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GOOD INTENTIONS


Chapter 1

 


Over the years, Tiffany and Thomas learned
how to hide the Monster.

Not an easy task. At all. After all, a
double-decker RV stood out regardless of location. No matter how
decrepit and filthy the outside appearance—camouflage that normally
kept gawkers at a distance—people couldn't help but notice a
fifty-foot-long vehicle higher than a two-level bus. So the pair
grew adept at hiding it, and then with more practice and skill over
the years, managed to hide it where they could tap into
electricity, water and sewage.

Which was why at the moment the Monster was
hidden in a big barn of a newly foreclosed farm that, although
deserted, didn't yet have the utilities shut off. A mere two turns
from the interstate yet totally obscured by a wall of trees, it had
the added advantage of no overpasses, trees or overhead lines
blocking the route between hiding spot and freeway.

Yes, they gambled that no one would examine
the property for the few days they were there. And that even if
they did, they'd pay more attention to the rundown house than to
the dilapidated barn. But considering the state of the property, it
didn't look like anyone had lived there in years anyway. Perhaps
the utilities were on so someone could come check on the house
sporadically. If so, judging by the broken windows, ramshackle
falling-off siding, and overgrown weed-strewn lawn, the caretaker
couldn't be very conscientious.

Thomas felt a sudden yearning to see a movie,
and neither of them wanted to cook that night, so they figured
they'd act like normal people for a change and go out to an early
dinner then to the cinema. They locked the Monster's one door (not
counting the hidden escape hatch) and left the barn via the small
side entrance that opened toward the run-down house.

No reason to open the huge main door until
they were ready to move the Monster itself. Even with the bikes,
they could use the other one just fine.

Thomas shut the door securely, and Tiffany
activated the Monster's alarm system. It would tell them if anyone
tried to get in to the vehicle. It would even tell them—thanks to
some extra sensors she'd tied in to the main system—if anyone got
into the barn.

As confident as possible of staying hidden,
they revved the bikes and set out. The blacktopped drive didn't
show any tracks, so Thomas and Tiffany didn't have to worry about
tire marks from their motorcycles. They reached the main street
without leaving any sign of where they'd been. With the two-lane
road empty in both directions, the twosome made fast time back to
the main road and set out for the closest city ten miles away.

Enjoying the wind of riding in the balmy
Florida weather, they tooled along the highway until they reached
the mega shopping center they'd spotted the night before from the
interstate. Palm trees dotted the huge expanse of parking lot
surrounding the sprawling mall, providing little shade to the
hundreds of cars. White stucco emblazoned with festive reds, greens
and yellows

Lucking into a spot as an SUV pulled out from
right in front of a Cuban restaurant, they took fast advantage and
parked their two Harleys—christened Beatrice and Benedict one day
in a whimsical moment. The names had stuck, and had morphed into
two of their danger words as well.

The heat hit them hard once there was no
speed from the bikes to keep them cool. Smothering humidity caused
an immediate sheen of sweat that refused to evaporate in the
already over laden air.

Tiffany gazed across the lot as she shrugged
out of her light jacket. Blinding sun glinted off the rows and rows
of car tops, superheated air shimmering as it rose off the hot
metal. "We should probably walk over and leave the bikes. Looks
packed already."

"Must be opening weekend for something. Or a
bunch of somethings." Thomas held the door for her and she preceded
him inside. Cool, dry air washed over them, carrying with it
savory, scintillating scents of the onions, peppers and spices
within.

With a wry chuckle, Tiffany put her jacket
back on. She preferred it cool, but goosebumps had immediately
risen on her flesh. Light flooded in through skylights and huge
windows, giving the restaurant the look of a huge sunroom.

The young host, Latino with an olive cast to
his swarthy complexion, picked up menus behind his wicker podium as
he asked, "Two?"

They followed him to a table that gave them a
lovely view of a garden courtyard, its dozen tables already full
with patrons.

They perused the menus as the waiter brought
their drinks, then ordered and handed back the laminated single
sheets.

"Action or comedy?" Thomas grinned at her
across the table as their waiter moved off. "They both start at 5
o'clock.'

"Let's see the comedy. The action film has
computer hackers in it." She winked, not needing to elaborate.
Movies rarely depicted anything to do with hacking accurately. And
Tiffany would know, thanks initially to computer
programmer/designer parents and then to rigorous ongoing
self-education.

Thomas thought her among the best in the
world—and not because of his bias in favor of his wife. Her skill
with the keyboard never ceased to amaze him. And the corporate or
law enforcement types had yet to catch her—or, often, to even
realize she'd been there.

"We should go to Disney again," he said
suddenly.

"Sure, why not? We can go to all the parks.
Disney. Universal. Harry Potter. It's off season. School's probably
not out yet. We can go in the middle of the week."

"We'll have to be careful not to roast."

They made tentative plans until their food
arrived.

Their waiter had an avuncular air about him
with his gray-tinged hair and slight paunch around the waist. With
the same broad, open face and dark eyes, he and the host bore a
striking resemblance to each other. The server set their plates
before them with the warning that the dishes were also very
hot.

They enjoyed the enchiladas and fajitas,
along with red bean soup and white bean soup. Lingering over the
meal until a half hour before the movie's start time, they debated
weather to head further south next, or east toward Georgia after
availing themselves of the theme parks.

At their signal, their waiter set the check
on the table. "No rush. Whenever you're ready. Pardon the question,
but did you mention the movies? If you're going to the cinema
across the way, you can buy cheaper admission tickets here."

"Thanks. We'd like two, please." Not that
they had money worries, but it attracted less attention to take the
man up on the offer. They rarely flaunted their wealth. All the
better to remain virtually invisible.

"Carlos can get them for you when he rings
you up," the waiter pointed toward the register where they'd come
in, and to the young man who looked so much like him.

Exchanging a look confirming they were
finished, the two of them followed him up to the entryway. They'd
nearly reached the register when a man stormed in through the front
door, slamming it against the wall and leaving cracks in the
plaster where it hit.

The two had to be brothers with the
disgruntled newcomer looking to be in his early twenties, barely
older than the host Carlos. Standing side-by-side, the resemblance
of the three men to each other was even stronger. On the stocky
side, they even had the same bearing—and at the moment, the same
scowls. The waiter moved to block him from charging into the
kitchen. Red-faced and gesturing angrily at the door, the host
still managed to keep his voice down.

Tiffany and Thomas didn't need to speak
Spanish to know the other two wanted the foul-tempered one to
leave.

Trying his best to concentrate on the patrons
instead of on the disturbance, Carlos confirmed they wanted movie
tickets and told them the bill totaled $45.

Thomas handed him three twenties. "Keep the
change." He glanced at the altercation. "If you'd give him his tip,
please?"

"Of course, sir. Thank you." Red-faced the
young man looked more and more embarrassed. The other two weren't
being loud, but the vehemence of their words was clear from their
hostile stances and staccato gestures. Other diners were beginning
to notice. "Here are your two admission tickets. Good for any
movie." He lowered his voice even more even though the fight had
evidently hit a lull. "I'm so sorry about this. Please come
again."

Wondering if they should leave or call the
police—anonymously, of course—Thomas said a wry, "Good luck," as he
turned to leave.

Departing as violently as he'd arrived, they
guy pushed out past Thomas and Tiffany, nearly sending each of them
into the wall.

Carlos and the waiter instantly inquired as
to if they were hurt.

"We're fine," Tiffany assured them as she
straightened her jacket. "Really. It's ok." She caught Thomas's eye
and gave a barely perceptible nod toward the door.

He put a protective arm around her shoulders.
Definitely time to get out of their now. They tried to avoid having
anyone remember them. They certainly didn't need this added
attention.

"Evening," he said briskly, and they finally
made it out the door.

 


 


 


The comedy proved to be a good choice,
erasing the sour afterglow of the scene at the restaurant. By the
time they left, the wind had picked up and thick clouds had rolled
in and obliterated all traces of the brilliant sunshine.

"I think we're going to get wet," she
observed.

"We'd better make a run for it," Thomas
agreed.

As they walked briskly, heading for their
bikes, Tiffany zipped her jacket then shoved her hands in her
pockets.

He heard her catch her breath, just a little,
and knew instantly something was up. And that was before he spotted
the angry guy from before, loitering near their bikes and sporting
fresh cuts on his face and a vivid black eye. "What do you want to
do about our friend there?"

"You think we need to do anything?"

"He slipped something in my pocket. Might be
a flash drive, but I don't want to take it out and look now.
Probably better to pretend we haven't noticed anything."

"You don't want to just toss it back to him?
Stay out of whatever the problem is?"

"I think those thugs around the corner are
watching him, and I think he's so busy watching us, he doesn't see
them. We pass him anything, that might just get us in even more
trouble."

Without turning his head, Thomas shifted his
attention to the side of the restaurant. Sure enough, two hulking
guys who looked more like gorillas lurked around the corner from
the font door. "Crap."

"He must have seen us get off the bikes,"
Tiffany said.

"And buy the tickets, so he knew we'd be
back," Thomas continued the thought.

"So he slips me—whatever—and avoids them, but
now he wants it back."

Neither had slackened their pace as they
talked, but as they got closer, they really needed to decide what
exactly they were going to do.

"Let's go to another movie. Maybe the rain
will blow over." She stopped short as she made the suggestion.

Stopping with her, Thomas did a double take
then chuckled. She'd spoken loudly. Not so loudly as to be obvious,
but with just enough volume that their audience had likely been
able to hear. "Good idea. Guess we'll see the action one, huh?"

"Sure. Why not?" Tiffany grabbed his hand and
they broke into an easy jog toward the theater and away from the
trio lying in wait.

In his peripheral vision, Thomas could just
see the troublemaker following them, and the two goons following
him. "Great, a parade," he muttered.

"Think we have time to slip out the
back?"

"We do that, he'll know we're on to him."

"He probably suspects already. Which means,
the other two likely have noticed us as well."

"We can always hope they didn't get a good
look." Even as he said that, he doubted it. People noticed Tiffany.
There were no two ways about it. Even clothed in ragged jeans,
sneakers, and a tank top, Tiffany's lean, lovely curves attracted
attention, as did her flawless alabaster skin, dazzling
blue-with-a-hint-of-green eyes, and striking black waves of hair.
From a distance she passed for a lanky teenager. Up close, she
looked thirty or so. No one ever suspected her real age:
forty-five.

She snorted. "Honey, even men notice you.
They got a good look, you can bet on it." He shot her a wry look
and didn't comment. He loved it that she called him gorgeous, but
he considered her evaluation less than objective. Not that he
considered himself bad looking; he just never thought much about it
one way or another. No one's opinion mattered but hers.

"So we go in and right out the back," he
echoed her original suggestion. "And circle around to the
bikes."

"And make sure we lose them before going back
to the Monster," she stated the obvious. "Split up?"

"Split up," he confirmed as they rushed back
into the theater.

Bypassing the ticket booth, they went up to
the usher taking tickets. "I dropped my cell. Ok if we go look?"
Tiffany asked the girl, who waved them past.

They hurried to the last theater on their
right—the one closest to where they'd parked—and ducked inside just
as their first pursuer entered the outside lobby. Sprinting to the
front of the auditorium, they got to the exit beside the screen the
same time as the lights dimmed to half, then went out a split
second before the door shut behind them.

To their huge relief, the paved area running
behind the cinema was empty. They crossed a narrow alley before
finding a back entry that let them into the mall itself. After
winding through mazelike passageways, they came out in the mall
proper and found their way back to the Cuban restaurant. In through
the mall entry, out through the outside entrance, and they finally
reached the Harleys.

Thomas kissed her hard and fast on the mouth.
"Be careful."

"You too. See you in a few." She straddled
the bike and took off just as the kid emerged from the theater. The
kid broke into a sprint just ahead of the gorilla twins as Thomas
roared off in the opposite direction from Tiffany.

 


 


 


One benefit of the totally flat landscape and
straight roads was being able to see almost forever. By the time
Thomas left the city with its divided streets and white stucco
haciendas on either side, he had the highway all to himself. Ten
more minutes brought him back to the farm and the Monster in the
barn.

As quickly as he could, he got the side door
open and the bike inside, leaving it ajar when he didn't see
Tiffany already there. He took out his phone—actually a
multipurpose satellite-using device heavily hacked by Tiffany to
disable all GPS and data caching capabilities, but for expediency
they simply called them their cell phones—and checked for any
messages from her.

Nothing. No voice, video or texts.

Not happy, but not too worried yet, he
deactivated the alarm system on the RV. By the time he wheeled his
motorcycle around to the back and secured it in its mounting,
anxiety began to take hold. Just as he was debating between the
wisdom of either sending a text or going to look for her, he heard
the distinctive rumble of the bike outside.

"Sorry. I circled around the long way just to
be safe," she told him as he secured the barn door. She put up her
bike as well, then wrapped her arms around her husband and gave him
a quick kiss. "You ok?"

They exchanged a much longer, lingering kiss.
"I am now."

The barn's huge main door and one small side
door were the only openings in the windowless building. Once the
Monster was inside, Thomas and Tiffany fitted the two barn doors
with motion detectors and tied them in to the RV's alarm system. If
anyone so much as touched either door, Thomas and Tiffany would
know.

Secure in their hiding spot—or, as secure as
they ever felt—they retreated into their mobile lair. Four steps
led them into the RV, the driver's seat and one passenger seat
between them and the windshield on their right, and a spiral
staircase to the upstairs immediately on their left in the corner
of the living room.

Bigger than many apartments, the RV had more
than enough room for two humans and three little birds. The bottom
floor had, front to rear: the living room; a kitchen; a second set
of stairs, a hallway and a tiny bathroom all side-by-side; another
living room (or dining room/sitting room); and a second bathroom
complete with oversized tub and a washer and dryer.

Upstairs, the spiral staircase led to an
office. Then came a bedroom, a storeroom beside the landing at the
stop of the second staircase, and the master bedroom. All with
plush carpeting, crystal light fixtures, and exquisite molding for
woodwork.

Yes it was rather long and narrow, but with
structural 'cut outs' to expand the ten-foot width to fourteen in
places, they had more than enough room.

In the living room three parakeets—Trixy,
Snowflake and Blue Boy—chirped happily in greeting at their return.
Tiffany dropped onto a sofa and shrugged out of her jacket.

Thomas went to their cage in the far corner
against the wall between living room and kitchen. The same wall
that supported a flat screen tv six feet wide. He left their door
open so they could fly around and pulled out the water dish to give
them fresh.

"So, what's this whole mess about?" He rinsed
out the dish in the kitchen sink. By the time he put it back in its
spot, the three budgerigars had climbed out. A cobalt blue with a
yellow, Trixy face flew to Tiffany's shoulder. Azure colored Blue
Boy playfully chased Snowflake up one of Thomas's arms then down
the other.

"Flash drive." Tiffany held it up for
him to see. The parakeet flew from her shoulder to her hand to
investigate, but Tiffany gently caught the budgie and put her back
on her shoulder. Without her even saying it, he knew her next
thought. This can't be good.

Thomas added birdseed to their dishes.
He shot her a look. After twenty-five years together, he didn't
need to ask, Do we destroy it and get out
of here? But he knew her. Like him, she'd hate to make
any decision without knowing what was on the drive. They could
always mail it back to the restaurant. Except without knowing
what's on it, they didn't know if that was a good idea or
not.

Thomas collapsed next to her on the sofa, his
parakeet passengers fluttering but staying on board for the ride.
She quirked an eyebrow at him, and they both knew they'd just had
the same train of thought.

She scowled at the flash drive in the palm of
her hand. "Something tells me we're going to regret this."

He gave a facial shrug of agreement. "Might
as well get it over with."

Thomas followed her up the spiral staircase
and into their office. Spartan in appearance, it held two desks and
a filing cabinet along the driver's side wall, and more filing
cabinets and shelves beside the staircase on the opposite wall.

Each desk had its own laptop secured in its
station. Tiffany teasingly called one of them his, but in reality,
computers were entirely her purview. Oh, he could manage just fine,
but "just fine" was far, far shy of her skill level.

She slid into a chair and booted up one of
the machines. Unlike many people, she never left them running
unless for a specific purpose. And even when they were on, they
were rarely online. Although confident of her security, she always
pointed out that the only computer that couldn't be hacked was one
that was off. She did most of her research from library computers,
preferably ones at universities, and used them to stay current with
all the advances in the field.

She plugged in the flash drive and waited
until her scanning program told her it was safe then copied the
whole thing to her hard drive and ran two more checks that also
came back negative. Clicking on it, Tiffany found a list of files
with nondescriptive alphanumeric sequences for names and no suffix
to indicate file type.

She made a face and considered that a
moment.

"Well, here goes nothing." Tiffany opened one
of the files, and Thomas moved so he could read over her
shoulder.

The file contained a list of names with a
dollar amount beside each.

Each of the seven files was the same, names
and money without any additional information. No dates, and no
indication of whether the money was given, received, or owed. No
hint whatsoever what it was for. One hundred names per list, so a
considerable number of people. No pattern to the names either,
although many were Hispanic as if the list were local. But it still
seemed to include plenty of different nationalities.

Tiffany gave a disgusted sigh. "Crap."

Thomas concurred. "Right. That could mean
anything."

"Well, I could copy this and upload and run a
search program, try to find out what they have in common, or what
the amounts mean. Or," she said dryly, "we could ask. Preferably
without getting ourselves stuck in the middle of whatever this
is."

"Sounds like we need to find out about our
friend first." Thomas sat back down. No use crowding her.

Tiffany just nodded, her fingers already
flying over the keyboard. She used a satellite uplink to tap into
the internet. A quick search told her that Jacob and Maxine Sanchez
owned the Cuban restaurant. Their nineteen year old son Carlos
worked there, as did his older sister as a chef, and younger sister
as a waitress. The older waiter, Philip, was Jacob's brother. A
quick cross reference by name and address with the DMV database
revealed that Carolos also had an older brother Vince—the man who'd
caused the disturbance.

On a hunch, Tiffany did another DMV search
using all seven hundred names but limiting the results to males
between the age of twenty-five and thirty-five. That left them with
thirty-seven pictures to study, but none were the two who'd been
chasing Philip and, by extension, Thomas and Tiffany.

"I could set up a program to search and cross
reference these names," Tiffany mused out loud. "Or, we could just
ask."

To Thomas's discerning ear, she didn't sound
particularly thrilled by that option. He knew he wasn't.

"Can you find a phone number for him? Nothing
says we need to ask face to face."

She flashed him a grin, typed furiously, and
minutes late had phone numbers—landlines and cell phones—for the
whole family.

"Here goes nothing." Tiffany dialed his phone
and set hers on speaker. It rang ten times before going dead. She
tried one more time. After two rings, it went to voicemail. "Hey,
it's me, curious about what you lost. I'll call you back." Tiffany
hung up.

"That should pique his interest at least.
He'll be mad he can't call back a 'private' number, but maybe he'll
pick up next time." She waited five minutes, plenty of time for him
to retrieve her voicemail, then send a text. "Calling now. Pick
up." Then she redialed.

He picked up instantly. "Who the hell are
you? Where are you?"

She ignored the belligerent questions. "What
exactly did you slip into my pocket? And why should I give it to
you, instead of to your two buddies? Or the police?"

"No!"

Thomas winced as the screech hurt his ear.
Tiffany jumped. At first Thomas thought it was also from the sudden
volume, but instead she completely shut down the computer in just a
few keystrokes.

Something had flashed across the screen, but
she'd reacted so quickly, Thomas had no chance to read what it
said.

"Why not, Philip?" Tiffany challenged. She
glared at the computer, not at the phone, and her hands on either
side of it had clenched to fists. Evidently Philip only had half
her attention. "Isn't that the smartest thing for us to do? To get
rid of it? Or maybe we should just destroy it and be done with
it."

"No, please. Don't do that. I need it back.
What do you want?"

Indeed. What did they want? Aside from getting clear of
whatever mess he'd embroiled them in, and as quickly as possible.
Even as he listened with half an ear, Thomas ran through a mental
checklist.

The Monster had a full gas tank, a full
backup tank, and the tank for the generator was full. They had
small spares—portable—from which to fill the bikes' gas tanks. He'd
topped off their water, and emptied the waste and garbage. They'd
overstocked the kitchen, mostly with canned or boxed foods. Parked
three minutes from the interstate, they could leave and go nearly
six hundred miles without stopping.

The only potential hazard, and one of which
they were constantly aware, was overpasses. The last thing they
needed was to be stopped short—perhaps even catastrophically so—by
the height of their RV. Especially when they had it well within
their ability to avoid such a problem. Therefore it had long since
become second nature to check the maps and have escape routes
planned in advance—no fewer than four, normally one in each
direction on the compass.

In the absolute worst case, they could always
resort to the bikes, but it had never yet come to that. But as they
believed in preparing for any eventuality, they kept the bikes
ready to go—and stocked with five grand each.

Of course far better to keep the Monster with
the millions hidden in it, but they did have some in various
anonymous bank accounts Tiffany and could access in emergency. But
normally they used cash to avoid any electronic trail whatsoever.
The further off the grid they stayed, the better.

"For starters, what did you get us into?"

Silence.

A long silence.

Tiffany was prepared to wait him out, and
Thomas didn't mind in the least. They needed to listen, not do the
talking. Just when he started to think the call had been dropped,
Tiffany prodded, "Well?"

"I can't tell you that. You have no idea. You
need to walk away. As fast and as far as you can. But you have to
give it back to me first." His voice shook with desperation.

"Not a good enough answer."

"I can't talk over the phone!" Thomas
wouldn't have thought it possible, but the desperation ratcheted
up, beyond even hysteria.

The tight set of her mouth and the annoyed
look she shot Thomas, told her she wasn't surprised at that
particular protestation. "Ok. I'll be in touch." She killed the
call. Elbows on the desk, she leaned forward and put her face in
her hands.

Thomas gave her a moment, knowing he
didn't need to ask. And also knowing something had just gone
really really
wrong.

"We have a huge problem."

Thomas had figured that much already. He
didn't rush her.

"When I ran the DMV search, it tripped some
kind of alarm. Someone in law enforcement was watching one or more
of those names. They were trying to trace me."

Thomas's heart sank, although he wasn't truly
surprised at the news. "And someone is bugging his phone. Which
means they'll try to trace your phone as well."

"Right. I can switch both over to
totally new accounts. It's really easy, and they are ghost accounts
anyway. So no one can actually find us. But," she snarled, "we have
just put ourselves on somebody's
radar. And in a really major way."

"Can you hack back in—different route and all
that—and find out who initiated the trace?"

At that her sly grin returned. "Maybe. Swap."
He switched seats so she could use the other computer.

He couldn't keep track of all her creations.
He knew about viruses, worms and bots, and that they were all
different, but he couldn't have explained one from the other. She
called up one of her programs, got online by hacking a different
ISP than the last one, sent out her minion then shut down the
machine.

"We should give it an hour or two. If we do
need to leave, it's probably best we know who we're running from
this time."

Thomas couldn't agree more.

 



Chapter 2

 


Fresh clean paper in place, Thomas slid the
tray back into the bottom of the birdcage as Tiffany came down the
spiral staircase.

He glanced over at her and the query died on
his lips.

Her already fair skin had lost all vestiges
of any remaining color. And considering how much it took to phase
either of them at this point, Thomas felt the blood drain from his
face as well.

"The flag that I tripped belonged to the DoJ.
The tap on his phone is NSA."

"So do we leave now or wait till dark?" They
preferred traveling by night. Less traffic meant not just better
speed, but fewer eyes to see them. Personally he preferred the
latter, and Tiffany said the same.

"The only thing is," she added, a growl
in her voice, "I could be wrong, but Philip seems to be some kind
of informant. If he really is
working with the good guys, we probably should give him all
the names back before we skip."

Horrible idea, but Thomas did see the wisdom
of it. "I guess email is out of the question."

She snickered in agreement with the sarcasm.
"Too risky. Bad guys could intercept it as easily as the good guys
could. Better all around to just hand it back to him."

"Someplace safe from those buddies of his we
saw."

"Exactly. Of all the stupid..." the angry
words tumbled out. "If the DoJ and NSA are any good, they have
descriptions of us—if not pictures. They have to be watching, which
means they saw us too. And I wouldn't put it past them to let him
take that beating. They're pretty altruistic that way. Greater good
and all that."

"We have an address for him, right? Thomas
and she were always so attuned, he didn't have to elaborate. They
could break in in the middle of the night when no one would see,
give it to him, then vanish. They'd be out of the state my
morning.

"It'll scare the crap out of him, but I can't
think of a better way."

He followed her upstairs where she cranked up
the computer again, bringing up online maps of the area.

Philip lived a mile from the mall in an
apartment complex with three hundred units in three high rises.
Their first bit of good fortune in the whole situation, he lived on
the ground floor. The second, it didn't look like the
three-building compound had any particular security measures in
place. The doors to the building were kept locked—judging by the
notice to tenants to not buzz
in anyone they didn't know, but there was no mention of doormen,
guards, or an alarm system. And, no pets, so no dogs to make any
noise.

Thomas mulled over their options. "So, we
park the bikes far enough away no one hears them? Or, we park close
so as not to be caught on foot?"

"Close" they both said at the same time.

 


 


 


Not a nightlife hotspot, Carina at midnight
was a ghost town. Yes, they passed a stray car or two, but for the
most part, the entire area appeared to have fallen into the deepest
sleep. They passed the mall and pulled into the parking lot next to
the apartments. The little mom-and-pop general store was dark, as
was its lot, separated from its neighbor by a tall fence. They
could scale the seven feet of chain link in no time, and at least
this way they weren't quite so obvious.

In contrast, plentiful lights brilliantly
illuminated the other paved expanse. The landlords spared no
expense in keeping the darkness at bay. With no shadows anywhere,
any person approaching the building had to do so in plain
sight.

Tiffany took the flash drive sealed in two
plastic bags, one inside the other, and buried it under a shrub in
a raised planter at the corner of the fence. Better to tell him
where it was rather than carry it with them.

They peered through the fence at the wide
open area.

"There has to be surveillance," Tiffany said,
echoing his unspoken thought.

"Probably inside close to him, and in the
other buildings as well." Thomas zipped his sweatshirt halfway up.
They both had their hoods up, but in the warm May weather, there
wasn't any danger of being chilled. Still, it wouldn't look
suspicious that they were trying to stay dry. Their jeans and
sweatshirts wouldn't attract any attention.

"Long way around?" she asked, on the same
wavelength as always.

"Circle the block and use the sidewalk," he
confirmed.

Neither of them moved. One of them should
stay behind as backup. They both knew it. It wouldn't do for two of
them to walk into trouble. If one of them hung behind, they could
help the other out if there were trouble. They both hated the
thought and they both knew it was smart.

Crap.

In a footrace, they were pretty even.

In a fight, he was stronger, she was
faster.

The only advantage she had that he never
would: sexism. Men and women alike considered women less
threatening, more helpless. They'd underestimate her. It had saved
her life a number of times.

"Might as well be me. He put it in my pocket,
and I'll scare him less," she said finally.

He reached out and hugged her to him, then
kissed the tip of her nose. "Be fast."

"Believe me, I will." She forced a
smile. "Then we are so out of
here."

 


 


 


Despite the irksomeness of the delay, she
strolled at a leisurely pace so as to give the appearance of a late
night sojourn. Light flickered behind the drapes in a few windows,
but only a very, very few. What she wanted to do was run or jog,
but she decided she'd better save the energy.

Over her phone's earpiece, she
heard—barely—Thomas singing under his breath. She adored his
singing. Always had, since the very first time she'd heard him in
church. She swore an angel came down from heaven and gave him his
voice. Even barely audible, his singing sent thrills through
her.

But he could serenade her properly once they
were back on the road. The most pressing question at the moment:
could she pick the lock fast enough to avoid arousing any
suspicion?

She avoided the issue by hanging back as a
car pulled into the lot, then timing it so she reached the door
right after the young couple—each bearing a sleeping
toddler—unlocked it. Tiffany hastened to hold the door for them so
they could go in. The pair shot her grateful looks and mouthed the
word "thanks".

Too small to even count as a lobby, the
entryway housed nothing more than the three elevators. The couple
hit the 'up' button as Tiffany went through the inside door to a
long, uncarpeted hallway. Eight apartments on either side, all long
narrow rectangles. And each door had a peep hole.

Someone was likely across the hall from their
goal, and watching. She'd likely have ten or twenty seconds, no
more, before someone pounded on the door. Or kicked it in.

Plenty of time to whisper right where they'd
left his list and take off out the window. One thirty-yard dash
later, she'd be over the fence and they'd be gone.

She fingered the case of lock picks in her
pocket and left her hood up as she walked. Even though Philip's
apartment was sixth on the right, she hugged the left wall. At the
door across from his, she stopped and took out the little plastic
case holding the picks. Peeling off a splotch of black tape, she
covered the peep hole of the opposite apartment, then turned to her
destination.

To see the door ajar. Barely, but she could
see it wasn't quite shut tight.

Silently cursing a blue streak, she pulled
one sleeve over her hand and gingerly pushed the door open. The
coppery stench of blood hit her in the face.

She whirled to run just as the door behind
her flew open.

"Don't move!" The older man's voice cracked
like a burst of lightning. Tall and broad, he filled the doorway.
Tiffany's snap assessment: he could break her in half if he got his
hands on her. The .357 magnum in his hands meant he didn't even
need to.

With a mute apology to Thomas, Tiffany
screamed as loudly as she could, keeping her head down as much as
possible. Then she fainted.

Rather, she allowed herself to go completely
boneless in the best approximation she could manage, averting her
face as she fell.

She didn't hear any running footsteps or
doors open. Great. Was this apartment building so rough that no one
responded to a blood-curdling shriek? Then again, the man seemed to
be alone. So at least he didn't seem to have any other cops or
agents or whatever with him.

A rubbing sound accompanied him shoving his
revolver back into the shoulder holster. He was being careful, not
immediately rushing to her side. Just her luck he wasn't one of the
dumb ones.

"Hey, man, what's going on?"

Even as the agent drew breath to bark an
answer, Tiffany kicked out hard with both feet. Her aim true, she
caught him in both legs and sent him crashing to the ground. He
reached for his gun, but she was faster, rolling not away from him,
but toward him. She slammed him four times fast in the face with
her fists and pounded his head once more into the floor for good
measure.

It dazed him, but he'd be up in minutes. She
could tell from his groans he wasn't completely out cold.

"Out of here!" It might have sounded like she
was exclaiming to herself in relief. In fact, Tiffany was letting
Thomas know she was on her way.

"I'll grab the flash drive," she heard in her
ear.

Taking the shortest escape route, she
sprinted through Philip's apartment. He lay sprawled on the living
room floor in a pool of blood so dark it was already drying. A
hallway leading from the living room had a dining room on one side,
kitchen on the other, and ended at the bedroom.

Grabbing a floor lamp, Tiffany smashed the
window, dove out and landed in a roll then ran full out across the
lot. At any second she expected to hear the blast of gunfire and
feel searing lead cut into her body, but nothing happened.

She leapt at the fence, catching the top and
scrambling/pulling herself over, hitting the ground on both feet
and letting a crouch absorb the impact. Both motorcycles stood
idling; Thomas already astride his.

No one chased them as they flew down the
road.

 


 


 


By the time they got back to the Monster,
Tiffany had finally stopped shaking from the adrenaline rush. She
told him exactly what had transpired as they put the Harleys
away.

"So no clue who the guy was, but either he
killed him or he or someone was an awfully poor sentry." Thomas
kept a loose arm around her waist as they went inside.

"Exactly. I almost feel bad for the kid. I
couldn't be sure," she made a wry face. They both knew she'd been
in a hurry, not sightseeing. "But I think he was shot once in the
head. Small caliber. Hole in front wasn't too bad but the back was
likely a worse mess."

"And your new friend got an awfully good look
at you."

"Maybe not. The hall wasn't all that bright,
and the hood hid a lot of my face. Not that I want to put it to the
test. We've definitely stayed long enough."

They worked swiftly, unhooking the rest of
the connections and stowing the cords and pipes where they
belonged. Back inside, they made sure the perimeter alarm was
turned on, then got to work.

It didn't take long to secure all the
furniture so it couldn't shift during driving, and to lock all the
cabinets. Once in a while the contents rattled about, but at least
they couldn't fall out. Basically they kept the Monster ready to
roll, literally.

Their parakeets observed the quick, efficient
routine and Tiffany felt like they were giving a feathered seal of
approval, and also thinking, here goes again. She didn't really
know if their avian minds worked that way. Maybe they didn't care.
But they seemed to be paying close attention.

But before she and Thomas completed the
transformation, they made sure the budgies were secure in their
cage, and that it was secure in the corner. It wouldn't do for the
birds to get hurt by getting in the way of the last step, a
mechanical one.

Because lastly they retracted all the
cut-outs, three per side, shrinking the Monster from fourteen feet
wide to ten. Not a huge difference in other circumstances, but when
they did that, it always made the Monster look like a vehicle to
Tiffany instead of a home, albeit an oddly narrow one on
wheels.

"Only two hours till dawn," Thomas noted.

She'd been thinking the same thing. They
needed to sleep. "We can catch the news in the morning to see if
any of this mess is getting publicity. Tomorrow night we can go."
It shouldn't hurt to hole up in the barn for another twelve or so
hours.

Of course normally they could soak in the
huge bathtub all the way at the rear of the RV, or watch the huge
tv. But they thought it best to conserve the water and the
power.

She could have checked online, but suddenly a
wave of exhaustion overcame her, and she simply wanted to go to
sleep. With so many different parties in play, she was really
afraid they hadn't heard the last of the matter.

They planned to simply vanish. In a day, they
could be a thousand miles away. But she had a really bad feeling
that it wouldn't be that easy.

 


 


 


Bagels and cream cheese for breakfast. Not
only a tasty favorite, but it used up the bread and cheese before
it could go bad and—since they didn't toast the bagels—it used no
power at all.

Roughing it could be awfully easy when a
person drive her house around with her. Tiffany gave a contented
sigh as she chewed the last bite, then licked her lips a little
before wiping her mouth with a napkin. They switched to disposable
at the moment so they didn't need to do dishes. They'd toss the
used paper plates and plastic utensils in some dumpster en route so
as not to leave any trace behind.

A little six-inch television sat in the
corner of the kitchen table. A brand new little device, its tiny
size was deceptive. Not ancient by any means, the brand new
electronic gizmo had its own modem and—thanks to jury rigging—could
link into any satellite tv channel. It could be plugged in, but
they used it mostly in emergency and made sure the batteries were
always fresh.

Tiffany fiddled with it until she found a
local morning newscast.

They pretty much ignored the weather and paid
just enough attention to the traffic to make sure there was no new
construction they didn't already know about. Then the solemn-faced
blond anchor, his intonation appropriately grim, reported on the
'brutal murder' that had taken place the night before at the Carina
Palm Lane Apartment Center.

A crude pencil sketch flashed on the screen
above the newsman's right shoulder then expanded to fill the whole
screen. Thomas and Tiffany stared at the screen, then in unison
leaned closer as the stentorian voiceover continued. "Police are
looking for this woman as a person of interest in the heinous
crime. She's considered dangerous, so don't approach her. Call 911
and report your location to the police. She's approximately six
feet tall, Hispanic, and weighs close to two hundred pounds."

He droned on to the next story, something
about a protest outside a local supermarket.

Their eyes met and they burst out laughing.
Tiffany couldn't help it. No, neither of them found the situation
funny, but they welcomed the stress release. She simply had to
laugh at the erroneous description.

Thomas caught his breath before she did. "No
specific mention of the attack, and you're huge and Hispanic. I
think you embarrassed him."

"I'll take whatever luck we can get. That
does seem to answer the question about how clearly he saw me,
though. And confirms he's a cop."

"Thank God for dim lighting and bulky
sweatshirts." He caught her hand across the table and interlaced
his fingers with hers. "But I'll still be glad to get going
tonight."

"That's for sure." Just as she reached for
the power button, an Amber Alert flashed across the screen.

Some genuine emotion came to the newsreader's
voice as he said, "…two-year-old Maxwell Sanchez was taken from his
bed this morning. His cries awakened his parents and grandparents,
who live in the same home. They report a dark blue SUV speeding
away from the scene. No ransom demands have been received, and the
family begs anyone with information to come forward, and pleads for
the safe return of the toddler."

Their mirth vanished instantly at the
photograph of the dark-eyed little boy, a huge smile on his
cherubic face as he beamed at the camera.

Horror rose in her, the same emotion
reflected back at her from Thomas's expression. The timing could
only mean one thing. Whoever had taken the little boy believed the
family knew what Philip had been involved with, and they wanted the
information.

"Ok, what happens," Thomas thought out loud,
searching for a solution. "If we email everyone the list? The DoJ,
NSA, and the local police. That should get it in the crooks' hands
too, right? So they have no reason to keep the kid. But then.."

"They have no reason to keep him alive,"
Tiffany said miserably. "Ok, we've just gone way beyond staying out
of things and not wanting to know."

Time to find out as much as they could.
Thomas followed close on her heels as she bolted upstairs to the
computers.

Local news told her which police officer was
in charge of the kidnapping investigation: the very same man she'd
met in the hall, a Lt. Kiersky. That name gave her an initial
target. With the infiltration now more delicate than ever, she took
exquisite care in breaking in to the various law enforcement
networks. The slow work yielded far more false starts than useful
information but she found enough to keep pointing her in the right
direction.

At least the lead cop was sharp enough to
connect the two cases and find the DoJ and NSA connections right
away. That didn't help him much, as the only responses he got to
his inquiries were that neither department had any pertinent
information.

But it enabled Tiffany to trace back the
email replies and see what other correspondence had been exchanged
and with whom. Which gave her more places to search, including
Kiersky.

Lt. Sam Kiersky, from what she could find
out, was a good cop and veteran on the force with over twenty years
in. Two children, both in Arizona, a wife who'd died seven years
ago of cancer and an older sister who died twenty years ago, also
of cancer.

At one point Thomas went downstairs to get
them more bagels.

Midafternoon, Tiffany stood and
stretched. Loud pops came from
her shoulders and back.

"Geees, what a mess. It's no wonder the
crooks win so often. These 'good' guys are doing more fighting
among themselves than going after the bad guys."

"Territorialism at its best, huh?"

"It's pathetic. The thing is," she sat back
down and stretched her legs out past Thomas and his chair, "None of
them have much of a case. But if they actually cooperated, they'd
all be able to help each other. At least I found out what the list
of names is. Investors."

At Thomas's puzzled frown, she continued.
"'Madré' is the name of a company and the family that founded it.
Constantine Madré is the boss and the patriarch. From what I can
tell, it's pretty much a venture capitalist group and he's gotten
money from those seven hundred people. So far, however, it looks
like the only ones getting any return on it is the whole Madré
clan. The DoJ is going after him for running a Ponzi scheme, plus
probably the tax evasion crap. The NSA thinks he's funneling the
money to terrorists overseas and laundering money for them here so
they want him for treason and terrorist activities and all
that.

"The thing is evidently this list of ours is
the only one outside of the Madré organization. Philip somehow
managed to get it and appears to have been trying to play all three
sides against each other. So he hadn't given it to either agency
yet. So he was avoiding both and he was trying to duck the Madrés
as well."

Thomas finished her line of thought. "So the
Madrés want to make sure no one else sees it, and Law Enforcement
each wants it to further their own particular case."

"And damned if they'll let the other get to
it first, or let the police get in the way."

"Exactly. And neither particularly cares what
happens to one two-year-old little boy."

"Lovely. Think we can go right to Madrés and
make a trade? Before anyone else gets killed? At this rate, I
couldn't care less if either agency makes their case or not." She
and Thomas had never been all that interested in any particular
'big picture'. People mattered. What good was any big picture that
sacrificed the life of a toddler?

"So," again Thomas pondered out loud, "Does
it help or make things even worse if we give Kiersky the list and
let him trade it for the kid?"

"I suppose it depends on how big a fan he is
of breaking the rules. If he knuckles under to the feds and gives
it to them instead, he won't do that kid any good." She hunched
back over her computer and typed away. Then she shoved back.
"Crap." Pivoting the laptop so Thomas could see, she said, "That's
Kiersky. He's the guy I pummeled last night."

An on-screen article showed local boy getting
his promotion to lieutenant. A candid shot accompanied it. Either
he wasn't one for portraits, or the newspaper hadn't bothered. It
showed him coming down the steps from the police station to the
front sidewalk.

"We could give it to the Madrés in exchange
for the kid. As long as we can make them believe the family was
never involved." Neither of them considered giving the data to the
family to trade. Tiffany didn't have to ask. Their goal was to get
the family out of the mess, not drag them deeper into it.

"We can contact them first and see how they
react."

"That works." Tiffany grabbed her phone and
dialed the private number she'd found for Constantine Madré—one the
Feds hadn't yet tapped. She put it on speaker.

A deep voice, gravelly with age yet still
strong, answered. "Who is this?"

"This is a friend of Philip's. I'm the person
the police are looking to question. Philip's family doesn't know
anything about what he was doing. They can't give you what you
want. I'm the one he passed the information to. To avoid a couple
goons of yours."

"I have no idea what you're talking
about."

"Ok, fine." Tiffany gambled showing how much
she knew would bolster her statement. "Your daughter's goons, not
yours." The eldest Madré offspring, fifty, looked like a cozy
grandmother yet acted as the family's enforcer. Also her father's
top lieutenant, Florence Madré was first in line to step into his
shoes. "Look, I couldn't care less about your business, whatever it
is. I just don't like babies getting hurt." She just stopped
herself from saying it was beneath him. Maybe it was, maybe not.
Better to stick with what she knew.

And the more honest she could be, the better
as well. "I don't want involved and I wouldn't be if Philip hadn't
picked me as his patsy. I just want to get rid of it and get out.
And I want the kid safe. I return your property, you return the
little boy unhurt, and you don't ever hear from me again."

"What guarantee do I have?"

"What guarantee do I have you won't go after
the family again?" she said evenly. "Look, if I wanted to go to the
authorities, I have plenty to choose from. Kiersky, Vincent,
Ramaley. I can take my pick. Or all of them and let them fight it
out. I just don't care about them. Don't hurt the kid and you get
what you want. Bring him to the mall and someone can 'find' him
there."

The silence on the other end of the line grew
heavier. It had been a risk revealing how much she knew. But
hopefully it also helped bolster her integrity with him.

"Give me a number and I'll call you
back."

So she did. He wouldn't be able to trace it,
and she could change it as soon as this was over anyway. "Mr.
Madré, don't hurt the kid." He could take it as a plea or as a
warning. As long as he listened, it didn't matter either way to
Tiffany.

"One hour. Make sure you answer the
phone."

The line went dead.




Chapter 3

 


Sitting there, phone still in hand, Tiffany
felt her muscles start to relax. Until the tension released, she
hadn't realized how tightly coiled she'd been. "We should probably
go back to Carina so we're closer."

"Madrés' description of us is probably way
better than the cops'," Thomas pointed out.

Tiffany groaned. He was right. The two
gorillas—she decided she really needed to quit insulting primates;
she liked real gorillas—had gotten a perfectly clear look at the
two of them and their bikes. Which meant a repeat of the night
before. Finding a way to hide them and have them close at hand.
"The mall should be good. Tons of people on a Saturday. Plenty of
bikers so ours won't stand out. Go separately again since they'll
still be looking for us together."

"We should change the plates."

"Good idea." Tiffany grinned at that. Part of
their routine, whenever they planned to stay in one spot for a
little while, was to go with local plates for the bikes. A tiny
detail, true, but it helped them to blend. "Georgia or Alabama?"
Over the years, they'd accumulated a stash including paperwork so
they had one from every state. Even Alaska—easy and fun to drive
to—and Hawaii—a challenge to get the Monster on board the
freighter. They even had the fake ids to go with them—only five
names each, ten per state.

Plates changed, off again Tiffany went to the
mall.

She'd never been a shopper.

This was the most time she'd spent at a mall.
Ever.

They decided it was safe enough to take the
same route as long as they left plenty of distance between them.
Phones one, they could talk whenever they stopped at an
intersection, otherwise, they could shout at each other but opted
not to. She was using a different one so as to keep the line open
for Madré.

The wide straight boulevards with the palm
trees on either side were starting to look familiar. No clouds
marred the vivid cerulean sky at the moment, but Tiffany had
already seen how that could change in minutes.

She'd ditched her black jacket for a bright
red one. The blinding scarlet stood out, which meant anyone
searching for black would let their gaze slide right past it. Plus
she could always take it off and rapidly change her appearance that
way.

She'd tucked her wavy black tresses up under
a baseball cap—matching red, no particular team.

After parking her bike, she twisted the cap
back around so the visor shielded her eyes.

The mall, with its white stucco walls and
Spanish affectation permeating the atmosphere—she thought she even
heard mariachi music—was actually quite pretty. Bright and cheery,
it matched the present weather and the demeanor of most of the
shoppers—many teenagers—bustling in and out of the stores. She
wandered along, looking at the various fashions displayed in the
window. At an electronics store, she paused longer, studying the
various devices on display to make sure she didn't fall behind the
times.

Confident she was still on top of all things
tech, she meandered along until she got to the food court. Fifteen
minutes until Madré said he'd call. She got pizza and a Pepsi since
that line was shortest, then found a table.

A handful were empty—they'd beaten the dinner
rush—but Tiffany didn't expect them to be unoccupied for long. The
lines at all the food counters were getting longer by the minute.
The volume increased in tandem with the influx of people, many of
them rowdy teens and pre teens.

Thomas sat all the way at the other side of
the court, but they could still hear each other at least as well as
if they were sitting at the same table and shouting over the din
anyway.

She'd be able to hear Madré just fine. He'd
have more difficulty, but he'd have to make due. As her eyes
continued to scan the crowd, she had to stop herself from slouching
to try to hide.

Kiersky walked by, badge on his belt and an
ominous look on his face. He sported a cut above one eye, a black
and blue contusion around the other, and an vivid red welt on one
side of his chin.

All courtesy of her.

He made no pretense of being there to eat,
instead he stopped at a central location and looked all around. She
doubted he'd lost sight of the goons who'd led him there, so he had
to be looking for her. And, presumably for the toddler. And if he
were smart—which she assumed he was—he wouldn't be there alone. The
place was probably swarming with plainclothes police or soon would
be.

"You see him?" Tiffany asked, and heard
Thomas's affirmative in her ear. The cop had to have tailed Madré
or one of his people, because Tiffany hadn't noticed him until that
moment. She and Thomas had normally excellent luck—as much instinct
as skill—in knowing when someone followed them.

Her other phone rang and Tiffany linked
Thomas in before she answered. "Yes?"

"You deliver the object, we'll give you the
boy."

"Works for me."

"And if the information ever leaks, I'll know
how," he added, already-deep voice lowering even more.

"Understood," Tiffany responded without
hesitation, but also without fear in her voice. It wasn't as if she
and Thomas would ever return to Carina. Once they finally managed
to leave. "The sooner, the better. Your guys have phones?"

"Yes."

"And the kid's here?" There. Finally. Tiffany
caught sight of the same two creeps who'd chased her and
Thomas—well, who'd chased poor Philip, really—into the movie
theater. Probably one of them killed him as well. They loitered
near the food courts main exit. She pinched her nose and heard
Thomas say "Moving" in her other ear.

"Right outside," Madré answered her.

She watched Thomas walk out of the mall,
right past the two goons. She didn't see anything. She didn't
expect to. But Thomas paused in the doorway and adjusted his ball
cap to tell her he'd done it.

The flashdrive was now in the kidnapper's
pocket.

A moment later, Thomas said, "I see the blue
SUV with the kid inside. It's running. A woman's at the wheel."

She muted Madré's line and said, "Got it," to
Thomas before continuing her discussion with Madré.

"Ok. They have phones. So you can call them.
Your property, it's in the biggest guy's pocket. He has it right
now. So I hope you have a computer somewhere close. You see that
cop Kiersky is here? You have what you want. Have the woman in the
car hand over the kid. My friend will make sure the boy gets to the
cop. I'll wait for you to confirm the contents on the drive, then
my friend and I are gone."

Tiffany held her breath, wondering if the guy
would go for it. And of course, Thomas had to get the toddler to
Kiersky without getting himself arrested. They were betting that
even though the goons had seen him, hopefully the cops hadn't
yet.

"Where are you?"

"Kind of in the middle, closer to the pizza
place. Bright red."

The line went dead. Thomas said, "I'm at the
car," at the same moment as both goon's heads jerked in her
direction. One of them held a cell phone to his ear and she saw the
bigger guy's mouth twist up at the corners—probably his version of
a smile. It just made her wince. But at least it told her he found
the drive in his pocket. They left, meaning it would be mere
minutes until Kiersky followed.

Tiffany had to suppress a triumphant
"whoooop!" when Thomas said, "I have him. He seems to be fine." A
moment later he came back into the mall, a fidgeting bundle in his
arms. "Where's Kiersky?"

"Mexican place," she told him as the other
phone rang.

"You wait for my say," Madré rumbled in her
other ear.

Thomas threaded his way among all the mall
patrons and got to a palm tree in a raised planter two yards behind
Kiersky. He stood the boy on the side of the planter as he said,
"See that giant over there? He's a police man who'll take you to
your mommy and daddy. You stay right here, ok, while I get
him."

Then Thomas took a few steps and tapped
Kiersky on the arm, and pointed toward the child. "Isn't that the
boy from the news?"

Kiersky turned to look, and Thomas melted
into the crowd.

"Right behind you," Tiffany said, turning off
the other phone. She didn't care if Madré called or not. They'd
given him what he wanted. The baby was safe. She and Thomas had no
reason to wait. All they had to do was slip out of the mall
unseen—and then slip out of the state unseen.

Easy.

They'd done it plenty of times before.

Ten people already waited in line inside the
restroom. All the better. All she needed—or pretended to need—was
the mirror. She scrunched up the baseball cap and tucked it in a
jacket pocket, shook out her hair, then turned the windbreaker
inside out, making it navy blue.

And she didn't put it back on. It wasn't as
if the temperature was cool enough for her to need it anyway. Her
plain green oversized tee-shirt, knotted at the waist, didn't look
anything like blinding scarlet.

She slipped out of the rest room at the same
time as a gaggle of high school girls and past the twin creeps
attempting to watch the door.

 


 


 


Tiffany was ready to giggle with glee as she
hoisted her Harley up onto its mounting and secured it. They could
finally leave! She couldn't wait to put Carina behind them. There
were plenty of other picturesque southern towns for them to visit,
with all the tiny lizards out by day and the cute little ground
owls who emerged from their burrows at night.

Besides, it was going in to summer. They
could still make it to Disney before all the kids got out of
school. They'd been there before and had enjoyed it immensely.

Then they could go north, and likely would
soon, especially as temperatures soared. They preferred clement
weather thanks to the bikes, but she wasn't a huge fan of stifling
heat. Yes, north for the blistering hot season would definitely be
better.

Thomas followed her example then they tumbled
into the living room and onto one of the sofas, wrapped in each
others' arms.

"Where to now?"

"Hmmm," she responded between kisses. "We
have all evening to decide."

Then the alarm buzzed three times, bringing
the pair leaping to their feet.

Someone just opened one of the barn
doors.

Without a sound, the pair crept out of the
monster, securing the door behind them.

The main door stood wide open, letting in the
fading afternoon light. Luckily it faced east, so there was less
light than if the setting sun were aligned with it. Still there was
plenty of illumination for them to see Kiersky silhouetted in the
doorway. Gun in one hand and flashlight in another, he stood there
looking all around.

The barn was full of dirt, not just dust and
cobwebs. It contained some lumber and cinder block as well,
although even more of that lay strewn about outside. When they'd
pulled the Monster in, they maneuvered it behind the wall the
divided the barn in half. So the Monster remained out of sight, and
they'd erased all traces of its arrival. Peeking through the wooden
planks, the could watch what he did.

If he searched the back half of the barn,
Kiersky would see it. No possible way in the world he'd miss it. Of
course on first glance—and second, third and fourth—it looked to be
falling apart just like everything else. But Tiffany didn't really
want to take the chance that he'd skip investigating it. Better he
didn't catch so much of a glimpse of it at all. They had to get
Kiersky out of the barn. Fast.

And pray he hadn't called for backup
already.

Crap.

What she really wanted to know was what he
was doing there anyway. He should have been busy returning the
child to his parents, then filing all kinds of reports to close the
case.

They couldn't let him see the Monster.
Without even sparing a glance at Thomas, Tiffany knew he was
thinking the same thing. Above all else they needed to avoid making
the gargantuan vehicle the target of a search. Because if ever the
Monster ended up on wanted lists, she couldn't begin to imagine how
they'd move it.

Well a few outlandish ideas came to mind, but
none she wanted to put to the test.

Kiersky began walking around, playing the
beam of his light around the perimeter of the building, then up
into the rafters. Tiffany wished the barn had bats they could
startle. Maybe a wave or winged mammals would chase the guy out.
But none hung from the eaves.

Judging by his tenacity, the cop was
definitely not going to do a sloppy job. He'd not only walk through
the whole barn, he'd probably attempt to break into the Monster as
well. They had to get him out of there.

Before anyone else showed up.

Thomas brushed her arm and jerked his head
toward the other door. In a flash he'd noiselessly let himself out.
Tiffany turned her full attention back to the policeman. She and
Thomas both abhorred violence but if they could somehow knock out
the officer and leave without him stopping or even seeing them,
they'd be happy, It wasn't as if they'd ever return to this
property or even had any connection to it at all. Once they were
gone, it didn't matter how many people examined it.

After a quarter century on the run, the two
of them knew how to leave not even a trace behind.

A shifting shadow told her Thomas had circled
around to the main door.

Very, very softly, Tiffany whistled. She
wanted all Kiersky's attention focused in her direction, but she
didn't want him lunging toward her. He swung around, his light beam
flashing over the wall she hid behind, and he held his
position.

Thomas's height of 5'9" matched her own,
although with his build he was correspondingly heavier and
stronger. That still put him at a huge disadvantage against the
mountain-sized cop.

Jumping onto the officer's back, Thomas
snaked an arm around his neck in a perfect choke hold. Ready for
the cop's thrashing and fighting, Thomas managed to keep his grip.
In seconds, the policeman sagged to his knees. Thomas maintained
the pressure until his target was out cold then rolled away from
the figure sprawled in the dirt. The rise and fall of the man's
chest indicated he'd be fine—although sore and undoubtedly
absolutely furious.

But by then they'd be long gone.

At the same time, they heard the other car
approach.

They hauled the big door closed as fast as
they could, but there was nothing they could do about the police
lieutenant's big old boat of a sky blue Buick sitting in plain
sight right in front of the farm house.

Could things possibly get any worse?

Tiffany vanquished that thought
instantly. It invariable demanded
even more trouble. Which they were desperate to avoid at this
point.

So much for their peaceful little stay in the
south.

Turning to her husband, she mouthed the
word the same time he did: cellar.

Unusual for the south, the abandoned
farmhouse had a root cellar with one single access point: in-ground
doors on the barn's side of the house. If they could trap the
others in there, they could flee.

Thomas grabbed the lieutenant's cell phone
then raced across the overgrown yard. He managed to pull the cellar
door open right as the dark blue SUV parked beside the cop's car.
He pressed flat against the ground, barely concealed by the door
over top of him.

One close look and they'd spot him.

The same two thugs climbed out. Tiffany
didn't see any sign of the woman still being with them. Each held a
shotgun at the ready as he studied the area.

Not bothering to speak, one went to the front
door and waited while the other circled to the back. With admirable
timing, they burst into the house in unison.

Thomas crawled out from beneath the door,
tossed the cell phone inside as Tiffany stole to the SUV and, to
her huge relief, found the keys in the ignition. She waved to
Thomas who slithered back under the door as she dialed the cop's
phone.

It's loud ring pierced the silence.

Both thugs erupted from the back door and
made a beeline for the sound. One of them plunged into the darkness
but the other waited at the top of the steps. Thomas shoved with
all his weight and hit him with the door, knocking him down with
his buddy.

He piled cinder block and four by eight
planks across the entrance then stood back and Tiffany drove the
SUV up on to it.

The doors were rotting, but the planks held
the weight of the car. It would take the goons some time, but
they'd be able to crawl out. If they didn't use the cell phones to
call for help first.

Which meant Tiffany and Thomas couldn't leave
an unconscious copy just lying there.

"He still hasn't seen you. Might as well keep
it that way," Tiffany suggested as she followed Thomas back into
the barn, automatically picking up the motion sensor from the back
door as they went.

"He saw me at the mall." Thomas slung Kiersky
over his shoulder and headed out the front.

Tiffany picked up the front sensor as well.
"But he can't be sure. You might have simply spotted the kid and
nothing more." Pounding from the cellar punctuated their
discussion.

"He thinks you're six feet tall and two
hundred pounds." Thomas dumped the limp body in the car and found
the cop's handcuffs in his back pocket. He fastened the seatbelt
then shackled the guy's wrists to passenger door armrest that ran
the length of the door and had a opening for the handle.

Tiffany had to concede that point. They
didn't have time to delay. And they had both battered the poor guy.
"Ok, pick fast. Monster or SUV?"

"All right. I'll take the Monster. You take
him. Northern route. We go a hundred miles, leave him on the side
of the road then keep going. Keep the phone line open."

She waited just long enough for the Monster
to vanish down the road, then double checked the barn one last
time. The banging from the house grew more and more frantic.

Reassured they'd left no indication they'd
been there, she revved the Buick's engine, peeled out backwards,
skid the car one hundred eighty degrees around as she slammed it
into second gear then up through the rest, pouring on all the
horsepower as they flew down the road.

 


 


 


Twenty minutes later Kiersky's breathing
changed. Barely a hiccup, and Tiffany nearly missed it with Thomas
singing in her ear, but the slight break in rhythm told her the cop
was awake.

"What happened to the kid?"

Kiersky didn't pretend any longer. "Huh?" He
sat up straighter and twisted to look at her as much as the cuffs
would allow. His head just missed the roof of the car.

"You were supposed to be taking him back to
his family. What did you do with the kid?" she tried to keep the
accusation out of her voice. Out of the corner of her eye, she
could see him testing the cuffs.

"The kid is back with his family. I gave him
to one of the other cops on the scene. What the hell is going
on?"

She shot him a quick, sour glance. "Tell me,
Madré a friend of yours?"

"Huh? What the hell are you talking about?
You know how much trouble you're in kidnapping a police
officer?"

"Either you called Madré to that farmhouse,
or they followed you. What were you doing there?"

"Following the blue SUV originally. I lost it
outside of town, but then I saw someone on a Harley turn in here.
Reminded me of you, even though I barely got a glimpse. So I took a
wild gamble and followed."

"Seriously? Well the SUV you were following
must have somehow seen you turn off, because it showed up right
after you did. That's why I didn't just leave you there. Just in
case they weren't working with you."

"Working with
me?" He flushed so red Tiffany expected steam to spew
from both ears any second.

"Sorry," she said dryly. "I just wanted to
leave. Suddenly the place got awfully busy."

"So you just had to jump me again?"

She grunted. So much the better if he thought
it was her and didn't know Thomas was there.

He gave the cuffs a good strong yank of
frustration then bounced his head back against the head rest. "I
don't suppose you want to tell me what the hell is going on."

And he suddenly sounded so very exhausted and
hopelessly confused that she cast a quick look of concern in his
direction.

She mulled that over for just a moment. Well,
why not? Then all three branches of law enforcement could fight it
out among themselves.

"Some of this is guesswork," she warned him.
"But, ok, here goes. I was at the mall. Some guy—who I later found
out was Philip Sanchez—was being chased by some goons who, it turns
out, are working for Constantine Madré. Philip didn't want them to
find some information he had, so he slipped it in my pocket without
my knowing. They caught him and beat him up. He tried to get back
the information, but I saw the goons and ran. I got away. They
killed him before I could give his stuff back to him. They thought
his family knew about the information so they kidnapped the little
boy. I didn't want a toddler to get hurt because of information I
had, so I gave it back to Madré in exchange for the kid. Then you
caught up with me before I could finish my vanishing act."
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