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Fred Turner rolled over, sliding his hand between the rumpled sheets to the other side of the bed. It was empty; the sheets were cold. She'd been gone a long time. He hadn’t really expected the girl to stay through the night, but he was disappointed at falling asleep before she left. Rented for a few hours, her kind weren't the most loyal people on the planet. There was no telling what she might have taken on her way out.
...or what she might have missed.
Throwing off the sheets, Fred rolled out of bed and planted his feet in the soft carpeting, tugging at the shag with his toes. The air conditioner hummed and blew a refreshing breeze over the love seat, tickling his bare arms and chest before sweeping across the bed to rustle an empty cookie wrapper on the nightstand. He'd enjoyed the girl and the party, but he was getting too old for the late nights and the champagne. Until he could think of a better way to end his business associations, however, they were necessary evils—occupational hazards. Expensive hotels, late-night parties, pretty ladies... as far as hazards went, he could certainly do worse.
Crossing the plush carpet, Fred walked to the small writing desk. A soft light filtered into the room through the gauze curtain covering the wall next to it, enough to show an empty desktop. There was no note, not that he expected any. She’d been working. Writing a farewell note wouldn't have even crossed her mind.
Fred snagged the pair of black slacks that lay draped over the back of the chair and fished his wallet from the pocket. Opening it, he looked inside.
...and smiled.
It was empty.
Good girl.
The Joseph Sandoval ID and the stolen credit cards were now her problem.
Returning the slacks to the chair and tossing the wallet onto the desk, Fred padded across the room to the shower, suddenly anxious to start the new day. But if he'd known that his next stolen identity would also be his last, he might not have been in such a hurry to cleanse away the last of Joseph Sandoval and start over with his next new life.
#
“May I help you?” the clerk asked.
“Yes, please,” Fred said, smiling and handing a credit card to the pretty brunette behind the counter. He wore a blue blazer, a white shirt, and black slacks—artfully rumpled... the standard attire of a harried business traveler. “William Smith, checking in.”
Fred watched as her fingers flew over the keyboard, absently noting her crisp blue pin-stripe suit. His lip twitched. He’d never appreciated professional women dressing in men’s business suits, but he had more important things to focus on than her poor taste in clothes.
His gaze came to rest on the corners of her eyes—narrow, green eyes with flecks of gold. This is where he’d find the first signs of trouble. He fixed the thin veneer of a smile to his face and casually leaned against the counter, quietly searching for any telltale tightening of her skin or minute tilting of her head. If she noticed his stare, she said nothing. She might simply have been pleased that his attentions weren’t centered elsewhere; but if she realized how intently she was being watched—or why—she might have reconsidered.
The clerk squinted slightly as she found the entry. Her eyes flicked from his credit card to the keyboard. No signs of alarm crossed her face, just the normal stress of an overworked hotel clerk. “Is this the correct billing information?” she asked.
“If it’s the PO Box in Grants Pass,” he replied with an easy air.
The woman nodded to herself and completed the check-in. “I’ll just need to see a piece of photo ID,” she told him. "Also, we did need to charge you for last night's stay. It was a confirmed night, reserved with the card."
“Of course,” he said, making sure to smile and nod. "I completely understand. I was delayed at the last minute. Thanks for holding the reservation."
He opened his wallet to allow her a quick inspection of his drivers’ license. He’d been perfecting the art of creating fake IDs since he was a kid, but hadn’t needed to exert himself in ages. IDs were ridiculously easy these days, requiring almost no crafting whatsoever. Most states changed formats so often—all in the name of increased security—that the average person, or the average hotel clerk, had no chance of distinguishing between a legitimate out-of-state license and a fabrication. Anything that looked official would do. Fred almost missed the old days when his gift could be truly appreciated.
“Thank you, Mister Smith,” she said after a brief glance at the wallet. Retrieving the credit card, she scooped up a hotel key and handed both to her new guest with a plastic smile of her own. “You’re all set. Please call if there’s anything we can do to make your stay more enjoyable.”
“I certainly will,” he assured her.
The clerk's eyes had remained calm during the entire procedure, almost bored.
William Smith had passed muster; he was safe.
Fred crossed the lobby and summoned the elevator, absently noting a middle-aged man in a brown leisure suit with reading glasses leafing through a paper on the couch by a gas fireplace along the far wall. He didn't look like a detective, but Fred's frayed nerves said there was something wrong about the man. He spent the endless seconds that it took for the elevator to arrive watching the man out of the corner of his eye and telling himself that he was overreacting, that he was simply on edge from using the Joseph Sandoval ID for too long. His inner voice had been screaming at him then, as well, but William Smith hadn’t been ready. Stealing that one had been a marvelous stroke of luck. Properly harvested, it would last him for years. Until it was ready, though, he'd stayed with Sandoval longer than he'd have liked; longer than he should. But now the pressure was off, thanks to a clever choice in sleeping companions.
Fred stepped into the elevator when it arrived, glancing back at the seemingly disinterested man and chuckling as he pictured the nasty surprise his one-time bedmate would get when she used the credit cards for the first time. She’d be blamed for everything he’d done, but she had it coming. She hadn’t simply borrowed an identity, like him. She’d robbed a man in his sleep. There was a big difference. Fred couldn't think of a better way to clear his trail than to let a true criminal take the rap. There was a certain poetic justice to the universe, and a purpose for all things—even a thief.
The real Joe Sandoval would learn a lesson, too. The story would soon break and then another middle-aged aerospace executive would need to explain to his family how some hooker could possibly have ended up with his credit cards.
That was fine with Fred, too. People like the real Joe Sandoval thought they were so much smarter than everyone else. A little dose of humility as he tried to pick up the pieces of his life and start over might do him some good. At the very least, he might be a wiser person for his troubles. It was all part of the service.
Stepping off the elevator, Fred lugged his suitcase down a short hallway to his room. He fit the key to the lock and walked inside, noting that the bed had already been turned down and a chocolate placed on his pillow. A little early, perhaps, but it was a nice touch.
The phone rang, a startling explosion of sound thundering through a silent room. His heart jumped. His head snapped around, eyes locked onto the red message light flashing from the face of the phone.
Time stalled as he stared into that red flashing light.
Was there a problem? Had the charge been denied? He’d taken such care... could the William Smith ID have failed so soon?
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