstands, all done in a tiny space at the end of the bed.  Each movement looked fluid and simple.  Lolita had a slick thin layer of perspiration on her body, she was breathing hard, and he was aware that he was more aroused than when she had been giving her intentionally erotic performance on the dance floor for Steven Marconi last night.  He pulled his knees up so his condition wouldn’t be noticeable in case she glanced over.  Early morning erections were a normal physiological state in men, but more understandable considering the kind of relationship he had with his wife.

Lo seemed lost in her own world and it was a beautiful sight.  He could imagine her dancing up the walls next, like Fred Astaire, defying gravity.  But she was finished.  He saw her take off the earphones, her back to him.  

As he moved to lie back unobtrusively, Lo turned around suddenly, a neat pirouette, fixed him with a direct, unsmiling gaze and gave a slow, deep bow.  

Dan pantomimed clapping.  Lo gave a small nod of acknowledgment, then turned with a toss of her head, as though in disdain, like a performer who can’t be bothered with the thundering applause for another moment.  She picked up her towel and slung it over a shoulder.  He watched as she stalked into the bathroom.  Her hips moved independently with each step, and looked taut as two bowling balls in the black bike shorts.  He heard the water for the shower turn on.  What he didn’t hear was the lock turn.  What a package, he thought. 

In your dreams, Dan reminded himself, as he got up and dialed room service.  He put on a robe and went to check his computer for messages.  Soon he was lost inside the machine.  The research department had answered some of his questions.  Just as he had suspected, the dark haired bodyguard was Marconi’s younger brother.  Real name, Salminio (Sal) Marconi.

The discrete knock on the door was room service arriving with coffee.  Dan tipped the waiter and took the tray to a round table next to the portholes, glancing at Lolita, who had come out of the bathroom dressed in white shorts and a yellow tee shirt.  Her straight black hair was now gleaming damply on her shoulders.

Dan’s thoughts turned back to her acrobatic exercise routine as he poured himself a cup.  She had known he was watching, and a part of the performance had been for him.  She hadn’t been intentionally provocative.  Hers had been a show of grace and strength.  
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