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CHAPTER ONE

The clock on my bedside table said it was 2:00 a.m. Lights were off in my small apartment and my bedroom was totally dark. Something pulled me out of sleep and now I was in bed, awake and terrified. I was listening to someone moving around in my living room. My gun was in the brown bear cookie jar in the kitchen. My cell phone was charging in the bathroom. I kept a two-pound Maglite next to my clock, and at the moment it was the closest I could come to a weapon.

My name is Stephanie Plum and I’m a bail bonds enforcement agent. It’s the sort of job that might require self-defense skills like kung fu and eye gouging, but I’m not proficient in either. I coerced my cousin Vinnie into hiring me during a time of desperate unemployment and to date I haven’t migrated on to a better job.

I heard the intruder walk into my bedroom and drop something heavy onto the floor. I fought through the panic, clicked my flashlight on, and pinned the beam to a face. I recognized the man and went breathless for several beats before getting my heart under control.

“Diesel?”

“Yeah. You want to drop the beam a little, so I don’t go blind.”

Diesel is over six feet of hard muscle and bad attitude. He has sun-bleached hair that’s thick and unruly, talents that are difficult to explain, and a job that’s similar to mine but on an international level. Hell, for all I knew he worked at an intergalactic level.

“You scared the beejeezus out of me,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

“I got dropped off here. I’ve got a job in Trenton. Lucky me. That’s sarcasm in case you didn’t figure it out. I’m beat. It was a long trip.”

“Where did you come from?”

He kicked his shoes off. “Bangkok.” He stripped off his T-shirt and dropped his jeans.

I sat up in bed. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to bed. Move over.”

“No. No, no, no, no. You aren’t sleeping here.”

“I always sleep here when I’m in town.”

“Twice. Three times, tops, and I didn’t want you in my bed then, either. And I haven’t heard from you in what… two years?”

“Has it been that long?”

“I have a boyfriend. He doesn’t like when I have other men in my bed.”

“It isn’t still the cop, is it? Bordatello?”

“Joe Morelli.”

“I was close.”

He dropped his briefs, and I snapped the flashlight off. “Would it be asking too much for you to at least leave some clothes on?”

“Yeah, it would be asking too much.”

“Sleep on the couch.”

“I don’t fit on the couch.”

“Terrific. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

I got out of bed, grabbed my pillow, and ripped the quilt off the bed.

“Your loss,” Diesel said. “And you need to do something about the cranky attitude.”

I slammed the bedroom door shut and carried my stuff to the couch. “One night and you’re out of here!” I yelled back at him.

I have a long relationship with my current boyfriend, Joe Morelli. And I have an unconventional relationship with a security expert named Ranger. My relationship with Diesel defies description. I suppose it’s more of an occasional friendship of convenience than a relationship. Kind of like a stray cat that shows up every two years, invites himself into your home, eats your food, and stays just long enough for you to get used to him. Truth is, I know shockingly little about Diesel.



Diesel sauntered out of the bedroom into the kitchen, squinting against the early morning sunlight. He was dressed for the day in jeans, scuffed brown leather boots, and an untucked gray T-shirt advertising tequila. He tapped on the glass aquarium that was home to my hamster, Rex, received no response, and moved to the coffeemaker.

“Is there anything alive in the cage?” he asked.

“Rex,” I said. “He’s sleeping in his soup can den.”

Diesel took a mug from the over-the-counter cupboard and filled it with coffee. “I’m looking for a loser named Oswald Wednesday, also known as O.W. I don’t suppose you know him.”

“I absolutely know him. Vinnie posted a bail bond for Oswald, and he didn’t show up for his court appearance. I’ve been looking for him for two weeks now and I have nothing.”

“What’s the charge on Oswald?”

“He broke into a townhouse that was rented to a cop and he came out on the losing end of a wrestling match. Oswald said it was mistaken identity, but he was charged with breaking and entering and assault with a deadly weapon. He was armed with a gun and a knife. He got released on a high bond. Why are you looking for him?”

“He’s hacking into a system that’s supposed to be secure. I work for one of the involved parties.”

“How do you know it’s him?”

“The IT people found his digital footprint. Now it’s my job to physically find him.”

“Are the police involved?”

“No. This is a private problem.”

“Who is your employer?”

Diesel smiled. “I’d tell you but then I’d have to kill you.”

It was a clichéd line, but I got the point.

“What do you know about Oswald?” Diesel asked me.

“He’s fifty-two years old, five foot nine inches, black hair pulled into a ponytail, medium build, gave us an address of a short-term rental on Dugan Street. He hasn’t been seen in the neighborhood since he was arrested. I wouldn’t be happy if you snatched him up and whisked him away before I could collect my recovery money.”

“Understood. Maybe you should rethink letting me live here.”

“I don’t need the recovery money that bad.”

Diesel grinned. “That’s brutal. What’s wrong with me?”

“You don’t know how to share an apartment. You take it over. You have no sense of personal space or privacy. You always have to get your own way and you have a problem understanding the concept of no.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s the tip of the iceberg. You can’t stay here. It’ll be uncomfortably crowded in my bed when Morelli sleeps over.”

“I’ll concede that one.”

I poured coffee into a to-go mug and grabbed my messenger bag and a sweatshirt.

“I have to go,” I said. “Things to do. Make sure the door is locked when you leave.”

I live in a one-bedroom apartment on the second floor of a three-story apartment building. It sits on the edge of Trenton proper, making it a twenty-minute drive to the bail bonds office, my parents’ house, my boyfriend’s house, and my favorite bakery. I took the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator, exited through the back door, and crossed the parking lot to my previously owned, slightly dented Ford Focus.

I wasn’t entirely comfortable leaving Diesel alone in my apartment but I was a working girl and I needed to check in at the office.






CHAPTER TWO

Vincent Plum Bail Bonds is located on Hamilton Avenue, on the edge of my parents’ neighborhood. I parked in front of the small storefront-type office and marched in. Connie Rosolli, the office manager, was at her desk and my coworker, Lula, was pacing back and forth across the room.

It’s hard to say exactly what Lula’s job entails, but she mostly hangs with me. She’s a former professional erectile engineer who after years of practice has perfected the art of successfully squeezing her size 16 body into size 7 dresses.

“I’ve got a problem,” Lula said when I walked into the office. “My hairstylist is moving out of Trenton. Can you believe it? Why would someone want to do that? And what am I supposed to do? Where am I going to find someone to replace her? She’s a hair genius.”

I have curly shoulder-length brown hair and Lula has hair du jour. At the moment it was a huge puff ball of midnight blue enhanced with silver pixie dust.

“It’s not like I can have any kind of hair,” Lula said. “I need hair that can hold its own with my big, voluptuous body. Most hairdos get overwhelmed with the rest of me. You see what I’m saying? And if that isn’t problem enough, Connie didn’t get doughnuts this morning. She got bagels.”

I went to the box of bagels on Connie’s desk and selected a sesame seed.

“I thought I’d change things around,” Connie said. “Especially since the bakery got shot up last night, and I couldn’t get past the crime scene tape this morning.”

“Say what?” Lula said. “I didn’t hear about that. Who would shoot up a bakery? That’s just wrong.”

“Was anyone hurt?” I asked Connie.

“No. It was after hours,” Connie said. “It was empty except for the lunatic who broke in, went gonzo, and emptied a couple clips into the display case with the éclairs and cannoli.”

“That’s sick,” Lula said. “What the heck’s wrong with people these days. You just don’t go around shooting éclairs and cannoli. If you gotta shoot something, you want to at least shoot something undesirable, like something with no gluten in it.”

“Did they catch the shooter?” I asked Connie.

Connie spread cream cheese on an onion bagel. “The police responded to the alarm and caught the shooter leaving the bakery. Vinnie already bonded her out. Mary Jane Merkle.”

“We went to school with her,” I said to Connie. “She was a cheerleader. She was prom queen.”

Lula took the file from Connie and paged through it. “Here’s her booking picture,” Lula said. “She looks like she stuck her finger in an electric socket.”

I glanced at the photo. Mary Jane had fright night hair. It looked like she’d lacquered it with hair spray in the middle of a cat 4 hurricane. Her eyes were wide open and crazed. Her face was streaked with mascara. Note to self: If you’re going to go gonzo and get arrested, use waterproof mascara in case you cry.

“You never know about people,” Lula said. “One minute they’re prom queen and then next thing they’re whackadoodle.”

“We had two new FTAs come in this morning,” Connie said, handing me the paperwork. “Nothing big. A homeless guy who keeps killing and stick-roasting the ducks in the park, and an indecent exposure.”

FTA stands for Failure to Appear. If you get arrested and don’t want to hang around in jail waiting for your court date, you put up some money and you’re released. If you haven’t got the money, you can pay a bail bonds agent, like my cousin Vinnie, to essentially loan you the money. If you fail to appear for your court date or violate the rules of your release, Vinnie’s money is forfeited. This makes him unhappy, and he sends me out to find you. If I bring you back in a timely manner, Vinnie can recoup his money.

“You need to find Oswald Wednesday,” Connie said to me. “It’s a high-money bond and Vinnie’s bottom line isn’t going to look good this month if Oswald is in the wind.”

“Diesel dropped in last night,” I said. “He’s also looking for Oswald.”

“Is that going to be a problem?” Connie asked.

“Possibly.”

“That’s a problem I wouldn’t mind having,” Lula said. “Diesel’s that big, sexy, scruffy blond guy, right?”

“Right,” I said. “You left out annoying.”

“It’s just I got priorities,” Lula said. “Big, sexy, scruffy, and blond are high on my list compared to annoying.”

I stuffed the two new FTA files into my messenger bag. “Run a credit check on Oswald one more time,” I said to Connie. “It would help if a new address popped up.”

Lula followed me out and stopped at my car. “Someone spray painted ‘wash me’ on your car in pink paint,” Lula said.

“It’s been like that for a couple weeks.”

“I never noticed.”

“It partially got absorbed into the top layer of dirt, but it rained last night and washed some of the dirt off.”

“Goes to show you there could be benefits to dirt,” Lula said, wrenching the door open. “Where are we going?”

“Dugan Street. I want to see Oswald’s apartment.”

“Inside?”

“Yes.”

“I’m all about it.”

Dugan Street’s glory faded fifty years ago. At one time the large homes housed large, wealthy families, but times have changed. The grand old houses are now in disrepair and the interiors have been carved up into low-income apartments.

I took Hamilton Avenue to Chambers Street, turned at Greenwood Avenue, and after several blocks I left-turned onto Dugan. I parked across the street from Oswald’s house and Lula and I watched the house for a couple of minutes.

“Doesn’t seem like anything’s happening here,” Lula said. “There’s some cars parked on the street but nobody’s moving around.”

“Let’s look inside.”

Oswald’s apartment was one of three on the second floor of the two-story house. The front door wasn’t locked, so we let ourselves in, climbed the stairs, and I knocked on Oswald’s door. No answer. I knocked again and tried the doorknob.

“It’s unlocked,” I said to Lula.

“Seems like they don’t lock anything here,” Lula said. “It looks to me like this neighborhood might be sketchy and if it was me, I wouldn’t be so trusting.”

I opened the door, stepped inside, and yelled “bond enforcement.”

Still no answer. We were standing in a small living room with a couch, a club chair, and a television. There were no personal items lying around. We moved into the kitchen. Nothing in the fridge. Minimal pots and pans, silverware, plates, and bowls.

“This is what you would find in a rental unit with no one living in it,” Lula said, walking into the bathroom. “There isn’t even a toothbrush here.”

The bedroom also seemed untouched.

“Only one thing here doesn’t make sense,” Lula said, standing by the perfectly made bed. “There’s a stepladder under the trapdoor in the ceiling. I think someone’s going in and out up there. I bet Oswald might even be living there. Who knows what’s in the attic? It could be all fixed up into another apartment. You hold the ladder steady, and I’ll look into this.”

Lula was wearing five-inch spike-heeled sling-backs, a black spandex skirt that barely covered her ass, and a yellow knit tank top with a scoop neck that was low enough to be in nipple territory. She looked like a giant bumble bee with blue hair.

“Are you sure you want to climb the ladder in those shoes?” I asked her.

“Hell yeah. These are good ladder-climbing shoes. And I’m not necessarily going into the attic. I just want to take a peek.”

Lula went up the ladder and examined the latch.

“This isn’t even locked,” she said.

She unlatched the trapdoor and let it swing open. She climbed a couple more steps on the ladder and looked into the attic.

“It’s dark in here,” she said. “There’s no light that I can see.” She pushed the flashlight app on her cell phone and flashed the beam of light around. “Hello?” she shouted. “Anybody home up here?”

Chirping and fluttering sounds carried down to me and in seconds a hundred bats rushed out of the trapdoor and into the bedroom.

“Holy hell!” Lula screamed. “What the fork!”

She came down the ladder in a cloud of bats, missed a rung, and broke the heel off one of her shoes. She hit the floor, shrieking and dancing in place. “Eeeeeee!”

I grabbed Lula by the arm and pulled her into the living room. I slammed the door to the bedroom shut, leaving most of the bats behind.

Lula was bug-eyed, waving her arms, still dancing. “I got bat cooties. I can feel them. They’re crawling all over me. Lordy, Lordy. And I got the rabies. I can’t breathe. I can’t swallow. Look at me, I’m drooling. Am I drooling? Am I getting all foamy at the mouth?”

“I don’t see any foam and you’re only drooling a little. You haven’t got rabies. You have to get bitten by an infected bat to get rabies.”

“They looked real infected to me,” Lula said.

Her hair wasn’t a perfect puffball anymore but aside from that she looked okay. “I don’t see any bite marks on you,” I said.

“Yeah, but I got that kind of skin that would make it hard to see a bat bite mark. It would be just two little fang marks and it could look like enlarged pores. I got some of them.”

“I think the bats were mostly trying to get away from you.”

I opened the front door to leave and bumped into Diesel.

“You’re late for the party,” I said to Diesel.

“I had to wait for my fixer to deliver wheels,” Diesel said.

“You have a fixer?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” He looked around. “What’s happening?”

“Lula decided to investigate the attic and had a Born Free moment with a swarm of bats.”

“It was terrible,” Lula said. “They were bumping into me and chirping. I can still hear them. It’s like they’re in my head and won’t go away.

“I can hear the chirping,” Diesel said. “It’s coming from you.” He leaned in and studied Lula’s hair. “You’ve got a bat stuck in there.”

“What? For real?”

“It’s looking at me,” Diesel said. “I can see its beady little eyes.”

“Eeeeeeee,” Lula said. “Get it out. Get it out.”

She jumped up and down and flapped her hands and the bat flew out.

“Problem solved,” Diesel said.

“A lot you know,” Lula said. “I got a broken shoe and bat hair. I probably got lice. And the stupid bat could have pooped, and now I’ve got bat poop in my hair. I gotta go. I need a hair salon. I need a cheeseburger and fries. I haven’t got my car here.” She looked at me. “You gotta take me back to the office so I can get my car.”

I understood her dilemma. I wouldn’t want to walk around with bat hair, either, but I didn’t want to take off and drive to the office. This was Diesel’s first stop. He’d look around, reach the conclusion that Oswald wasn’t here, and Diesel would continue tracking. And knowing Diesel, he’d have some success. He had background information on Oswald that I didn’t have. The horrible fact of life was that my best shot at catching Oswald was to stick close to Diesel.

I handed my car keys over to Lula. “I’m not done here. Leave my car at the bonds office. I’ll catch a ride with Diesel.” I looked at Diesel. “That’s okay, right?”

“It would come with a price,” Diesel said.

I rolled my eyes and grunted.

“There you go, thinking the worst,” Diesel said. “You don’t even know the price, and you’re doing that eye-rolling thing.”

“What’s the price?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Let’s see how the day goes and then we can negotiate.”

Good grief.

Diesel did a quick scan of the living room. “I assume you’ve already been through the apartment,” Diesel said. “Or did Lula get bat attacked early in the search?”

“I’ve been through the apartment. There’s nothing to see. I suspect Oswald never lived here. This was just an address to hand over to people like Vinnie.”

“Sounds like Oswald,” Diesel said. “He’s clever. Good at covering his tracks. Money to burn.”

“If he has so much money, why is he hacking information?”

“It’s the way he makes the money.”

“Okay, I get that, but if he has all this money, why would he need Vinnie to bond him out?”

“It was a high bond and I’m sure he never intended to make his court date. Why forfeit your own money when you can stick a bail bondsman with the loss?”

“I’m guessing you’ve had past experience with him.”

“Our paths have crossed. He’s not my favorite person.”

“How unfavorite is he?” I asked.

“As unfavorite as it can get.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“No,” Diesel said.

“You’d have to kill me if you told me?”

“No. I’d depress myself if I had to list out all the reasons why I dislike this man.”

“Do you have other addresses for Oswald?”

“He keeps a condo in Zurich and a condo in Manhattan. I know he’s not in either condo,” Diesel said.

“Why is he in Trenton?”

“Good question. I don’t know the answer.”

“Where do we go from here?”

“We follow his obsessions. Fast cars, beautiful women, religious icons, and the Rolling Stones.”

“Anything else?” I asked. “Favorite food? Is he a sport fanatic? Does he have a favorite team?”

“He likes to give and receive pain,” Diesel said. “That’s his sport.”

“Lula might be able to help with that. She has some friends from her former profession who specialize in giving pain.”

“I doubt they operate at Oswald’s level, but we can ask Lula to look into it. No stone unturned. In the meantime, let’s start with fast cars,” Diesel said. “He favors Porsche.”

I followed Diesel out of the apartment house to a black and red Ducati.

“Nice bike,” I said.

He handed me a helmet. “It’s a Multistrada 1260 Enduro. It’s good on a chase and even better when you’re trying to lose someone.”

“And when it rains?”

“We get wet.”

Lucky us that it was a sunny day in September without much chance of rain. I tucked my hair into the helmet and straddled the bike.

Diesel powered up, returned to Chambers, and minutes later we were on Route One, on our way to a Porsche dealer. I’d like to say it was exhilarating to ride behind Diesel on the 1260, but a better word would be terrifying. Jersey drivers are for the most part fearless and totally lacking patience. Speed limits are taken as mere suggestions. I have to admit that I’m a typical foul-mouthed Jersey driver with rude hand signals and a lead foot when I’m encased in three thousand pounds of steel and fiberglass. Zigzagging through traffic on a crotch rocket is a whole other deal.

Diesel pulled into the dealership and parked in front of the showroom door. We got off the bike and removed our helmets.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “You’re whiter than usual.”

“You’re a maniac driver. I said the rosary for the entire time we were on the highway, and I made promises to God that I couldn’t possibly keep.”

“Go figure. I thought you were screaming because you were excited.”

“I was screaming for you to slow down!”

The grin returned. “It’s not the first time I’ve heard that.”

“No doubt. Now what?”

“Now you flash your fake badge around and show everyone Oswald’s photo, and hope we get lucky.”

“Just because I bought it online doesn’t mean it’s fake. It says fugitive recovery agent.”

“Whatever.”






CHAPTER THREE

I cruised through the showroom and spoke to four salesmen. Three couldn’t remember seeing Oswald. The fourth said he might have seen him bring a car into service. I left the sales floor and went to the service department. I showed his photo to a woman in the receptionist cubicle.

“He was here last week,” she said. “I remember him because he ate all of the complimentary mini doughnuts and then got verbally abusive over his loaner car being a base model.”

“Can you give me some information on the vehicle he dropped off? Did he leave it for service?”

“It was left overnight,” she said, scrolling through the shop history. “Here it is. Oswald Wednesday. He brought in a 911 turbo S for an oil change. It was one year old.”

“Color?” I asked.

“Black. 9,432 miles on it.”

“Did he give an address? Phone number?”

“He gave a New York address. He declined to leave a phone number.”

“Do you have a license plate?” I asked.

“It was a New York plate. I’ll print the information out for you. We’re always happy to cooperate with the police.”

Diesel was standing a couple of feet behind me. “Did he pay with a credit card?” Diesel asked.

“He paid with cash.”

I thanked the woman for her help, and we left the building.

I called Connie and asked her to run another check on Oswald Wednesday. “I have an address for a condo in Manhattan. See if that turns up anything new.”

“What’s Oswald’s Trenton connection?” I asked Diesel. “Has he been here before? Does he have friends or relatives here?”

“I couldn’t find a Trenton connection. That doesn’t mean one doesn’t exist.”

“Are you fibbing to me?” I asked him.

“Possibly,” he said.

It was hard to work up too much anger over this since I didn’t feel compelled to be totally honest with him, either.

“I assume you’ve been through the Manhattan condo,” I said.

“I have and it’s clean.”

“And you left some illegal surveillance devices behind?”

“Yes. No activity.”

“Does Oswald do anything besides hack into computers?”

“He has degrees in mechanical engineering and computer science from MIT. He’s never stayed at a job for more than six months. He holds a bunch of patents, mostly on obscure but essential nuts-and-bolts type stuff associated with artificial intelligence.”

“Wow.”

“He’s also a psychopath who feeds on suffering and chaos when his hacking projects get boring. He’s been involved in some of the most high-profile hacking incidents in the last few years. Most of those incidents were never revealed to the public for security reasons.”

“Wow, again. Does he work alone, or does he have partners?”

“He mostly works alone but he communicates with a loose network of other hackers and artificial intelligence researchers and tool makers. I know where some of them are located, but not all of them. It’s believed that two of them have been involved in at least one major ransomware job. They’ve disappeared.”

“None in Trenton?”

“None that I know about. They’re spread all around the world. Glasgow, Singapore, Nova Scotia, Boston, Atlanta, Osaka.”

“Where are his relatives?”

“His parents are gone. He has no siblings, and he doesn’t seem to have a relationship with any relatives or childhood friends. He grew up in LA but no longer has a home there.”

“Never married?” I asked.

“He had a wife, but she hasn’t been seen in eleven years. They were living in London when she disappeared. Several other female companions have mysteriously disappeared as well.”

“Connie has the best search software out there and we didn’t uncover any of this.”

“He periodically scrubs his history,” Diesel said. “My employer has sources not ordinarily available to the public.”

“This is the employer who needs to remain anonymous, sends you all over the world doing God-knows-what, and gives you a fixer?”

“Yeah,” Diesel said. “That’s the one.”

I thought the mystery employer was starting to sound almost as scary as Oswald.



Connie was alone in the office when Diesel and I walked in.

“Have you heard from Lula?” I asked Connie.

“Not since she swapped out your car for hers,” Connie said. “She stopped in long enough to tell me you were with Diesel and to tell me about the bat in her hair and then she took off.”

“Did you get anything on Oswald?”

“Nothing new. He didn’t list a car on his bond application,” Connie said.

“It turns out that he didn’t list lots of things we would have found interesting. For instance, the women in his life tend to disappear without a trace, and Diesel is looking for him in connection to a hacking incident.”

“As in computer hacking?” Connie asked. “Maybe Melvin Schwartz knows him.”

“Who’s Melvin Schwartz?”

“Vinnie bailed him out a couple of times,” Connie said. “He never skipped so you wouldn’t remember him. When he was a senior in high school he hacked into the system and shut all the schools down for two weeks. He had a scholarship to Harvard, but he got kicked out for hacking into the system and adjusting his first semester grades. A couple months ago, he got arrested for replacing the six o’clock evening news with a porn movie.”

“Where can I find him?” I asked Connie.

Connie pulled Schwartz’s file up on her computer, printed it out, and handed it over to me. “He’s probably at home. So far as I know, he doesn’t have a job.”

“What happened with the evening news arrest?”

“He got a slap on the wrist, just like always. He’s never done time. Trenton hasn’t got jail cells for pranksters. We’re full up with drug dealers and shooters.”

Diesel and I left the bail bonds office and stood on the sidewalk.

“I’m driving,” I said.

“The Ducati is more fun,” Diesel said.

“And you’re all about fun?”

“I’m all about taking a nap on a tropical island, in the shade of a palm tree, but that’s not going to happen.”

“How about if I drive and you close your eyes and pretend about the palm tree?”

Diesel got into my car and buckled up. “This doesn’t smell like a tropical island. It doesn’t even smell like a car.”

I blew out a sigh. “It smells like wet dog. I took Morelli’s dog, Bob, to the dog park yesterday and we got caught in the rain.” I pulled into traffic. “Where are we going?”

Diesel paged through the file. “Beeker Street.”

“That’s an odd address. It’s off State Street and it’s mainly warehouses and auto body shops.”

I went south on State Street, turned left onto Beeker, and stopped in front of Deacon Plumbing Supply. It was a cavernous cement block building with a showroom on the ground floor.

“This is it,” I said, pulling into the lot and parking. “If Melvin Schwartz doesn’t live here, I can price out a new toilet just for the heck of it.”

There were several cars in the parking lot but only one man in the showroom. I approached the man and told him I was looking for Melvin Schwartz.

“Melvin’s upstairs,” he said. “There’s a door by the loading dock on the side of the building.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I was sure I had the wrong address.”

He nodded. “Happens all the time. No one can ever find him. We should have a sign out front.”

Diesel and I walked around to the loading dock and rang the buzzer by the side door.

“What?” someone yelled on the intercom.

“Melvin Schwartz?” I asked.

“Maybe.”

“I have a computer question. Can I come up?”

“Who’s the big Neanderthal with you?”

“That’s just Diesel.”

The door clicked open, and Diesel and I walked up two flights of stairs to an open loft. There was an unmade bed in a corner and some cardboard packing boxes and a couple of laundry baskets by the bed. From the distance it looked like the boxes and baskets were filled with clothes. Hard to say if they were clean or dirty. Another corner of the loft held a small kitchenette with a table and two kitchen chairs. The rest of the loft was cluttered with workbenches and desks filled with electronic equipment and computers. A lumpy couch faced a massive flat-screen TV. A large wooden coffee table sat in front of the couch. A bunch of fast-food bags, crumpled soda cans, and two laptop computers were on the coffee table.

Melvin Schwartz was standing in the middle of the loft. He was five feet ten inches tall, and he looked like a giant, chubby cherub. He had wispy blond hair, apple cheeks, and a soft Pillsbury Doughboy body. He was wearing gray wool socks and pajamas with dinosaurs on them. According to his file he was twenty-six years old.

“I charge $145 an hour for computer consultation,” Melvin said.

“I don’t want computer consultation,” I said. “I’m looking for Oswald Wednesday.”

Melvin’s eyes popped wide open. “Oswald Wednesday? For real?”

“We know he’s in Trenton, and we thought you might have heard something.”

“Oswald Wednesday is my god,” Melvin said. “I worship him. He’s famous! He’s only the best hacker living or dead, ever. He’s made millions in ransom. He’s shut down pipelines and cruise ships and hacked into satellites. He’s fearless and brilliant. I’d give my right thumb to meet Oswald Wednesday. And he’s in Trenton? Are you sure? I mean, I knew something big was going down, but I never dreamed O.W. would be operating out of Trenton.”

“Tell me about the something big,” Diesel said.

“No can do,” Melvin said. “That would violate the hacker’s code.”

“Hackers have a code?”

“It’s one of those understood things,” he said. “Why are you looking for O.W.?”

“It’s personal,” Diesel said. “He has something that belongs to my employer and my employer would like it back.”

“Who are you?” Melvin asked me. “What’s your story?”

“I’m Stephanie Plum. I’m looking for Oswald because he missed his court date.”

“Stephanie Plum!” Melvin said. “I thought I recognized you. You’re the disaster bounty hunter. I saw your picture in the paper a couple of months ago when you jumped out of the hooker hotel. And I remember when you and your grandmother burned down the funeral home.”

Diesel looked around the loft. “Why do you live here?” Diesel asked Melvin.

“It’s free,” Melvin said. “My uncle owns the building, and this space wasn’t being used for anything.”

“Convenient,” Diesel said.

“Yeah,” Melvin said. “It’s a win-win. I’m an embarrassment to my family. This gets me out of their house. Out of sight. Out of mind. They’re happy and I’m happy because I have these cool digs, and I can pursue my calling.”

“What’s your calling?” I asked him.

“Hacking, of course.”

“Are you any good?” Diesel asked.

“I’m brilliant,” Melvin said. “Maybe I’m not at O.W.’s level yet, but I’m good enough to hack into O.W.’s network.”

“You’ve hacked into Oswald’s computer?” I asked.

Melvin’s energy level went up a couple of watts. “Not me, personally. My group, Baked Potato. We were only in his network for a couple seconds, but you have to understand, hacking O.W. is huge. O.W. either noticed right away or he had some sort of amazing emergency protocol code that noticed. We’re locked out again, but we’re working to get back in. It’s like a challenge.”

“Who else is in Baked Potato?” I asked.

“There are seven of us,” Melvin said. “I don’t know who any of them are beyond their hacker names. I’m HotWiz.”

“If you have the skills to hack into O.W.’s network, why don’t you get a real job?” Diesel asked.

“This is my job. My problem is that I haven’t totally found my focus yet. I haven’t found that big project that really puts you on the map.”

“This could be your lucky day,” Diesel said. “Help us find Oswald and you’ll have your moment of fame.”

“You want me to go snitch on O.W.? I’d be the most hated hacker in history. O.W. is revered.”

“Fame has its price,” Diesel said. “And you’re wrong. You wouldn’t be hated. Oswald is a black-hat hacker. You’d be a hero if you took him down as a gray-hat hacker. And you’d replace him as the number one hacker.”

“Oh man, that would be awesome,” Melvin said.

“Tell me about this big thing that’s happening,” Diesel said.

“I don’t know anything about it,” Melvin said. “There’s just lots of chatter. I’d have to go snooping.”

“And the best way to go snooping is by hacking into Oswald’s network again,” Diesel said.

“I’d have to think about it,” Melvin said. “I guess it could be fun.”

Diesel took a page off a yellow pad that was on one of the desks and wrote his email address and cell phone number. “Here’s my information,” Diesel said. “Get in touch with me if you learn anything.”

I gave Melvin my card. “I’m also available,” I said.

“One more thing,” Diesel said. “Do you have any idea where Oswald might be hiding out while he’s in Trenton? Does he have any hacker friends here?”

“Not that I know about,” Melvin said.

We left the loft and walked back to my car.

“What’s a black-hat and a gray-hat hacker?” I asked Diesel.

“Black-hat hackers are criminals who break into networks with malicious intent. Sometimes for sport, sometimes for personal financial gain, sometimes for cyber espionage. White-hat hackers break into systems with owner permission and perform various services for the owners. A gray-hat hacker doesn’t have the owner’s permission but wouldn’t necessarily be hacking for evil purposes.”

“We’re asking Melvin to be a gray-hat hacker.”

“Yes.”

“Where do we go from here?”

“Drive out of the lot and find a place to watch for Melvin. He’s going to get dressed and help us find Oswald.”

“Do you think he knows where Oswald is hanging?”

“No, but I think he does know one or two of the people in Baked Potato. Probably geek friends, left over from high school. And one of those geeks might be sheltering Oswald. I’m counting on Melvin getting out of his jammies and paying a visit to the number one candidate to have Oswald stashed in his apartment.”






CHAPTER FOUR

I drove out of the Deacon Plumbing lot, crossed Beeker Street, and parked at the edge of a driveway leading to several rows of self-storage units. A half hour later, a dented tan Nissan Sentra with Melvin at the wheel turned onto Beeker.

I followed Melvin to a low-income neighborhood of single-story bungalows and row houses. He parked in front of a row house on Kubacky Street and went to the door. Moments later, the door opened, and Melvin disappeared inside.

“Let’s be sociable, and go say hello,” Diesel said.

I parked behind Melvin’s car and followed Diesel to the door. He knocked and no one answered.

“Probably didn’t hear me knock,” Diesel said. He stepped back and put his boot to the door and the door popped open. He looked at me. “What is it we’re supposed to say now?”

“Bail bond enforcement.”

“Right,” Diesel said. “Bail bond enforcement,” he said to Melvin and a guy who looked close to cardiac arrest.

“Sorry about your door,” I said. “It sort of opened on its own.”

“We’re looking for Oswald Wednesday,” Diesel said. “Is he here?”

Both men shook their heads, no.

“We haven’t met,” Diesel said to the man standing next to Melvin.

“Clark Stupin,” he said. “I live here.”

“And I assume, from all the equipment I’m seeing in your living room, that you’re a hacker,” Diesel said.

“No, no, no. I’m a computer expert. And I like to play games. Computer games.”

“Do you play these games with Melvin?”

“Sometimes.”

“How about Oswald? Do you play computer games with Oswald?”

“No! I swear. Oswald doesn’t play games with people like me. I don’t even know Oswald.” He glanced at Melvin. “We don’t know O.W., right?”

“Right,” Melvin said. “We don’t know him, like, personally.”

Diesel wandered into the kitchen. He checked out the bathroom and bedroom and returned to the living room.

“Oswald isn’t here,” Diesel said.

“Why would Oswald be here?” Clark asked.

“They think he’s in Trenton,” Melvin said.

Clark went bug-eyed. “Get out! Really? Oh, wow.”

“We thought he might have dropped in on you guys,” Diesel said.

“No way,” Clark said. “He doesn’t know us. We don’t exist to him.”

I thought this was a good thing, because from what I now knew about Oswald, I doubted he’d be happy about getting hacked.

“If things change and you bump into him, let us know,” Diesel said.

“You bet,” Melvin said.

“For sure,” Clark said.

We returned to my car and buckled ourselves in.

“What do you think?” I asked Diesel.

“I think they’re in over their heads with Oswald.”

I drove back to the office and parked.

“Now what?” Diesel asked.

“A couple new FTAs came in this morning. I should try to find them.”

“I have some things to catch up on, too. We can get back to Oswald over dinner.”

“Not tonight. It’s Friday. I always eat dinner with my parents on Friday.”

“No problem. Tell them to set another plate.”

“Bad idea. Friday is a date night with Morelli. We have dinner with my parents and then Morelli sleeps over.”

“Could your life get any more tedious?”

“It’s not tedious. It’s comfortable and satisfying.”

Diesel grinned. “Like an old shoe?”

“Like a cashmere shawl,” I said. “All warm and wonderful when you wrap it around you.”

“I’m going to gag.”

“Not in my car. Get out and gag and we can reconnect tomorrow.”



Connie was alone in the office. No Lula and no Vinnie.

“Do you think my relationship with Morelli is tedious?” I asked her.

“I can’t imagine anything being tedious with Morelli,” Connie said. “He gives hot a whole new meaning.”

“We might be in too much of a routine. Like, every Friday we have dinner with my parents.”

“Lucky you,” Connie said. “You don’t have to cook and then you get to take a bag of leftovers and Morelli home with you. It sounds good to me.”

The front door banged open and Lula marched in.

“Look at this,” she said, pointing at her hair. “How am I supposed to live with this?”

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked.

“It’s brown,” Lula said. “Have you ever seen me with brown hair? No. I’m supposed to have fabulous and outrageous hair. This hair is normal. Even the cut is normal. And do you know why I’m looking like this? It’s because my regular girl, Shanesha, left the salon and when I went in just now, I had to get my hair done by the new girl, Amy. I just don’t think anyone named Amy could understand my hair needs.”

“Okay, but the good news is that you don’t have a bat in it,” I said.

“That’s true,” Lula said. “You always gotta look at the good news. Do we have any good news besides the bat? How’s it going with Oswald Wednesday? Did you find him?”

“No,” I said, “but we have some leads. And Diesel said Oswald likes pain. I thought you might know some specialists.”

“I can ask around,” Lula said. “The S&M trade isn’t as profitable as it used to be, being that the world is so depressing most people are self-inflicting these days.”

I pulled the two new files out of my messenger bag. “I thought we could look for one of these guys. We’ve got a duck roaster and an indecent exposure. Pick one.”
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