The Keys to the Vault
A Caroline Baker Adventure
Introducing Caroline Baker
by Jim Colombo

Copyright 2009
All rights reserved – Jim Colombo
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any
form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information
storage retrieval system, without the permission, in writing, from
the publisher.
Strategic Book Publishing
An imprint of AEG Publishing Group
845 Third Avenue, 6th Floor - 6016
New York, NY 10022
www.StrategicBookPublishing.com
ISBN 978-1-61897-246-0 1-60693-768-5

Printed in the United States of America
Book Design: Linda W. Rigsbee

To my family

Table of Contents
Tuesday: Can I Count on Your Help? | 7
Wednesday: A Murderer! | 23
Thursday: Can’t a Girl Take a Shower? | 29
Friday: The Lady in the Navy and White Suit | 51
Saturday: A Kiss for Luck | 63
Sunday: Recognize Anyone? | 81
Monday: He Could Make or Break Deals | 87
Tuesday: Have You Found What You’re Looking For? | 93
Thursday: Do You Have the Box? | 101
Friday: I Can Do It | 107
Saturday: Never Too Hot, Never Too Cold,
and Always Right for Espionage | 113
Sunday: We’re In | 117
Monday: Was the Reward Worth the Risk? | 133
Tuesday: Payback Is a Bitch! | 135
Wednesday: The Keys to the Vault | 153
Monday: I Must Remember to Do One More Thing | 185
Friday: The Circle of Life Must Remain Unbroken | 187

TUESDAY

Can I Count on Your Help?
“Insert card,” the synthesized voice commanded her.
“I wonder how far that data packet will travel in the next few
seconds,” Caroline Baker said, thinking out loud. “Through some
hard wire, I suppose, and out a satellite dish somewhere.” She
paused to locate the satellite dish anchored to the corner of the
building. “Then up to an orbiting satellite to God-only-knowswhere, and back by a similar route,” she said, still thinking out
loud.
“Remove card.”
Caroline was contemplating the marvels of paying for gasoline
at the pump.
“Begin fueling.”
Inserting the fuel nozzle into her car was truly a joyous task
for Caroline. “I love the smell of gasoline,” she said. She smiled
as she whiffed the sweet- smelling fumes. “High-test ethyl,” she
chuckled to herself as she recalled what her grandfather used to
call it. “Yep! You wouldn’t believe the cost now, Gramps! Not
like in your day.”
It was a gloriously sunny August morning. The sky was a deep
crystal blue, with cotton ball clouds scattered across the heavens.
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A breeze from the northwest was bringing in cooler, dryer
Canadian air. The breeze was a relief, as midsummer days in the
Chicago area could be awfully hot and tropically humid. It was
not unusual for temperatures to climb into the nineties, but
today’s forecast was for the mid-eighties. To match the day,
Caroline was in an equally glorious mood. She was playing hooky
from work today and planned a shopping excursion into
downtown Chicago. Actually, it wasn’t hooky, because she
worked for herself as an independent soybean trader at the
Chicago Board of Trade. She inherited her spot on the trading
floor from her grandfather, who had reared both Caroline and
her sister, Catherine, when both of their parents were killed in
a tragic train accident while traveling in Switzerland. She was six
at the time of the accident, and Catherine was only three. Now,
Caroline was nearly thirty-one years old.
“All grown up!” as Gramps would say. “You’re a carbon copy of
your mother, God bless her” was another one of his favorite sayings.
It was true. She was nearly the identical height, five feet six
and one-half inches, but a bit slimmer than her slender mother.
Her face shared the same perfect oval shape as her mother’s, with
deep, rich, brown eyes; creamy soft skin; and full lips. Her mouth
was a little too wide for her face, but that never stopped her from
flashing a brilliant smile at a moment’s notice. Her hair was dark
chestnut with a touch of auburn and hung loosely off of her
shoulders. She kept it long to hide the scar of an injury she
suffered from a bicycling accident two summers ago.
With the refueling process now complete, Caroline returned
the fuel nozzle to the resting cradle in the pump. Yow! Fifty-five
dollars! she thought. Geez, that’s absurd!
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“Excuse me, miss. I was wondering if you could help me out.”
Caroline turned around, facing the driver’s side of her sports
car. Standing there was an impeccably dressed man who
appeared to be in his early fifties, looking directly at her.
“Can I count on your help?” he asked.
Caroline brushed her hair out of her face. A few wayward strands
stuck to her lips. She pushed at them again with the back of her
hand and shielded her eyes from the sun. She surveyed the stranger.
He was tall, with a strong build. His eyes were a cool shade of steel
gray, and his hair mostly black with some graying around his temples. His custom- made suit hung perfectly on his muscular frame.
A closer look revealed that there was something surreal
about him, something Caroline could not put her finger on
at the moment. He seemed to be positively glowing, almost
supernaturally.
Don’t be ridiculous, she thought to herself. “What do you
need?” she said out loud to the stranger.
“I had a little problem up the road, and if it’s not too much of
a bother, I really need to get to my office in the city.”
“Just so happens that’s exactly where I’m headed.” Caroline
was instantly attracted to the tall stranger. “Ordinarily, I don’t
give strangers rides,” she was flirting now, “but you look harmless
enough. Hop in.”
“It’s okay,” a voice inside her head told her. “He needs your
help.” She was nervous, but she had come to recognize this voice
as one that could be trusted, a voice that, when she listened, had
never let her down. Some people called it intuition, others
divine intervention. Caroline just knew it as her friend. She
decided to obey it.

10

THE KEYS TO THE VAULT

Inside of her Porsche, the stranger extended his hand in
introduction. “S. Bentley Parker,” he announced with a certain
elegance. “I go by Ben.”
“I’m Caroline Baker.” She clasped his hand and shook it.
Caroline slipped the gear lever into first gear and eased out of
the filling station into traffic. “Traffic is light today. We should
be in the city in twenty-five minutes or so.”
“Great!” Ben responded, but remained quiet otherwise.
“So, did you have car trouble?”
“Something like that. It couldn’t have happened at a worse
time, too!”
“Figures, doesn’t it? That always seems to be the way things
work out.” Caroline glanced at Ben. “So, S. Bentley Parker, what
do you do for a living?
“Research,” he replied thinly. “I own a firm that researches
companies and the people who make up those companies.”
“Sounds interesting,” Caroline said with one eye on Ben
and the other on traffic. But their conversation waned from
there.
The interstate was just a few miles up the road. Neither spoke
much as they drove down the tree-lined country road. Caroline
looked over at Ben. She was attracted to him. She knew that
right away. She couldn’t say why. He had an intangible quality
about him, something that seeped into her heart.
Caroline tried to re-ignite the conversation. “Do you live in
the suburbs or in the city?” she asked.
Ben smiled at her, but he remained quiet. He leaned his head
against the soft leather headrest and stared out of the passenger
door window.
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With great precision, Caroline down-shifted and slowed the
car to enter the highway ramp. Then she unleashed the power
under her right foot and neatly accelerated into a spot between
two semi-trailer trucks.
The majestic skyline of Chicago appeared on the horizon
within minutes. It loomed like a mountain range, with two great
peaks at each end. The Sears Tower was the tallest man-made
peak on the south end, while the John Hancock building
anchored the north end of the range. From this distance, the
hustle and bustle of the city was hidden.
A few minutes later, Ben spoke. “Look, Caroline, I need your
help with a situation I’ve got on my hands. It has to be you. I
feel that I can trust you, and time is very pressing. Please!”
Caroline’s mind worked quickly. What does he want? A favor?
I’m already giving him a ride. Money? Not by the looks of that suit.
Still, he has that something about him. Maybe he really does need my
help. She glanced at him. Caroline was used to making splitsecond decisions in her work. She made one now. “Okay. What
do I have to do? It’s not illegal or anything, is it?”
“I need you to pick up a file at my office. There is a person
looking for that file, and I don’t want her to have it. It contains
confidential documents critical to a case I’m working on.
Caroline’s eyebrows arched in surprise as she shot a glance
towards Ben.
“You see, my firm conducts in-depth research for banks and
brokerage firms and the like. We specialize in mergers and
acquisitions. I have reason to suspect that a woman by the name
of Claudia Seiffert is up to no good. I don’t have specifics yet,
but she has a dubious past.
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“She was a typical rich kid. Her nanny raised her until she was
eight, when her parents shipped her off to a private school then
to boarding school in Southern Germany. After that, one of the
finest finishing schools in England. I think she resented the fact
that her parents didn’t want her around, because she never had
much to do with them afterwards.
“She graduated with a degree in international law from Oxford
and one in economics from Harvard University. She was hired
on by Merrill Lynch in New York but was terminated in eight
months—unsatisfactory employment was the official reason.
Then she found her way to Barclay’s Bank in London, where she
was also terminated. From there, she purchased her own
communications company, which grew in leaps and bounds into
a major diversified corporation. Her holdings continued to grow
into what is known today as Pacific Rim Technologies. It has
widespread interests in the banking, brokerage, real estate, and
defense sectors. She is a major player.”
“Whew!” Caroline whistled.
“Exactly,” Ben replied. “And that’s not the half of it,” he
continued. “I’ve found solid links tying her to some professional
criminals and criminal activity. It’s absolutely damning on
several small issues, almost bulletproof on major ones. There is
enough evidence to send her away for good. She knows I was
investigating her. There is a good chance she knows what I
found. She wants that file! I’m sure that she will do anything to
keep that information from becoming public. Anything!”
Caroline noticed the emphasis that Ben put on the second
“anything.” Her heart raced. She shifted excitedly in the driver’s
seat, and had to make a special effort not to squeeze the
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accelerator pedal to the floorboard. She took a deep breath and
slowly exhaled, trying to compose herself. She brushed strands of
her hair behind her ear. That was a reflex she couldn’t control,
and a certain sign that Caroline was interested or excited about
something or someone.
“Now you can see why I don’t want this file to end up in her
hands. If I go in, it will arouse a lot of suspicion. I’m not supposed
to be here right now. That’s why I need you to do it. I’m not
suggesting that it will be a cakewalk. If she finds out you have it,
she will come after you. I’m hoping we can fool her, and she
won’t even suspect you.”
“I can do that.” Caroline was relieved that it sounded so
simple. “I thought you wanted money or something like that,”
she said, half joking. “Anyway, I am always up for a bit of
intrigue,” she smiled at Ben. “Besides there’s something about
you that I just can’t refuse.”
Ben looked tired now, as if thinking about the case had
drained him of life-giving energy. He rested his head back on the
supple headrest and closed his eyes. Without opening them, he
spoke in a more controlled voice. “Thank you, Caroline. You
don’t know how important this is. Thank you very much.” He
paused for a moment. “Caroline, my office is on the thirty-fourth
floor. You should be able to breeze by the receptionist. She never
stops anyone. Someday, I’ll deal with that, but not now.”
Traffic was indeed light, and, in no time, they were in front of
the office building that housed Ben’s company. “I think I will
take my leave of you now, my dear Caroline,” Ben stated with a
startling abruptness. Before Caroline could utter her response,
Ben motioned toward a man exiting the bronze revolving door
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of his office building. Finely dressed in what appeared to be one
of Armani’s latest creations, the solidly built fellow first looked
to the north, up the street, then to the south, down the street, as
he appeared to contemplate his next move. “He is one of
Claudia’s musclemen. It is best to avoid him at all costs. If I draw
him down the street, away from the building, you will have a
better chance of slipping in and out unnoticed.” In what seemed
to be a single motion, Ben finished speaking, opened the car
door, and vanished from Caroline’s sight into an endless stream
of people on the sidewalk.
“Wait!” Caroline begged, but it was to no avail.
Ben had given Caroline explicit directions on how to navigate
through his company and detailed instructions where to find the
important documents in his office. Word for word, she replayed
his directions in her mind, as she pressed the elevator button
that would take her to the thirty-fourth floor. Her hand trembled
as she ruffled through her purse for a piece of candy or gum,
anything to moisten her dry mouth.
I must be crazy! she thought to herself. Intrigue seemed like a
good idea back in the car! Caroline took a moment to calm herself.
She closed her eyes and thought of Ben. There is something about
him. His words are polite, but he is forceful. He looks pale, but there
is a power flowing from deep inside him. He really needs my help. I
couldn’t refuse him.
There were three other people in the elevator with her: a dowdy
middle-aged woman and two men who were carbon copies of the
enemy Ben had pointed out to Caroline on the street below.
Are they with him? she wondered as she pushed a peppermint
into her mouth.
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The elevator ride up to Ben’s company only took a few
minutes, but, to Caroline, a novice cat burglar, it seemed much
longer. The car stopped on the twenty-fifth floor to dispense the
dowdy woman, leaving only Caroline and the two executive
types. An electronic tone sounded off each passing floor, until
the carriage arrived on the thirty-fourth. The carbon copies
allowed Caroline to exit the car first, then followed her down
the hall toward Ben’s company.
Caroline resisted the urge to quicken her steps, as she did not
want to draw any attention to herself. She pulled on one of two
huge chrome and glass doors that opened into a large waiting area.
The carbon-copy executives were right behind her. As predicted, the receptionist did not question her. Instead, she flirted with
one of the men who followed Caroline into the office.
They work for Ben! Caroline sighed in relief. Now she could
concentrate on retrieving the file. She heard Ben’s voice in her
mind, giving her instructions.
Turn left after the front desk, and go past two large chrome
planters. Look for a smaller reception area with a maroon leather sofa
and navy blue wing chairs. To the left of that is my personal secretary,
but she is on vacation this week. My office is to the right. It should be
open, because that is how I left it.
This must be it, Caroline thought. The door to Ben’s office was
open indeed, and Caroline slipped through unnoticed. Ben’s
directions had, not surprisingly, been spot on. He did not miss
one detail, and Caroline was grateful for that. Finding the folder
was a snap.
On the corner of my desk, in plain sight, is a manila envelope with
a green sticker sealing the flap, were his exact words. Caroline
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surveyed the room. Her eyes landed on Ben’s desk and the manila
envelope.
“There it is!” she said. Her hand trembled as she snatched it
from the stack of papers that cluttered the desktop. She had no
idea of how that simple act would change her life in the days and
weeks to come.
Exactly thirty-five minutes later, Caroline returned to her
parked car with the coveted file in her shoulder bag. It went
smoother than she had imagined it would. No one even noticed
her, let alone questioned her about being in Ben’s office, which
was a good thing, because she did not have any sort of cover story
prepared to answer them. “That was a bit exciting, I have to
admit,” she spoke to herself. She enjoyed the adrenalin rush that
cat burglarizing can provide. Her heart was racing as she started
her vehicle. “Now on to Bloomingdale’s!”

“Swimsuits.” Caroline scanned the directory just inside the
entrance of Bloomingdale’s department store. “Hmmmm,
swimsuits. That’s a good place to start!”
She made her way through the maze of aisles, crowded with
shoppers, toward an escalator that would take her to the third floor.
The scent of fresh flowers, the newest fragrance from one of
Paris’s great perfume manufacturers, was wafting through the air.
Over the background music system, Glenn Miller’s orchestra was
serenading all who cared to listen. Caroline tapped her fingers in
time with the music on the handrail of the escalator. Her mood
was upbeat, still fed by the adrenalin pump from her “second
story” work in Ben’s office.
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Her euphoria ran a little deeper than that even. There was a
definite connection that Caroline felt with Ben. That’s crazy! she
thought. He’s too old for me, at least twenty years too old. A smile
crossed her lips as she considered the possibilities of a
relationship with Ben. Still, he’s handsome, and he approached ME.
I’m sure I’ll be seeing him again soon to give him this file. Caroline
had forgotten about her boyfriend. What about Geoffrey? I am
seeing him tonight to finalize our plans for our trip to Aruba. Caroline
was embarrassed to have so easily replaced Geoffrey with Ben, a
man she had met just a few hours ago.
Geoffrey was Caroline’s current beau. Although he had his
faults, Caroline was hopeful that this trip would help work out
some of the issues between them. Boyfriends were few and far
between for her, and she could never understand why. Although
she was thirty-something and still single, she didn’t classify
herself as desperate—not yet, anyway. It’s true that most of her
friends, and even her younger sister, were married, but Caroline
refused to panic. It’ll work out, she consoled herself. Still, the
unbearable loneliness would creep into her life in the most
awkward of ways. She would refuse party invitations, simply
because she didn’t have a date to accompany her. A dinner
reservation for one was downright embarrassing. It’ll work out,
she repeated. If it doesn’t, well, that is a story for another day! she
thought as she landed her feet on the marble tile of the third
floor. Now, I have to find the perfect bikini!
She suddenly stumbled, nearly falling forward. She felt a hand
clutch the strap of her shoulder bag and try to wrest it from her.
As she tripped, a man in a suit excused himself and rushed out
of sight. Moron! Caroline muttered to herself. She had no patience
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for rude people. She righted herself and retrieved her sunglasses,
which had flown off the top of her head. “That guy tried to snatch
my bag!” she cried out. Suddenly, she realized that he was not a
clumsy oaf, but the same fellow that Ben had pointed out to her in
front of his office building. Oh, my God! Ben’s file! She opened her
bag and peered deep inside it. Yes! Thank God! The plain manila
envelope with a green dot sticker sealing the flap was still there.
She thought about following him, but by that time it was too
late. She ran to the center court of the store, where she could
see all the way to the first floor. She spotted the Armani suit
already heading for the exit to Michigan Avenue.
Ben was right. They will come after me! I’d better get this baby to
a safer place. Home, she thought nervously to herself. After all,
Ben trusted her with this important file, and she wasn’t going to
let him down. It would be embarrassing to explain to him that
she had lost it while she was shopping for a swimsuit.
The trip home was rather long. Traffic had been heavy, due to
an overturned tanker truck, which backed up cars for miles.
“Finally,” Caroline breathed a sigh of relief as she wheeled her
car into her driveway. Her home was a pristinely kept, two-story
brick, built in the colonial style. The driveway had a graceful
curve to it, as it swept past professionally manicured landscaping.
She knew the house was too big for only her, but she fell in love
with it the first time she saw it. She was always glad to return to
it after a long day of work.
It was 5:44 p.m., if the clock on the microwave was to be
believed, when she kicked off her shoes in the corner of her
kitchen. I can take a shower and be ready in plenty of time before
Geoffrey picks me up, she thought.
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She was going into the office to lock up Ben’s file in her desk,
but she had a strange feeling about that. “That’s the first place
they’ll look,” she said. She could almost hear Ben’s voice warning
her. “If this file is that important, I had better be more careful.”
She paused for a moment, surveying the room. An idea for a
hiding place came to her. She went into the kitchen, where she
opened the pantry door. There, she found a giant zip-close plastic
storage bag. From the miscellaneous junk drawer in the center
island cabinet, she found a Swiss army knife and some fine-gauge
wire that she used for hanging Christmas lights and other
decorations. Quickly, she entered the den. With the punch tool
on the knife, she poked a hole in the bag just under the seal strip.
She enclosed the file in the bag, made the seal, and then
threaded the end of the wire through the hole. Wrapping the
wire around itself several times, like a braid, she had made a
strong hook that would hold the bag. Next, she loosened the
heating register from the floor, which was hidden from view
behind the love seat. Reeling off several inches of wire from the
spool, she repeated the fastening loop around one of the bars of
the brass heating grate. After lowering the storage bag into the
vent, she replaced the grate and the love seat. “That might be a
little better than the desk,” she said to herself, proud of her ideal
hiding place.
The sounding of the chimes on the grandfather clock, located
near the front staircase, told Caroline that if she hurried she
could still be ready in time for Geoffrey’s arrival. He hates it when
I’m late, she thought to herself. Another one of his faults.
As soon as the last chime had struck, the telephone rang. It was
Geoffrey calling to cancel their date for that evening. “Honey, I
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have to work. I just can’t make it,” he lied. A woman’s laughter
was in the background. “Be quiet! She’ll hear you. Shhhh!”
“I can hear her, Geoffrey. It’s over. Don’t call me anymore.”
Caroline’s voice had turned stern. She hung up the phone and
sank down on the edge of the bed, feeling crestfallen. “That’s
just great!” she spit out, all the while trying to hold back the
inevitable tears. “Bastard!”
With her plans for the evening now canceled, Caroline settled
in for another lonely night and dinner for one. Feeling somewhat
refreshed after a hot shower, she made herself a light dinner from
what she could find in her refrigerator. Some fresh fish fillets
broiled and a baked potato, a green salad, and a glass of a crisp
white wine would help soothe her aching soul. “I bet Ben would
never treat me this way,” she moaned to herself. After she
finished her dinner, she retreated to her study. She poured herself
another glass of wine and switched the stereo on to play some
soft jazz. With nothing else to do, she retrieved the file from its
hiding place and began to read it. “So, Ben Parker, what is so
important about this file, and why did you want me to read it?”
she said with an air of curiosity in her voice.
What followed read like a spy thriller. The report was thirtyone pages long, neatly printed on a good quality paper. On
several of the pages, Ben had handwritten some notes in the
margin. He had even doodled in the margin of page six. “Must
have been thinking about something,” Caroline surmised.
The first several pages were devoted to Claudia Seiffert and
were a repeat of what Ben had told her earlier in the day. Things
got really interesting on page ten. Caroline could hardly believe
what she was reading.
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“Our research indicates that it is probable that Ms. Seiffert
influenced at least two members of Parliament in exchange for
a lucrative defense contract. It appears that several deposits were
made into a secret bank account of one MP, while a tract of real
estate was deeded to the second. It also seems probable that she
was directly or indirectly involved in three separate murders,
although Scotland Yard could not produce any evidence to bring
her to trial.
“The first suspicious murder was a member of Parliament who
campaigned against her getting the above-mentioned defense
contract. He simply vanished without a trace for four months.
His remains were found by a farmer working his field.
“The second murder was a prominent London businessman
who was on the board of directors of a company that Ms. Seiffert
had tendered a hostile takeover bid against. The officer was the
only senior member on the board who saw her for what she was
and opposed the takeover. He was run down by a taxi on a
crowded street in London’s theater district after enjoying an
evening out. He died in the arms of his wife.
“The third suspicious death was an ex-lover of Ms. Seiffert.
He died in a boating accident on a remote lake in Northern
Wales. He was an accomplished seaman, serving in the Royal
Navy for eight years. I believe that he had uncovered evidence
of one of the first two murders and tried to use it against her.
That was a mistake.”
“Holy cow!” Caroline gasped out loud. “No wonder Ben
doesn’t want her to get this file.” Then the next logical step came
into her mind. “If Claudia finds out that Ben knows this, she’ll
try to kill him, too!” A moment passed as Caroline looked at the
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pages scattered in front of her. Then the inevitable ripped
through her mind like a lightning bolt. “If she knows I have it,
she’ll try to kill me!”
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