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Prolog

Kayla was the General Manager at a
manufacturing company in Seattle. Never in her life would she have
expected her partner, Mike, to be murdered. After a little innocent
digging, all clues led to London.

At the same time, her sister Anne was an
Account Supervisor at one of LA’s leading advertising agencies. Was
it a coincidence that one of her fellow co-workers would be found
dead in London at the very same time?

It only seemed logical that they would decide
to travel together to London the following day to investigate any
possible connections for themselves.

The girls had a reputation for adventure, but
nothing could prepare them for what they would find this time. The
beautiful London locations and the unusually strong love / hate
relationships only led them deeper and deeper into mystique and
trouble.

 



Chapter 1

Seattle was a bustling city and Kayla had
grown to love it. She’d left California with great hesitation to
follow her career when the company she had worked for eight years
moved from Los Angeles to Washington state. She thought she’d hate
the weather and the big city. But within months, she felt like a
native. This particular chilly evening, there was a light snow
settling on the ground – early in the season for Seattle! The snow
always made Christmas more real to her – although she’d have to
admit, during her days in California she had fun sending Santa
pictures at the beach to her family back east.

Kayla Miles had always hated parties. Too
much superficial small talk. She always saw them as part of the job
and she had always dutifully worked the room and disappeared early.
But not tonight. Since taking over as General Manager of Miles
& Stewart Enterprises, she was used to putting on parties and
events for the staff and had begun to have fun with them. She was
actually looking forward to this year’s Christmas party.

Normally she was the first to arrive and see
that all the arrangements were in place. But not this time. She was
actually excited about this year’s party and she wanted tonight to
be perfect. She found herself trying on several different outfits
before finally settling on the purple sequence silk dress that
seemed to cling to every curve. Perfect, she told herself. Sexy,
yet not showing too much. The time seemed to have slipped by and
not until she glanced at the clock did she realize she was running
late.

The phone rang as she walked towards the
door. She saw her sister’s caller ID and decided she’d better
answer it. Just in case. Her sister, Anne, was always into some
adventure or another and she thought it prudent to make sure that
she was OK. Anne’s excursions often left her in various states of
anxiety.

“Hello, Anne,” Kayla was smiling as she
answered the phone. “I was going to call you tomorrow. I’m just on
my way out to the office Christmas party.”

Anne had forgotten the date of the party and
apologized for her timing. “Sorry, Kayla. I forgot that this was
the night of your party. I was just sitting here, feeling sorry for
myself, and I started thinking about how we always spent Christmas
together in Hawaii. I’ll miss it this year.”

“So will I,” Kayla answered. “This will be
our first Christmas apart. I almost wish we had not gotten that big
order. The timing just stinks. Hey why don’t we plan it over New
Years. I’ll have this project mapped out within the week,” Kayla
assured her sister. “Then Mike can take over once I’ve got things
rolling. Will that work for you?” Kayla was sure her partner, Mike,
would willingly cover for her after the initial planning was
done.

“Yeah, let’s do it,” Anne replied. “I’ll call
you tomorrow. Have fun at your party and say hi to Mike for
me.”

“Will do.” Kayla replied.

The thought of their getting together in
Hawaii after all, gave Anne something to look forward to. She
thought of all the things they had done, the places they’d been. It
was so much easier when Kayla lived in California. Kayla was not
only her sister, but her best friend, and she really missed her
when Turnstyle Enterprises relocated in Seattle. But she couldn’t
be more proud when her sister and Mike became partners and changed
the company name to Miles & Stewart Enterprises. Her little
sister – a General Manager of a major manufacturing company – she
was so proud of her.

While Anne was reminiscing in her Los Angeles
condo, Kayla grabbed her coat and headed out. Funny how she always
felt better once she and Anne had connected.

Kayla entered the ballroom of the Sheraton
Hotel where festive balloons and streamers decorated the room. In
the very center of the room was a giant Christmas tree decorated
with reflecting lights and ornaments. The many presents from the
employee’s name pool drawing sat under the tree waiting for the
excitement of unwrapping – and the swapping – of gifts as was their
usual holiday tradition. There were also tables of special drawing
prizes on display surrounded by wishful employees hoping to win the
large flat screen TV, a laptop computer with printer, or a company
car for one year. There were plenty of smaller prizes available as
well. Kayla had planned it so that everyone would be a winner.

In the far corner, the band was already deep
into their musical routine and couples danced enthusiastically to
the festive holiday tunes. Kayla couldn’t help being impressed
seeing her everyday work buddies dressed to the hilt for this
annual event. Especially the guys in the back shop where she
usually only saw them in their company uniforms.

Kayla instinctively searched the room to
determine where first to make her move. Heads turned to admire her
innocent beauty as she casually made her way to Mike Stewart's
table stopping along the way to greet each table of employees. Her
simple, yet vibrant purple dress, with sequins seemed to sparkle
and dance with every step she took. To anyone who might not know
her, she would have been instantly cast as a professional
model.

The dress rested just below her knees with
just enough of a side slit to attract attention to her long legs
which only accentuated her slim hour glass figure all the more. The
rich violet color pulled out the brilliant blue of her eyes. Her
blonde hair fell about shoulder length and waved just enough to
give her an aristocratic air of elegance and mystique.

Kayla had inherited her mother's facial
features -- a small magical nose, blue eyes that turned color with
her moods, and a mouth she'd always thought was too full. Yet,
unknown to her, it was the feature men most drooled over.

This was the annual corporate Christmas
Party. Kayla hated coming to these company events alone. She wished
she had a steady fellow of her own, but the last year had been one
of many disappointments when it came to men! Walking from table to
table alone, she just felt the eyes upon her and imagined all those
wives and husbands were critiquing her – probably feeling sorry for
her not having a date.

After working the room she approached her
partner's table, she smiled sweetly and kissed Mike on the cheek.
“Merry Christmas, Partner,” she whispered. “Helen, you look
marvelous. You've done something wonderful to your hair. It's looks
great,” she continued in her best party small talk.

Mike's wife, Helen, was wearing the most
God-awful outfit she'd ever seen. An ugly yellowish-gold color that
fit snugly to her upper body, clung to her thick waist, then flared
to a balloon skirt that again became skin tight at her knees.

Helen was close to sixty, but obviously
trying to accomplish a younger look. It was so over done as to be
almost comical. It was a shame, too, Kayla thought to herself. She
had a beautiful face with Latin features that only a former model
could possess. She had a warm personality that Kayla had always
admired.

Damn parties! They bring out the worst in
people. Here she was trying to find something nice to say to a lady
she truly liked, while all the time she was thinking about how
ridiculous Helen looked in that awful dress. Guilt crept into the
back of her mind as she excused herself from the table.

“Well, Mike. I guess I better make the
rounds. I'll catch up with you guys later.” With that, she smiled
and continued her mingling.

Mike and Kayla had met eight years earlier
while Turnstyle Industries was still in Los Angeles. They relocated
the small manufacturing company for hydraulic systems from
California to Seattle just after their first merger. They started
small but now had clients worldwide. Mike taught her a great deal
about the business. When it fell against hard times, Kayla had
invested her own money, along with Mike’s, to keep the company
afloat. It was only natural that he would make her a full partner
and the General Manager. After a particularly painful
reorganization, they changed the company name to Miles &
Stewart Enterprises. An issue that never sat quite right with Helen
Stewart who never approved of the late hours they worked together.
She couldn’t help but wonder if Helen had known that she and Mike
has once been an item back in California! Well that was long over
now! Long before his second marriage.

As she left their table, the look of
disapproval in Helen's eyes did not go unnoticed by Kayla. Oh well.
By now she was used to it and had learned to ignore Helen's
indifferent behavior.

Kayla continued her walk around the room ...
once to the right, again around to the left meticulously working
the room until she knew her presence was well established.

It was almost 9PM when Kayla slipped away
from the party for a much need breath of fresh air. She left the
ballroom and headed left down a darkened corridor hoping to find
the ladies' room. After what seemed like a very long walk, it
became apparent that the only thing at the end of this hall was the
kitchen!

Kayla turned back and walked straight into a
gentleman who was trying to pass by. “Oh, I'm so sorry! I should
have been paying more attention!” When she looked into his eyes,
she felt as if someone had knocked the wind out of her! The man was
striking with dark wavy hair and deep blue eyes. His look was
stern, but quickly softened when their eyes met.

“No, no it was my fault. I always seem to be
running instead of walking -- are you all right?” Kayla couldn’t
help but notice his sincere look of concern.

“Yes, I'm fine -- thank you.” Kayla heard
herself respond. There was an odd pause, as if one or the other
should extend the conversation. But silence instilled. Only the odd
stare between them dominated the air. After what seemed to Kayla as
a long few seconds, she broke the ice with her departure.

“Well, I guess I should be returning to my
party -- It was nice bumping into you.” Kayla smiled at the pun as
she turned to leave - only to be stopped again.

“Wait -- don't I even get the pleasure of an
introduction. I mean it's not every day I bump into a beautiful
woman.”

Kayla could feel the blood rushing to her
cheeks and hated herself for being so obvious. Something about this
man appealed to her. His rugged good looks? The intensity of his
deep blue eyes that seemed to turn black at will? Whatever it was,
it made her a bit uneasy and excited her at the same time.

Her business personality quickly took charge
and she smiled, reached out her hand, and introduced herself. “Hi,
I'm Kayla Miles.”

“It's nice to meet you Kayla -- I'm Kevin
Delgado. Listen, there is someone here I have to meet with for a
few moments. But how about letting me buy you a drink after. That
is if you're not with someone?”

Kayla thought she caught a strange look in
his eyes when he mentioned his name and she wondered if there were
more to this man than he let on. Maybe he was married was the first
thing that came to mind.

“Well, actually I'm with several people. I'm
here for our company party. We're in the main banquet room so
that's where you'll most likely find me.”

“Then that's where I'll be. - - Until then.”
He took her hand in his and slowly brought it up to his lips. His
eyes burned into her very soul and she felt emotions stir within
her that she'd almost forgotten!

With the help of a friendly waiter, Kayla
found her way toward the ladies' room. She was still thinking about
Kevin's advances. Would he come to the party or was it just a line?
If he came what would she do? Her thoughts were interrupted by the
sound of loud voices coming from around the corner.

Startled, she slowed her pace and quietly
continued in that direction. Part of her wanted to run the opposite
way but curiosity always got the best of her. As she moved slowly
in the direction of the voices they grew louder and she could tell
it was not your normal heated conversation.

Slowly she slipped her hand into her purse
and snapped the blade of the special knife she always carried.

Her mind flashed back to an earlier time when
she'd been more trusting. She and her sister had just come out of
the shopping center and headed for the car. They were having so
much fun talking that they had not noticed the young blond man
follow them into the garage.

As Anne pulled out her car keys, the young
man jumped at her trying to grab the keys. Anne kicked the man in
his most vulnerable place -- just as she'd learned in her Tae-Bo
class. Unfortunately, not hard enough. He quickly rebounded. Using
her Marshall Arts skills, Kayla kicked the man’s head and chest so
quickly Anne was stunned to see the man rendered unconscious at her
feet in seconds. “Wow. How’d you do that?” Anne was awed.

“You should have taken that Karate class with
me, Anne.” Both girls were breathing heavily with the excitement
and relief of being safe. “But, no! You didn't want to break your
nails!”

“Very funny!” Anne could not help but laugh
at the way Kayla teased her. “I'll tell you one thing, though,”
Kayla continued. “I am going to buy you that knife I told you
about. You should carry some protection. Especially in LA.”

“Kayla. Those things are illegal.” Anne’s
expression was of concern.

“So are a lot of things!” Kayla's response
had surprised her sister. The following day, Kayla did buy the
switchblade for Anne, refusing to tell her how or where she got
it.

“Oh don’t be so uptight,” Kayla interjected.
“You have a gun in the house and you never even learned how to
shoot it!” “Details, details” Anne laughed in response.

Kayla carried her own knife with her most of
the time. As she reached for it now, her mind snapped back to the
voices ahead. The handle in her hand gave her the added courage to
move on. As she was about to turn the corner with her “I'm a city
girl, don't mess with me attitude,” she stopped short.

One of the voices belonged to her business
partner Mike, and the other to Kevin. Kevin's voice grew louder and
the tone more threatening.

“Listen -- don't tell me you have changed
your mind. It's too late for that. You are in it now. Like it or
not.”

Mike's reply was filled with anger, “Like
hell. I never agreed to this change in plan and I certainly never
agreed to testify. Remember, I’m only on temporary assignment.”

“Mike, cut me some slack,” Kevin's angry
voice bellowed. “You knew as well as I did that it might come to
this and don't think a jury wouldn't agree with me. There’s a leak
coming from your end or mine and we have to fix it. People’s lives
are in danger. I’m leaving for London tomorrow and I think you
should plan on being there too. This whole affair is getting
dicey.”

The voices were getting closer. Kayla knew
she should not be seen. She retracted the knife and stepped
backwards, looking for a quick hiding place. Just as they turned
the corner, she found a small alcove and ducked into it pushing as
close to the wall as she could. Her heart was beating so loudly,
she was sure they would hear the thumping.

After they had passed, she quickly headed
back to the Christmas party and made her way to the podium. She
paged Mike. It was all she could think of to get him away from this
obviously threatening mad man.

To her surprise, Mike responded to the page
with both Kevin and Helen at his side! She had not heard a woman's
voice and seeing the three of them together was a shock! A forced
smile was all Kayla could muster.

“Kayla -- let me introduce you to a friend of
mine. This is Kevin Smith. He’s visiting family here in Seattle and
I invited him to stop by the party.”

“Well, actually ‘Mr. Smith’ and I have
already met.” Kayla's imagination began to run wild. Why had the
man lied about his name? Why was Helen's arm linked to Kevin as if
they were old friends? And if they were friends, why, after twelve
12 years working with Mike, had she never heard of this man until
now?

Kayla's questions continued to rush through
her head, but she knew better than to expect answers just now.
Tomorrow, she'd have a million questions for Mike, but for now, it
was back to company business.

“I apologize for disturbing you gentlemen.
But, Mike, some of the employees are asking for you and I thought
you might find this a good time to give your annual holiday pep
talk.”

“Oh, you're right. Past time I'd say. And we
both have a lot to thank our people for this year. Kevin will you
join us?”

As Kevin answered he looked not at Mike, but
directly into Kayla's beautiful blue eyes. “Thanks Mike, but as I
told you earlier I'm meeting up with a business associate. He's
late as usual. Perhaps I'll wander by later just to check out the
action.” With that he gave Kayla a wink and departed.

Kevin's obvious interest in Kayla had not
gone unnoticed by Mike. He could not hide his worried look as he
spoke to her. “Kayla what was that about?”

“Who knows. The man obviously thinks he's
God's gift to women. Let's not worry about him, we have a roomful
of people waiting for us. Helen, would you excuse us while we rally
the troops?” Now was not the time to delve into this mystery.

The darts flew from Helen's eyes. But she was
obviously more interested in Kevin's meeting than Mike's business,
so she nodded politely and turned away. Kayla could not help notice
that she quickly caught up with Kevin and together they headed
towards the lobby bar where Kevin was to meet his business
associate. Helen laughed and talked to him until his appointment
arrived. To Kevin’s surprise, she stayed through their conversation
showing no real interest to the office party she’d come for.

As Kayla and Mike walked back to the party,
Kayla noticed that Mike stuffed both his hands into his pockets. It
was an old habit of his that showed up when he was trying to
control his emotions, though he himself was not aware of it. Kayla
knew something was wrong and wished she knew how to help. But she
did not think it was wise to bring up what she'd overhead just
yet.

As Mike began his talk her mind started to
wander. She remembered those first days when Mike came to Turnstyle
Enterprises as the new President. She was just a junior account
executive then and very anxious to prove she had the metal to make
it in the corporate world.

Almost instantly, they developed a bond of
trust and she soon became his right hand. Their friendship grew -
business and otherwise - and Kayla often wondered what other roads
their relationship might have taken had he not been engaged.
Nevertheless, when the company fell on hard times, it was Mike
& Kayla who bailed it out and now they were equal partners.
Mike maintained the title CEO and Kayla became the Vice President
of Operations, later being promoted to President/General
Manager.

As the microphone screeched and Mike's
audience began to applaud, her thoughts turned back to the party.
It was almost 9:30PM when Mike finished his talk. As the employees
clapped, Kayla made her way to the front of the room.

“Thank you,” Kayla began, “for making this an
exceptional year for us. Without your hard work, we could not have
made our numbers. Next year we'll do even better. Happy Holidays to
you all. Enjoy the party. And don’t forget, the big drawings are
coming up soon, so stick around. You may be the big winner!” The
room again filled with applause.

She weaved in and of the crowd until about
10:30 when the festivities started to end and the employees were
carrying out their surprise gifts and prizes. At last. Now she
could ease her way out. As she said her good nights, a part of her
was disappointed that Kevin had not returned as promised. Another
part of her wondered why she even cared after the twisted
conversation she'd overheard. The man was obviously a fraud. He'd
lied to her about his name and who knew what else he was involved
in. Who even cared, she tried to convince herself with little
success.

Kayla headed for the coat room to retrieve
her coat having quickly decided to forget the whole incidence. If
Mike wasn't worried, then why should she?

As she reached the front lobby, there he was.
Kevin’s eyes swept up and down her body with such intensity that
she almost felt her clothes melting away.

“May I have this dance?” Not waiting for a
response he put his arms around her waist and pulled her to the
center of the lobby and began to dance. As they danced without
music, everyone turned to admire what they considered to be
romantic holiday lovers. Kayla's embarrassment was obvious to Kevin
and he seemed to enjoy her uneasiness.

“Party over?” he smiled. “Where to next?”

Anger flared from Kayla's eyes. “How dare you
take me for granted,” she almost growled.

Her anger just excited him all the more. “You
don't seem to be the type to play games, but perhaps I'm
wrong?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Did we not meet earlier? And didn't you tell
me just where I would find you?”

“That was before.”

He gave her a look of bewilderment and said.
“Before what?”

“Listen Mr. Delgado ... or is it Mr. Smith?
It's late and I'm tired so if you'll excuse me.”

He started to laugh which only intensified
Kayla's anger all the more. “Oh, so that's what has you all fired
up. Do you know your eyes turn to a sparkling green when you’re
angry?”

“Now who is playing games?”

His smile faded, “All right, if you want an
explanation, you'll get one, but not here. Let's go for a
cocktail.”

“I don't think so,” Kayla retorted.

“There's a quiet cafe down the street where
we can talk. You're not afraid are you?”

Damn! He had to say those words. For as long
as she could remember when anyone said, “You're not afraid are
you?” she immediately took up the challenge and usually landed in
trouble. She blamed her sister, Anne, who was usually the
instigator in these misadventures.

Looking him straight in the eyes, she tried
to laugh off his challenge. “Afraid of you? Should I be?”

“No,” Kevin responded. “But it’s obvious you
feel uncomfortable with me. Let’s just go for that nightcap and
I’ll tell you all you want to know. Though I have to warn you, it’s
nothing as obscure as you seem to think.”

Slowly he planted quick, gentle little kisses
all around her mouth. He started at her cute little nose, then
gently kissed her upper lip. Tenderly he move his way from top to
bottom with tiny kisses delicately placed around the full outline
of her mouth. Once he'd made the full circle, he pulled her roughly
to him and pressed his lips to hers. The kiss was gentle at first,
then intensified with increasing firmness. She felt his tongue
reach out to her. Her knees went weak. Before she totally lost it,
she pushed him away.

She could not miss the satisfaction of
conquest in his eyes. But somehow she just didn't care. This was
one time she did not want to be in charge.

“Maybe just one nightcap,” she conceded.

 



Chapter 2

Helen watched Kevin & Kayla intently as
they left the lobby. Helen’s interest did not go unnoticed by
Kayla. She did a little wondering of her own. What was Helen’s
connection with Kevin? If any. She remembered thinking that Helen
was more all over the other man than Kevin when she saw them all
together earlier.

Kayla let Kevin walk her to her car. When he
asked for the keys she assumed he'd just open the door for her, see
her safely off, then meet her at the cafe. But before she could
protest, he was behind the wheel. “Hop in,” he gestured, releasing
the lock on the passenger side.

Normally Kayla would not have driven with a
stranger let alone let one drive her car. It was her practice to
meet her dates at the given destination, leaving her the option of
a quick escape if necessary. But it was obvious, Kevin was not her
usual date, so she reluctantly went to the other side and got into
the car.

“Taking a lot for granted, aren’t you? I
don’t particularly like other people driving my car,” Kayla
interjected.

Kayla was pretty proud of her Ford Mustang.
It wasn't a glamour car like Anne's Mercedes but she really enjoyed
the sense of power that the V8 engine gave her and the feel of the
road as she shifted through the gears. She was probably one of the
very few women who actually enjoyed working a clutch on all these
Seattle hills. Now a stranger was driving her car and he too was
obviously taking pleasure with its performance.

“Just being a gentlemen. I know the way, you
don’t. Doesn’t make sense for you to drive.” Kevin was causal in
his response.

The cafe was not “just down the street” as
Kevin had earlier indicated. When he drove the car down Pike and
jumped onto I-5 North, Kayla started to get a little worried. Just
how far was this café?

Trying to keep the nervousness she was
feeling out of her voice Kayla started to question Kevin. “I
thought we were just going a few blocks and now I find myself on
the highway - where are we going?”

Kevin's smile was mischievous, “Not to worry
Sweetie - it's not much further.” A few moments later they were
taking the Mercer Exit and heading toward Lake Union. After a few
minutes Kevin pulled in front of a small seafood restaurant. As he
left the car in valet, it became obvious that he came here
often.

“Welcome back, sir.” the parking attendant
smiled as he took the keys. A second attendant appeared at Kayla's
door, graciously offered her his hand and helped her out of the
car. “How long will you be Mr. Smith?”

“Just an hour or so, Henry. Keep it out
front will you please?”

“Sure thing,” the attendant responded.

Kayla could not help but be impressed.
Whoever Kevin was he certainly seemed to be well liked. Kayla
smiled to herself as she thought “he must tip well - either that or
he had an endearing personality that he kept hidden - she'd bet on
the tipping.”

As soon as they entered the building, the
maître-d was all over them. “Kevin. Good to see you again so soon.
I have your usual table waiting for you.”

They were led to a large booth in the back of
the dining room. The lighting was soft & romantic. Kayla
slipped into one side, Kevin the other. Menus were already opened
on the table and she couldn't help but notice all of her favorite
dishes were there.

“It's beautiful,” Kayla said quietly, not
sure what else to say just yet.

“I love it here,” Kevin responded. “The
food's great and the people so amicable. If you're like me ... and
I think you are ... you spent all your evening working that room.
Bet you didn't get to eat a thing. Am I right?”

Kayla couldn't help but smile. “Right again,”
she said.

“Let me order for us.” He ordered steak &
lobster for both of them with a bottle of chardonnay. “Figured I
can’t go wrong giving you both meat and fish,” he smiled as he
finished talking to the waiter.

As they waited for the food to arrive, Kayla
started to ask her questions. “OK, Kevin.” Kayla began. “Just why
are you using two different names? And which one is real?”

“Believe it or not,” Kevin laughed, “Delgado
is the real name. Smith is my business name.”

Now Kayla's curiosity was really peaked.
“Business name?” she continued her probing.

“Just what type of business are you in? Why
do you need two names? Does Mike know you use two names?” Kayla
began to suspect something illegal.

Kevin sensed her suspicions and seemed amused
at her discomfort.

“I wish I could give you some mysterious
answer! But alas, I'm just an importer of foreign artifacts. Smith
is just easy to spell and causes less confusion in customs. Nothing
dangerously exciting -- And to answer your unasked question,
certainly nothing illegal.”

Kayla was almost hypnotized by his beautiful
dark blue eyes. She wanted desperately to believe him. She was
attracted to him. Why, she didn't quite know. Physically, he was
certainly sexy enough. She certainly enjoyed his company. But his
arrogance irritated her.

Before she could continue her questioning,
the entrées were delivered and the conversation changed to food.
The steak was the most succulent she’d ever tasted and the lobster
just melted in her mouth. She couldn’t remember any food tasting so
good and she wondered why she hadn’t discovered this restaurant
long before now.

Kevin waved quietly to the waiter. “Can we
have another bottle of wine, please. And could you start two of
those scrumptious chocolate soufflés for us.” Turning to Kayla,
“you’re just going to love their desserts.”

While they ate, they made small talk about
the restaurant and the food. Kayla sipped the wine slowly but not
being much of a drinker, she felt its calming affects almost
immediately. She was going through her mind about the questions
still unanswered when the steaming soufflés were delivered. He was
right. They were heavenly. Topped with whipped cream that melted
slowly into the chocolate, it was an exquisite taste. She wondered
why she hadn’t tried one before.

Before she could protest, Kevin was ordering
after-dinner drinks. As they waited for the drinks to arrive, Kayla
resumed her questioning about the evening’s events.

“What's between you and Helen?” Kayla
continued her questioning. “She certainly clung onto you!”

“Yes. I noticed that, too. Actually we just
met this evening! Mike and I have been friends for some time. But
Helen didn't like most of his friends, so he never introduced us.
She followed us around tonight like a puppy.”

“I noticed.” Kayla's eyes were mistrusting
him now. “Where did you two go when Mike was giving his talk?”

“I went to the lobby bar to meet my
associate, Rick; Helen followed me there. She flirted with both of
us, actually! She tried not to show it, but I got the feeling she’d
met my friend before. She was all over him. She kept asking
questions about his island jewelry.”

There was a change in his expression and
Kayla suspected there was more to this meeting than two friends
hooking up. Little did she know, she would later learn that his
friend was not indeed a friend, but a suspect in the case Kevin was
working on.

“Island jewelry?” Kayla repeated. “What's
that?”

“My friend is from London, but does a lot of
business in the Galapagos Islands. Rather remote islands, just off
Ecuador. There's not much there really. One small settlement on the
isle of Baltra. The other islands are uninhabited and quite remote.
Lizards, snakes and things like that. No people.

The Baltra settlers make their income from
tourists doing day tours to the other islands and of course,
selling them souvenirs before they go back home. They use the
dwindling black coral of the Islands for their jewelry. It's
illegal to mine black coral but difficult to police since vendors
all claim to import the coral from other sources. Helen was
fascinated by my friends bracelet. It's all she talked about.”

“What was so unusual about it,” Kayla asked,
thinking it was some sort of beaded junk.

“Nothing particular. It was l8 carat gold.
It had small turtle imprints around the band, but they were so
subtle, most people would never notice them.”

“Turtles?” Kayla squirmed thinking of those
ugly snapping turtles back home.

Kevin smiled sweetly. “Galapagos means
turtle in Spanish. The islands are known for the large tortoise
population. They're beautiful really. Some weigh as much as 600
pounds. A man can comfortably sit on one's back. As a matter of
fact, some brave visitors try to ride them every now and then. But
they usually get thrown. They are faster than you might expect. One
large tortoise can walk sixty yards in 10 minutes. That's four
miles per hour. Imagine trying to keep your balance as the giant
shell lunges along. These creatures are big, beautiful and strong.
And as you might expect, their image is imprinted on almost every
souvenir that leaves the Island.”

“Doesn't sound so beautiful to me,” Kayla
responded. “But then I'm into more cuddly creatures.”

“Like what?” Kevin continued, happy to
change the subject.

“Like cats I guess. I have two.” Kayla
wondered why she was telling him this!

Kevin's face broke into a comforting smile.
He reached across the table to hold her hand looking at her
intensely. “I don't like competition. At the party, I had 200 plus
people to compete with. Somehow they're not nearly as threatening
as two cats. There's something about you, Kayla. Something that
makes me want you all to myself. Not even sharing you with your
cats. It's a little scary. Because I rarely feel this way about a
woman.”

Kayla started to speak. But the words seemed
to catch in her throat.

Triumph was in his eyes and voice, “Come on.
Let's get out of here.”

She didn't have to ask where. Kayla had
already made up her mind. She wanted the man and decided right then
and there that she was taking him home.

As they headed to her place Kayla kept
trying to remember what condition she left it in. Did she pick up
after herself this morning? Was the place a mess? Kayla really
liked her condo. The deal was almost too good to be true. A local
bank had repossessed the unit and were anxious to sell. Kayla made
a low offer and it was accepted.

The Mercer Island condo felt like home from
the first moment she stepped across the threshold and she knew she
had to have it. It was comfortable and most importantly it was
affordable & close to her work. It was a top floor unit with a
beautiful view of the trees on three sides. The layout was
traditional - two bedrooms, kitchen, and den that opened up into
the living room.

When the escrow closed Anne came up to help
pick out the furniture and pictures which helped give it some
charm. The living room was done in white and mauve which made the
room look bigger. The den became an office where Kayla spent a good
deal of time working at the computer. It was perfectly laid out and
organized - well usually organized. Kayla remembered she had been
working on a few projects earlier and hoped she'd put them away and
not left them sprawled across the desk.

As soon as they entered the condo, Kayla's
cats jumped up to say Hi. Rusty took to Kevin immediately. No
surprise there. But when Misty climbed on his lap Kayla was in
shock. Misty didn't like anyone but her sister, Anne. And even
then, the cat was cautious about approaching.

“Well, that's a good sign!,” Kayla thought
out loud, letting her guard down a bit. “Misty doesn't trust just
anybody!”

“Sort of like you?” Kevin kidded her.

“Yeah, I guess so!” Kayla laughed. It was
strange. She was feeling a little nervous about being so
comfortable with him. She was charmed by him, but for some reason
she did not trust him. “Would you like a drink?” Kayla asked trying
to be the perfect hostess. But the truth was, in spite of the wine
at the restaurant, she still felt the need to relax a little. They
sat on the chair and sipped Chardonnay as they began to chat more
easily to each other. Kevin sensed her armor breaking down and
without a word he took her chin in his hands and bent to kiss her.
As their lips met, Kayla could feel what little hesitation she had
slip away. His lips and tongue slowly moved down her neck. A small
moan came from her throat.

Kevin gently picked her up and carried her
into the bedroom. His eyes held hers as he gently sat her on the
bed. His tongue gently touched her parted lips while his hand
slowly moved up and down her thigh. Slowly he began to unzip her
dress, his lips following the straps as they fell to her waist.
Kayla was lost in complete abandon. If she had any doubts, they
were now pushed aside.

Before long, clothes were scattered all over
the place while they savored the feeling of touching and hugging as
they held each other close. As their hands explored each other's
bodies, the sexual tension continued to mount. Kayla, having
decided to give in, now needed him desperately. They hugged and
kissed until neither could hold off any longer and he finally slid
inside her. The screams of pleasure surprised them both. Neither
wanted it to stop.

When it was over, Kevin got up and started
to dress. All emotion suddenly gone. As Kayla came back to reality,
she started to realize the impact of what she'd done. She was
angry. Not at him as much as at herself. This was the man she heard
threatening Mike. And in spite of the chemistry between them, she
did not believe all he'd told her. She hated herself for giving in
so easily.

The sincerity seemed to have flooded from
Kevin's face. As if he'd read her mind, he continued to dress and
started talking again.

“I know, you want me to leave - well that's
OK - I never stay the night. I’ll catch a cab back to the hotel.”
He kissed her gently on the cheek and made his exit.

Kayla looked at the door as it closed behind
him with mixed feelings. How could he be so hot and so cold all
within the same evening? She hated herself for falling for his
line. His hasty exit had turned a beautiful evening into a bomb.
Damn him!

Kayla was stunned. Taken aback by his abrupt
departure, she jumped into the shower to cleanse her body as well
as her mind. Was she angry at herself for giving in? Or for
enjoying him so much? Whichever, it was, his nonchalant attitude as
he left made it even worse. She felt used. And she hated him for
that.

It was past 2AM when she jumped into bed
with another glass of wine to relax. Her immediate reaction was to
call Anne but then she remembered the time. It would have to wait
until tomorrow.

As she sat in bed sipping her wine, a shiny
object caught her eye. It was on the carpet half hidden under the
dresser. Kayla got up to take a closer look. It was a ring! A ring
with a turtle engraved into it. It must have fallen out of Kevin's
pocket when he tossed his jacket over the chair.

She remembered their earlier conversations
at the restaurant about the Galapagos Islands and their souvenirs.
But she distinctly remembered he was not wearing a ring then. She
would have noticed. They were, after all, holding hands most of the
time.

She looked inside for an engraving,
expecting to find an anniversary date or something. It would be
just her luck to fall for another married man. The initials read
LTS. She wondered what it stood for.

Remembering his rude exit, she tossed the
ring in the top drawer of her dresser. Out of sight out of mind.
She'd had just about enough of Kevin for tonight.

Screw the time! She'd call Anne anyway. She
hit speed dial one on her bedside phone, but all she got was the
recording. Where the hell was she at 2AM? Kayla, rarely drank. But
tonight she emptied the whole bottle of wine before sleep would
come. Men!!!!!!

 



Chapter 3

Back in Los Angeles, Anne's mind raced back
to the weekend as she tried to forget the task at hand.

Here it was – Christmas season again and
only a few days before the new year. Time to make those resolutions
once again. Last year's resolutions had fallen by the wayside all
too quickly. Oh! she'd tried hard enough to breathe new life into
her job. But it seemed every step forward was two steps back.

The office politics got thicker and thicker.
In the past she'd always been able to work around the egos. But
this year things were way out of hand. With the economy in tight
straits, even best friends at the agency were working at each
other's backs. She’d grown tired of playing the game.

Friday had started out to be a relatively
normal day. Anne awoke to a full Voice Mail Box. Kayla’s message at
2AM surprised her and she was anxious to return the call to find
out what it was all about. But she was running late so decided to
return the call when she got to the office.

Anne walked in at 8AM and the phone was
already ringing. She picked it up and immediately wished she had
not. What a hell of way to start her day!

“Hi Anne, how was your weekend?” She could
sense the sarcasm in David's voice as she winced at the phone.
David Ashcroft fancied himself to be the office Romeo and seemed
intent on making her one of his many conquests!

“Great, David. And yours?”

“Would have been better if you'd taken me up
on my offer,” David chided. “But you'll come around; they all do;
I'm totally irresistible.”

Anne could almost see his smug smile as she
forced a polite laugh. “Is this personal or business, David? My
other line is ringing and I should grab it.”

“It'll have to wait, Anne. The boss got a
call from Abbey Motors this morning and he's worried sick. The
account is in trouble and he wants us to fly to London to pull it
out of the bag. How soon can you be ready?”

Ashcroft was the junior account executive
helping Susan with the Abbey Motors Account and he often traveled
with Susan to London. Anne, however, had no intention of traveling
with him. What could Brian be thinking. He surely would not turn
the account over to a junior account exec. Anne wondered why
Ashcroft was suddenly so interested about the London visit.

Anne was stunned. “Abbey's not my account!
Why isn't Brian sending Susan?”

“I didn't ask,” quipped David. “I was so
excited about traveling with you that I wasn't about to risk the
opportunity with too many questions.”

As she hung up the phone she felt that
familiar knot forming in her stomach. Traveling with David was
nothing Anne looked forward to. When they'd first met she was dazed
by his amazing good looks. He reminded her of one of those
characters you see in TV soaps. Perfect hair, perfect teeth,
perfect eyes, but as soon as he began to talk, she could tell he
had an ego that wouldn't quit.

He was, in her opinion, obnoxious, boring,
and totally predictable. She'd gone out of her way to avoid him. To
have to travel to Europe with him was one of those events in life
that could be compared to going to the dentist and having your
teeth pulled - without Novocain. No she thought - the dentist would
be preferable over spending time with that insufferable lout!!
Brian would have to be told she would not travel with David. He
was, after all, simply a junior account exec on the account and
would only get in the way.

As Anne raced down the hall and towards
Brian Peterson's office, she began to regress to her earlier days
at Wayne, Peterson & Smith. She had been nervous about the
interview, but Brian had put her at ease with his down home charm.
She had liked him from the start. He was very distinguished looking
with his gray hair and gray mustache. His suits were always
impeccable.

Anne had been so excited when Brian gave her
the job as Junior Account Services Rep. For the first year, she
worked closely with him as he taught her all he knew about winning
and keeping clients. He seemed to thrive on her enthusiasm as if he
too were seeing things for the first time. She quickly worked her
way up the ranks to a Senior Account Supervisor.

Anne loved to discuss a client's business,
evaluate it in relation to the economy, competition and market
trends and help them set long-term marketing goals. The clients
were great, the people at the agency exciting to be around.

A frown began to form on Anne's face as she
wondered just what Brian was up to. Brian was well aware of her
aversion toward David and it angered her that he would even think
of pairing them up on a project. She would make it quite clear
right there and then, she would not travel with David. What’s more,
what was the deal with Susan?

As she headed out she saw her reflection in
the window. Her blond hair was shoulder length and combed away from
her face, a style she'd particularly chosen to enhance &
accommodate the business image she wished to portray. She carried
herself with an air of confidence that always seemed to make people
turn and stare as she passed by. The more they admired her, the
more self conscious she became. She tried very hard not to show
it.

In her younger years, it was her sister who
got all the attention. Anne had her father's prominent nose which
she'd always hated. Many had told her she was attractive but in her
own mind she couldn't always see it. Her sister Kayla had the look
she wanted. Full breasts, a cute little nose and those gorgeous
full lips.

It was Kayla who had the outgoing
personality making her popular in school, while Anne kept her nose
buried in the books as an escape to her shy and lonely childhood.
She remembered being called a good student. But she knew she wasn't
smart. She simply worked extremely hard at her studies. After all,
if she was so busy studying, how could she possibly have time to
socialize?

Funny, she thought, how she'd dragged the
same fears into adulthood! Was that why she worked so many hours?
So she wouldn't have to face those people who made her feel so
inadequate? In a business situation, it was easy. She'd studied
hard and knew her business well. But at social functions she always
felt so out of place.

As Anne daydreamed her pace quickened.
Before she knew it, she was at Brian's door. Without thinking, she
opened it and barged in. She looked up ready to explode. She had no
intention of taking Abbey Motors away from Susan. And certainly,
under no circumstances was she ever going to travel with David!

Her normally soft blue eyes were ablaze with
anger and almost glowed as she looked up to confront Brian. But she
was shocked to see the stranger in the room.

“Oh! I'm sorry,” she stammered. “I didn't
know you had a visitor!” Anne looked apologetically at Brian and
then at his guest. She noticed immediately that the two men had
been arguing. The stranger stood and turned to her. His smile was
so perfect, it was like looking at a page in Gentleman’s Quarterly
magazine. But the ice-cold look in his eyes warned her to
beware.

“Anne Miles, meet Richard Keller. Rick is
working with Abbey Motors in their London office and has come for a
visit.”

Anne sensed that Brian's introduction was a
bit forced but put on a smile and returned the greeting. “Hello
Rick, I'm really sorry to have interrupted.”

Rick's face changed instantly. Focusing on
Anne he smiled and said, “Brian and I can finish our talk tomorrow.
I'm going to be here until the weekend. You will have dinner with
me tonight, won't you?” The word “will” was exaggerated. Almost an
order, rather than an invitation. Anne was about to decline when
Brian stepped in.

“She'd love to Rick. She'll meet you at
Angelo's at about 8PM.” Anne, too stunned to say a word, just
stared. Rick took that as an acceptance - gave a mock bow and
without another word - he was gone!

Anne looked first at the door nonchalantly
slammed shut by Rick, then back to Brian. Normally she might have
noticed the anger and strain that showed on his wrinkled brow.
Today she was simply too angry at him for the way he'd just taken
advantage of her and her time.

“How dare you commit me for dinner plans!
Did it ever occur to you that I might have a dinner date?”

Brian looked at her as if to admit defeat.
“I'm sorry, Anne. I know it's a lot to ask. But our agency
reputation is at stake. I need someone I can trust.”

“Trust with what?” Anne demanded.
“Entertaining Susan’s clients? You better have a better explanation
than that!”

Anne and Brian walked over to the window of
the large corner office and stared at the street. From his
position, Brian could see Rick leave the building and head toward a
waiting limo. As the driver opened the door, Brian noticed an
attractive woman who appeared to be of Latin descent waiting for
Rick's return.

The ladies dark eyes were intense, magnified
by the shoulder length dark hair that framed her face. Her features
were striking. She wore a bright red blouse ruffled and off one
shoulder. Brian could not help but notice that she was much older
than Rick. He wondered what their relationship could be. Anne was
struggling with even more bizarre thoughts. To her the woman looked
a lot like Mike’s wife - Helen. Couldn’t be, she thought. She’d
only met Helen once and she never was good with names & faces.
The likeliness of seeing her in LA was incalculable.

There was a strained silence as Brian stared
out the window. Walking to his side, Anne got another quick glance
just before the door of the limo closed and the driver pulled away.
She couldn’t help but ask herself, could this actually be
Helen?

As the limo pulled away, Anne was reminded
of why she had come.

“What's going on, Brian? I think you owe me
an explanation.”

“I wish I knew, Anne. It's a bit confusing!
When Rick took over the account for Abbey Motors he contacted us.
His uncle being a partner made it all the more exciting for us. I
can remember Charles bragging about his nephew. He was happy when
our two companies started to work together. Susan began working on
the account with Rick as her contact in London and all reports
seemed positive.”

“So where is Susan?” Anne asked. “David just
told me you wanted me to take over the account. Did she do
something wrong?”

Sweat poured off Brian's brow as he tried to
pull the pieces together. “I don't know where to start, Anne! Susan
went to London two weeks ago to meet with the account reps. When I
talked to her last she sounded as if everything was going well.
Then last night I got this call from the London police. They found
Susan's body, along with that of a British agent, in a jeep.”

“Susan's dead!” Anne exclaimed. “Do they
know how? Or why?” Her imagination ran wild with each speculation
more shocking than the last.

Brian motioned for her to slow down. “All I
know is that the jeep was one of a shipment that Abbey Motors
planned to ship to Ecuador.” He went over to the sofa and motioned
for Anne to sit before continuing.

“No one seems to know much of anything at
this point! They aren't even sure if she was killed in London or in
Ecuador! I told the officer she was not scheduled to leave London
until tomorrow. They suspect the two of them were killed in London
and just hidden in the jeep.”

“How the hell can you hide a body in a
jeep?” Anne whispered out loud. Brian let it pass and
continued.

“There were three containers with jeeps in
the shipment. Someone tipped customs that cocaine was being
smuggled in some of the containers. When the containers were
unloaded, they were all searched. They found cocaine in two of the
three containers. The bodies were in the third! So now the CIA
thinks Susan was involved in the transaction. Abbey Motors is being
investigated. And since Susan worked for this ad agency, we are
being watched as well.”

“That's ridiculous,” Anne blurted out. “And
just what does Rick Keller have to do with all of this?”

“I don't know, Anne and I don't know what
he's after. Information perhaps. He was asking lots of questions as
if we might know what was going on.”

Anne knew Susan only from a professional
vantage point. But they had dinner together a few times. She did
not strike Anne as the type to be involved with any drug deals. She
was young and eager to advance. As such, she asked lots and lots of
questions. Perhaps this time she asked the wrong question?

Anne sat back and let out a long sigh. There
was a nagging thought at the back of her mind - why would someone
smuggle drugs into Ecuador - seems like it should be the other way
around. But then what did she know about the drug trade. She let it
pass.

“Well, this should be interesting,” Anne
pondered. “I wonder what Rick’ role is in all this?”

“Anne, he was pretty vague about giving me
any information. I was hoping you could charm a better explanation
out of him,” Brian continued with a worried look on his face.

“Oh shit!” The realization of what he'd done
had just exploded in Brian's mind. “I shouldn’t have put you in the
middle of this, Anne. It could be dangerous.”

“No way,” Anne was adamant. “Now that you've
gotten me involved, I might as well do a little investigating on my
own. Don't worry. I can play the dumb blond extremely well. It will
be interesting to see if all those acting lessons paid off!”

“There is one thing, though, Brian. I
understand you need me to go to London to see what's going on but I
will not travel with David Ashcroft. If you have this male thing
about me needing protection, I can tell you right now - your idea
of protection is more dangerous than what I'm walking into! He’s
only a junior account rep and will just be in the way.”

A smile washed across Brian's face for the
first time since their conversation had begun. “Anne. I should have
known better. I'll call him off.”

“Thanks, Brian. Now I've got some loose ends
on my desk to tie up before I head off for London. Then of course
there's the ordeal of what to wear tonight. Maybe something with a
low neckline. He looks like the type to have wandering eyes. Maybe
a little wine, a little cleavage ... who knows. Maybe I can get
something out of him. It's worth a try.”

“Be careful, Anne.”

Anne turned back with a curious grin. “Oh.
I'll be more than careful!”

Brian sat back with a worried look on his
face. What he wouldn't give to be a fly on that restaurant
wall.

 



Chapter 4

Anne went back to her office and reached for
the phone. Suddenly she stopped and put the receiver back. She
remembered what Brian had said, “the phones could be tapped.” If
they were watching they may be listening too! She decided it would
be best if she returned Kayla’s call from home. It'll have to wait.
For now, there were messages that needed quick answers and then
travel plans to attend to.

Damn! She could not make travel plans from
here either. She decided to go directly home and handle things from
there. And hopefully, she'd be able to reach Kayla before she left
for dinner.

Anne drove into the garage and closed the
door behind her before she got out of her Mercedes. It was a habit
she'd developed ever since the attack made upon her and her sister
a couple of years before. Kayla had overpowered their assailant
with her Marshall Arts skills. Anne still carried the switchblade
Kayla had given her the day after the fateful event.

At the kitchen door her two dogs anxiously
awaited her arrival.

“Well, hello Toto and Jade. Did my girls
have a good day today?” Anne dropped her purse and brief case on
the table and stooped over to play with them.

In the baby talk tone she always used with
the dogs – “You are so cute!” Anne told them that all the time.
“Did you miss me? Well I missed you. Yes, I did. Come on. Let's go
for a walk and then I'll get to work.”

Both dogs looked up as if they understood
every word. Indeed, they did. Running for the closet they waited
patiently to have their leashes attached. As they strode slowly
through the park, Anne watched the dogs run and play as she thought
about the task at hand.

Thinking about Susan's death and her
upcoming trip to London, she couldn't help but get tense again. The
dinner tonight would be no picnic either. She wasn’t able to get
through to Kayla so she continued with the rest of her London
travel plans. She wished she'd been able to reach Kayla for advice.
Oh well. She'd call her as soon as she got back from dinner.

As she was deep in thought, Toto and Jade
saw a cat and took chase. Both leashes were pulled from Anne’s
hand. The chase for the cat was on! Oh dear. Kayla would have a
fit. As close as the two sisters had become, they were almost
opposite. Kayla loved cats. Anne loved dogs. Kayla was pragmatic
and always had a plan. Anne was flamboyant and never stuck to a
plan. Although she wished she'd had a plan now to get her though
this upcoming dinner.

The cat they were chasing stopped short and
turned and hissed, sending both brave doggies running back to her.
As they jumped up at her legs, she couldn't help but be amused. My
heroes she thought to herself. We better get home or I'll be
late.

Inside, she rushed upstairs to find
something appropriate to wear. She went through her walk-in closet
with determination. Many of her friends had compared her closet
with a department store. Yet, she couldn't find an outfit to suit
this occasion. Maybe it was time to go shopping with Kayla
again.

Just the thought made her laugh. Anne always
over did her shopping sprees. When she found a dress or shoes she
liked, she bought them in every color. She'd get on kicks where she
could not buy enough jackets, or golf shirts or sheets. Whatever
her latest fad, she was fanatical about it. Usually to the point of
overcharging her credit cards and feeling guilty about it
later.

Kayla on the other hand was more practical
when it came to clothes and money. She dressed well, but her idea
of a pleasant day shopping usually took them through the computer
or electronics department.

Anne always felt a little guilty about her
spending when she was with Kayla. So she was on her best behavior
when Kayla was around. But the day after Kayla left ... watch out!
Anne went back to the stores and bought all the things she'd so
graciously passed up the day before. So much for will power!

Her mind came back to the task at hand. What
to wear for the mysterious dinner date with Rick Keller? Finally
she decided on a tight royal blue sweater to accent her blond hair
and with a deep v neckline that fit snug enough to keep Rick’s eyes
occupied. She threw on a short black leather skirt and added a pair
of black Bally pumps to complete the outfit.

She needed a belt - at first she reached for
an elegant black beaded belt and then as an afterthought, grabbed a
ridiculous turquoise sequined belt she'd never been able to match
with anything. Linking it around her waist she turned to the mirror
to admire her choice.

“So, what do you think Toto?” At the mention
of his name the little terrier started to jump up and down.
Reaching down to give him a friendly pat on the head she asked, “Do
I have the right mix of cheap class?” Toto barked excitedly as if
to agree. Giving a silent chuckle Anne rushed out the door.

Angelo's seemed busier than usual as Anne
pulled up to valet parking. Taking her time she headed into the
restaurant having timed her appearance to be exactly twenty minutes
late. No sense letting Rick think she was anxious about this
dinner.

The maitre d’ greeted her warmly and after
returning his smile she asked to be shown to Mr. Keller’s table.
She was sure someone as conceited as he, would be upset with the
wait. That thought alone brought a smile to her lips.

“I'm sorry, Ms. Miles, but your party hasn't
arrived yet.” The maitre d’ stated. “However, I'll be happy to seat
you now.”

Of all the damn nerve! She had a good mind
to just walk out! But then remembering her fact-finding mission she
swallowed her pride and let herself be led to a quiet booth in the
far corner of the restaurant. Looking at the wine list her first
impulse was to order a bottle of Dom. It was her favorite, but no -
he'd find that too romantic! Instead she ordered a bottle of
Cabernet and glanced at the menu to hide the awkward feeling of
waiting alone. The delicious aromas made her realize just how
hungry she was and before long she was deeply engrossed in her
choices for dinner.

Ten minutes later, Rick sauntered in. “I'm
sorry to be late but the traffic here is terrible.”

Anne wondered if it was really traffic or
just a game on his part. She decided to play along. After all,
that's why she'd come. She smiled and said, “No problem. Being in a
strange city can make it difficult. And LA traffic is nothing to
sneeze at.”

Noting the bottle of cabernet, he poured
himself a glass and quickly settled into a conversation.

“Well. This certainly is pleasant,” he began
with a contented grin on his face. “So tell me. Where have they
been hiding you? Had I known you were back at the office, I'd have
asked Susan to bring you along instead of Ashcroft. He's such a
bore.”

Anne thought his mention of Susan with no
hint of grief for her death a bit disarming. They had, after all,
worked on the Abbey account for a couple of years. She didn’t know
what she expected, but it certainly was more than this. “You don’t
seem very surprised about her murder,” Anne offered.

“Oh we were all surprised,” Rick countered.
”We had worked together for quite some time on the Brit Jeep
account. But we weren’t very close. She came to London every 3 or 4
months as business dictated. But she seemed to have her own circle
of friends there. How about you?” The game had begun.

“Just in passing,” Anne confirmed. “It's a
big agency and we worked on different accounts.” Her mind was
racing trying to think of a way to trip him up.

“They certainly were strange circumstances,
don't you think?” probed Rick. “I mean, I heard she was found with
some British agent; boyfriend maybe? Anyway, he had an old fashion
key on him that said LTS on it with a set of numbers which could
mean anything. Then, there was this funny animal ring. But, the
really strange thing, is they also found a cashier's check issued
from a Seattle bank to be deposited in your agency’s account. It
all seems like a bad B movie!”

Anne thought it was odd that Brian hadn't
mentioned any of those facts and wondered if he even knew.

“That all sounds pretty suspicious,” Anne
offered. “Brian didn’t mention any of that! So they have not yet
identified the man’s body that was with her? How strange!”

“No,” Rick offered. “They don’t yet know who
he was. But they did say he had a sizable amount of drugs on him.
Somehow that never made it into the official report! We’re still
wondering why everything is so hush-hush!”

Anne’s imagination began to take over as she
hypostasized all the possible angles. But her thoughts were
interrupted when the waiter came over asking for their order.
Without reading the menu, Rick ordered for both of them. “The lady
will have tortellini primavera ... and I'll have the grilled
sausage. And another bottle of wine, but this time, let's make it
one of your better champagnes - Dom Perignon if you have it.”

After the waiter left, Anne said, “You've
chosen my favorite dish and favorite drink - How did you know?”

“Just a lucky guess.” He'd better be more
careful. Slips like that often got people killed, he thought to
himself.

Anne tried to pull him back to the
conversation of Susan. “I hadn't heard about the key or the ring.
Any idea of whose they were?”

“I'm clueless,” Rick seemed sincere. “Susan
worked in London, so I'd guess it stood for London something. As
for the ring, it was very strange. It was 18 carat gold with a
black coral stone. Supposedly it had some kind of animals, turtles
I think, engraved on it and I was told they were considering it
some sort of cult connection. Sounds ominous doesn't it?”

Anne had the uncomfortable feeling that it
was Rick, not she, who was fishing for information. She attempted
to gain control of the conversation.

“So why are you in the States?” Anne
continued. “Is it because of the murder? Or just coincidence. Your
visit I mean.”

“Coincidence, I assure you.” Rick seemed
anxious to change the subject. “I'm just here on business. But
tonight, all I want to talk about is you.” He leaned forward and
looked deep into her eyes with a penetrating look that bedazzled
her! She had decided she'd gotten all the information she could, so
turned their conversations to other subjects.

They discussed their favorite music, sports,
even their families and before she realized it, Anne found herself
laughing with him. The champagne flowed and the flirting escalated.
She knew he was being deceitful. Nevertheless, she was fascinated
with him.

There was no further discussion about the
murders. Anne knew she should be probing more. But just now it
didn't seem to matter. Long after they'd finished their meals and
dessert, they lingered over Sambuco and coffee as they chatted away
the hours. Finally, the lights went down and they knew it was a
hint that the owner wanted to close.

“Want to go somewhere for a nightcap?” Rick
suggested.

“I've had all the booze I can handle,” Anne
admitted. “I better get home.” She handed her parking ticket to the
attendant and he quickly pulled her 500SL to the entrance.

“I'm impressed,” Rick saluted. “You must
have been a very good girl for Christmas.”

The male chauvinist remark did not escape
her. Why is it everyone assumed some man was taking care of
her?

“No,” Anne retorted. “I just have very
expensive taste. That's why I'm broke all the time. I live for the
moment. My dad always said you can't take it with you. And I'm not
planning to.”

She decided to make one last pass at
information. She needed to know where he was staying. “Jump in,”
she volunteered. “I'll drop you at your hotel.”

The ride back was a quiet one. Anne had
hoped he'd talk more freely. Instead he withdrew. At one point she
thought he'd dosed off. But as if on cue, Rick motioned to the
Robertson exit and gave her directions to the Marriott Marquis.

“Nice hotel,” Anne retaliated. “You must
have some expense account.” Whether the champagne was wearing off
or he was just being more careful, she wasn't sure. But she
definitely noted his discomfort over the reference to Abbey Motors
& his expense account. However, that did not stop him from
inviting her up.

“No thanks,” Anne answered. “It's late and I
have a major presentation in the morning.” She chose not to tell
him she was headed to London herself to further investigate what
actually happened to Susan.

She waved good night and headed back toward
the freeway. Once clearly out of sight, she doubled back, passed
Wilshire Boulevard and went the additional 4 blocks to her house.
It was best he didn't know she lived so close.

It was after 2AM when Anne got home. In
spite of all the wine, the excitement of Brian's assignment was
keeping her wide awake.

Walking in she noticed the light on her
answering machine blinking. She hit the play button and was
surprised to hear a distressed Kayla. Kayla was always so calm and
in control with very few exceptions. This must be one of those
exceptions.

“Anne - It's 2AM - where the hell are you? I
need to talk. Please call - whenever you get in. I'll be up.”

Back in his room, Rick Keller, tried to put
all the pieces together but he was so tired he couldn’t think
straight. He’d taken the Concord from London that morning. He
wanted his visit to Brian to be unexpected as it was his intention
to find out how much Susan and her agency knew about the drugs
involved in the murder investigation. Indeed it was not Susan, but
her assistant Dave Ashcroft who had brokered part of the deal with
Rick. He’d talked with Ashcroft earlier that day and they decided
that he should come to London.

His evening with Anne had been interesting,
but it was obvious that she knew even less than he did about the
incident at the warehouse. It was pretty much a wasted trip.

Rick knew his upcoming London meeting would
lead to lots more questions and he was not relishing talking his
way out of this one. That he was involved in the drug shipments
still remained totally transparent to his employers. But he
wondered how long it would take the others to figure it out. Anne
appeared to him to be a regular sleuth. He knew he’d probably have
to deal with her at some future time.

Moments later he heard the knock on his
door. He’d forgotten his promise to meet with Helen this evening.
With Mike out of the way, she’d decided to join her lover in LA.
Helen and Rick had met on one of his business trips to Seattle and
had carried on a long distance affair for well over a year.

Helen’s run in with Rick & Kevin at
Turnstyle’s Christmas party was by not by chance. Kevin had assumed
she’d just been curious or bored with her husband’s event. He’d
never met Mike’s wife and was surprised she stuck through their
business conversation feigning interest in Rick’s turtle ring. He’d
left them at the bar when the discussion was through and had gone
in search of Kayla. When he’d left, Helen & Rick disappeared to
his hotel room where they made passionate love.

Helen had met Rick two years before while he
was visiting Seattle. She was attracted to him and flirted with him
relentlessly. Rick was flattered by the attention and before long,
they had become involved in an assorted affair.

At first, it was purely sexual for both of
them, but Helen’s feelings continued to grow from like to love.
Before long, she found herself lusting after him and using every
excuse Mike would fall for to sneak away and meet with Rick. With
Mike’s heavy travel schedule, she had no problem sneaking away to
meet her London lover in whatever U.S. city he was visiting.

Helen had fallen hard for Rick. Little did
she know he was just using her to get information about Mike’s
activities. In actuality, Helen was totally unaware of Mike’s CIA
excursions. But Rick continued to seduce her until she was totally
smitten with him. Now, he thought, was the time to bring her in as
his spy.

At first, he simply asked her to pay
particular attention to Mike’s travel destinations and encouraged
her to be alert to any new people he’d met or befriended. This was
easy enough as Helen looked forward with great pleasure to Mike’s
traveling so that she could sneak away with Rick. Before long, she
was knee deep in espionage. Albeit for the wrong team!

In the meantime, Mike was enjoying the
newfound affection from his otherwise estranged wife. Their
marriage had definitely been on a down turn with Helen clearly
distancing herself from him and their love making becoming less and
less frequent. The thought of divorce was permeating at the back of
his mind when Helen all of a sudden did a 180 degree turn.

It was just after the company Christmas
party and he didn’t know why, but the added attention from his wife
was comforting at a time when his own undercover activity was
increasing.

Rick had Helen convinced that he was with
London intelligence. She knew nothing of his Abbey Motors
employment. Helen was intrigued and honored to be a part of his
investigations. She was rather amused at the thought that Mike
could be involved in anything so romantic, but she relished the
idea of being a part of something this big. Rick had her eating out
of his hands. And it was worth all his sacrifices because before
long Helen was managing to squeeze more and more tidbits of
information from her husband. They meant nothing to her, of course,
but Rick was able to piece them together with his other contacts in
his assorted cartel business. Helen would never know she was
responsible for Mike’s – as well as Susan’s – sudden deaths.

 



Chapter
5

It was 2:30AM when Kayla again tried to
reach Anne. Busy signal!

Anne heard the “call waiting” tone and
quickly hung up the first line.

“Kayla! I was just trying to reach you.
What's wrong? I got your frantic message.”

“Oh Anne,” Kayla cried. “I don't know where
to start. The Christmas party was just terrible. Well not the party
itself. But the rest of the night was awful.”

Kayla proceeded to fill Anne in on the
strange conversation she'd overheard between Mike and Kevin and her
later rendezvous with Kevin at her place.

“I just feel so stupid! Here I am worried
sick about Mike ... then taking the trouble home with me! I feel so
used.”

Anne's voice was calm. “Kayla, don't be so
hard on yourself. You met a man you found sexually attractive and
you went for it. It's not against the law you know. If you ask me,
it's about time you loosened up!”

“On the other hand,” Anne continued, “I'm
really curious as to what that conversation was all about. If I
were you, I'd confront Mike with it.”

Anne heard Kayla's heavy sigh as she thought
about what she'd just said.

“I am curious to know what’s going on,
myself,” Kayla responded. “Mike and Kevin were obviously friends.
But I have no idea who this other bloke was. And I’m curious as
hell to know why Helen was hanging all over him. Maybe it’s
nothing. Maybe I just worry too much. It may be just a personal
thing, and maybe I should let it go. But I hate seeing Mike so
upset.”

“Personal or not, Kayla. You have a right to
know. When Kevin issued the threat ... well, it sounds serious. You
are equal partners now and if it affects your company, you need to
know about it. You have a right to know whatever is threatening
Mike. It could affect you, as well!”

Kayla thought a moment before she spoke.
“You're right, Anne. I won't stop thinking about it until I know.
I'll take Mike to lunch tomorrow and get some answers. And as for
my own incident with Kevin, thanks. You are always so darn
practical.”

“Call me tomorrow,” Anne continued. “And
fill me in with all the juicy details. Good night, Kayla. And
congratulations on letting go!

Kayla laughed. “Oh Anne. Sometimes you're
such a witch. But I love you for it. Goodnight. I'll call you after
my lunch.”

Having talked to Anne, Kayla was finally
able to relax. The wine she'd had earlier finally kicked in and she
drifted off to sleep.

The alarm rang at its usual time. 5AM. But
after all that wine and excitement, it seemed so much earlier than
usual. Kayla stared first at the clock, then at the cats. Maybe
just another l5 minutes she thought. And then she remembered. She
needed desperately to talk to Mike.

Kayla dragged herself into the shower and
let the hot water run over her as she began to wake up to the day.
As she washed her hair, she rehearsed in her head how she could
broach the subject of Kevin to Mike without seeming like a
snoop.

She was still trying to figure out the best
approach as she applied her makeup and dressed for work in her
power suit ... red linen pant suit with a subtle red stripe blouse.
It was an outfit that Mike always complemented her on whenever she
wore it. Maybe, she thought, it would soften his reserve.

Kayla was in the office by 7:30. Yet even
the half hour highway commute had not yielded the solution she
sought. Even at this hour, the office was abuzz with activity.
Kayla walked by Mike's office toward her own and poked her head
in.

“Good morning, Mike. I see you've recovered
from all the holiday parties! What's happening today?” Kayla hoped
Mike would simply volunteer conversation. But it was not to be.

“Morning, Kayla. Ready for another busy
day?” Mike was smiling as if nothing had happened.

“I'm ready,” Kayla responded. “But I have a
few things I need to chat about with you. Can we go to lunch
today?”

“Love to,” Mike smiled. “See you later.”

Kayla wandered over to her office and began
to shift through the papers that had accumulated on her desk. But
her mind was not on her work. She still recounted the memories of
Kevin and Mike's encounter. It seemed as if she'd glanced at the
clock every two minutes. Finally lunch time arrived.

She still had not decided how best to handle
her questions. She was glad Mike had agreed to join her for lunch.
It would be best to talk to him away from the office crowd.

Mike chose a local Chinese place which
seemed more crowded than usual. Kayla was anxious to get right to
the subject, but Mike seemed to be making more small talk than
usual. When she could not stand it any longer, she just blurted it
out.

“Mike - I overheard some of your
conversation with Kevin yesterday. Are you in some kind of trouble,
can I help in any way?”

Mike's face turned pale and then bright red,
“Kayla, you just forget you ever heard anything. This matter is
none of your business. Don't interfere!”

Kayla was shocked at his tone and found it
hard to answer. He took her silence as resistance and raised his
voice even more, “Did you hear me?”

“Yes, I heard you, and so did everyone else
in here! Now lower your voice. Remember I’m your partner not your
wife or one of your girlfriends. If your conversation affects our
business venture, I want an explanation. And I want it now.” Kayla
was not about to be put off any longer.

Mike knew better than to fool around with
Kayla’s temper. He tried as best he could to explain that it had
nothing to do with the business. But Kayla was relentless. “OK
Kayla, but this is all confidential; understand? Kevin is an old
friend. He’s undercover British Intelligence on a very important
case and because I travel as much as I do, he’s asked for my help.
We uncovered some information that would be helpful in the case and
Kevin wants me to testify. I do not want to get that involved for
fear of reprisals. Kevin’s after some nasty guys that play pretty
rough and I don’t want my family involved. It has nothing to do
with our company although one of the countries involved is one of
our clients. I think that’s why they asked for my help.”

“Did you know he was using an alias, Mike?
He told me he was a jewelry importer. He introduced himself as
Kevin Delgado … yet you introduced him as Kevin Smith. Why? And by
the way, what country are you talking about?”

Mike picked up where he’d left off. “Well he
uses Smith while he’s on this case. And he obviously did not want
you to know more than that – probably for your own safety. Please,
Kayla, for now just let it go at that. Everything we’re doing is
quite legal, it’s just a coincidence that we ship product to South
America and that’s where Kevin’ assignment is leading him.”

“Mike I appreciate your being straight with
me because you had me really worried. Is there anything I can
do?”

“Thanks, Kayla, but it’s best you just
forget this for now and let Kevin handle it. That’s what he’s
trained for.”

They finished their discussion over lunch
and then got up to leave the restaurant. Kayla did not bother to go
back to the office. She pondered the conversation between them all
the way home. When she got there, she just plopped on the couch and
tried to forget the day. But after thinking about it all afternoon
more and more questions came to her about Mike’s story. She
intended to probe Mike a bit more in the morning.

As if knowing she needed them, her cats
jumped up onto her lap and made themselves comfortable. As they
started to purr Kayla found herself starting to relax. Tomorrow was
another day. A sip or two of wine, and sleep finally came.

The next day, Mike did not show up at the
office. No one, including Helen, knew where he was. Her questions
would have to wait. She got on with her work and finally the day
was over and she could look to a relaxing weekend. But it wasn’t to
be! That’s when she got the dreaded call.

Detective Nedley arrived at the docks where
Mike’s body had been discovered. There were already a dozen or so
officers anxiously searching for clues in the discovery of the
murdered victim. Their best guess was that the body was left there
sometime during the night.

Robbery was ruled out as his wallet was
found on his person with credit cards and cash intact. The murder
was obviously a professional hit job. As Nedley went through the
wallet for clues, he found the victim’s name on his credit cards
and the business cards he carried for Miles & Stewart
Enterprises. And one small note that he could not yet tie to
anything. It was a note to follow up on the London sale.

The initial search took over two hours and
at this point they found no evidence of who the murderer might be.
There was still much work left for the head detective. But first,
he had the onerous task to advise Mrs. Steward about the crime.

His car pulled up in front of the large
sprawling ranch house where he parked and sat for a few minutes to
think. To him, this was always the worst part of the job. Gathering
his thoughts, he was soon knocking on the white cut glass door and
found himself introducing himself to Mrs. Stewart.

Helen shed the usual tears under these
circumstances, but he couldn’t help but to see that she didn’t seem
terribly upset considering the news. “I know this is difficult”
Nedley began, “but we were hoping you could give us names of anyone
who might want to harm your husband. People he worked with or
companies he’d done business with.”

It was late Friday afternoon when Kayla got
Helen’s call and the news of Mike’s murder.

Kayla was silent as the shocking news
finally sunk in. She couldn't believe it. She wanted to ask for
details but knew this wasn't the time. The previous days rambled
through her head. What had happened? Why? Did her confrontation
with Mike cause this? God was this her fault?

The next day, every local newspaper and TV
station was buzzing with speculation on Mike's murder. His body was
found in Post Alley behind Pike Place Market. He had been shot once
in the heart and once in the head. His wallet was not missing so
they knew it was not robbery, but they revealed no clues as to who
they suspected.

Kayla wondered if she should tell them about
Kevin. But what could she tell them? She had no idea where he was
from or for that matter his real name. She'd slept with the guy,
yet knew nothing about him. It was embarrassing. She decided not to
say anything. Except to Anne!

The services were held the following day.
Kayla thought that was unusually quick, but if that was Helen’s
wish, so be it. The church was packed with friends who were still
in shock at Mike's sudden death. There were so many flowers sent
they covered the alter and spilled out into the isle. One thing was
obvious. Mike had many friends. Kayla could not help but notice
Kevin's absence which made her suspect him all the more.

Almost immediately after the service, Helen
called again. “Kayla, dear, thanks for being so much help with all
this.” Kayla couldn't help but think Helen's attitude was a bit
cold considering she'd just lost her husband.

“I was wondering,” Helen continued, “Would
you mind terribly going through Mike's office and returning his
personal affects. I know you'll be taking over now and well, I'd
just as soon not go near the office just yet. It's so terribly
difficult. You understand.”

Kayla couldn't truly say she did. But she
agreed to Helen's request anyway. She was not looking forward to
the sad task and decided it was best done on Sunday when no one
else was around.

She would never forget that Sunday. For it
was the beginning of a new life. She started piling all of Mike's
personal belongings into a box. His desk drawers were locked but he
had always insisted she have a key. She carefully unlocked the
drawers and continued the packing. She came across some cards she
had given him over the years. How foolish he'd been to keep them.
And yet how sweet. Kayla was glad it was she and not Helen going
through the desk. She tossed the cards in the trash.

Tears came to her eyes as she remembered old
times. She'd just about decided to quit for the day when she found
a small silver safe box in his bottom drawer. Kayla had never seen
the box before. It was securely locked.

Curiosity got the best of her as she
carefully took the safe out of the desk and started to put it in
the box going to Helen. She'd taken only two steps out of the
office when she turned back and reached into the carton to remove
the silver box.

Why did she care what was in it? Did it have
anything to do with company business? Or was it personal? Could it
possible carry a clue as to who killed Mike?

Kayla took the box into the shop and grabbed
as many tools as she could find. She then proceeded to pick the
lock. After patiently picking at the lock for forty-five minutes,
Kayla grabbed a hammer and just pounded the box ferociously until
the lock broke. She slowly lifted the lid. Every nerve in her body
seemed to shake.

A look of disappointment came over her. She
wasn't sure what she was expecting. But all she saw was a silver
key and a London train schedule. The key was unusual in itself. It
looked like one of the old skeleton keys that were popular several
years ago. Holding the key up to the light she noticed there were
markings on it. At the very bottom of the handle there were three
letters. LTS. She immediately remembered the same initials she’d
found on the ring that Kevin left behind. She knew there had to be
some connection. It was then she noticed the business card also
left in the silver box. It said David Ashcroft from Wayne, Peterson
& Smith Advertising. Wait a minute! That’s the agency her
sister worked for in LA. How the hell could this be a
coincidence?

What in the world did that mean? Was this
key important somehow in Mike's death? Should I give this to Helen?
No, she decided. If she was aware of the box and key she would have
mentioned it or perhaps chosen to do this chore herself. First she
would call Anne and see what she had to say about this. Kayla
tossed the safe box into the outside trash bin and slipped the key,
train schedule & business card into her purse.

When she arrived home there were two
messages on the machine. The first one was from Anne. She wanted to
know how things were going and what she had learned from her lunch
with Mike. The second was from an Officer Nedley of the Seattle
Police Department. The message didn't say much just to please call
as soon as she got in.

Kayla returned Officer Nedley's call first.
She was curious to what the police had uncovered.

“Ms. Miles, thanks for calling me back so
soon. I’m calling on behalf of Helen Stewart.”

Her heart seemed to stop. “Helen, is she all
right?”

“Oh yes Madame she's fine but someone broke
into her home tonight and messed things up a bit.”

“You mean she was robbed?”

“No, nothing of value is missing. Whoever
did it was looking for something specific and that is what I wanted
to talk to you about.”

“Me! I don't understand.” Kayla strained to
keep any nervousness from showing in her voice.

“What I wanted to know, Ms. Miles ... Kayla
... has anyone strange been calling or hanging around the office
asking questions about Mike?”

The familiarity the officer used by
addressing her by her first name did not escape her. She remembered
thinking it was not typical for a police officer. Never-the-less,
she answered.

“No, I haven't noticed anyone but I'll
certainly keep my eyes open.”

Kayla felt the key in her jacket pocket.
Could someone be searching for this? No - now she was getting
carried away. It must be those late night movies prompting her
imagination again. Her hands shook uncontrollably as she hung up
the phone.

Officer Nedley had assured Kayla that he
would get to the bottom of all this. In the meantime, he gave her
his home phone number with instructions to call whenever she came
across something unusual. She wondered what he meant by
unusual.

Kayla's next call was to Anne. She was
anxious to tell her all that had happened, but when Anne did
answer, all she could do was cry.

 



Chapter
6

Anne was exhausted! She'd just started
packing for her trip on Monday. Her dinner the previous evening
with Rick Keller had been more than interesting. While their
conversations moved in a more personal direction than she had
intended, what little information he had let slip would be of
help.

She'd already tried to call Kayla several
times. But each time, Kayla's machine answered with a cheerful
"Hello, Hello! I'm out and about!" A phrase they'd both picked up
in their Australia travels and continued to use. She had left word
to call back ASAP.

Anne had tried to relax with her cup of
coffee as she waited for Kayla's call back. But she was way too
excited to sit inside. She threw her coffee into the sink, made a
more potent Mai Tai and headed for the indoor pool ... her cell
phone conveniently tucked under her arm.

Minutes later, Kayla called. Anne was
anxious to get Kayla's input on her assignment. But when the phone
did ring, all she could hear was crying!

“Kayla, what happened?” Anne questioned,
fully surprised to hear that Kayla was so upset!

Between tears, Kayla began to tell her
story. She went too quickly at first, then slowed down to an
audible pace. She told Anne about Mike's murder and the ransacking
of Helen's home.

As she talked, she began to piece things
together in a more logical way. She told Anne about the argument
she'd overhead between Mike and Kevin and wondered if it could have
been him that broke into Helen's place. Her imagination just seemed
to run away as she speculated all the angles.

All of a sudden, Anne's ears perked up.
“Kevin,” she exclaimed! “Is this the same Kevin you told me about
the other night? The one you slept with?!”

“Yeah that’s the one. I know this will sound
a little strange, but I'm not sure I really know his real name.
When I bumped into him at the party he told me it was Kevin
Delgado. But when Mike introduced us later, Mike called him by
another name! Kevin Smith! Obviously I asked Kevin about the
discrepancy when we met later for drinks. And his explanation
seemed logical, so I let it drop. Besides, the maitre d’ had called
him Mr. Smith. So I just assumed ... But now! Well, now I just
don't know what to think!”

“Sounds strange to me,“ Anne interjected.
But as concerned as she was about Kayla, she couldn't hold back any
longer. “Kayla,” she began. “I have to tell you what happened to me
yesterday!”

“Wait Anne,” Kayla interrupted “it gets
worse. Mike was found murdered. And right after the funeral, Helen
asked me to bring home his personal effects.”

“Anne. I found a key in Mike's desk! It has
LTS engraved on it! The same initials on the ring that had fallen
from Kevin’s jacket! And there was a map of the London train
schedules and a business card from your ad agency! A Dave Ashcroft.
You don't think ...”

Anne took it from there. “Kayla, I believe
we're on to something. I’m leaving for London tomorrow. Come with
me? It is starting to look like we may both find our answers
there.” She continued to fill her in on the Abbey Motors murder and
the key they found with Susan’s body. It also had LTS engraved
inside with some numbers. “It just can’t be coincidence.”

After their conversation, Kayla quickly
packed, while Anne attended to the revised airline reservations.
The two sisters arranged to connect in New York City, where they
would catch a British Airways flight to London. The flight had been
upgraded to first class so that they could talk more privately
about the events set in place.

Anne's flight arrived in New York an hour
earlier than Kayla's. The weather was not looking good in Seattle.
In New York, the light snow seemed to be getting heavier and Anne
feared they would be stuck in New York overnight. She checked at
the counter for an update and was assured it was a quick passing
storm and should cause no delays. Hell, she thought. She ran into
delays constantly even in great weather. Oh well. All she could do
was wait. She headed to her connecting gate to meet Kayla.

At the gate, Anne was only half reading her
novel, looking up frequently in search of her sister. Kayla's plane
had landed late and now the British Airways’ delay seemed a
blessing in disguise. As she people watched, Anne’s mind began to
review all the facts as she knew them so far. Nothing seemed to
make sense to her as far as her employer’s involvement – but then
the coincidence with Kayla’s company just totally confused her. The
keys made it obvious there was a connection – but what could it
be?

There was a commotion in the hallway. Anne
looked up and with relief, saw Kayla rushing toward her just as
they had announced the landing of their connecting flight. The
isles were crowded with people deplaning and those on her flight
anxiously pushing their way up to the front of the line.

Anne had started to move toward Kayla when
she noticed a strange man following her. His hair and skin were
dark with sharp facial features and strong muscular looking arms,
like that of a fighter. He obviously had not shaved as evidenced by
the stubble of his beard. Anne could tell by the look on Kayla's
face that she, too, was aware of the stranger following her.

Kayla walked past Anne and gave her a
signal. As Anne maneuvered between Kayla and her follower, she
unlatched her carry-on bag and let its contents scatter onto the
floor. The man quickly twisted around trying to miss the obstacles
now in his path. But not quickly enough. He twisted his ankle as he
collided with a group of teenagers running the opposite way. He was
swearing profusely as he fell to the floor. Anne quickly picked up
her things and headed for the plane. The British Airway doors
closed behind the two sisters before the stranger had a chance to
catch up. Neither of them realized that it was Officer Nedley they
left behind.

Officer Nedley had found no significant
clues at Mike’s murder scene. Having talked to several people,
including Mike’s wife, Helen, and Kayla, he found them both a bit
suspicious. Helen did not seem distraught enough about the loss of
her husband and Kayla seemed to be holding something back. He’d
decided to have them both followed. He’d gone unnoticed on Kayla’s
Seattle to New York flight but blew his cover at the New York
airport.

The officer did not know Anne, but her
little escapade had only deepened his belief that Kayla was somehow
involved. As the gate doors closed, he quickly made arrangements to
catch the next flight to London. Kayla’s friend had made it so easy
by dropping her itinerary. Finally luck was on his side.

Kayla and Anne rushed to their seats,
thankful that this once they had spent the extra money to upgrade
to first class. They did not speak of the murders until the plane
left the runway. Then, as if a damn had burst, they looked at each
other. Their hearts raced with fear and excitement as tears mixed
with laughter. Just then the steward approached and offered them a
drink. Both girls looked up and in unison blurted, “Red wine. Lots
of it!”

As the liquid began to soothe their nerves
they started talking about what had happened to each of them
leaving out no details. Anne had pulled Abbey's file and noticed
more than one reference to Lansing Oil. It was Kayla who noted than
Lansing Oil was also referred to as Lansing Trading Store. Could
this be LTS? It was beginning to look more and more like Abbey
Motors had something to do with whatever it was they were
importing? Black coral jewelry, drugs, and 2 bodies … all connected
to Ecuador!

Suddenly Kayla started to make a connection,
although she didn’t know what it all meant.

“Anne, I found David Ashcroft’s card in
Mike’s office. He works for your agency doesn’t he? What’s his
connection with my company?”

“My God, Kayla! David worked on the Abbey
Motors account! And he has family in Seattle. My boss told me a
check that was drawn from a Seattle bank was deposited in our
Agency’s account. Could David have had something to do with that
check?”

Kayla looked perplexed. “You know, Mike was
working on selling a couple of turntables to someone in England. I
didn’t ask which company. It may have been Abbey Motors … but then,
wouldn’t we be sending a check to Abbey Motors? Why in the world
would it have to pass through your agency?”

“Unless the check never reached Abbey
Motors! What if my ad agency is just a front for them. Maybe David
is somehow involved in laundering money!! I never trusted that
bastard.” Anne was beginning to see an all new side of her
co-worker.

The sisters collaborated most of the way.
Yet nothing was falling into place. Tired, they drifted off to
sleep as the long flight continued. The pilot’s landing
announcement got their attention and they again began to discuss
the possibilities. They were “on a mission” as they used to
describe their previous adventures. But nothing of this magnitude
had ever happened to either of them.

The approach and the landing was smooth and
they both breathed a sigh of relief that the travel part was over
and they could now begin their investigation. As their flight
rolled to a stop, Kayla and Anne were still intent with their
research project. They soon noticed that the plane was abuzz with
anxious passengers wanting to depart. The pilot calmly reminded
them that we were not yet at the gate and to remain in their
seats.

As Kayla watched the anxious passengers she
caught a glimpse of the Lansing Oil truck that had been waiting to
refuel their plane. She wondered why it had been mysteriously waved
away. As the truck turned away she noticed the LTS logo discretely
displayed on the wheel flap. Considering the research that they
just completed it seemed ironic that this particular truck should
be there to greet them.

The blasting sirens jolted Kayla back to the
present. As she leaned over to look out the window she noted for
the first time the emergency vehicle speeding toward their plane.
Anne noticed it too and watched as it stopped just in front of
them. The paramedics jumped out, headed through the airport
security doors and up the stairs to the arrival level.

The sirens stopped as the plane pulled into
its assigned gate. They watched as a ramp was pushed to the door
and the stretcher came through accompanied by police as well as
medics. Unfortunately some of the passengers mistook the ambulance
as a fire truck and thought the plane was in trouble. People
started scurrying toward the front as the paramedics pushed their
way back to the injured passenger.

Amidst much confusion, they finally stopped
at row 16, put their patient on the stretcher and rushed for the
exit. Anne and Kayla sat back and watched the mass of
confusion.

People scurried every which way as they
grabbed their carryon bags and tried to exit the plane. But no one
was being allowed to deplane. The scene in the Coach cabin was
chaotic at best.

The stretcher was making its way toward the
front exit when Anne stood up and gasped. It was David Ashcroft!
What was he doing in London? When had he decided to come? And, most
importantly, why had he been attacked? Then she saw it! Blood still
oozed from the bandage the paramedics had placed on the side of his
neck. The bloody knife was still on the stretcher!

Before Anne could move forward Kayla reached
to steady her. Strange thoughts went through Anne’s mind. She knew
that if they had not upgraded to first class they too would be in
the 16th row. David's decision to follow was already suspicious.
Was it really David they were after or could it have been Anne? Or
even Kayla? A chill ran up and down her spine.

She noticed the steward watching them
intently and decided it had been in their best interest not to
recognize the collapsed victim. Anne caught the signal and stepped
back but Kayla could see the surprise clearly written across her
brow. She hoped the officers had not noticed.

Luckily the first class passengers were
rushed through customs with the normal British Airways efficiency.
They did not learn until the next day on the news that everyone
else has spent 6 hours in customs. Every bag was checked as police
tried to ascertain who the attacker could be as it was obviously
someone that had been on the flight. They had the weapon but could
not find the motive.

Leaving the customs area, they headed down
the long hallways toward the taxi stands. It was then that they
were approached by a man offering them a cab. He seemed so cheerful
and helpful as if he loved dealing with tourists. They followed him
down the hall and towards the parking garage. As he stopped at a
Lincoln Continental, the girls became suspicious. “Why isn’t your
cab black like the ones in the tour guide?” Anne prompted. “Are you
really a cab driver?”

“Certified,” the man answerer calmly. “See.
I have the normal fare meter here.” He proudly pointed inside at
the driver’s side. He threw their luggage into the trunk and
politely opened the door for them.

“I’m not getting in this car,” Kayla
screamed. “You are not a real cab driver. Give us our luggage
back.” The man protested and tried to convince the girls that his
taxi was perfectly legal, but the girls were having none of it.
Doing as they were taught back home, they began screaming “Fire.
Fire!” at the tops of their voices. Disgusted, the man opened the
trunk and tossed their luggage on the ground.

“Stupid Americans.” He screamed back. He
quickly got into the car and drove away. Scarred half to death the
girls picked up the heavy bags and hauled them back to the terminal
as they followed the signs toward the regular taxi stands – all the
while thinking the worse – that somehow this was connected to their
investigation.

When they finally got into a legitimate taxi
cab they both breathed a sigh of relief. They told the taxi driver
of their little adventure and were surprised to hear him
laughing.

“Oh God!” the driver exclaimed. “Those
unmarked cars are what we call ‘Gypsy cabs’ here in London. They
are unlicensed and uninsured. The drivers attempt to pass
themselves off as legitimate operators. They swarm major tourist
areas approaching likely prospects looking for business. You were
wise not to get in. He may have been perfectly safe – but you just
never know. Best to stick with a licensed London taxi.” He
proceeded to tell them the story of the ‘gypsy cabs’ and more than
they needed to know about the daunting exam – known as ‘The
Knowledge’ that drivers were required to pass before driving a true
London taxi.

While still shaking from the experience, the
girls were starting to calm down and concentrate on the reason for
their London visit. Anne looked down just in time to see Kayla pull
the key out of her shoe. She was glad she had not known it was
there. Kayla calmly handed the key to Anne.

“Oh my God! You’ve had this in your shoe the
whole time? I’m glad you never told me or I’d have been scared to
death when we went through customs.” Their conversation again
veered to the keys – one with Mike and one with Susan – both now
dead. What was it everyone wanted with this key? The fact that they
now had it made Anne fear that they were the next victims on the
list. Just what was the mystery about these keys?

Just as Anne blurted out, “London Transit
System,” Kayla looked up and stammered “Lansing Trading Store!”

 



Chapter
7

Anne was excited when the cab dropped them
at the Grosvenor House hotel on Park Lane. She’d only been to
London a few times but always stayed at the same place. It made her
feel more like she was coming home. Behind the Lutyens façade
overlooking Hyde Park, the hotel was formal and luxurious but
thoroughly comfortable.

After checking in, the girls went straight
up to their room. The interior was done in elegant style. The
double beds were covered with royal blue and purple patterned
spreads with curtains to match. The first thing they did was unpack
and make themselves at home.

The French doors opened to a spacious
balcony overlooking Hyde Park. As Anne looked at the scene, she
remembered how beautiful it had looked on her last visit. But now,
the January weather, left no flowers in bloom and the trees almost
bare. Combine this with the typical winter fog and London seemed
almost gloomy. She walked back inside and decided to check in with
Brian at the Los Angeles office.

Kayla's mood was a just as gloomy - Though
the weather had nothing to do with it. In Seattle it was always
raining with dark skies. For her, it was business as usual.

Now, securely away from the danger at the
airport, the sisters began to expound on what had happened. Kayla's
initial distress turned to anger as she vowed to get even with
Mike’s murderer.

But where on earth should she start? Other
than Mike's argument with Kevin, Kayla could not remember anything
out of the ordinary.

While it was true he was traveling more
frequently than in the past the destinations did not seem out of
the ordinary. It was business as usual in all the usual cites. Or
was it?

Since Mike's heart attack almost two years
ago, he had become more conscious of family and friends. He was
actually taking vacations. Something he had not done in years. As a
matter of fact he had been on vacation every ten weeks without
fail. Why hadn't she noticed before?

What else had she been taking for granted?
Kayla began to ponder over Mike's past vacations and scribbled a
list of his vacation spots on a pad next to the phone.

London, Paris, Monte Carlo, Rio, Cartagena,
Quito, Barranquilla, Bogota, Tokyo, Sydney, Mexico City, Toronto!
There seemed to be absolutely no common denominator. Frustrated
that she was making no progress, she grabbed a soft drink from the
mini-bar and went out to enjoy the patio view. Unlike Anne the
dreary weather did not bother her. In Seattle she rarely saw the
sun in January and it rained most of the time. The dreary weather
had no effect on her.

Anne was on the phone to her office checking
in with Brian as she had promised. It occurred to her that he was
unusually calm considering what he had told her only a few days
before! She was beginning to feel extremely paranoid and began to
wonder if she could trust anyone.

“Brian, I just arrived.” she dutifully
reported. “I have got a call into Rick at Abbey motors but he is
out of town. He knew I was coming. I wonder why he didn't wait?”
Disgusted, Anne slumped on the bed and stared toward the park as
she spoke. Concern crept into Brian's voice as he, too, began to
wonder about Rick's sudden change of plans.

“I just talked to him this morning,” Brian
responded. “I assumed he was at the office. He even asked what
flight you were on! He was planning to meet you at the gate!”

“Well, he's gone now and his secretary can't
or won't tell me where! Well, he wouldn't have gotten anywhere near
the gate anyway,” Anne began, as she told Brian about the scene at
the airport. “Brian, did you know that David was on that plane? He
must have gone standby because coincidentally he ended up in my
original seat. Thank God, I upgraded my ticket to first class!”

Brian had no choice but to admit that he’d
promoted David as the Sr. Account Executive on the Abbey Motors
account after giving much thought about making any contact changes
at such an awkward time. The account had been alerted that Anne
would arrive to oversee account operations until the client felt
comfortable with David’s promotion.

Anne was speechless. It was unfathomable
that David should be allowed to handle such a big account with his
limited experience. She knew David must have pulled some rabbit out
of a hat to talk Brian into such a thing. It seemed like a mute
point now. Trying to overcome the suspicions that had crept into
her mind, she began to explain the airport incident to Brian.

“Brian, there was a real commotion at
Heathrow. David was stabbed. He had a knife wound on the side of
his neck. I’m not even sure if he’s still alive. They took him off
the plane & put him in an ambulance. I think someone tried to
kill him. But I was not able to find out where they took him. And
to make things worse ... I think it might have been me they were
after!”

Brian listened intently and expressed just
the right amount of concern. Yet, there was an unfamiliar tone in
his voice that alerted Anne that something was not being said.

As she hung up, she noticed Kayla's list of
cities scribbled on the desk pad. She looked at it wondering at the
diversity of the locations forgetting, for the moment, her strange
feeling about the call to Brian.

Of the twelve locations three jumped out at
her. Places at which she and Kayla had vacationed. She wondered if
the rest were Kayla's wish list. Just for fun, they had started
jotting down a list of likely spots to visit on their future
vacations.

Her first surprise was how Quito jumped off
the page! That was not a place Kayla was likely to choose. From
what she had read, Quito in itself was a charming city on the
northwest coast of Ecuador. It was a year round destination –
located at 10,000 feet and was known for its breathtaking mountain
views. But it was also known for its drug trafficking. The news was
always reporting on seized submarines ferrying tons of drugs to
different countries. It was the type of place they would be afraid
to visit.

Like a bolt of lightning, she was hit with
the coincidence. Wasn't Galapagos just off the coast of Ecuador?
And didn't Brian say the jeeps were headed for some island off
South America somewhere? Galapagos was a place the sisters often
discussed as a possible vacation destination. They had researched a
Galapagos cruise with day trips to each of the different islands.
The appeal of one-day excursions with a comfortable room waiting on
the cruise ship at the end of the day appealed to them.

Now – seeing Quito on Kayla’s list Anne’s
imagination ran wild. Her mind exploded with thoughts of their
probable vacation destinations and any connection they might have
with Susan’s murder. She remembered Brian saying that the murder
was somehow connected with a shipment of jeeps to Ecuador. Jeeps
filled with drugs!

Anne was beginning to feel ill. People
seemed to be dying around her. And in some vague way she could not
quite grasp, there seemed to be a common denominator. And her job
was it! She began to rethink the past few weeks as Kayla came back
into the room.

“Let's go for a walk,” Kayla suggested. “I
have this urgent need to explore.”

Kayla's idea of exploring usually meant lots
and lots of walking. And about now that was just what Anne needed
to relieve her stress.

As they strolled quickly through Hyde Park
towards the palace, Anne brought up the vacation list she had seen
on the desk pad.

“Oh, that wasn't my list. That was a list of
Mike's most recent trips. Looks like he was trying to cover lots of
lost ground. You know, he thought he was dying after that last
operation. All of a sudden he had an urgent need to see the
world.”

“Oh my God!” Anne exclaimed. She then
continued on to explain what she knew so far of Susan’s murder, the
jeeps headed toward Ecuador and the coincidence of Mike’s travel
locations. “This just confirms that the two murders are indeed
somehow related.” Their imaginations ran wild as they expanded on
their earlier suspicions.

Kayla's listened with fascination. Like two
determined detectives, they pondered any possibilities of a common
thread in the two murders. The odds seemed insurmountable. But the
facts could not be denied. They were deep in conversation when
Kayla suddenly looked past Anne to the park bench beyond.

“Anne, He's here!”

“Who?”

“The man we saw at the New York airport! He
must have followed us here somehow. I don't remember seeing him at
Heathrow. Hey, that’s Officer Nedley, the policeman who questioned
me in Seattle!”
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