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PROLOGUE

Adam Lynch ducked as another bullet whizzed by his head. Didn’t these assholes know he had a plane to catch?

BLAM!

Nope, they obviously didn’t care. Lynch crouched low and bolted toward a pile of concrete and crumbling tile. He was at the site of a nineteenth-century school building in what had once been a thriving factory town in these hills. Now, however, the factory, shops, homes, and schools were rubble, relics of a bygone era.

Which he would be, too, if he didn’t find a way out of here, Lynch thought. If he counted correctly, there were four men trying to kill him. He leaned over and found an opening between chunks of concrete and took aim with his automatic.

BLAM! The concrete next to his head exploded before he could squeeze off his shot. He’d been spotted! Lynch rolled away and scrambled toward the remains of a gardening shed.

He stopped to listen.

Three sets of footsteps were charging toward his old location.

But where in the hell was the fourth?

More footsteps, behind him.

He spun around and threw his knife. Contact! Right in the chest. His would-be killer fell less than fifteen feet away.

Close one. He was probably luckier than he should have been. Can’t depend on that kind of luck again.

This was supposed to be a simple mission, he thought ruefully. Fly to the U.K., set up the target, then get the hell out of Dodge.

No such luck.

The simplest jobs were always the ones that could get you killed, his mentor had often told him. The guy was so right; after a lifetime of dangerous missions all over the world, he’d been killed by a dumb, dirty cop in rural Mississippi.

Lynch shook his head. He wasn’t going down. Not here, not today. He retrieved his knife from the man’s body and pressed himself against the old gardening shed.

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM! Bullets riddled the backside of the shed, penetrating the tin walls all around him. Except one, which skimmed his back and went through his upper arm.

Dammit! Lynch grabbed his wounded left arm and rolled several feet toward a rusty VW bus. Which, he realized, probably wouldn’t stop bullets any more than the shed.

He stopped and listened. All the movement was still on the other side of the shed. But they were coming his way.

He needed to play offense, not defense.

His sleeve was sopping with blood. Shit. The wound was more serious than he thought. It hurt like hell, and he was getting lightheaded.

Fight through it. He’d been through worse.

“Mr. Lynch . . .” It was a man’s voice speaking in an Eastern European accent. “We don’t want to kill you.”

Sure they didn’t.

He continued. “We just need some information.”

He knew exactly what they wanted, and he also knew that a bullet to his brain would quickly follow. No dice.

Was he trying to elicit a response from him so they could zero in on his location?

No, he realized. The guy was trying to distract him, to keep him from hearing the two other men surely heading his way.

“What do you say, Mr. Lynch? Do we have a deal?”

Lynch peered underneath the van and surveyed the broken patio beyond. No sign of his pursuers, but there was something he couldn’t immediately identify . . . 

Ah, hell.

It was a spotty trail of his own blood, leading directly to him. If the gunmen hadn’t spotted it yet, they soon would. He took off his shirt and wrapped it tightly around his upper arm and the minor wound across his back. That would stop the blood trail, at least for the moment.

Wait a minute . . . Maybe this could work in his favor.

As he watched, two large pairs of feet in matching combat boots stopped at the trail of blood. That’s it, guys, put it together . . . 

Lynch loosened his shirt and backed away, drizzling more of his blood over the cracked pavement. He rewrapped his makeshift bandage and took a new position behind a stack of tractor tires, faded and worn from their age and exposure to the elements.

The men were trying to be quiet as they crept toward the van, but Lynch could hear them splitting up and moving to either side.

The first man appeared from the rear, his assault rifle extended before him. The second man appeared from the front a heartbeat later. They studied the pool of blood where Lynch had been standing only a minute before.

BLAM! BLAM! Lynch dropped them both with two quick shots. The men practically fell on top of each other, dead.

Lynch ran toward the road that had led him to this desolate spot. From there it would only be a mile and a half to the spot where he’d stashed his car, and from there he could—

Oh, shit.

A group of eight men were waiting for him on the road, dressed in the same boots and fatigues as the men he had just killed.

Lynch dropped his automatic and raised his hands. No way could he take on this squad and hope to come out alive. He was good, but he wasn’t that good.

“Still not ready to make a deal?” It was again the man with the Eastern European accent, who had stepped onto the road from behind him. “I wasn’t pleased you managed to take down that many of our men. Unfortunate for you. You’ll wish you’d died much sooner once we start questioning you . . .”

Lynch’s vision blurred, and it was suddenly impossible for him to form words. He had lost too much blood . . . 

He staggered backward as the world spun around him.

The pavement raced toward him.

Darkness.







CHAPTER 
1

Wait just a minute. Kendra. What the hell is wrong with your computer?” Olivia stopped just inside the door of Kendra’s condo and fended off her own endearing huge mutt of a dog, who was trying to lick her ear in an ecstatic greeting because her friend and neighbor Kendra Michaels had just brought him back from a long walk. It was a lost cause; in spite of all the attempts to train Harley, he still had lapses when he was certain that Olivia would be gone forever when she walked out the door. That was why she usually asked someone he knew and loved, like Kendra, to walk him when she couldn’t arrange to do it. But today Kendra had decided to take him to her studio, where she counseled early-morning clients in her music therapy practice. Most were young children, and Harley helped them relax with his playfulness and sweet nature. Harley loved his time there, but today he had evidently gotten too excited.

“Down!” Olivia told Harley sternly. He just panted happily and rubbed against her. She pushed him down and frowned at Kendra, whom she could hear chuckling. “It’s not funny. He loves kids. I knew he’d be hyper when he got back, and I was trying to save you. I was going to tell you to just leave him at my condo and I’d soothe him myself. But that turned out to be a disaster, since you didn’t answer your phone—and what the hell is wrong with your email?”

“Strange,” Kendra said. “It was working fine when I accessed it last night. Are you sure you typed in—” She stopped. “Don’t give me that expression. I can feel the venom across the room. I know it was probably my fault. My personal email inbox is probably full again. I wasn’t blaming you. The entire world knows that you’re one of the sharpest businesswomen in this hemisphere and practically never make mistakes.”

“Quite true,” Olivia said as she finally got Harley calmed down. “Though you might have enlarged the compliment a bit. Only this hemisphere, Kendra? I might be blind, but I don’t make mistakes when it comes to computers. Do you ever clean out your email inbox?”

“I said I was sorry,” Kendra said. “But we’ll have to check into it. Let’s change the subject. Yes, Harley did have a great time playing with the children, and they loved him. They couldn’t get over the fact that he has one blue eye and one brown. And he was very gentle with them.”

“Of course he was,” Olivia said. “His instincts are great, he just gets excitable with people he knows and cares about. We both realize he should be better behaved.” She added ruefully, “And the only one who’s ever been able to train him even marginally is Lynch, who’s never around long enough to give him any in-depth lessons. Where is he this time? Any chance of getting him here to do it anytime soon?”

Kendra shook her head. “I doubt it. The last time I talked to him was four days ago. He was on an assignment somewhere in Denmark and planning on leaving there and doing a little prep work somewhere else before he flies back here. I don’t think he’d be eager to drop everything to give Harley a refresher course.” She grimaced. “And I know that the Justice Department wouldn’t think it was worth his time. The last time I checked there weren’t any rogue nations for him to investigate around here, and no wicked international criminals for him to go manipulate.”

“You can never tell,” Olivia murmured. “Maybe he needs to check it out. He may be their superagent, but I bet he’d come here in a second if you needed him.”

“To train Harley?” Kendra chuckled. “You’ve got to be joking. You know I’d never take him away from his work. We have an arrangement.”

“It doesn’t stop him from whisking you away to the nearest exotic place for fun and games whenever he gets the chance. You’re the one who usually puts on the brakes.”

“Because my job working with my music therapy clients may not be earthshaking, but it’s just as important to me as Lynch’s is to him and you know it. Back off, Olivia.”

Olivia shrugged. “Just thought I’d try. We both know that Harley isn’t the only one who could use a bit of care and attention around here. Between your students and occasionally working with the FBI and police, you don’t have much time to think about yourself.”

Kendra nodded. Olivia was right in that there hadn’t been time for much lately. Kendra had been born blind, and Olivia lost her sight in a childhood car accident. They grew up together as students in a special school in nearby Oceanside, but their dynamic changed slightly when, at the age of twenty, Kendra gained her vision via a revolutionary surgical procedure. Although Kendra struggled with pangs of guilt for leaving her friend alone in the dark, Olivia hadn’t shown a trace of envy or bitterness. There had been times when their paths pulled them in different directions, but if anything, they were now closer than ever.

“Okay, Olivia. You can back off now. I already have a mother who has the sense to let me live my own life. I don’t need you to hover over me. Plus, I have coworkers in all my career endeavors that I respect and trust.” She smiled gently. “And when I want a good meal or a friend to talk to, I can just hop on the elevator and go down to your condo and have you at my mercy.” She gave a mock sigh. “That’s providing you can fit me into your busy schedule.”

“I might be willing to push my many clients and devoted fans aside,” Olivia said dryly. She was joking, but Olivia owned and managed a web destination with hundreds of thousands of daily visitors. It was called Outasite, and it was geared toward blind consumers, a market long underserved by the media. The site featured news, interviews, and product reviews, and the worldwide attention made Olivia a frequent commentator on cable news networks. She smiled at Kendra. “Though the next time you don’t answer my phone calls, I may put you on my reject list.”

Kendra frowned. “I’ve accepted your abuse about not responding to your email. That could have happened, though I’m usually very careful. But my phone?” She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out her phone. “No power.”

“You let the charge go down?” Olivia asked.

“It was fully charged when I left the condo with Harley this morning. It should have lasted me for the next forty-eight hours. But it’s dead as a doornail now.” She was examining the phone, trying different ways to get it to boot up. “I guess sometimes weird things happen with phones.”

“Not with my phones,” Olivia said flatly. “And I know Lynch wouldn’t let you be using anything but the best and most reliable one on the market, since it can be safety gear and you’re constantly phoning each other all over the world.”

It was true, but Kendra didn’t want to read anything into the fact that the phone that had never failed her had become inoperable. “But most of the time we send each other emails. It’s more efficient.”

Olivia snorted. “Not when you don’t send it to the correct address.”

Kendra shook her head. “What the hell are you talking about?” Then she remembered that scrap of conversation Olivia had thrown at her when she’d first come into her condo. “My computer. Why did you say something was wrong with it?”

“Because Lynch emailed you a message but he addressed it to me. Or at least I’m the one who received it. It was crazy. That was why I came storming into your condo. I was fed up.”

“I can see why.” Kendra raised the phone to her ear again. What had she expected? Still dead. “I hope it’s all just a glitch, but it makes me a little uneasy.”

“Because you never assume anything different or bizarre is just an innocent glitch if it’s connected to Adam Lynch,” Olivia said. “You expect something a good deal more contrived or dangerous. Isn’t that true?”

“Not in connection with me. He’s always proven himself to be absolutely honest and trustworthy.” She paused. “And he’s always shown himself to be a friend to you, Olivia.”

“Because he realizes how close you and I are.” Olivia shrugged. “But yes, I always find him interesting and amusing. And I like having him around, because it makes me feel you’re safer.” She reached into her pocket, pulled out her Braille smartphone, and handed it to Kendra. “You might as well read it yourself so that you can see why I thought there could be something a little weird about you receiving a message like that from Lynch. As I said, he can be amusing, but there’s no way he’s not direct and to the point. This sounds a little loony.”

Gazing down at the message, Kendra could see exactly what Olivia meant. Only two lines, and she was as confused as Olivia when she read them.

“ ‘Hope all is well at the farm. Be sure to check out the livestock inoculations.’ ”

“What the hell?” Kendra said. “Livestock inoculations?”

“I warned you,” Olivia said. “I thought it might be some kind of private joke. But if so, it wasn’t very clever and didn’t sound at all like Lynch.”

“Tell me about it,” Kendra said. “My phone’s not working and Lynch has forgotten my email address and he’s suddenly decided to become a farmer. Stop grinning. It’s not funny. It’s annoying. May I use your phone?”

“Be my guest.” Olivia leashed Harley and turned to lead him out the door. “In the meantime, I’ll take Harley down to my condo and get him some water and a treat while you have your talk with Lynch. If he wants to make amends for his peculiar behavior today, you might remind him that Harley is really missing him, and all will be forgiven if he spends some quality time training him.”

“Lord, you’re tough.” Kendra was already dialing. “You’re not even waiting for an excuse from him?”

“Nope. Harley needs this, and he’s family.” The door was closing. “But I’ll be interested to hear his explanation. Come down when you’re finished and I’ll give you lunch and you can tell me what Lynch is up to.” The door slammed shut behind her.

Lynch’s private line was ringing and Kendra impatiently waited for him to answer.

But he didn’t. No answer. No voicemail. It just kept ringing . . . 

Which probably didn’t mean anything except that Lynch was working another case and he’d call her when he was free.

But she still didn’t like it.

True, it very likely had nothing to do with that other weirdness that had been happening to her today.

Except that weirdness had been connected to Lynch.

Farm?

Inoculate the livestock?

Think about it.

Find a key and see what door it opened.

Assume it wasn’t weird but a puzzle . . . 

It wouldn’t hurt to look at all this from another viewpoint.

She hung up and then dialed Lynch again.

Still no answer.

She settled back in her chair. Okay, figure it out . . . 

Find the key . . . 
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TWO HOURS LATER

“What’s happening? Olivia asked when Kendra finally answered the phone. “You were supposed to come down here for lunch. That conversation with Lynch couldn’t be taking that long.”

“Sorry. It really didn’t take any time at all. Because he didn’t answer. But by that time, I was working on another idea, and I forgot about you. I even still have your phone. I just got on the road and started moving.”

“It’s a good thing I had another phone at the apartment or I’d be pissed off. You have a habit of doing that a lot,” Olivia said. “May I ask where you’re moving toward?”

“I thought I should try to interpret that email and see where it takes me. If it really was from Lynch, he mentioned a farm and livestock that I’m supposed to take care of.”

“And?”

“Lynch is no farmer, and the only property that he owns in this area is that palatial safe house that the Pentagon would envy.”

“I remember he invited me to a party when you were settling those seals in the pool area when they needed a temporary home because their habitat was being threatened.” She stopped. “The seals? Those are the livestock? But you already returned them to their natural habitat.”

“Except for two that were injured and still had to be under veterinary supervision. Lynch arranged to have a doctor keep an eye on them in the back garden pond area until they healed.”

“Because he knew it would make you happy?” Olivia asked. “My, how the mighty have fallen.”

“Not fair. It was his idea.” Kendra added dismissively. “But that has nothing to do with that email. I’m just following the clues that have been presented to see where they lead.”

“Or maybe you’re being led,” Olivia said suddenly. “What if it wasn’t Lynch who sent that message? You’re alone, and it’s not as if you haven’t made a few enemies in the past. I don’t like this.”

“Easy,” Kendra said soothingly. “I’m just going to take a look around and see if I find anything interesting that might answer a few questions. I’ll take my gun out of my glove box, and you know I can take care of myself. Not to mention, I know the interior of that place like the back of my hand, and I could get lost in there if I chose.”

“I still don’t like it. How close are you?”

“Another fifteen minutes.”

“And I can’t talk you out of it?”

“No, he didn’t answer his phone. It could be nothing. But what if he wanted me to come here and I didn’t do it? I know if it was me, he wouldn’t even question being there if I needed it.” She paused. “Don’t worry. I’ll be safe.” She said quietly, “It’s not as if I don’t run into this kind of thing fairly frequently. If it was Lynch, he wouldn’t send me there if there was a threat. If it’s anyone else, I’m prepared.”

“The hell you are. You should have called one of your police or FBI buddies. Listen to me. Call me when you get inside the house.” Olivia hung up the phone.

Kendra flinched. She hated to upset Olivia. That was probably why she’d “forgotten” to let her know when she’d decided to go to what she’d sometimes teasingly called Lynch’s lair. But she had to block that out now and just do what was important. She pressed on the accelerator and concentrated on getting to that blasted safe house of his . . . 


[image: ]
“You can relax. I’m inside the house now, Olivia.” She was pressing the combination on the lock on the front door. “I ran into Lynch’s caretakers outside. But they only check in once a day to take care of the seals and make sure there aren’t any problems. They’re gone now, and I’ve just locked the door that Lynch assured me was more foolproof than Fort Knox. Knowing Lynch, I believe it.”

“So do I,” Olivia said. “With all his enemies, it would have to be.”

Kendra chuckled. “Now may I take my look around and then get back to the condo? I’ve missed lunch, but I think you owe me dinner.”

“You’ll get it,” Olivia said curtly. “I only have one more request. When you get back to your car, call me when you start home.”

“Done. Now let me get to work. Bye, Olivia.” She pressed the disconnect and headed toward the French doors leading to the south garden and the lake pond where the two seals were kept. If they were the livestock Lynch had mentioned, it would be smart to check out that area first. Anyway, she had always loved coming here and watching them play; they were so joyous and rambunctious. They’d even been given names: The male was George and the female, Matilda. They were now healing and getting much better after their illnesses. Their vigor was almost back to where

it had been. They’d soon be ready to rejoin their herd.

She laughed as she watched them wave their fins in greeting when they saw her. “So you’re the livestock? I don’t think so. I can see I’m going to get very wet before this is over. But I came prepared. I wore my bikini.” She slipped off her clothes and took a moment to appraise the concrete structure that Lynch had built for the seals. It had a lower level that was underwater while the dual upper level had a cave-like access where the seals were protected from heat and foul weather. Whatever Lynch had wanted her to care for would probably be hidden near here. Which level should she try first? Oh, what the hell. It didn’t matter. She’d be soaked regardless. And she’d just have to trust that Lynch had protected whatever he’d hidden out here. But when he showed up, she’d definitely have a word or two with him . . . 

She stood on the rim of the concrete surround and jumped into the pond. She had the seals with her in seconds wanting to play. She gave them a few minutes and then pushed away and started to swim underwater, trying to see if the concrete wall was sheltering anything even a little interesting.

No luck. Grime and floating leaves and plants were the only things clinging to the sides of the pond.

Try the upper level, which was more like a fountain.

She avoided the seals and hoisted herself to the concrete upper level, then had to push back one of the seals who wanted more playtime. “Sorry. Matilda. Maybe next time.” She began to crawl around the concrete barrier, searching every indentation and larger cavity that she ran across. There were at least a dozen, and she was getting frustrated until she found what looked like a shelf balanced on the next concrete cave.

“Yes!” She began to scramble up to the shelf. It took her another ten minutes to get her hands on the shelf and then another five to get a small package wrapped in waterproof material off the shelf.

It had to be Lynch’s “inoculation,” she thought jubilantly. He’d taken very good care to make sure that it would survive air, water, and the seals. Now to get it out of here and back to Lynch. She was already climbing down from the upper concrete level and jumping to the ground outside the pond. She gathered up her clothes from the ground and ran back toward the house. A quick shower and then she’d dress and get out of here . . . 

And then what? She didn’t know. She’d see what was in the package and decide then.

No, she wouldn’t. It wasn’t her case, and the only one who could make a decision on it was Lynch. His cases were usually top secret and she wasn’t about to interfere with them. Lynch would surely be in contact with her soon, and she would give it only to him. There had to be some reason why he’d played this weird game to make certain that she was the only one who knew where to find this blasted package. She had to honor his wishes.

Besides, all these shenanigans weren’t her kind of game. She’d never wanted to dedicate her life to saving humanity or fighting the bad guys to bring them down like Lynch. She was happy taking care of her special clients and helping them cope with the world around them.

She just wished he hadn’t deposited this particular responsibility on her, dammit . . . 

But it had happened, and she had to adjust. So she’d be a caretaker for Lynch’s property until she could throw it back to him. But first, she had to get back to Olivia before she got so nervous that she decided to come out here and try to rescue her. She was fully capable of it if she didn’t approve of the way things were going at any particular time or place.

She hurriedly finished dressing and tucked the waterproof wrapped package into her handbag. She flew down the staircase to the front door, unlocked it, and threw it open.

“Hello, Kendra. How nice to see you.” Special Agent in Charge Michael Griffin, head of the FBI San Diego regional office, was standing on the doorstep with a polite smile on his face. “I saw your car in the driveway. I rang the bell, but you didn’t answer. That wasn’t courteous when we’re such old friends.”

Friends? True, they’d known each other for several years, and Lynch had even worked for him before quitting to become a freelance agent-for-hire with several governments and private employers on his client list. In that time, Kendra knew Griffin didn’t allow himself the luxury of friends. “I wasn’t in the house. I was here tending to an errand in the garden.” She looked him in the eye. “And I don’t have the privilege of answering the door here. You know this isn’t my house, Griffin.”

“But evidently you’re allowed to treat it as if it is.” He added softly, “You evidently have the keys to the castle.”

“Only when Lynch needs a favor.” She paused. “I’d bet you know about the injured seals that Lynch is paying a good amount to take care of here on the property. He wanted me to check on them for him.”

He nodded. “As a matter of fact, I did know about them. It’s rather bizarre, but Lynch has never had ordinary tastes.” He gestured to Kendra. “You’re an excellent example.”

“I’ve never had an ambition to be ordinary.” She added impatiently, “And since you have such fine information, you must know that Lynch isn’t here now—and you probably know far better than I do when he’ll be back. Can I help you with anything else? I was just about to leave.”

“As a matter of fact, I do have a few questions. Suppose I walk you to your car?”

“Whatever you like.” She turned and locked the front door and then activated the alarm system. “Let’s go.”

“I do like an accommodating woman.” He fell into step with her. “But that wasn’t really my impression of you in the past. Actually, I thought that Lynch might resent the dominance. You must be able to hide that side of you.”

“Not at all. We just work through any personality conflicts, as I’m sure you do with your coworkers.” He was beginning to annoy her. “What questions?” she asked bluntly. “And why did you show up here to ask them when you could have come to my condo or had one of your agents bring me to your office?”

“Ah, yes. There’s that flash of dominance again. I’m afraid that I’m not accustomed to it. In fact, I didn’t really want to come and talk to you at all.” His lips tightened. “But there’s a certain hierarchy I have to follow, so let’s be very frank and get it over with.” He held up his hand. “It seems we have a problem that involves that troublesome Adam Lynch, who has a habit of popping up occasionally in my life. Since he saw fit to leave the Bureau and become their premier agent at Justice, he tends to run his own show now, and that’s fine with me.” He grimaced. “Except when I get a call from my superiors at Justice ordering me to deal with a major problem and get answers because I once was his boss and they don’t want to offend him.” His lips twisted. “He’s just an agent, dammit.” He looked back at the palatial house behind them. “Though you’d never guess it.”

“He needs a place as secure as this,” Kendra said impatiently. “He’s very clever, and I’m sure he got it honestly. You’re probably certain, too. Or you would have had your agents investigating him. Now are you going to answer my questions?”

“As long as you return the favor. Of course I could have had you brought into my office, but that might have caused resentment. That wouldn’t have accomplished anything. I wanted your cooperation. So when the agent I assigned to you reported that you appeared to be going to Lynch’s place, I decided to join you.”

Kendra shook her head in disbelief. “The agent you had assigned to me . . .”

“Just covering all the bases.”

“Uh-huh. You must have been disappointed that I wasn’t meeting Lynch today.”

He shook his head. “I doubted that he’d be here. Justice had already sent out a man to check this property.” He paused. “Though I was hoping that your being here might bring him and save me time. It’s no secret that you’re in a relationship.”

She was staring at him in disbelief. “I’m getting an unpleasant vibe here. It sounds as if he’s under suspicion or something.”

“No such thing,” he said quickly. “Just the opposite. Neither of you has anything to worry about. I just wanted to know what Lynch has told you about the case he’s working on.”

“Nothing,” she said flatly. “We never discuss his work. He’d regard it as a breach of confidence.”

“And yet you showed up here today when you knew he wasn’t here.” He snapped his fingers. “Oh, yes, the seals.”

“Exactly. I was doing Lynch a favor. He has caretakers and experts from UCSD here every day, but it makes him feel better to know I’m keeping tabs on things.” She stopped on the path and turned to face Griffin. “And I’m not sure I believe you when you said there’s nothing suspicious in anything you’re asking. Almost everything that Lynch deals with is classified. Perhaps I’d better call the Justice Department myself.”

“No!” Griffin said sharply. “You’re right, they stressed it was top secret. We don’t want any chatter about any of this.”

“I don’t chatter.” She was getting edgier by the minute. “Any of what? Talk to me. What’s happening to Lynch? Is it some political bullshit?”

“No.” Then he shrugged. “He’s disappeared. We can’t locate him.”

“What?” She stared at him, stunned. “And you think he’s gone rogue?”

“It was one explanation I suggested. But Justice didn’t buy it. They said they had complete faith in Lynch.” He added sourly, “You’d think they’d pay attention to my thoughts on the subject since they asked for my help. But they wouldn’t even talk about his mission to me. They’d only say that the case he’s working on is extremely sensitive and important and that we have to find a way to get him back.”

“Get him back?” She felt a chill go through her. “You’re really sincere about him disappearing?”

“I’d hardly joke about an act that’s a national crime,” he said sarcastically. “Now, do you know anything that would help us? Have you talked to Lynch lately?”

“He phoned me several days ago.”

“And?”

“It was just casual conversation. I did most of the talking about my younger clients, the children. Though he seemed to be in a good mood. He was joking.” She took a step closer to Griffin. “This is all crazy,” she said harshly. “Why on earth do you think something might have happened to him? This is Adam Lynch we’re talking about.”

“I told you that I wasn’t certain he was a victim. That’s a call for guys at the Department of Justice. They’re worried he might be a victim.” His gaze was raking her face. “But if it will convince you that we’re serious about this, I’ll tell you what we know about his disappearance. A few days ago, Lynch had contact with Ted Cambry, a special agent assigned by the Justice Department to travel to the U.K. and pick up Lynch and some precious cargo.”

“What ‘precious cargo’?”

“No idea. Again, I haven’t been looped in on it. Anyway, he and Lynch spoke, and Lynch told him he had some details to wrap up. They agreed to meet at a small airstrip in Scotland four days ago. Lynch was to be flown back to the U.S. on a private jet to be debriefed, but he was a no-show. Naturally, Agent Cambry was worried and conducted a thorough search, but none of the airport personnel had seen or heard from him. Considering the sensitivity I mentioned, Justice has sent a crack team to meet with Cambry in London and they’ve pulled out all the stops to locate him.” He smiled mockingly. “Including reaching out to a woman with whom Lynch has been known to have a long and very personal relationship. You have more in common with Adam Lynch than you probably think. You’re both extremely hardheaded, but you’re good enough that law-enforcement agencies are still lining up to engage your services. You’ve worked several cases together, yet you tell me that you know nothing about Lynch’s current business. I find that . . . unusual.”

“Too bad. Neither of us answers to you, Griffin. And I’m quite sure that Lynch wouldn’t appreciate Justice interfering or questioning any of the details of his personal life, either. Now, do you have any other questions?”

“Not at the moment. But I do have to warn you that I might want to bring you in again for interrogation if I see cause.”

“That’s your privilege. Just see that you don’t abuse it or I’ll sue your pants off.”

“I’m sure you would. But you’re sure you can’t help me?”

She wasn’t about to tell him anything about the package she’d slipped into her handbag. If Lynch had wanted Griffin or one of the agents from Justice to have it, he would have given it to them. Who knew if he trusted them? He lived in a world that was one tightrope after another. Better to hold on to it until she could hand it over to him personally. She forced herself not to look down at her handbag. “I’ve told you that I don’t know anything about Lynch’s latest case. That’s the truth. But if you find out anything more about his disappearance, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know right away.”

“I’ll consider it,” Griffin said.

“Now go home, Griffin. Your daughter and grandchild are visiting from out of town.”

He pulled a thin-lipped smile. “I didn’t even think you knew I became a grandfather.”

“I didn’t. Not until about five seconds after I just saw you.”

“Here we go . . .”

Kendra usually only performed her “parlor tricks” under great duress, but for some reason she enjoyed torturing Griffin with a string of observations and deductions whenever she saw him. Probably because she knew that it frustrated the hell out of him that he hadn’t made the observations himself. For her, they were second nature; her years growing up blind had made her hypersensitive to the smells, sounds, and tastes in the world around her, as was the case with most sightless people. Her years in the dark also made her highly observant about the visual realm, since she took almost nothing she saw for granted. Those skills were what made her so sought after by law-enforcement agencies over the years, even as she managed to annoy investigators like Griffin.

She smiled. “You’ve moved since I saw you last, to a place closer to the beach. Not on the beach, but at least you have a pool now. Which will be quite a magnet for your grandchild in the next few years. Is that why you and your wife bought the place? Anyway, I’m sure it’s much nicer than wherever you were living before, which I think was probably more inland.”

“Are you finished?”

“No. You’ve been worried about losing your hair, though I think you’re winning that battle. But you may have some kidney issues. If you’re not receiving care for that, you should get a checkup.”

He cocked his head. “Interesting.”

“I hope it’s just interesting and nothing serious. I don’t mean to make light of that.”

“Go on.”

“You’re a good grandpa. You’ve gone to Legoland, and while you were there, you bought your grandchild one of those elaborate kits with hundreds of pieces that you even put together for them. That’s love.”

Griffin wore an annoyed expression. “Just so you know, I bought that for my daughter. A grown woman, and she just had to have the Lego Captain Jack Sparrow’s ship from Pirates of the Caribbean. And I knew if I didn’t put it together, it would stay in the box until the end of time.”

“I stand corrected.”

He motioned to his car. “I’d like to get in my car, go home, and not give another thought to this dog-and-pony show . . .”

She nodded and started down the driveway. “Of course. Have a good night.”

“Wait!”

She stopped and turned around.

Griffin cursed. “I said that’s what I’d like to do. But if I don’t get some explanations about how you knew all this, I’m going to drive myself crazy for the rest of the night trying to figure it out for myself.”

She shrugged. “That’s silly. You’d get that worked up over my dog-and-pony show?”

“Kendra . . .”

She stepped back toward him. “Every time your daughter has visited in the past, I’ve picked up a whiff of garlic and onion on your skin and hair. Mediterranean seasoning tends to linger even after you’ve showered. Either she cooks for you, or one of you cooks that for her.”

“My wife cooks it for her. My daughter Tracy is a big fan of that stuff, but I don’t really care for it. So the only time we have it is when my daughter is visiting. How did you know she was here with her daughter? Or that she even had a daughter?”

“Ah. Well. I wasn’t going to mention it, but there’s a bit of vomit on your left shoulder.”

Griffin cursed and slid out of his suit jacket. “I’ve had three meetings today, and no one’s bothered to tell me.”

“Maybe no one noticed.”

He held up the jacket. “It’s positively fluorescent! I guess that was a dead giveaway.”

“That, and the fact that I just got a whiff of Baby Magic lotion, probably from your hands. I’m also picking up chlorine from your skin, and that persists even after several showers. You’ve been spending some time in a chlorinated swimming pool, something I’ve never known you to do before. Plus, your clothing now has a fresher, somewhat salty scent, so it’s pretty obvious you live closer to the ocean. It used to smell . . . mustier.”

“You’re telling me I stank?”

“Not at all. It just didn’t smell . . . coastal.”

“Hmm . . . I had no idea my smell was radiating so much information about me.”

“You’d be amazed. It’s the scent of Rogaine from your hair that tells me you’re struggling with hair loss. It’s a mild scent, but since you apply it after you shower, it’s easy to detect. And your perspiration is giving off a slight ammonia odor. That could mean kidney problems. For what it’s worth, I hope I’m wrong about that one.”

“You and me both. So were my shoes drenched in the odor of Legoland?”

“No. At least not that I could detect.” She pointed to his car. “Even from here, I can see a Legoland parking ticket on your dashboard.”

He groaned. “Of course. And the fact that I bought and assembled one of those excruciating sets?”

“Your fingers tell the tale. Those Lego sets are surprisingly hard on your fingertips and nails. It’s easy to chafe your fingertips when you press several hundred of those rough pieces together, and even easier to chip and break your nails when you make mistakes and need to pry them apart.”

Griffin looked at his hands. “I’ve never had a manicure in my life, but this might be a good time to try it.”

Kendra smiled. “I think that about covers it. I hope you’ll get in touch if you hear anything else about Lynch.”

He gave her a noncommittal nod, then turned and walked down the driveway.







CHAPTER 
2

Kendra still saw Griffin in the rearview mirror as she drove out of the gates and headed down the road toward the freeway. Damn him. She knew better than to let Griffin upset her. She was aware what a hard-ass he could be. But this time he’d shocked her when he’d told her that Lynch might be either hurt or in danger. She’d known he’d been watching her, gauging every sign of weakness or duplicity. It had been difficult to not show that weakness. Now that she was no longer being watched, she found she was even shaking a little.

Don’t let him do this to her. Nothing had happened to Lynch. He was the toughest agent she’d ever known. If he’d disappeared, it was because that was what he wanted to do. Lynch was always two steps ahead of any of the guys he was sent after. She had to remember that.

Because she couldn’t bear it if she didn’t.

First she had to get control of herself. Then she had to decide what her next move would be. No problem.

Because Lynch was going to be fine just like he always—

Blaring noise!

A roar right behind her car.

She knew that sound.

She looked over in the middle lane and wasn’t surprised to see a scarlet motorcycle with a rider who was motioning her to pull off the road ahead.

Kendra sighed and then obeyed the rider’s order and turned onto the access road before parking in the trees. She sat in her car and waited for the rider to pull up beside her and take off her helmet. “Hello, Jessie. Was it Olivia?”

Jessie Mercado grinned. “Who else? She said weird things were happening and told me about a few of them. But she didn’t like the idea of you being alone to contend with any of them. So she got me out of my yoga class and told me I had to cancel the bodyguard detail I had scheduled to protect one of Hollywood’s super hunks from his fans and come rescue you.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well, that’s not exactly how she put it. But I can see how she might be concerned. You’re both computer-savvy, and I don’t like weird coincidences. So I hopped on my bike and headed for Lynch’s place. I got there just before you and Griffin came out of the house and locked it up. You were both pretty intense, so I just parked in the woods and waited until you were finished.” She made a face. “Griffin isn’t my favorite person. He doesn’t care for my style. He doesn’t think any private investigator is as good as his agents, and I seem to annoy him. When I have anything to do with any of his cases, he tries to ignore me.”

“That must be a challenge for him.”

“I make sure it is.” Her smile faded. “But your negative vibes were pretty clear to me when you were walking back to your car. Was he giving you a tough time?”

“Not easy. But the situation was the tough part. I wasn’t sure how to handle it.”

Jessie’s gaze suddenly narrowed on her face. “I can see that. And that’s unusual for you, Kendra. Anything I can help with?”

“Not until I decide what to do.” She shrugged. “I’m a bit upset at the moment. It’s a puzzle within a puzzle.”

“But that’s what those police detectives think when they ask you to come in and examine the evidence,” Jessie said quietly. “You usually manage to see through the puzzle and find things that they don’t.”

“Not every time.” Kendra’s hand clenched on the steering wheel. “And what if this time I’m not able to do it? I can’t screw up and make a mistake on this.”

“Do you want to talk it out? I think you know that you can trust me not to get in your way.”

Yes, Kendra knew that was true. Jessie ran her own Santa Monica private detective agency, and she was doing very well because she was smart as a whip and seemed to have contacts all over Southern California. She was also super discreet and honest, and she had helped Lynch and Kendra many times in extremely close calls.

“You may not want to become involved,” Kendra said ruefully. “It’s not going to improve your relations with the FBI. Griffin will probably be back and asking questions I won’t answer.”

“Actually, that sounds like an intriguing prospect.” Jessie chuckled. “Did I mention he’s not one of my favorite people?”

“I believe you did.” She was still a little uncertain, but it probably couldn’t hurt to just fill Jessie in on the general info Griffin had given her when Olivia had already told her so much. Maybe it would help Kendra clear her head and make those decisions. “But perhaps you’ll see why I might agree with you after I tell you about my little chat with him. It was mostly about Lynch . . .”
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Jessie was silent for a moment after Kendra had finished. “He actually suggested to the Justice Department that Lynch might have turned rogue?”

“That’s what he said.” Kendra wrinkled her nose. “He added very quickly that Justice hadn’t believed him. I don’t know if he even believed it himself. I’ve always thought that Griffin was a little jealous of Lynch since he’s become the fair-haired boy with the Justice Department. He might have just thought it was a way to undermine Lynch’s influence.”

“A very dangerous move,” Jessie said. “In the circles Lynch moves in, he could end up dead if they thought he was a traitor.”

“But Justice doesn’t think he’s a traitor. They’re leaning toward victim. Or so they told Griffin. Who knows if there’s not a mole in the Justice Department, too? I have problems trusting politicians.” Kendra glanced at her handbag on the backseat. “Either way, I can see why Lynch might not feel he could trust either of them. Which is probably why he contacted me to go get that package for him.”

“And tried to make the fact that he was doing it as obscure as possible,” Jessie murmured. “He didn’t want them to connect his mission with you if he could find a way around it.”

“That’s right.” She suddenly felt a rush of profound relief as she realized what that meant. “They said he disappeared and were afraid he was a victim. But all this happened after he disappeared from that Scottish airport. So he has to be alive and out there somewhere figuring out a way to handle what’s going on.”

“Excellent reasoning,” Jessie said. “Why do I feel all is suddenly right with your world?”

“Because he’s alive.” She drew a deep breath. “I kept telling myself that, but I was kind of stunned. It took you to say the words before they actually made sense. Of course he’s alive and well. He’s Adam Lynch, isn’t he? They’d never be able to put him down. Now all I have to do is to find a way to help him.”

“I’m glad you feel like that. You’re right. Lynch is a remarkable man. But would you find it rude if I asked if you by any chance have a plan of how you’re going to do that?”

“No, but I’ll go back to the condo and think about it and see what I can come up with.”

“Could I suggest that you open that package and see if the contents help you reach a conclusion? I realize that you regard that as Lynch’s private property, but I think it would meet with his approval considering the circumstances. What the hell, right?”

“What the hell, indeed?” Kendra said. “I’m not an idiot. I was hesitating to violate Lynch’s privacy, but everything is changing minute by minute now and I need to know where he is and what he’s doing. The first thing I’ll do when I get back to the condo is see what those seals were guarding for Lynch.”

“And then?”

“I’ll go after him,” she said simply. “I just hope he’ll have left a clue with George and Matilda of where I can find him.” She was starting her car as she spoke. “Thank you for coming after me, Jessie. It might not seem like it, but you’ve been a big help to me and I appreciate it. I was having a bad time when I was wondering if Lynch was . . .” She broke off and shook her head. “But I was being foolish and it’s good that you brought me to realize it.”

“I didn’t say anything that you weren’t already telling yourself. You’re very welcome if I helped you a little.” She paused. “But I’m not going to let you run away just yet. I think I’ll finish my job and tail you back to your condo. After all, I promised Olivia.”

Kendra frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous. You told me that you’d already walked out on that guard detail with that movie star. Who was it? Jake Brice? You seem to do quite a few jobs with him. Call him and tell him that the emergency wasn’t an emergency and you’ll be right over to keep his fans away from him. Why would you do anything else?”

Jessie shook her head. “No, it wasn’t Brice. He’s in Rome on location. The studio has hired me to guard an up-and-comer who’s starring in their new superhero franchise. They’re afraid Brice won’t do any more of their comic-book movies since he won an Oscar last year.”

“Then go hold the new guy’s hand and show him the ropes. He’ll need someone like you. Just explain to Olivia that there was no need for you to—”

“But there might be a reason,” Jessie said as she got back on her motorcycle. “Don’t tell me how to do my job. I listened to everything you said very carefully and intently. I didn’t like any of it. Now keep quiet for a few minutes and let me tell you why you’re not going to argue with me about following you home.”

She held up her hand as Kendra opened her lips to speak. “When I parked in the woods near Lynch’s house, I followed my usual procedure: I got off my cycle and took a look around the area to see if there was any disturbance on the grounds or any recent tire tracks. The only cars I saw on the front parking area were yours and a large Lexus sedan, which I later assumed was Griffin’s when I saw him strolling toward the front door.” She paused. “But I was more interested in the tracks I saw in the woods. There were prints of another vehicle that had been stashed in the bushes, and it looked like it had been staked out there all night. I’d say whoever was here yesterday was waiting for Lynch to show. I was thinking by the look of the tire prints it was probably a German or English make.” She added, “And I found several Turkish cigarette butts on the property near the prints. Didn’t you say Lynch was supposed to be working in Denmark, but Griffin told you he had orders to take a jet out of Scotland? The U.K. is a major importer of Turkish cigarettes.”

“Aren’t you reaching?” Kendra asked skeptically. “I realize you’re an expert about tracking down and identifying different makes of cars. But is it likely that someone who was trying to go after a target living here in the States would use a foreign-made rental car instead of a U.S.-made car?”

“Not usually. Unless they were looking for a vehicle that they were familiar with, so that they would be comfortable in an attack situation.”

Kendra was still gazing doubtfully at her, and Jessie smiled as she started to put on her helmet. “Never mind. It’s enough for me. That and the fact that I saw a dark blue BMW drive out of the estate a few miles north of Lynch’s place right before you were saying your affectionate farewell to Griffin. My bet is they moved from those woods to find a more distant place and were using binoculars to see what was going on with you and Griffin. Right now they could be up ahead waiting for you. Or they might be parked on the road behind you until that pesky motorcycle rider gets impatient and pulls a good distance ahead of you. Which isn’t going to happen. The chances are that they won’t bother you as long as they see me close to you. The thing about motorcycles is that they’re loud and showy and they attract a hell of a lot of attention. All things that they probably want to avoid.” She fastened her helmet. “Come on, Kendra. Stay close and don’t slow down if you see that car. Got it?”

“Got it.” Kendra started to pull out of the byway back onto the main road.
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They were more than halfway back to the condo before Kendra saw the dark blue BMW that Jessie had described. She had almost decided that Jessie had been wrong about any attempt to follow her. She should have known better.

Just as they turned a curve in the road and started down a stretch of highway that was nearly deserted, she spotted the BMW parked on the opposite side of the road. Even as she noticed it, the car began to pull into the road as the driver stepped on the accelerator.

Kendra’s cell phone rang. Her dashboard display told her it was Jessie, clearly calling through her helmet’s Bluetooth rig. Kendra punched the dashboard button to answer it, and Jessie’s voice blared through her car’s stereo system. “Our friend is back.”

“I noticed.”

Jessie’s cycle pulled over in front of the car and edged it back over to the side of the road.

Spang!

A bullet?

Jessie’s voice came back through her stereo. “Keep pace with me. On the count of three, give your wheel a jab hard to the right, got it?”

“Yes.”

“One . . . two . . . three!”

Kendra turned sharply into the BMW’s front right panel. The car spun in a circle and then skittered off the road.

Spang! Another bullet?

“Move!” Jessie shouted as she turned the cycle and headed back to her former place in front of Kendra.

“You move!” Kendra shouted back. “Are you crazy? I’m surrounded by metal. You’re the one riding on a blasted motorcycle.”

“Good point,” Jessie replied. “I wasn’t expecting gunplay. They really wanted you to stop. Though I think that those were warning shots meant to scare you. Unless those guys were really lousy shots.” Jessie was looking back at the BMW on the side of the road where car doors were opening and two men were scrambling out of their seats. “We’ve got a little time now. There’s a service station right up there around the bend. It would be stupid of them to try to go after you with an audience watching.”

“I’ll meet you there.” Kendra cut the connection and voice-

dialed another number. It wouldn’t hurt to bring in some backup.
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By the time Kendra arrived at the station, Jessie had already dismounted her motorcycle and was motioning for her to drive around to the building’s other side, out of sight from the road.

As Kendra climbed out of her car, she tapped the disconnect button on her phone.

“Who did you call?” Jessie asked.

“Agent Metcalf at the FBI.”

“Not Griffin? He’s probably still nearby.”

“He wasn’t picking up. Probably on a conference call. Metcalf is usually more responsive anyway.”

Jessie smiled. “Of course he is. He has a humongous crush on you.”

“No, Metcalf has women falling all over themselves for him.”

“Not you.”

“Come on, he’s a good friend. He’s going to meet us here and escort me home.”

“I’m sure that will make Olivia happy. She’d prefer that you call out the marines, but she’ll make do with the FBI.”

“Well, she did call you,” Kendra said. “But perhaps she thought your service in Afghanistan would make up the difference. Anyway, thanks for being there for me, Jessie.”

“Of course.” Jessie raised her motorcycle helmet. “There’s a digital camera built into this thing. I got some shots of the guys we ran off the road. They climbed out of their car and ran into the woods as we drove away.”

“Great. Send me those pics, okay? I’ll pass them along to Metcalf. He can run those through facial recognition. You go babysit your movie star, and I’ll be okay here.”

Jessie shook her head. “I always finish the job. I’ll leave you at the condo. Now call Metcalf and tell him he can meet you outside your building. I’ll phone Olivia and tell her that we’ll be a little bit later than she expected . . .”







CHAPTER 
3

TWO HOURS LATER

KENDRA’S CONDO

Metcalf grimaced as he watched Jessie wave goodbye to both of them and roar off down the street on her motorcycle. “That was awkward. When she rides off into the sunset like that, I always feel like I’m part of a presidential parade and should stand at attention. I thought she’d back off when you told her she didn’t have to escort you. I’m not exactly menacing.”

No, not menacing at all, Kendra thought. Just a good-looking, intelligent FBI agent who was always likable and helpful. “Jessie grew up as an army brat, and she has an obsession about duty. She knows you’re no threat.”

He smiled dryly. “You mean, unlike Adam Lynch? Everyone takes a step back when he’s around. How is he these days? Whatever he’s doing, Griffin has been told to make certain that we give him our cooperation.” His lips twisted. “That can be hard to do when we don’t know what the hell the great man is up to at any given moment.” He was suddenly frowning. “But he shouldn’t involve you. Even Griffin wouldn’t approve of you being forced to help him with his plots and plans.”

“He doesn’t force me.” She shrugged. “Sometimes things just happen.” She smiled. “And then I have to call on my friend to help me when the going gets rough. I’ll appreciate you putting names to the faces on those photographs. I’ll feel more comfortable if we can put them away soon.”

He nodded. “I’ll get right on it.”

“Thank you for being there for me.” She opened her front door and headed for the elevators. “I’ll see you soon.”

She got on the elevator and punched the button for Olivia’s condo.

She drew a deep breath as the doors closed. It had been a strange, wild day and it was not over yet. She still had to tell Olivia only enough so she wouldn’t worry, yet try to be honest as well. Anything else would be a violation of their relationship that had withstood so many years. She looked down at the handbag she was carrying and slowly shook her head. There was no way to make this situation easier for Olivia. She had to give the same honesty that they had always shown each other.

When the elevator door slid open, she hesitated for just an instant and then walked over to the door of Olivia’s condo. She heard Harley start up his usual howling uproar and said quietly, “Put Harley on the patio, Olivia. We have something to talk about.”

A moment later, Olivia threw open the door and was pulling Kendra into the foyer. “What is it? Lynch? I thought something might be wrong when Jessie phoned and said there could be a delay. Is he dead or just hurt?”

Kendra stared at her, stunned. “Neither, I hope. We just don’t know. This morning, you were the positive one. Now you’re jumping to the worst possible outcome.”

“Because that’s the life he lives.” Olivia paused. “That’s what I’ve been afraid of for you since the first time I met him. I could see it happening and you being hurt.” Her voice turned suddenly fierce. “You’ve been hurt enough. I don’t want it to happen again.”

“Well, I won’t bury my head in the sand because I’m afraid that something might happen. I’ll do what I should do and fight to keep him safe, which is what he’d do for me. Now, do you want to know what I found out today?”

“Of course I do. There’s no way I can help you otherwise. Do you think I’d let you go into this without me?” She went to the bar and poured them both a bourbon. “Sit down, have a drink, and then tell me how I can keep you from screwing this up.”

Kendra took the glass and sat down on the couch. She took a sip of bourbon. “My case. My rules. Agreed?”

“Within reason. As long as Lynch doesn’t cause any problems.”

“You mean like dying?”

“That would definitely be a problem, so you’ll have to avoid it. Now talk to me.”

And so Kendra talked to her for the next thirty minutes and then answered questions for another ten, which Olivia found totally unsatisfactory because Kendra knew so little.

“There should be some way to find out more from Griffin.” Olivia was frowning. “Can’t you do an information trade of some sort?”

“There might be if I knew anything of value,” Kendra said. “The only thing I have to trade is the package that I found in the seal fountain, which Lynch must have hidden.”

“Isn’t it time you looked inside that package? You don’t even know what you’re dealing with.”

Kendra looked at her purse. “I will. But whatever it is, I’m not turning that package over to anyone but Lynch. According to Griffin, this mission was highly important and ultra-sensitive. I can’t be sure that Lynch trusts anyone in the FBI or Justice, so I’m not taking the chance.”

“Then you’d better find him damn quick,” Olivia said curtly. “Because those guys are taking potshots at you already.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Kendra said dryly. “I doubt if he’s anywhere nearby, or he would have contacted me in person instead of going through you.”

“He has your contact info, you know. Why go through me?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. If Lynch thought my phone, text, and email communications are monitored, he might not want to reach out to me directly. I see you every day, and he knew you’d pass along any message from him.”

“But who has he been hiding from?” Olivia said.

“Your guess is as good as mine. Since the FBI was staking out his house and grounds, they probably still have no idea where he is.”

“Well, he was last seen near a jet plane at an airport in Scotland,” Olivia said. “But you said that agent who contacted him had questioned everyone in the vicinity the next day and found out zilch.”

“Considering Lynch’s contacts, that means he could be anywhere in Europe by now,” Kendra said. She wearily reached up to rub her temple. “Not too promising.”

“You’re getting tired,” Olivia said. “It’s been quite a day for you.” She got to her feet. “Come on, I’ll feed you dinner and then you’ll be ready to make a decision. I think you’re almost ready now.” She pulled her toward the dining table. “You’re just tired and worried about Lynch.”

“I’m not worried. He’ll be fine. He’s always fine.” Kendra sat down at the table and started to eat her salad. “But maybe I’m a little tired.”

“Maybe,” Olivia said. “And maybe that’s why you keep avoiding looking at your handbag where you told me you tucked away that waterproof package.”

“How do you know that?” Kendra asked. “You’re blind, dammit.”

“But I know you,” Olivia said. “I can read you like a teenager does her diary.”

“Now, that’s an insult,” Kendra said. “Though it’s perfectly natural to be curious under these conditions.”

“Then finish eating so you can show us both a way to find Lynch and stop fretting.”

“I’m not fretting.”

“Bullshit. Eat your dinner.”

“I’ll eat later.” She pushed back her chair; getting to her feet, she went back to the couch and picked up her handbag. “You’re right, as usual, and I should see what Lynch entrusted to George and Matilda.” She heard a distinct rude sound from Olivia. She ignored it and opened the handbag, pulling out an envelope. “It looks like a document of some sort.” She removed a card. “No, it’s some kind of advertising postcard. It’s sort of . . . charming.”

“Describe it.”

“It looks like something from another century. Rosy-cheeked, big-eyed children, and there are books on shelves everywhere. It looks kind of like an outdoor library.” She turned the card over. “No, it’s a postcard. Up in the corner there’s a name: E. J. PORTER—QUEEN’S WALK BOOK MART.”

“Nothing else?”

“Not that I can tell. Not unless it’s written in invisible ink or something.” She was frowning. “I’ve never been to Queen’s Walk. The only time I’ve ever been to London was when I had the operation on my eyes, and I was a little busy at the time. I rarely left St. Bartholomew’s Hospital. I went back a few times later when Dr. Waldridge, my surgeon, asked me to come and give other doctors a look at his work, but by that time my life was zooming and I was trying to make up for all the lost years. I always just did my duty and then took the first plane back home. The only thing I wanted to do was get back home and keep living every moment of my life. Remember? I called those first years after my operation the wild years.”

She nodded. “I remember you telling me about it. I was so happy for you.”

“I know you were,” Kendra said softly. “It wasn’t right that I could get that operation and not you. I wanted so badly not to leave you behind . . . I wanted you right there beside me, just as we were all the years growing up.”

Olivia shrugged. “I’ll have my day. Until then, I’ll just find a way to be better than anyone else and constantly show you all what you should aim for.”

Kendra laughed. “Yes, you do that. But then you always did so anyway.”

“I’m glad you recognize that.” She stiffened. “So you’re going to be heading for London?”

“Looks like that’s where I’ll have to go to find Lynch.” She was trying to smile. “That might be the only reason he wanted me to go visit the seals.”

“I doubt it. If he was in trouble, he wouldn’t want to draw you into it, too. That’s not his modus operandi.”

“Unless he had a good reason. Unless it was some kind of emergency and he needed the help of someone he could trust.”

“You’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you? I can’t talk you out of it?”

Kendra nodded. “It’s the right thing to do.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

“I don’t like this idea. Are you sure I can’t talk sense into you?”

Kendra shook her head. “It’s as close to sense as I can manage after all that’s gone on today. I just know I have to do it. Don’t ask me not to. It hurts me to say no to you.”

Olivia’s lips twisted. “And I can’t even go with you to help. This is one time that my being blind might get in your way.” She was trying to smile. “I hate to admit that since everyone knows my mind is far superior to that of almost everyone else in your circle. So you have to promise me that if you find something I can do, you’ll let me know and not leave me out entirely.”

“I promise.” She got to her feet and gave Olivia a fierce hug. “I’ll give you so much to do, you won’t have time to work on any of your podcasts.”

“Good. Now go out on the patio and say goodbye to Harley. And tell him that you’re going to bring back Lynch to give him his training.”

Kendra’s laugh was a little husky. “You never give up, do you?”

“Never. You know that. Take care of yourself and make certain that you give Lynch my orders about Harley.” She was clearing her throat as she headed for the kitchen. “Enough of all this sentimental crap. You probably have things to do. I know I do. See you later, Kendra . . .”

“Later . . .” Kendra left Olivia’s condo and made her way to the elevator. Stop it. No time to get all weepy. She had to pack and find her passport and see if Metcalf had learned the identities of the bastards who had been following her.

The minute she was in her own condo, she checked the locks on the terrace door and shot the lock on the front door before she started to pack. There had been occasions when a few undesirables had gotten into her condo, but the locks Lynch had insisted on installing after the break-ins were foolproof, and so was the alarm system that notified both her and the wristwatch that Lynch usually wore. She’d told him that he was being overprotective, but he only grinned and changed the subject. He was overprotective, but on days like this it was like a warm hug to realize that he was still protecting her even from thousands of miles away . . . Or lost in some dark and dangerous shadow land that he’d never told her about. Olivia was right, he never wanted her anywhere near the missions that he was given by Justice. She had thought she understood and was helping him by not questioning him. But was that true? Or was it just more comfortable for her to not have to worry about his missions? Because at this moment her heart was beating hard and her palms were clammy and cold as she thought about what he could be facing. Should she just hide the terror and force herself not to think about the possibility that Lynch might not come back from one of those impossible jobs they sent him on?

Stop thinking. Just do what she could.

Metcalf. Call Metcalf. She quickly dialed his number.

He picked up after three rings. “Is everything okay, Kendra?”

“Fine. I don’t mean to be a nag. But I just finished dinner with Olivia and thought I’d check in. Do you have any news for me?”

“No problem,” Metcalf said. “I’m glad you let me help. When I saw your wrecked side panel and knew what had happened, it kind of scared me. Lynch deals with some pretty vicious bastards, and he shouldn’t let you anywhere near them.”

“I’m not exactly fragile,” Kendra said. “And I manage to take pretty good care of myself, Metcalf. Right now I’m a little bit worried about Lynch. Evidently, so are Griffin and the Justice Department. What did you find out about either of those men whose picture I showed you?”

“The fair-haired guy with the crew cut is Hans Bremmer, and he has a nasty record in Amsterdam for dealing in drugs and human trafficking. He also has a history of working for Vlad Korkil, who got his start in illegal narcotics but now runs an international security firm that has half a dozen third-world dictators on its client list. They provide a wide range of services, legal and illegal, to whoever is willing to pay their price.”

“And the gray-haired man who was with Bremmer?” Kendra asked.

“We’re not sure of his connection,” Metcalf said. “He doesn’t have a record. He’s Professor Gregor Dekker, and he appears to be a brilliant and respected professor at Netherland University in Amsterdam. He’s a physiological chemist. His specialty is pain management. Our agents have photographed him a number of times with Vlad Korkil. At the moment I guess he’s what we term a person of interest.”

“How very curious,” Kendra said sarcastically. “And how convenient that a drug kingpin would make a dear friend of a brilliant professor whom I’m sure would have access to the many ways those drugs could be created and used.”

“Anything is possible,” Metcalf said. “All I can tell you is no record. And he’s a person of interest. The car was rented from a dealer in town, but the ID info given was false, of course. I’ll keep probing and see what I come up with.” He paused. “But I did have to give Griffin the result of my investigation.”

“Of course you did. This is your career. I’m grateful that you also agreed to help me.”

“I’m just worried what you intend to do with it.” He was clearly troubled. “I realize that Griffin isn’t one of your favorite people. But he’s good at his job and I hope you think I am, too. All you have to do is call.”

“And that’s what I did. Thanks for all your effort. Good night, Metcalf.” She cut the connection and gazed down at her notes.

Drugs and crime kingpins and ugly thugs who thought nothing of shooting at her on a public highway. It might have just been to intimidate her, as Jessie had thought, but one of those bullets had come very close . . . 

Just what are you up to, Lynch? I’d better try to keep them from getting any closer to you. But how the hell am I supposed to do that if I don’t know where you are?

Which meant getting the hell away from here very fast before anyone tried to stop her.

Ten minutes later she had finished packing, grabbed her documents, and headed down to the parking garage. But instead of taking her car to the airport, she went out the street exit from the garage level, checked her surroundings for anyone suspicious, and then took off down an alley that would lead her three blocks away from the condo. There she could board the 992 bus that would get her to the airport in less than fifteen minutes.

She boarded the bus a few minutes later, paid the fare, and settled back in her seat.

First step taken.

No hits. No runs. But no errors, either.

She took out her phone and navigated to the American Airlines app.
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TWO HOURS LATER

SAN DIEGO INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

The steward was closing the jetway door, and Kendra unconsciously relaxed as she fastened her seat belt and leaned back in her coach seat. She’d been afraid up to the very last minute that she’d see one of those creeps from earlier today come barreling onto the plane. But it hadn’t happened, and now she only had to find a way to change planes and get to London once she reached Seattle. Yes, even now, the flight attendants were hurrying through the cabin and preparing to take off.

“Excuse me, would you mind if I sit next to you? That nice stewardess is prepared to knock me down if I don’t get out of the aisle.”

Kendra’s gaze flew to the smiling woman standing in the aisle beside her seat. Her eyes widened. “Jessie? Oh, shit!” That last word was said with profound disgust. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I’ll take that for a yes.” Jessie squeezed down into the aisle seat beside Kendra. “Though not a very welcoming one.”

“Because you’re not supposed to be here. You weren’t invited.” She sighed. “It had to be Olivia. She was probably on the phone to you the minute I walked out of her condo. But I’m not sure how you found me here. I was deliberately vague about any plans to her. I knew she was upset that she couldn’t come herself.”

Jessie made a face. “It didn’t take much. You told her you’d leave soon and that your destination was London.” She grinned. “I know you pretty well, Kendra. Once you’re committed, you don’t waste any time. I was betting that you’d be on your way to London right away, and since I’m an excellent private investigator, it wasn’t that difficult for me to follow your tracks when you started moving. When a studio hires me to guard one of their superstars, it’s part of the job to stick with them whether they want me or not. You’d be surprised how many contacts I have with airline employees.”

“Nothing about you surprises me,” Kendra said ruefully. “Except the fact that you’re wasting your valuable time doing this when you know that I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I can see how you might want to make Olivia feel better if it just meant following me across town, but this is beyond belief. I think I’m a little insulted.”

“You’ll get over it,” Jessie said cheerfully. “And it’s not only you that I’m worried about. I like Lynch, and he’s helped me out of a few tight spots. I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to return the favor.” She held up her hand as Kendra started to speak. “And Olivia mentioned that after your eye surgery you left London almost immediately, and you aren’t really that familiar with the city. I know it pretty well and I have quite a few contacts there. I spent almost six weeks trailing after Jake Brice when his studio was filming his latest superhero epic there. It was one of those time-travel sci-fi films, and he kept traveling through the centuries. The London locations were great for atmosphere.”

“So you felt it your duty to be my tour guide?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I just don’t like the idea of those assholes who were lying in wait and firing their damn guns at us. Anyway. There’s more than one reason, and you should stop arguing with me. You know we usually have a good time together. You should just relax so we can enjoy the hunt. Okay?”

Kendra didn’t answer for a moment. It was becoming more and more clear to her that this wasn’t just an ordinary hunt. Then she slowly nodded. “You could be very useful to me, and I won’t say no when I don’t know what’s happened to Lynch. As long as you agree to let me call a halt if I don’t like the way things are going.”

“I’ll agree to talk about it.” Jessie drew a deep breath and leaned back in her seat. “I’m glad that’s over. But now that we’re on the same page, I really do have to take over our travel arrangements. London is a long trip. Once we get to Seattle, I’ll see if I can use my miles to get us first class the rest of the way. Now update me on anything I’ve missed. Olivia mentioned a postcard . . . May I see it?”
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“What do you mean you’ve lost the bitch?” Vlad Korkil repeated. “I told you to stay with her until you got the information I needed. What kind of an idiot are you, Bremmer?”

“I was about to move in on her at Lynch’s San Diego place, but then the FBI guy showed up,” Bremmer said quickly. “And after that she was never alone.” That sounded weak even to him and he knew Korkil never accepted excuses, but he kept going anyway. “I was planning on breaking into her condo, but then I got a call from the man you’d stationed at the airport. He spotted her, but he couldn’t catch her before she disappeared behind the security line.”

“Unbelievable,” Korkil fumed.

“Don’t worry, I’m on it. We still have our contact at the ARC.”

“The Airlines Reporting Corporation?”

“Yes. She’s just about to land in Seattle, and she’s just been booked on a connecting flight to London Heathrow. She’s heading right for you, Korkil.”

“Interesting.”

“It’s more than that. You’ll have no trouble getting the information you need from the crew at your base in London. I’m surprised you haven’t been able to track it down yet. You told me yourself that sending me here was a crapshoot. But now you can get the information you need directly from them.”

“And what do I pay you for?” Korkil asked sarcastically. “I could do a hell of a lot better job myself, but I’m not letting you off the hook. You’re coming back to London and you’re going to get me every bit of the information I need. I’ll send someone to pick her up at Heathrow, but you and the professor are going to handle the interrogation. You do remember that Dekker has more than one talent? She’s the key to getting me what I need, and you’ll do it or I’ll let the professor have a few painful hours with you instead. Understand?”

“Of course.” Bremmer moistened his lips. “Naturally, I was planning on following up. I’ll text you her arrival information. You won’t be disappointed.”

“I never am,” Korkil said. “Even if I have to wait to get what I want. It just means it causes the idiot who fails me a little more pain. On the way here, you’d better plan on being much more efficient in order to please me.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Or else it won’t only be that Kendra woman who will suffer extreme agony.”







CHAPTER 
4

TWELVE HOURS LATER

LONDON HEATHROW INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

Follow me.” Jessie stepped in front of Kendra as the steward opened the plane door that led to the jetway. “You’re in my territory now. I’ve always found that you can never tell what you’ll find when you get off a plane. You’re caught either in a bright shining happy ball or in a bureaucratic nightmare. It’s better to avoid both of them.”

Kendra grinned as she followed Jessie down the jetway. “Okay, I’ll let you get away with making me walk two steps behind you until we get out of the airport, but the picture lacks a certain dash when you’re not roaring around on a motorcycle. This has to stop soon.”

“We’ll play it by ear,” Jessie murmured. “But I can always rent a cycle if you prefer. Londoners have an appreciation for the finer things like speed and convenience.” She frowned thoughtfully. “But we’ll have to rent a place where I’ll be able to store it.”

“An ordinary car or van will do me just fine,” Kendra said. “I suppose we can rent one here at the airport?”

Jessie shook her head. “No, we won’t have time. We’ve got to get out of here right away. We’ll arrange transport later. Go to the right at the next turn.”

Kendra frowned. “But that’s an exit. We need to check in with the passport control desk first. It’s required.”

“No, we don’t.” Jessie was turning right herself. “Just move fast and follow me when I go out that door on the left.”

Kendra’s eyes suddenly narrowed on her face. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“Most of the time.” Jessie opened the door. “But when I don’t, I usually know someone who does.” She jerked her thumb at Kendra. “Out! Then take the next exterior door that leads to the parking lot.” She turned to a short, red-haired young man who had just come through the door and suddenly appeared beside her. “Thanks for coming, Fitz.” She gestured to Kendra. “Kendra Michaels, this is Fitz Marley. Now get us out of here, Fitz.”

“You called. I came.” The man had a distinctly cockney accent. “But you could have given me a little more notice, luv.” He was looking critically at Kendra. “I’ve never seen or heard of her before. You’re sure she’s worth it? I could get in trouble, you know.”

“She’s worth it. Get her into your van.” Jessie pushed Kendra toward the exterior door. “And if you have a problem, I’ll have Brice talk to your boss.”

He nodded. “Just checking. I know you’ll take care of me, Jessie.”

He smiled at Kendra as he took her arm and half nudged, half pushed her out into the parking lot. “No offense. I’m sure you’re okay, but I do have to be careful.” He guided her quickly toward a sleek, bright red van. “We’ll have you nice and safe in just a few minutes.” He opened the passenger door and helped her and then Jessie into the backseat. “And you can see that I had a right to question you. After all, you’re no Beyoncé.”

She gave him a stunned glance. “No, I’m certainly not Beyoncé.”

“But I bet you’ve probably got something going for you or Jessie wouldn’t bother with you.” He jumped into the driver’s seat and started the van. “I’ll give her the chance to tell you how awesome I am while I get us out of here. That’s not my job.” As he spoke, he pressed a button that caused the glass privacy barrier to rise between the driver and passengers. “We don’t want anyone asking you questions, do we?” He took off across the parking lot toward the exit to the street.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Kendra murmured to Jessie. “I’d like to ask a few questions myself. A huge van with blacked-out windows? And an escort who is evidently going to whisk me away? What the hell is happening?”

“Like Fitz said, we’re trying to get you away from the airport without you attracting too much attention.” Jessie shrugged. “If someone’s looking for you, they know you have to check in at passport control first. It’s a requirement. They could put a tail on you there and follow you until they could corner you at their leisure. Once we’re away from here and lost in the city, we’ll be much safer.” She added simply, “So I called Fitz and arranged to make it happen.”

“And was there a reason why you didn’t tell me about this?”

“Well, I thought it would save time and effort, and sometimes you have problems with doing things that aren’t exactly legal. I decided a fait accompli might be better.”

“Because the British government might get upset with me disobeying their rules and regulations?” Kendra wearily shook her head. “I don’t even know how you’re going to get away with it. I take it that this isn’t the first time you’ve done it?”

“It’s only a little infraction,” Jessie said coaxingly. “And if handled correctly, Fitz can usually get a pass from the control people. It’s always who you know and if you’ve shown you’re trustworthy. It’s not as if it doesn’t happen frequently when celebrities come to a foreign country. The last thing they want is a mob scene at the airport when fans recognize someone world-famous like Jake Brice.”

“Or Beyoncé?”

Jessie nodded. “Fitz has probably already taken discreet care of her or Taylor Swift’s arrival a few times. The country’s economy booms when they’re on tour here. I just kind of took advantage of an existing condition to make our arrival a bit safer. I promise this is the last time I’ll do something like this without telling you.”

“It had better be,” Kendra said grimly. “I don’t relish the thought of being tossed in the Tower of London on an espionage charge.”

Jessie chuckled. “You really don’t know much about London. There hasn’t been anyone held prisoner in the tower since 1941. But that was Rudolf Hess, and since he was the deputy to Hitler, you were in the right ballpark.”

“I’m glad to know that,” Kendra said caustically. “I wouldn’t want to be left completely in the dark.”

Jessie’s smile faded. “I told you that wouldn’t happen again. Do you want me to apologize?”

“It’s a little late for that.” Kendra shrugged. “And as long as you promise not to do it again, I suppose I’ll have to trust you.”

Jessie made a face. “I probably did get a little overenthusiastic. I could see that finding Lynch meant a lot and you were worried. Forgive me?”

Kendra nodded wearily. “It was probably partly my fault anyway. You’re right, I am worried.” She smiled ruefully. “Who knows? If you’d let me know what you planned, I might have told you to go ahead anyway.”

“I doubt it,” Jessie said teasingly. “You’re much too on the straight and narrow to risk being thrown in the hoosegow.”

“There are some reasons I might be tempted,” Kendra said quietly. “I’ve seen what kind of damage Lynch’s enemies can do to him. He plays for the highest stakes, and they react accordingly. His body is a mass of wounds and scars. I remember the first time I saw him in the hospital right after I met him.” She shuddered and her lips tightened. “Now I keep wondering what new wounds he’ll have when we find him this time.”

“Maybe none,” Jessie said. “He’s tough, and he may be the one on the hunt.”

“I think he would have found a way to contact me.”

“He obviously tried. We’ll find him, Kendra.”

“You bet we will.” Kendra noticed they’d driven out of the parking lot and were on one of the roads bordering the airport. “Well, we’ve obviously escaped from the airport authorities. What comes next?”

“We sit back and relax until we get to the flat Fitz has found for us. You don’t think I’d leave anything to chance?”

“Heaven forbid,” Kendra said. “You can really be intimidating.”

“But you already knew that,” Jessie said. “You just didn’t know the scope of my talents.”

“No wonder Brice always insists on having you be his bodyguard when the studio hires security for him. I had no idea that you could pull cool smuggling tricks like Fitz here out of your hat.”

But Jessie was chuckling. “Not guilty. I wish I could take credit for it. It was Brice who introduced me to it the first time I traveled here with him.”

“What?” Kendra couldn’t believe it. “No way.”

Jessie was still grinning broadly. “Honest. Brice watched me trying to get him into the country without getting him mobbed or me tearing my hair out. Then he sat me down and told me a little story about why he wasn’t the least bit worried about it.”

“A story?” Kendra was intrigued. “What kind of story?”

“It was sort of a fairy-tale-slash-documentary, but it turned out to be very useful. I thought I knew Brice fairly well, but he constantly surprises me. Did you know that he’s a classic-movie fan?”

Kendra shook her head. “But then I don’t know much about him. I only met him that one time when you introduced us.” She paused. “I suppose since he’s such a famous movie star himself, that’s not unusual.”

Jessie shrugged. “Nothing is unusual for him. Every time I turn around, he’s involved in some other field he’s interested in studying. But he’s got a classic-film library that the TCM network would envy.” She motioned dismissively. “Anyway, he also studies the lives and interviews of the famous actors and writers who were big stars during that period to see if he can learn anything from them. One of those actors was Cary Grant. Brice admired his style.”

“Who doesn’t?” Kendra said. “During the first few years after the operation that gave me my sight, I tried to see and feel everything I’d missed. I spent quite a few late nights in front of the TV with Cary Grant and company.”

“I guess I should have known,” Jessie said. “But what you might not have known is that Cary Grant was British and spent a good many trips flying back and forth to London. And on one of those trips he was flying on the same plane with another famous icon, Neil Simon, the Broadway playwright and screenwriter. They became good buddies on the trip. Neil was dreading the lines at customs, but Cary put his arm around him and swept him right through. No fuss, no muss.”

“Must have been nice to be Cary Grant.”

“Jake Brice always loved that story, and when he became wildly successful, he used his fame to make life easier for him and the people around him.”

“And his helpful connections included Fitz?”

Jessie nodded. “One of the best. However, once Brice gave me a lead, I managed to improve on the base product. It was just too good not to use at every opportunity.” She added, “And you can see it’s practically an heirloom that we’ve inherited from legends of the past.”

“You’re reaching, Jessie.”

“Maybe a little.” Her eyes were twinkling. “But the story is true. Brice could probably document it if you prefer.”

Kendra shook her head. “All I need is some Oscar-winning actor whom I’m sure could persuade anyone the sky is actually purple to make me believe that it’s true. I’ll pass.”

“Whatever you say.” Jessie gazed out the tinted windows at the street they were passing. “I think we’re almost at the flat Fitz rented. It has to be close by. There’s the wheel.”

Kendra’s gaze followed hers to the London Eye in the next block. “It’s gigantic.”

“You should see how the colors light it at night. The crowds love it.” She made a face. “Me, I prefer Big Ben and the tower. This reminds me of a county fair.” She pointed to a shadowy area in the next block. “But that’s probably what you’ll want to see. That’s the Queen’s Walk Book Mart from the postcard you showed me.”

Kendra strained to see it, but the mist was too heavy, “Yes, I do want to see it. Tell Fitz to stop.”

“We’re almost at the flat. Why don’t we go and settle in and then walk down there a little later? I’d like to take a look around the neighborhood and make sure we don’t run across any surprises.”

Kendra tilted her head. “What would you do if I said we go now?”

“We’d go now,” Jessie said. “I made you a promise.”

Kendra laughed. “This might have been a test case.” The van was stopping. “But I’ll take a chance that it wasn’t. By all means, let’s go check out the flat. I might want to spend more time at that bookstore and talk to the owners. It could be interesting to find out exactly why Lynch thought that postcard was so important that he went to the trouble of hiding it . . .”

“Here we are.” Fitz slid open the van door and helped Kendra and Jessie out. “It’s a two-bedroom flat and bathroom, Jessie.” He handed her the key. “Nothing fancy, but you said that you wanted to be close to the book mart and unobtrusive. It’s the best I could do on short notice because it’s so close to the Eye. Anyone on that wheel can see the entire city from the top. This street is a couple more blocks away and older and so full of twists and turns you could get lost. But then so could anyone following you.” He was suddenly frowning. “You should have given me more time. I would have done better.”

“I didn’t have more time,” Jessie said. “And you always do a great job. I’m sure this will be no exception.”

“I hope not.” He grimaced. “Brice told me I had to get you everything you needed. I don’t want him to be disappointed in me.”

Jessie stiffened. “Brice? You talked to Brice?”

He nodded. “Just to get an approval on the flat. You were already halfway to London and I had to work fast. I thought he’d know what you wanted for her.” He nodded at Kendra. “He knew her name but he couldn’t help me.” He added reproachfully, “Like I said, you should have called me sooner, Jessie.”

“And you shouldn’t have called Brice in Rome at all,” Jessie said in exasperation. “He has nothing to do with why I’m here.”

“Sorry. But he asked a lot of questions,” Fitz said. “And I couldn’t answer them.” He shrugged. “He’s my buddy. I don’t like to tell him no.” He turned to Kendra. “If you need anything else, just give me a call. Jessie will give you my number.”

“Thank you. I certainly will. This has been a very different experience for me. But don’t blame Jessie. I was moving so fast, she barely had time to arrange anything.” Kendra turned back to Jessie. “Come on, let’s go check out the flat.”

Jessie nodded and turned to Fitz. “Good job. I shouldn’t have been impatient. I’ll be sure to call you if we need to send up a red flare.”

“See?” Fitz grinned as he glanced at Kendra. “I told you she thinks I’m awesome. She’s a woman of great judgment. She just gets a little edgy now and then. I admit there are times she reminds me of my mum.”

“Fitz.” Jessie’s tone was definitely warning.

He was smiling mischievously as he jumped back in the driver’s seat. “Except Mum would never roar around town on a motorcycle or take the crazy chances you do, Jessie. So maybe you’re one of a kind.” He chuckled as he started the van. “Call me if you need me and I’ll be here. See you, Jessie.”

Jessie muttered a curse as she watched him drive off down the street. “I remind him of his mother? Now, that hurt.”

Kendra was grinning. “I’m sure he meant no insult. No one could think you in the least maternal. He’s a bit of a scamp, isn’t he? After all, he assured me I was no Beyoncé.”

“But he didn’t say you reminded him of his mother.” Then she started laughing. “You’re probably right. He just wanted to get under my skin because he knew I was upset about him calling Brice. Fitz always has to have the last word. I guess I was a little piqued because Brice told me once that he thought he had a crush on me.” She made a face. “I could imagine how amused he’ll be when I let him know how wrong he was.” She shrugged. “Oh, well, I’ll just have to find a way to get back at that cockney devil.” She started toward the door of the flat. “But let’s settle in and then get you down to that book mart. We’ve got work to do . . .”

“I’ll second that motion,” Kendra said as she picked up her suitcase and followed. “You’ve gone to all this trouble to slip me safely into the country, and it won’t be worth a damn if I don’t get the results I need.”

“And the principal result you need is to find this E. J. Porter that was on the postcard?”

“No, you realize the real result is to find Lynch.” Kendra’s lips tightened. “And I’ll do it, dammit. Porter must mean something to Lynch, so I have to tackle him first. But I’ve no intention of going through those dozens of book outlets and hundreds of open shelves that Fitz pointed out to us. I’m going to have a cup of tea and then call London information and see if they can point me in the right direction.”

“May I go with you to interview this bookseller?”

“No, that’s my job. But you can drift around the other booths while you’re waiting for me and see what info you can pick up about the lay of the land. That’s what you said you wanted to do, isn’t it?”

“I’m not entirely pleased with all the details, but that plan sounds very you—a mixture of practicality and determination,” Jessie said. “And I particularly approve of the cup of tea.” She was already unlocking the flat’s door. “So let’s get moving!”
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“I told you that I couldn’t help you,” the bookseller told Kendra flatly. “Didn’t you hear me?”

It turned out that E. J. Porter was one Elizabeth Porter, a woman in her late sixties with a less-than-warm personality. “I’m a busy woman,” Elizabeth Porter added harshly. “I can’t be expected to remember every customer.” She impatiently pushed the postcard that Kendra had shown her back across the stand at her. “And I give out dozens of these postcards every month. So do all the other shop owners here in the mart. We do anything we can to keep selling and putting food on the table.” Her tone was as rude as it had been since the moment Kendra showed up and questioned her about the man to whom she had given the postcard.

Kendra had been trying to keep her temper and smother her disappointment so that she could dig beneath that antagonism and see why a few simple questions had the effect of causing this instant coldness. “You must have records and receipts. All I’m searching for is an address,” Kendra said. “Would you let me go through your books for the last few months and see if I can locate something that might jog your memory?” Her gaze wandered over the stacks of books on the tables in front of the cash register. “You seem to have a wonderful inventory. You evidently sell a wide variety of books of every description, from textbooks to first editions.” She stepped closer and reached out to caress the cover of a volume near the top of the stack. “I see you have a number of science and history books I’d like to take a look at myself. Would you mind? Perhaps if you were reminded what books you sold my friend, you might remember other details about him.”

“No!” Elizabeth Porter knocked Kendra’s hand aside and shoved the book she’d been examining on a shelf underneath the cash register. “You’re wasting my time. You’re not listening to me. Let me repeat. I’m a busy woman, and I’ve no time for this nonsense. I’m just an honest woman trying to make a decent living.” She shrugged. “And how do I know you’re not some con artist out to cheat me? There are all kinds of scammers out there waiting to take advantage of a hardworking woman like me.”

“You don’t know, of course.” Kendra was studying the woman’s face. She was obviously tough and experienced, but Kendra was sure Lynch wouldn’t have sent her down a blind alley. “And maybe that’s the problem . . . I believe the man you gave this card to would have impressed you as being honest and worth protecting. He can be very persuasive . . . Look, I know what it is to have to work for a living. I’m a therapist, and I spend most of my time working with children. I’m just a little worried about my friend and need a little help.”

Was she softening a little? Maybe . . . Okay, let Lynch help me break the barrier. Kendra took out her phone and flipped to the photos to a snapshot of her and Lynch taken in Spain last year. It was one of her favorite photos of him because his expression showed not only his keen humor but also his warmth. “This is the man I’m looking for. Will you help me?”

The bookseller glanced at the photo, but her expression didn’t change. “I told you, I don’t remember him.” She looked back at Kendra, studying her face. “But I can tell you must care for him.” For an instant there seemed to be the faintest fleeting sympathy in her eyes. “Sorry. I hope you find him.”

“So do I.” Kendra reached into her wallet for a card with her cell phone number, scrawling the address of the flat on the back. “In case you suddenly remember after all. I’m only a short distance away. I’ll come anytime, anywhere.”

Elizabeth Porter was still shaking her head, but she looked hesitantly down at the card. “You know, I worked with children when I was younger. I was a teacher. I might just look around and see if I can find a receipt when I have time.” She stuffed the card in her pocket. “But don’t count on it. Like I said, you’re a stranger who might be trying to con me.”

Kendra shook her head. “Please believe me.” She cleared her throat. “I’m having trouble knowing where to turn. It’s very important to me.” She turned away. “So important that I might have to come here and bother you again about it tomorrow morning. I wouldn’t have a choice. Please think about it tonight. I’ll be so grateful.”

She forced herself to walk away and not look back.

A few minutes later, Jessie appeared from behind another shelf of books a few yards across the display area and fell into step with her. “Any luck?”

“Not really.” Kendra made a face. “But not because she didn’t know anything. She just didn’t trust me. Or anyone else. I could see that she wasn’t going to budge no matter how much I tried to persuade her.” She paused. “But I think she might have trusted Lynch. So I thought I’d let her know that he trusted me, too, and then leave her alone to think about it. Lynch has always been far more persuasive than me anyway.” She moistened her lips. “I just hope he’s still around to make his presence felt.” Then she shook her head. “Of course he is. I was just praying that this blasted bookseller would be the key to finding him.”

“Want me to go and have a stab at trying to persuade her?”

“No, it’s my job. I’ve laid the groundwork and now I’ll let her think about it before I hit her again. She knows where I am and that I’ll be back. Maybe she’ll be ready to talk by morning.”

“I hope you’re right. Then let’s go pick up some Indian food from one of the vendors and take it back to the flat,” Jessie said. “We’ll have dinner and then get some sleep. We both need it. Neither of us slept on that flight.”

Anything to make the time pass until she could go back and question that bookseller again, Kendra thought. Toward the end of the interview, she’d seen at least a glimmer of hope. She nodded. “It sounds good. I vaguely remember liking London’s Indian restaurants.”

“Vaguely? It’s the best thing about London cuisine. I keep forgetting how little you know about London. The entire world flocked here to share their local cuisines. Personally, I think the British empire builders were too busy conquering the world to concentrate on developing their own gourmet meals and just threw open the doors. It brought some of the best food in the world here.” Jessie linked arms with her. “Just stick with me and I’ll take care of you.”

“That could be pretty scary in itself,” Kendra said dryly, “when I think about what the last forty-eight hours has brought.” Then she grinned. “But I’ve already decided that I’ll have to have a crash course. By all means, hail Britannia!”
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TWO HOURS LATER

“You were right,” Kendra said as she finished drinking her tea in the living room of their London flat. “I believe that was the very best Indian food I’ve ever eaten. The spices were fantastic.”

Jessie nodded. “And that was just street food. It gets better.” She was picking up cartons and tossing them into the waste cans in the kitchen and glancing over her shoulder at Kendra. “And you didn’t eat enough to judge. I’ll give you another chance when you’re not quite this upset.”

Kendra wasn’t about to deny it. “Maybe it wasn’t a fair test but I appreciate your effort.” She wearily shook her head. “I’m a little tired, but after a good night’s rest I’ll bounce back and be ready to tackle that blasted bookseller again tomorrow. I’ve been thinking about it, and maybe she wasn’t trying to protect herself but Lynch. All I have to do is convince her that we’re on the same side.”

“Judging by what you’ve told me about the lady, that won’t be a piece of cake, either. She sounded pretty damn tough.” Jessie grinned. “But then so are you. My money is definitely on you. If you need any backup, you know where I am. Is there anything else I can—” She broke off as her phone rang and she pulled it out of her pocket to glance at the ID. “Oh, shit.”

“Problems?” Kendra asked.

“Just an inconvenience. It’s Jake Brice. I was halfway expecting it. And it’s nothing I can’t handle. But I’d better take it. He can be either difficult or curious as the devil, which is sometimes worse.” She answered the call. “Hello, Brice. I’m sorry that Fitz called you, but Rome must be pretty boring if you decided you had to follow up on it. Don’t you have anything better to do with all those starlets vying for your attention? How truly sad. If you’re that needy, maybe you should do a couple more superhero films after all.” Jessie let out an affectionate laugh. “Okay, fine. Let me get changed for bed, and I’ll call you back in five minutes, okay? We have some catching up to do. Okay, bye.” She cut the connection and turned to Kendra. “I’ll take this in my room so I won’t bother you.”

“Fine. Thanks, Jessie. Tell Brice I said hi.”

Jessie closed the door behind her, leaving Kendra staring speculatively after her. It was always interesting when Kendra found her friendship with Jessie intersecting with Jessie’s own life, which was so different from her own. Jessie’s lifestyle and acquaintances could be bizarre to her. Not that it really mattered when they shared a mutual respect, boundless curiosity, and a love for their individual work. That was enough, and there was no way that Kendra would like to have the clients Jessie had to deal with in her profession. Jake Brice had seemed pleasant and charming enough the one time she’d met him, but it was clear he was complicated, and there was probably friction between them from the attitude Jessie had displayed toward him on this trip.

But Kendra had no right to be critical, she thought wearily. Not when this entire trip was aimed at her own search for one of the most complicated men on the planet.

Good luck to Jessie. She just hoped that Brice’s “difficulties” wouldn’t get in the way of their finding Lynch. Or Kendra would just have to go it alone. Which is what she should probably be doing anyway.

She might be exhausted but she should probably spend this time while she was waiting for Jessie to finish her call going over the events of the day and particularly the interview with Elizabeth Porter that had proved so exasperating.

Concentrate. Think about the time she had spent with the bookseller. Go over the conversations. Try to pick up any nuances or hints that would lead her toward a way to persuade the blasted woman to help her find Lynch. It wouldn’t be easy, she thought ruefully. She had already practically begged, with nothing to show for it.

Except when she had told Kendra that she had once been a teacher. She remembered the way the bookseller had snatched away that schoolbook Kendra had been leafing through almost caressingly. That had been a moment when she’d seemed to soften.

But only for the briefest instant. Then she had clutched the book in front of her as if it were some kind of treasure and in the next few minutes had sent Kendra away.

Treasure? It had been an ordinary notebook. But perhaps it was something more? She closed her eyes and tried to remember the details. Dark green leather. Very well worn. It had appeared to be a student’s journal or notebook. On the pages she’d glanced through there had been formulas and chemical symbols, plus several charts and illustrations of the human body. Nothing that probably couldn’t be found in any student’s workbook. But why had that Porter woman touched it with such affection?

It could be that it brought back memories of her past life. That had been Kendra’s first thought, and it still might be the most reasonable one.

But what if it wasn’t?

She had clearly not wanted Kendra to look closely at that particular book even though she had displayed only a little impatience when she had watched her examine the other books on the shelf. What if she had been worried that something in or about that particular book would tell Kendra something that she didn’t want known? Perhaps something connected to that postcard and Lynch?

But then why would she leave the book out in plain sight with the rest of her stock?

Maybe it was the kind of deceptive move Lynch might make if he wanted to deliberately draw attention away from an object.

Oh, she just didn’t know. It made Kendra want to grind her teeth. She couldn’t be sure that the woman was even involved with Lynch, dammit. Yes, she could, and she wasn’t going to give up until she broke through and got her to talk.

She leaned wearily back in her chair. You’re not making things easy for me, Lynch. I know you must have had a reason to send me here but I’d appreciate it if you could just pop in and tell me where you are and that you’re okay. She reached out for her phone and was pulling up the photo of Lynch she’d shown Elizabeth Porter earlier today. Send good thoughts in her direction, Lynch. I’m going to go back in the morning, and I promise I’m not going to leave until I get something solid from her. I’m getting very frustrated. Everyone but her is being helpful, but it’s not enough.

She gave his photo one last look before she started to put it away. Then she stopped. Not yet. She didn’t want to leave him yet. She was too full of uncertainties and anxieties. She wanted to keep him here and remember him the way he’d been the day when she’d taken this photo at that café in Spain last summer. It had been a great day and Lynch had spent a good deal of it joking and teasing with the waiters and the flamenco dancers who had performed for them after dinner. He had been full of mischief, and his blue eyes had been twinkling as he’d leaned across the table and taken her hand. “What are you grinning about? Am I making an idiot of myself?”

“I wouldn’t presume to judge,” she said solemnly. “But I admit that I’m finding it a bit unusual that you’d offer to bribe Maria, that flamenco dancer, to give you lessons. I’d be willing to pay to see that.”

“So you could laugh at me?” The mischief was increasing by the second. “Okay, what if I pay her to teach you? Just give me a minute and I’ll make the deal.”

“Don’t you dare.” She was making an effort to keep from laughing. “She’s an artist and I have no intention of wasting her time trying to teach me a skill that I would probably only use when I came here on vacation.” She made a face. “Providing she also didn’t find I had two left feet.”

“I’m sure she’d find you a magnificent pupil.” He stood up and pulled her up into his arms. “Come show her. I love to dance with you.”

“No flamenco,” she said firmly. Then she heard the guitarist begin to play a tango and she relaxed in his arms. She loved to dance with him, too. She loved to do almost everything with him. Particularly tonight. Particularly this moment.

“Seems a pity,” Lynch murmured. “You’re a great music therapist but maybe you might be a greater flamenco dancer. You shouldn’t limit yourself. I’ve always thought there should be no limits for anyone if they want to learn a new career or skill. We can work around the obstacles. Let’s see . . . You like Spain. It doesn’t have to be a vacation haven if you want to establish residency. I’ve already sent the deed to the condo in Seville to you . . .”

“And I sent it right back to you.” She shook her head. “Now you are really being an idiot. I have a career that I’m very happy with. Why should I try to compete in any other profession? I even like working with you. Though I’m sure it could be a nightmare if I was expected to tag along on some of those high-profile jobs Justice sticks you with.” She shook her head. “Admit it. You’re the one who wanted to bribe Maria to make you a star.”

“Well, I thought one of us should.” He was laughing again as he turned her in a boisterous circle and then executed an elaborate dramatic dip. “I’m pretty busy right now, so I thought you might want to step up to the plate. But if you decide you don’t want to play that game, we’ll go down another road. There are so many. We’ll find one you like.”

She was laughing, too. “With no limits? Heaven help us.”

“Won’t be necessary.” He gave her a quick kiss and swung her in another circle. “We’ll help each other. Okay?”

“We usually do. And I can’t see it changing anytime soon. Can you?”

“Not with you being so stubborn. But what will be, will be.” He kissed her again and whispered, “Let’s go back home to the condo and talk about it . . .”

“Now, that’s an excellent idea . . .”

She gently touched Lynch’s face on the photo with her forefinger and then reluctantly put the phone down on the end table beside her. She’d been mooning like a teenage girl with her first crush, and she had to stop and be sensible. But she had needed that bit of time filled with memories for healing. It had already been a rough day, and she had to prepare herself for tomorrow. She just hoped it was enough to soothe away some of the worry and pain.







CHAPTER 
5

Okay, I’m alone now,” Jessie told Brice as she dropped down in the chair next to her bed. “I just didn’t want you to discuss anything in front of Kendra that might disturb her. She has enough to deal with right now. Fitz said you had questions. What do you want to know?”

“Everything.” Brice’s answer was a soft drawl. “But I’ll start off with why you dealt with Fitz when you needed help instead of coming directly to me. As I remember, I’m the one who set you up with Fitz when you were having problems the last time we were in London.”

“You’re not my client on this job. Why should I bother you? Besides, you’re in Rome working on your next picture. I needed someone on the spot.”

“Ah, yes, I almost forgot I had those insults about my lifestyle—which you know is just as difficult as yours—that I had to address.” His tone now had a distinct edge. “Now they sound a little bitter and even defensive. So I believe you might have wanted to piss me off so that I wouldn’t read anything you didn’t want me to beneath those little barbs. Right?”

Of course he was right, but it didn’t make her any happier that he knew her well enough to see through every subterfuge. “You’re free to believe whatever you wish,” she said curtly. “You persist in thinking I have the same complicated agendas that you deal with on the set. I’m just a simple private investigator trying to do her job. This one happens to involve my good friend Kendra. I didn’t involve you because it wasn’t your business. Back off, Brice.”

He swore softly beneath his breath. “You’re about as simple as an Einstein equation, but I’ll let that go at the moment. Rome is just a hop, skip, and jump from London, and there was no reason why you couldn’t have contacted me if you needed someone to smooth the way for you.”

“But I didn’t. I’m getting along just fine. Now I’m going to hang up and get to bed. I hope you have a good evening, Brice.”

He was silent. Then he said softly, “It would be much more interesting if you were here, Jessie. I miss you. Someday you’re going to get tired of pushing me away. Though even that has its entertaining moments. You’re always a challenge.” He chuckled. “But this time you’re not being very satisfying. That might be a problem. I’ll have to think about it.”

“Bullshit.”

He laughed. “What a delight you are. Good night, Jessie.”

He hung up.

Jessie slowly pressed the disconnect and leaned back in the chair.

It could have been much worse. Brice was usually much more determined when he wanted information. This time he’d given up fairly easily. It was always difficult saying no to him. Since the first time she’d met him, there had been a strong bond between them. It hadn’t taken them long to become friends after the studio had hired her to work for him. With Brice there was friendship, laughter, and great sex, but she didn’t want to be involved with him in any deeper way, no matter how much he tried. It could turn out to be a disaster.

But now she’d better go back and make sure Kendra was okay. It had been a rough day for her, and Jessie had almost been able to feel the tension she was experiencing. She got to her feet and knocked on the connecting door, then entered the living room.

Kendra was sitting gazing out the window across the room and glanced over her shoulder at Jessie. “That didn’t take long. I’m guessing Brice wasn’t as difficult as you expected?”

“He didn’t like the fact that I’d called Fitz and not him. And I told him that he should stay out of my business. End of subject.” She crossed the room to stand beside Kendra’s chair at the window. “I expected it, because Brice always likes to run the show when friends are involved. But we don’t need him sticking that extremely famous face in our business when you told me that Justice was being paranoid about keeping it top secret.” She shrugged. “Forget it. I took care of it.” She leaned out the window and stared out into the darkness that was lit by the vibrant brilliant colors of the Eye, still turning and wheeling a few blocks away. “Very gaudy, isn’t it? And the music reminds me of Disney. Though I have to admit it’s pretty spectacular. We’ve just got to hope it closes down fairly soon so that we can get some sleep.”

“I don’t think it will be that glorified Ferris wheel that keeps me awake tonight,” Kendra said quietly. “But you go on to bed and try to sleep.” She saw Jessie’s frown and shook her head in exasperation. “Stop acting as if you’re my nanny. You’ve done more than enough. I’ll handle it from here.”

“Okay.” Jessie nodded. “It’s natural you’re on edge.” She paused. “I’ll make a deal with you. I always carry a deck of cards with me. I’ll sit in here with you and we’ll play poker for the next hour or so, and that will probably relax you. Then I’ll scoot off to bed. How’s that for a compromise?”

“Not very good. It’s a little humiliating. I feel as if you’re trying to soothingly pat me on the head like a ten-year-old.” She made a face. “And I have an idea that Brice isn’t the only one who wants to run the show when a friend is involved. But it’s easier for me to give in for a couple of hours if it makes you happier than having to argue with me.” She closed the windows and then turned back to Jessie. Her eyes were suddenly narrowed and fixed intently on Jessie’s expression. “You’re very confident. I’ll bet you’re damn good and think that I’ll get tired of you winning and give up the game and go to bed. Right?”

Jessie grinned. “Possibly.”

“Then by all means, go get that deck of cards,” Kendra said grimly. “Give me two hours of play and I guarantee you won’t ever try to treat me in this particularly humiliating way again. Years ago, when Lynch was working for the FBI, he was sent undercover to take down a powerful mafia-run gambling conglomerate. He was wildly successful, which was why Justice snatched him away for bigger and better things afterward. But he’s always had problems giving up a skill once he’s mastered it. He’s too competitive to limit himself in that way. I found out later how he never really lost his passion for gambling and particularly poker, and he spent a good many evenings on our vacations in Spain making certain that I’d be a very worthy opponent for him. I had no objection. I’m as competitive as he is.” She added softly, “And I think you’ll find I’m exceptionally good at poker . . .”
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8:40 A.M.

“Slow down!” Jessie hurriedly finished locking up the flat and then followed Kendra down to the street leading to the book mart the next morning. “I checked and most booksellers don’t even open their booths until after nine. We’ll probably have to stand there outside like two pleading orphan kids until she gets there. That’s not a good look. It’s never smart to show how overeager you are.”

“I don’t care how it looks,” Kendra said curtly. “In fact, I just want her to see how important this is to me. I have a hunch that might tip the scales in my favor.”

Jessie smiled as she fell into step with Kendra. “I’m not about to argue with any of your hunches after the way you hung me out to dry playing poker last night. I felt very chastened when I went to bed. I was ready to swear you were psychic. If Lynch is better than you, I can see how he could take down that mafia gambling kingpin.”

“You’re a very good player. But I was a little ticked off because of the way you were treating me, and I suppose that gave me additional incentive,” Kendra said. “And I’m not nearly as good as Lynch. He showed me a number of insider tricks, but he says I don’t have the necessary killer instinct.”

“You could have fooled me,” Jessie said wryly. “So I’ll meekly follow where you lead. But are you sure you don’t want to stop and pick up a couple muffins to eat while we’re—” She broke off and lifted her head. “What’s that smell?”

Kendra could smell the acrid scent, too. “Oil? Maybe someone is cleaning in one of the booths and using—”

Kaboom!
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Pain!

“Kendra, dammit! Are you okay?”

She opened her eyes to see Jessie leaning over her . . . 

“What the hell?” Kendra asked dazedly as she pushed herself to a sitting position and gazed in confusion around the circle of men and women who were shouting and crowding around them. “What happened?”

Jessie gave a relieved sigh. “Thank God. Yeah, you’re just stunned. I was worried. You hit your head on the edge of one of the booth counters when you went down. I thought maybe the blast took you out.”

“Blast?” Then her eyes widened as she remembered the explosion that must have taken her down. Her gaze flew to the crowd, which had seemed to grow with every passing second.

Panic. Confusion. Terror.

She could hear the wailing of the police sirens down the block.

And now she could smell the smoke and see a glimpse of leaping flames up ahead in the screaming crowd! She got to her knees. “This is all wrong. We’ve got to get over to that Porter woman’s booth and make sure she’s all right . . .”

“Then let’s go.” Jessie was helping her to her feet. “Though that explosion has nothing to do with your postcard lady. We don’t know what happened here.”

“Nothing good. Coincidence? Neither one of us believes very much in that,” Kendra said as she started to push through the crowd. Now she was hearing not only the police sirens but also the blaring sound of what must be fire engines. Then she heard the screams as she finally broke through the crowd to the blazing inferno that yesterday had been Elizabeth Porter’s bookstore. Now it was nothing but smoke and fire, and the flames had already spread to the booth next to it; the owner was cursing even as two other men were struggling to drag him away from the burning shop he was trying to save. “Too late,” one of them muttered. “It would be suicide to go in there after her. We just have to hope Elizabeth got out. Has anyone seen her this morning? Did anyone see her go into her booth?”

No answer.

Kendra felt a chill as she looked back at the burning bonfire before them. She didn’t want to believe Porter’s neighbors had been right, but she couldn’t see how anyone could survive that inferno. But the woman Kendra had met here yesterday evening had been sharp, full of life, and vibrantly set in her ways. Surely, she would have found a way out . . . 

“We have to leave,” Jessie murmured as she pressed Kendra’s arm. “Those police will be here any minute asking questions. Not only do we not know the answers, but you don’t want to draw attention to yourself. That’s not why we came here to London.”

“I have to know if she’s safe,” Kendra said fiercely as she jerked her arm away. “I talked to her last night and all of a sudden her store blows up and no one has seen her? Was it somehow my fault?” She waved her hand dismissively. “Never mind. We’ll find out.” She grabbed Jessie’s wrist and was dragging her to the rear of the crowd as she saw the first of the uniformed police elbowing their way through the mob so that the firemen could set up their hoses near the booths. “I can’t leave here until I know for sure what happened to Elizabeth Porter. As far as the police are concerned, we’re just tourists who saw the fire while we were shopping and stopped to watch the action.”

“Then you’d better hide a little bit better behind this mob of booksellers,” Jessie said dryly. “Your attitude is much too intense at the moment. Right now they’re only interested in possible terrorists, but that may change.” She took out her telephone. “In the meantime, I’ll do a little preparation work in case we need backup later.”

“Fitz?” Kendra asked.

“He’s a good start. Okay with you?”

Kendra nodded, her gaze still on the fire. “Whatever is necessary. And you might drift around and keep an eye out for anyone who appears to be particularly intrigued by our presence here. If this horror turns out to be all about my connection to Porter, then they might want to see if the result is of interest to anyone at the scene.”

“Good thought. All the more reason to get backup.” Jessie was already on the phone as she moved through the crowd.

Kendra soon lost sight of her, because her gaze was held in helpless fascination on the blazing crackling flames that the firemen were attempting so desperately to put out so they could force their way into the booth to check for any survivors.

The smells of oil and smoke were almost overpowering now, and she was so close it was hard to breathe and made her feel a little sick.

She suddenly stiffened. Good God. Oil and smoke and something else was burning with an even more basic and ghastly stench . . . 
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Fifty minutes later, the firemen had found a way into the Porter booth.

Kendra’s hands clenched as she watched them work, instinctively taking a step forward as if to help them. The thick smoke prevented her from actually seeing what was going on. The firemen were just shadows against the flames. Now she could see that the interior of the booth was wet from the hoses, and she could still smell that hideous odor.

“Come on.” Jessie was suddenly beside her. Kendra had seen her only fleetingly moving around the huge crowd in the past hour; this was the first time she had made contact. “Let’s get you the hell out of here.”

“Soon.” Kendra didn’t take her gaze from the fire. “They’re almost finished.”

“And you’re numb from watching it. You look practically dazed,” Jessie said as she pulled Kendra behind her through the mob. “And it is finished as far as you’re concerned. The fire brigade unit working on the fire from the backside broke through the wall and is inside. They think they’ve found a body.”

That shocked Kendra out of any possible stupor. “Not a survivor?”

“I think you knew that wasn’t going to happen. But we should know more by now about what they found inside. I told Fitz to see what he could find out from the police and firemen who went in to check it out and then be ready to report back to us.” She was frowning. “I think we should leave now, but I know you won’t do it until we know about Porter.”

“You bet I won’t.” They were around at the back of the inferno now, and she could see Fitz standing on the steps of a booth selling educational magazines and tea, talking to a brawny fireman a few steps away. As she watched, the fireman nodded at Fitz and then moved over to an ambulance on the far side of the bookseller area. Fitz turned and gestured when he saw Kendra coming toward him. “Come in and have a cup of tea. You look like you could use it.” He turned to Jessie. “They just removed a body and will be taking it to the morgue to examine.” He handed Kendra her tea. “It was a female but it was too destroyed to determine her age or identity. It may be some time before they’ll know if it was Elizabeth Porter.”

“Who else could it be?” Kendra asked bitterly. “It was her bookstore that was blown up.”

Fitz nodded. “And the way the body was found appeared suspicious to the fire crew.”

“Suspicious?” Kendra’s gaze flew to his face. “Why?”

“The head of the fire brigade team said he found the corpse lodged beneath one of the library tables.” Fitz paused before he added, “And there were burned and blackened ropes tying down the body to the legs of the table.”

“Oh, my God.” Kendra felt sick.

“They can’t be sure,” Fitz added quickly. “They’ve just turned the case over to the police, and she’ll be on her way to forensics. But they haven’t been able to locate Elizabeth Porter here or at her apartment yet.”

“I don’t think they will,” Kendra said dully.

Burned and blackened ropes . . . The hideous vision was almost overwhelming.

“We’ll find out,” Jessie said as she took Kendra’s cup and gave it back to Fitz. “Through nagging either that blasted Justice Department or Lynch, when we find him. But now we’ve got to get you out of here, Kendra.”

“And we will find him,” Kendra said grimly. “Someone did this horrible thing so that we wouldn’t find Lynch. That poor woman . . .” She shuddered. Then she drew a deep breath and straightened as she realized what this shock was doing to her. She was being weak, and she wouldn’t permit herself to give in to that. It would only make what had been done to Elizabeth Porter and perhaps even to Lynch a defeat. She had to block out everything but what she had to do. “You’re right, we have to get out of here. We can’t let those sons of bitches win. I’m not going to let it happen.” She took a deep breath. “You said that you’d make arrangements, Jessie. Have you done it?”

“Absolutely.” Jessie nodded at the dark navy drapery hanging at the rear end of the booth. “Or rather Fitz did.” She grinned at him. “Why did you think he chose this booth to set up shop? He paid the owner a hefty sum and told him he’d split the profits he got from selling tea, soft drinks, and scones to the crowd and firemen and police. But first he checked that there was a back entrance to slip you out when it was time.”

“Convenient,” Kendra murmured.

Fitz nodded. “I aim to please. And as soon as I get you out of the booth, I’ll signal for a few of my friends to start a major ruckus in the crowd that will allow Jessie to slip you away. She’ll take you to the Eye, where I have a taxi ready to take you wherever you choose. It will be a dark gray Rolls-Royce that looks pretty ancient, but then so will my friend Herbert, the driver. But you can trust them both to get you where you need to go. There’s always such a crowd up there at the Eye that there shouldn’t be anyone interfering with you.” He grinned. “If you need me, Jessie will call and I’ll be there. I wasn’t expecting to have to give this type of service when she hired me. I really would have preferred Beyoncé, but I admit that it’s been a rather unique experience.”

Kendra’s lips twisted. “Thank you. I feel the same about you. I hope our next meeting is a bit tamer.” She headed toward the back of the booth. “Let’s get out of here, Jessie. We’ve done all we can.”
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FORTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER

LONDON EYE

The parking lot for the Eye was just as crowded as Fitz had told them it would be. But they found the ancient Rolls-Royce he’d described with no problem, and the cabbie recognized Jessie and jumped from the driver’s seat to open the passenger door for them.

“Good evening.” He was a white-haired older man and as different from Fitz as humanly possible. “I’m Herbert. I understand you ladies might be in a bit of a hurry. Where can I take you?”

“Just away from here.” Kendra leaned back in the seat and drew a deep breath. “You’re right, very quickly.” She glanced at Jessie. “I don’t think it’s safe to go back to the flat to pick up anything we’ve left there. We always carry our documents with us, and we can pick up anything else we need on the way. It’s almost certain that the card I left with Elizabeth Porter with my address and phone number is no longer in her hands.”

“And you’re afraid we might have visitors waiting for us?” Jessie was looking out the window and then suddenly gave a low whistle. “Correct me if I’m mistaken, but I believe they might have already been there. That’s our flat about three blocks from here, isn’t it? Damned if that doesn’t look like the blasted place is on fire, too. I doubt if the book mart explosion would have caused the sparks to carry that far to ignite that particular building. It’s more likely a welcoming committee.”

Kendra inhaled sharply as her gaze followed Jessie’s and she saw the rising smoke. “It wouldn’t surprise me.”

Jessie was staring out the back windshield. “Good, because we have an even more immediate problem. A midnight-blue Audi seems to be tailing us.”

Kendra glanced back just in time to see it match their lane change. “I think you’re right.” She leaned forward toward Herbert. “Get us out of here as discreetly as possible. We’ll worry about a destination later.”

“No problem.” Herbert was already speeding up. “Just relax and I’ll give you a tour of the city those blokes following you will never forget. They’ll be so dizzy by the first couple miles, they’ll be puking their guts out!”

“We don’t have to see it. We’ll take your word for it,” Jessie said grimly. “We’ll double the fare if you just make it happen.”

“No, you won’t. I’m proud of what I do,” Herbert said flatly. “It’s been a family business since I was a lad following after my dad when he got his first taxi back in the Blitz. Now hold on tight and watch me do my stuff!”

Herbert spun the wheel and roared across Waterloo Bridge.

Kendra looked at her phone. “Are you sure this is the best way? My phone says—”

Herbert snickered. “Put that thing away. Any London cabbie on his worst day will do better than that gadget on its best.” He winked at her in the rearview mirror. “Go ahead, dear. Put it away.”

Kendra lowered her phone.

They crossed the Thames, and Herbert pointed to a palace on the right. “That’s Somerset House. A nice place to stop for tea, or maybe a skate in the wintertime.”

“I’ll . . . keep that in mind.”

Jessie turned around in her seat. “They’re gaining on us,” she said worriedly. “They’re almost across the bridge.”

“Makes no difference,” Herbert said. “London is the best city on earth if you want to lose someone.”

“But I don’t think you’re losing them,” Jessie said. “They’re getting closer!”

“I want them closer.”

“What?” Kendra and Jessie said in unison.

“That’s the only way this will work.”

Herbert cut the wheel hard left and sped past The Savoy hotel.

“They’re still behind us,” Jessie said.

“Good.” Herbert slowed slightly, allowing the Audi to gain on them.

“What the hell are you doing?” Kendra asked.

“Watch and be amazed.”

As they approached Trafalgar Square, Herbert turned into a roundabout that took them past three turnoffs. At the fourth, Cockspur Street, he sharply pulled the wheel left and barely made the turn. Their pursuers, with no time left to make a similar move, sped past on the roundabout.

Herbert cackled as he sped up. “One more trip around for them. By the time they make the exit, we’ll be long out of sight.” He turned left on Pall Mall and made three more turns before they finally turned right on Piccadilly. “Ah, here we are. Those blokes didn’t know who they were dealing with. Now all we have to do is decide where you’ll be safe.’ ”

“I believe I can handle that,” Kendra said quietly. “I need you to drop us off at the park across from Devon Chadwick Mall. Are we fairly close?”

“It’s maybe ten minutes off Piccadilly.” He was frowning. “But we might need to discuss this.”

“No, we don’t,” Kendra said. “Get there as quickly as you can.”

“If you say so.” But Herbert was grumbling to himself as he proceeded down Piccadilly.

Jessie was more than happy, though. She smiled as she leaned back in her seat. “Wow. That was awesome. Sorry I doubted you, Herbert.”

“No offense taken, young lady. Just sit back and enjoy the rest of the ride. We’re almost there.”

Kendra was looking out the window at Piccadilly Circus. “I have fond memories here.”

Jessie shrugged. “It seems kind of touristy.”

“That never bothered me. It’s where I got my sight for the first time.”

Jessie gazed at her in surprise. “Really?”

Kendra nodded. “I’d had the procedure a few weeks before, and I was scheduled to have the bandages removed the next morning. I guess I was afraid of disappointing the doctors and my mom if it didn’t work. So I came here and took them off myself. It was nighttime, Christmas week, and all the lights and decorations were up. It was beautiful. I was twenty years old, and it was the first thing I ever saw in my life.”

Jessie put her hand on Kendra’s arm. “Definitely fond memories. I get it.”

Two minutes later, Herbert pulled over in front of a park, across from a large shopping center. He was frowning as he looked back at Kendra. “I don’t like the idea of dropping you off anywhere in town. Not wise. Those blokes following us weren’t exactly amateurs. Fitz said he wanted me to keep you safe. I have a place in mind that’s much more secure, a nice little hotel outside the city.”

Kendra firmly shook her head. “I have a few things I have to see and do before I leave here.”

Jessie frowned. “Are you sure, Kendra? Herbert seems to know what he’s doing.”

“I’m certain he does.” Kendra reached for the handle of the door. “But in this case, so do I, Jessie. Now stop arguing and come with me. I’ve let you practically run the show since you plopped down in that seat beside me on the plane, and I’ve been very grateful. But it’s my turn.” She got out of the cab. “Thank you, Herbert. If we need you, we’ll call.” She was walking toward the path to the park. “Jessie?”

“I’m coming.” Jessie was scrambling to get out of the cab and catch up with her. “You just surprised me.” She waved goodbye to a very disapproving Herbert before they were lost amid the park’s lush stands of trees and greenery. “I take it we’re not going to discuss this?” Her eyes were narrowed on Kendra’s face. “You seem to know exactly where you’re going. Correct?”

“Correct. We take the next path that leads us toward the mall. I’ll tell you the next direction after that.”

“You lead. I’ll follow. But didn’t you tell me you weren’t at all familiar with London?”

“I’m not. I told you the truth. But I learn what I have to learn. I had a twenty-four-hour stopover here when Lynch and I were on our way to Spain last year. Lynch had to attend to one of his usual emergency contacts and he took the opportunity to show me a few things that might come in handy for me here in London. He said that you can never tell when you might need a safe and discreet place to hang your hat.” She grimaced. “He decided to share his home away from home with me while we were here since he had to attend to business for the Justice Department anyway.”

Jessie chuckled. “First he decided to share his wizardry with cards, and then he gave you a safe house to keep you secure while you enjoy your games of chance? You can’t say Lynch doesn’t have unusual tastes in gifts.”

“He gives what his own life experience tells him has the most value,” Kendra said soberly. “And I’ve found him to be right most of the time. I admit I had my doubts about my need for a safe house in London, but here we are.”

“What do you expect to find?” Jessie asked quietly. “I doubt if Lynch is hiding out there. If he’s here in London, he’ll be out scouring the city looking for you by now. If he sent a message to Olivia that he knew might bring you to him, he wouldn’t just wait for you to show up.” She paused. “Or are you hoping you’ll get lucky and he’ll actually be there?”

“Of course I am.” Kendra’s lips twisted. “But he’s smart, and he wouldn’t be that simplistic. He’d wait and find another way to make contact. Still, I hope he’s left me some clue to follow.” She shook her head. “But who the hell knows. Things are starting to get crazy and we just got here yesterday. We’ll just have to see what we find and then run with it.” She was leading Jessie down the hill toward an enclosure that disappeared into a brick wall adjoining one of the mall warehouses. “We’re almost there. This warehouse connects to a two-story furniture shop right around the corner. It’s not very big but it has a couple of bedrooms and a decent kitchen. There are two street exits if necessary.” She pressed the lock combination and swung open the door. “Come in and help me look around.” She lit the flashlight on her phone. “No lights except the ones on your phone. I’m fairly sure this place is safe, but I don’t want to take any chances. We’ll do a quick look around and then take off again.”

Jessie was playing the beam of light of her phone around the flat. “Not a bad place,” she said. “More cozy than grand. It doesn’t compare to Lynch’s safe house in San Diego. Tell him the next time you see him that I’m not impressed.”

“He’ll be devastated,” Kendra said caustically. She moved toward the desk against the wall and started to go through the drawers. Nothing of interest. A few pens . . . She checked the next drawer and found the same nondescript contents. No documents or cards . . . 

“I found something!” Jessie called from the bathroom across the flat. “It’s kind of interesting.” She came out of the bathroom carrying a hairbrush to Kendra. “Provided you know a dark-haired woman named Stevie.” She paused as she played the beam of her flashlight over the brush’s surface to reveal several long silky black hairs caught in the teeth. “Or if you’re aware how well Lynch knows her.” She added hesitantly, “It seems that you weren’t the only woman Lynch brought here.”

Kendra stared in shock at the teakwood hairbrush. “No, I don’t know anything about that brush or the woman who used it. Lynch never mentioned her or any other woman he brought here.” She reached out and tentatively touched the brush. “How do you know her name is Stevie?”

Jessie flipped the brush over to reveal the gold-embossed STEVIE that was exquisitely wrought at the upper corner. “It’s beautiful workmanship. Someone took a lot of time and care to please her with this. It’s odd that Lynch wouldn’t mention it to you.”

Kendra drew a deep breath. Jessie was trying to be very tactful, but she could sense a thread of indignation in her tone. She was clearly afraid Kendra would be hurt. Oh, yes, the pain was definitely there, but she had no right to expect anything of Lynch. Their relationship was deep, but it was her choice not to let it interfere with their separate careers—and that would certainly include his desire to have another woman in his life if he chose. There was no reason for her to feel this sense of betrayal.

Except that she did.

“Kendra?”

She shook her head at Jessie. “It’s not odd at all. Lynch has a right to see whomever he wishes. The only thing that makes me uneasy is that we have to be sure whoever he brought here has nothing to do with his disappearance. There was a reason why he contacted me, and I have to assume it still exists. And for all we know, this woman may also have something to do with it.” She turned and headed for the bathroom. “We’ll take the bathroom apart and see if we can find anything more and then examine the other rooms. Okay?”

Jessie made a face. “No. I’m not feeling particularly generous at the moment. I want to hit someone. But you’ve already made your wishes known, so I’ll go along with whatever you say. I just hope we don’t have any more surprises.”

“No, this one was enough to contend with,” Kendra said ruefully. “Let’s get the search done and get out of here. Then I’ll call Herbert and have him take us to that little hotel in the country he was talking about while I contact the only other person who might be able to give me information about Lynch.” She was starting to go through the desk drawers again. “But I’ll also have to get in touch with Metcalf again and see if he can suggest anyone here to help me.”

“Why do you need Metcalf?”

“Because Griffin trusts him, and if I ask him to put me in touch with that Justice agent who was handling Lynch, he’ll probably do it. If only to put him in a position where he can find out any information I might have. I need all the help I can get. It seems as if we’re running into one dead end after another.”

“That’s true enough. So it’s Metcalf again?” Jessie was already tearing through the closets, examining every item. “I suppose it’s good that at least you have someone you can count on.”

“I can count on Lynch,” Kendra said quickly. “No one I’d trust more. You just don’t understand our relationship.”

“I only hope you do,” Jessie said. “I’m just an old-fashioned girl who believes in the simple things like trust and the ability to know that tomorrow isn’t too difficult to imagine in a relationship.”

“Yet I don’t see you rushing out to indulge that idealism. That’s never been your lifestyle, Jessie,” Kendra said. “So don’t preach to me.”

“I won’t.” Jessie shook her head. “You’re right. Do as I say, not as I do.” She added, “I think I was feeling a little defensive of you.” She gazed down at the brush she still held in her hand. “But we’ll take this with us anyway. I want to give it to Lynch when I see him.” She raised her brows. “If you don’t mind?”

“You do know it’s none of your business?”

She nodded. “I admit I’m pissed off with him. I actually like Lynch. But you’re my friend, so it kind of feels like my business.”

Kendra hesitated and then shrugged. “Lynch can take care of himself. Do whatever you like. But I’ve told you how I feel. Don’t expect me to support your attitude.”

“Deal.” Jessie tucked the brush into her handbag and returned to searching the closet. “And maybe by the time we run into him, I won’t feel so irritated with him . . .”

Kendra realized that wasn’t likely. Jessie was not only opinionated but very loyal where her friends were concerned. But why was Kendra bothered by the thought? As she’d told Jessie, Lynch was able to handle his own affairs; her only duty was to keep him safe, as an old friend should. It shouldn’t matter who this Stevie was or what she was to Lynch. She just had to make certain that there was no other clue here that might lead her to Lynch, and then touch base with that Justice agent.

She just hoped that he wouldn’t prove to be another dead end as fatal as that fiery furnace that had taken Elizabeth Porter.







CHAPTER 
6

TWO HOURS LATER, 2:20 P.M.

CASTLE INN

I told you that you’ll be much safer there,” Herbert said as he handed Kendra the keys to their rooms. “These owners are excellent people who will take good care of you, and the rooms are very cozy. Kind of like little castles with a nice view of the countryside. If you have any trouble, you just tell them to call me or Fitz. We know how to take care of our clients.”

“We’ll do that.” She smiled. “You’ve already proved that to us. There’s one other thing you can help us with. We might need a vehicle to get around the city when you’re not around. Can you arrange to get one for us? Something low-key but sturdy?”

Herbert nodded. “Though I’d prefer you let one of us take care of you. We both have our reputations to consider.”

“There comes a time when a person has to go it on their own. I’m sure you realize that, Herbert.”

He nodded again. “I’ll have it delivered and ready for you early tomorrow morning. Anything else?”

“Yes.” Jessie stepped forward. “A motorcycle might come in handy.”

Herbert grinned. “Fitz told me that you were quite a rider. Not my thing, but to each his own. I’ll see to it.” He gave them an informal salute and turned away. “If you think of anything else, just give me a call and we’ll take care of you.” He headed down the stairs. “It’s been an interesting day. But then I can always count on Fitz to provide that for me. Lock those doors behind you . . .”

“Done.” Kendra was already handing Jessie her key and unlocking her own door as she waved goodbye to Herbert. She told her softly, “I’m going to call Metcalf right away. After I finish talking to him, I’ll come to your room and give you a report.” She didn’t wait for an answer, just closed the door behind her and pulled out her telephone.

Metcalf answered in two rings. “Kendra? Where the hell are you? I’ve been worried sick. Griffin came roaring into my office asking if I had any idea where you’d disappeared to.”

“I decided to take a trip.”

“Well, I figured it had something to do with Lynch. Griffin tracked you to that flight to London, where you somehow disappeared before anyone could even meet your flight.”

So she’d been saved from having to deal with Griffin’s agents as well as possibly those scumbags who had been hunting her down on the road after she’d left Lynch’s place? Kendra sent a silent grateful vote of thanks to Jessie. “I can’t imagine how they could have missed me. But I was in a hurry to find Lynch. Griffin should understand that.”

“He didn’t. He was mad as hell. He thinks you’re holding out on us. What have you been doing?”

“Just what I said. Searching for Lynch.” She changed the subject. “But so far I’ve turned up zilch. I managed to track him down to a place that knew him and had dealt with him before, but I couldn’t find any current info about him. I didn’t have enough official credentials to make any informant believe I was trustworthy. I thought you could help me.”

“Help you do what?” he asked cautiously.

“Griffin told me that Ted Cambry, the agent who was assigned to bring Lynch back to the States, was still over here with a team searching for him. I thought he might be able to give me a lead. Perhaps we can combine forces. Could you possibly set me up with Cambry?”

“I’m not sure,” Metcalf said uncertainly. “I can’t be certain that Griffin would approve.”

“I don’t agree. He’d approve anything that would give him valid information. He impressed me as wanting desperately to please Justice about Lynch.” Then Kendra added flatly, “If Cambry and I work together, we might have a better chance of locating Lynch. And you can assure Griffin I’m going to do my very best to make that happen.”

“That’s obvious,” Metcalf said ruefully. “We all know where your sympathies lie.”

“You’ll try to do as I ask?”

“Of course. It’s a way to save my ass and do you a favor.” He paused. “But be careful, Kendra. I’ve been hearing rumors on the grapevine about Lynch’s assignment, and it all sounds very nasty.”

“All the more reason to get him out of there.”

“But the price may be too high to pay this time,” Metcalf said quietly. “I don’t like the idea of him taking you down with him. But you’ve probably stopped listening, so I’ll get you what you want and get right back to you.”

“Right away,” Kendra said. “Tomorrow at the latest. Things have been kind of falling apart here.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. But it doesn’t surprise me,” Metcalf said. “I’ll call as soon as I can. Just remember what I said.” He ended the call.

Kendra drew a deep breath and pressed the disconnect. She’d gotten what she wanted; she could only hope it would give her what she needed.

She got to her feet, strode out of her room, and knocked on Jessie’s door. “I just spoke to Metcalf,” she said when Jessie opened it. “We may have to make a deal with the devil, but it may be the only way we can get the information we need. Come into my room and have a cup of coffee and we’ll talk about it.”
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Kendra’s phone rang at eight o’clock the next morning.

“Kendra Michaels? This is Ted Cambry.” The man’s tone was curt and not particularly pleasant. “I understand that you want to talk to me, and I’ve got orders to oblige you. Lord knows why. As if I weren’t busy enough. I certainly haven’t got either the time or the inclination. But I might as well get it over with since you seem to have been able to persuade both my boss at Justice and Griffin at the FBI that you might be helpful.”

“My, my. I can’t tell you how warm and appreciative I feel to hear how glad you’re going to be working with me,” Kendra said caustically. “I hope I won’t disappoint you. Regardless, since you do have your orders, I’m sure you’ll cooperate. It appears that both Justice and the FBI seem to think that my presence on the case might be of value, since Lynch and I have known each other and worked together for a long time.” She couldn’t leave it at that after his opening rudeness. “And I don’t care if you want to work with me or not, but be prepared for me to squeeze every bit of information I can from you before we’re done with each other. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly,” Cambry said. “And I’ll return the favor. The only good thing about your interference in this case is that you might serve as a lure to bring Lynch out of hiding.” He paused. “If he’s even still alive.”

Kendra’s grip tightened on her phone. “You don’t think he is?”

“I have no idea. My bosses seem to think he’s still alive and are making me work my butt off to find him. But then they’ve always thought he was the golden boy who could do no wrong. They’ve given me hell since the day he disappeared. As if it was my fault that I couldn’t persuade him to come back when he was scheduled instead of putting me off until the next day.”

“And Lynch didn’t give you any reason why he was doing that?”

“He just said he had to finish the job and he’d rather do it himself. It wasn’t that unusual, Lynch usually worked alone. Justice just sent me this time as an errand boy to watch out for him because the assignment was so important.” Another pause. “You can imagine how that made me feel. I’m a very good agent. I should have been the one assigned to that job in the beginning. I can’t help it that Lynch gets lucky so often.”

“No, you can’t,” Kendra said coldly. “Any more than he can help having more intelligence and better instincts than anyone you’ve ever met. Certainly more than I’ve ever run across. And that’s why I’m banking they’ll come through for him this time, too. So you can stop thinking all that negative bullshit you’re spewing out. Because as long as we’re working together, I don’t want to hear it. I’m going to find out about every minute of Lynch’s time with you, and you’re going to remember every positive thing that might lead us to him. Do we understand each other?”

“Of course,” Cambry said mockingly. “I don’t want a bad report from you to go back to headquarters. Where are you located? Where shall I pick you up?”

“I prefer to meet you, if you don’t mind.”

He suddenly chuckled. “Are you afraid that I might bring you in for a little Q and A?”

“No. I’m hardly afraid of you on any level. I can take care of myself. I just want to be in control of our relationship and the way it’s going. Can I text you the address at this number?”

“Sure.”

Kendra texted him the address she’d already entered into her map app. “You should have it any second now. I’ll meet you at this address in two hours. It will probably take you that long if you’re in central London.”

“Really?” She heard him move his phone away from his face. Then he gave a whistle. “You’re right. You’re nowhere near me.” He suddenly started cursing. “And I recognize that address. Hell, you’re almost over the border into Scotland. It’s damn near the airport where I was supposed to meet Lynch and bring him back to the U.S. What the devil are you doing there?”

“Exploring,” Kendra said. “I wasn’t trying to fool you. I just thought that we might as well start at the beginning. According to what Griffin told me, the last time you saw Lynch it was in this area. When I realized I needed to talk to you, I called up and chatted with Mackeller, the airport manager, and pumped him a little about you and Lynch and your meetings. He said he didn’t know much; he’d only run into you and Lynch a few times at his office when you’d rented a helicopter, and once at the bar next door that was the hangout for the pilots who used the airport. It was pretty obvious that someone had warned him not to answer questions. Was it you?”

“It might have been,” he said cautiously. “But did it occur to you that it might also be either Lynch himself or the scum who was responsible for his disappearance? I was suspicious myself when I was questioning Mackeller after Lynch no-showed me.”

“Both did occur to me. So I decided we should meet there and I could retrace your steps and perhaps discuss what you were doing with Lynch there at the airport.”

“I don’t have to discuss confidential information about the case with you. That wasn’t part of my instructions.”

“I’d bet that was because you aren’t privy to any pertinent details about it anyway. Griffin stressed to me that it’s top secret. Isn’t that true?”

Cambry was silent for a long moment. “What if it was? It’s not as if I wanted to be included. It would have just been a courtesy to a fellow agent.”

And that had evidently stung, Kendra thought. “I can see how it might have annoyed you. But wouldn’t it give you a sense of satisfaction if you could uncover all that top-secret nonsense and then rub their noses in it?”

Another silence. “Perhaps.”

“Then it might be to your advantage to help me with a little more enthusiasm?”

“Maybe.” He added quickly, “Not that I’ve been spinning my wheels since Lynch disappeared. I’ve been doing my job and exploring the hills near the airport. I’ve even spent several hours hunting through those Highlands that Lynch was so damn interested in.”

“Highlands?” she repeated. “I hadn’t heard anything about the Highlands.”

“Then you know even less than I thought,” Cambry said harshly. “And you’re probably wasting my time.”

“I won’t waste one minute of your time. Because now you’ll have someone with fresh eyes and boundless enthusiasm to go over everything we know or don’t know again with you,” Kendra said. “So I’ll see you in a couple of hours?”

“I’ll be there,” Cambry said. “Meet me at the parking lot of the bar. I’ll be driving my black Aston Martin.” He paused. “It’s not as if you had to convince me that Lynch might have a chance of surviving in the Highlands. Either way I’m a winner. He was the one who bailed on me when I was trying to get his ass out of there. If he turns up dead, it just means he had very bad judgment. If he managed to survive, then I’ll be the hero who persevered and saved the golden boy. Isn’t that right?”

Kendra shivered and tried not to let the callous brutality of his words bother her. All she needed from this man was help finding Lynch and keeping him alive. “I guess in your eyes that would make perfect sense. I’m having a little trouble accepting it.”

He chuckled. “I could see how you would. I’ve heard about you and Lynch. Too bad. You shouldn’t have picked such a loser . . .”

Kendra heard the click of the phone as he hung up.

Bastard! She wanted to throw her phone across the room.

Get control. She had to work with Cambry. It was just lucky that she also had a long drive to get to that meeting place and she’d be able to cool down a little.

She took a deep breath and left her room and ran down to the courtyard where Jessie was waiting.

Jessie looked up from making the adjustments on the Triumph Tiger motorcycle that had been delivered earlier that morning. She took one glance at Kendra’s face and shook her head. “That bad? I was hoping Cambry would turn out to be a mellow type, like your friend Metcalf.”

“No resemblance,” Kendra said. “But he agreed to fill me in on his part of the disappearance, and that’s what I wanted.” She got into the driver’s seat of the Range Rover. “I’m on my way to that airport I told you about to meet Cambry. You still want to take that motorcycle and do your own reconnoitering around the airport and surrounding area before the meeting?”

She nodded. “More than ever, now that I know what a charmer Cambry is. I want to get the lay of the land and talk to a few of the pilots. Maybe they can tell me something about Cambry or anyone else hanging around at the time that Lynch disappeared.”

“I don’t blame you,” Kendra said as she started the car. “You might find out more than I do. But Cambry just mentioned how interested Lynch was in the Highlands near there. You might zero in on anything you can find out about that. I intend to follow up with Cambry as soon as I get the chance. But I don’t want you around him any more than you want to be there. It’s bad enough I have to deal with him. You shouldn’t have to do anything but keep an eye on us from a distance in case I need something. I just hope we find out something that makes it worth the trip for both of us.” As she backed out of the hotel parking lot, she added over her shoulder, “And that I can keep myself from attacking him before the day is over!”
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TWO HOURS AND FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER

MACGREGOR AIRPORT

Kendra stepped out of the pub the minute she saw the black Aston Martin pulling into the bar parking lot across from the airport. She leaned against her Range Rover as the car parked and Cambry climbed out. He was a tall, thin man somewhere in his forties and dressed in sleek khakis; his smile was faintly sardonic as he strolled toward her. “Kendra Michaels? How delightful to meet you.”

“I didn’t get that impression,” she said dryly. “May I see your ID?”

His smile faded as he showed her his credentials. “You caught me off guard,” Cambry said. “You have to understand that Lynch has caused me a good deal of bother in the past few weeks by pulling these shenanigans. But after I spoke to you, I realized that I might be able to use you to make myself look even more stellar. Griffin told my superiors that your appearance at Lynch’s San Diego safe house had drawn out two of the international scumbags Lynch was hunting before he decided to go after Vlad Korkil, the top man in the organization.” He added softly, “You’re obviously of value to them for some reason. Maybe they think Lynch needs his soulmate to convince him to cooperate.”

“Lynch never needs anyone but himself,” Kendra said curtly. “I thought we’d agreed on that. At least that’s what your bosses seem to think.”

“I’m willing to take a chance that Lynch might make an exception in your case. He’s been with you for quite a while, and I’ve never heard of him straying to any other woman. I bet you could tell me quite a bit.” His eyes suddenly narrowed on her face. “For instance, there have been rumors that Lynch has another safe house in London, but none of my supervisors have any idea where. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“Nothing that would help you.”

“That’s not exactly an answer.” He shrugged. “I’ll see what you say once you get to know me a little better. You’re the one who thought we should trade information. I can be very helpful when I want to be.”

She wasn’t about to be the first to give out information when she hadn’t been certain if Lynch trusted anyone at either the FBI or the Justice Department these days. She still had her doubts. Surely he wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of alerting only her if he’d thought that his coworkers were above reproach. “I look forward to having you demonstrate. You won’t mind if I wait until you do that? Either way you’ll be ahead. Because from what you said, you really don’t know much about either Lynch or me. Certainly not our characters or capabilities.” She changed the subject. “Can we get down to business? You’ve already asked your first question. I’d like to ask one of my own.”

“By all means. Ask away.” He was walking toward her across the parking lot. “I’m beginning to look forward to exploring what Lynch found so entertaining about you.” He added softly, “You’re very attractive and talented, of course, but I don’t believe that would have been enough to have kept him interested enough to involve you in a transaction as sensitive as this seems to be. He’s basically a loner.”

“Only when he chooses.” He was too close, and she instinctively took a step back. “And that only shows how little you do know him. He trusts me. Obviously, he doesn’t feel the same about you or you’d have had a good deal more luck tracking him down.” She added, “I find I have more than one question for you. The airport manager told me that not only did you and Lynch occasionally share drinks at this bar, but he rented a helicopter and you took at least a couple of trips to the Highlands together. You mentioned to me that you were wondering why he was so curious about the Highlands. Is that where he wanted to go? Why?”

He chuckled. “Now you’re the one who is curious. You’ll have to trade to get the answer to that one. Not that it would do you any good. If I thought it would lead me to Lynch, I would have already headed there.”

“You want the location of his safe house?” She didn’t like the idea of giving it to him, but she could see he wasn’t going to offer anything otherwise. “I’ll give it to you.” She paused. “But only after you’ve taken me where you took Lynch that day. Where was it?”

He nodded to the north. “My guess is that he had business in bonny Scotland. He had me drop him off in the Highlands near the Isle of Skye for some kind of meeting. After we landed, I tried to persuade him to bring me along to his damn meeting, but the bastard was as secretive as usual and told me he’d make his own way back to the airport after he was through there. Then he just vanished into the woods. But when he showed up at the airport office later that day, he told me he had something else to do and he’d meet me at the airport the next day to go back to the States.”

“And when you went searching for him, you couldn’t find him?”

His lips twisted sourly. “Hell, no. And I’ve been on the hunt since Justice started screaming that I should never have left him without protection.” He muttered a curse. “It’s not as if they didn’t know he could take care of himself. And he was probably meeting someone he had no business dealing with without Justice’s permission.”

“You don’t know that, and Griffin seemed to believe your superiors were worried about him and not what he was doing.” She went on the attack again. “And that last day before I came to London, Roland Metcalf identified two of Vlad Korkil’s very ugly cohorts who were trying to intercept me after I left Lynch’s house in San Diego. Did you find out what they had to do with his disappearance?”

He was silent for a long moment. “We know that Korkil has set up his yacht somewhere on the North Sea and probably has a crew to do his bidding here in England. He’s even been seen in the hills where I took Lynch. But we haven’t discovered precisely what he’s doing in the area.” He shrugged. “Except he’s no doubt up to his usual narcotics skulduggery.”

“Most of his money comes from a security agency, doesn’t it?”

“True. He has his own platoon of grunts. He’s a classic nihilist—he’ll take any job, legal or illegal, no matter how dirty, as long as the paycheck is big enough. That’s why we have no idea what he’s really up to. It could be anything.”

“Charming guy.”

“You don’t want to tangle with him unless you really have to.”

“Is that what happened to Lynch?” she asked bitterly.

“We’re still investigating,” Cambry said. “We’ll get there.” He frowned. “And you’re not helping. Did you believe it was clever for you to slip into London and then disappear before we could talk to you?”

“I didn’t have anything to say to you, and I was hoping that I might be able to find Lynch and learn what was going on.”

“Did you really believe that we wouldn’t discover what you were up to? I assure you we’re not that unsophisticated, Dr. Michaels. You do realize that there were television cameras filming that fire at the Eye, and we have an agreement with the local police? We spotted you in that crowd within an hour of the explosion.”

“Good for you. Though it doesn’t surprise me. I’m afraid I wasn’t thinking very coherently at the time.”

“Understandable considering the circumstances. But you were sharp enough to get away before we could pick you or your friend up for questioning. That was Jessie Mercado, right? Where is she now?”

“Jessie has nothing to do with this,” Kendra said quickly. “She’s a tourist, a travel companion to keep me company. She’ll be returning to the States right away.”

“I think we might have to delay her return,” Cambry said slyly. “I believe I detect a hint of weakness in your attitude toward her. Suppose we discuss it.”

“Not a good idea,” Kendra said flatly. “I don’t like to be used and tend to get a trifle stubborn. Suppose we go back to square one and leave her out of it.”

He frowned. “I guess it might be possible.”

“Good. Then you arrange to rent the helicopter while I give Jessie a call and tell her I’ll see her back at our hotel after you finish showing me what I might need to see at the Isle of Skye. She’ll be disappointed, because that sounds like just the kind of day trip a tourist like her would enjoy, but I’m not about to put her through an interrogation from you.” She added flatly, “She’s out of it. Take it or leave it. Okay?”

He was scowling. “No, it sounds very . . . singular. I want to know everything about what you’re doing up here and who you’re doing it with. Not what I had in mind at all.”

“But you still have my word that I’ll give you Lynch’s address. You don’t need Jessie.” She took out her phone and strolled back toward the airport gates. “I’ll be ready to take off in thirty minutes. I have to call Jessie and tell her that I won’t be back at the hotel for a few hours and not to wait for me if she wants to go sightseeing.” Actually, she knew it would probably take longer than thirty minutes to tell Jessie their destination and give her time to arrive there before their helicopter landed. Though Kendra could probably just tell her that she’d contact her by phone once she was in position on the ground and to wait for a call. Jessie wasn’t going to lose this chance to scout the area on her bike. Either way, Kendra might have to stall Cambry a little longer. “Then we’d both better get moving as quickly as possible. I do hope that airport manager has a helicopter available and won’t disappoint us . . .”

“Don’t worry. I’ll get it. You may not have any respect for me or my position with the U.S. government. But I’ve already arranged to lease a helicopter for the next month in case I need it for any future searches. These locals realize how many strings I can pull with the politicians here in Britain if I choose.”

Arrogant asshole. “How nice for you,” she murmured as she started to dial her phone. “Then why don’t you get busy, and I’ll meet you at the airport general office?”
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TWO HOURS LATER

HIGHLANDS

“Dear God, it’s magnificent.” Kendra whispered as she leaned out the helicopter window to look down at the breathtaking panorama spread out before her as the helicopter started to descend. The wild heather-covered hills with the sandy gleam of beach in the distance made for perhaps the most dramatic view she’d ever seen. “And unexpected. Not exactly what you’d think Lynch would choose for a meeting place with one of his rather complex international groups of bad guys. It brings to mind Rob Roy or maybe a Highland raider.”

“No mistake,” Cambry said bitterly. “I assure you, he was the one who gave me the precise directions to this area. He knew exactly where he was going. I was surprised by it, too, but I should have known that Lynch would be hard to read. The main island tourist area is located about five miles from where he had me land. He just told me he’d see me back at the airport, then jumped out of the copter and disappeared into those woods.” His jaw clenched. “He shut me out completely. I don’t need to tell you how pissed off I was. I wanted to murder the son of a bitch.”

“I can imagine,” she murmured. “But I don’t believe you just left it at that. Didn’t you follow him?”

“Of course I did,” he said curtly. “But he must have known that entire area like the back of his hand. Those woods were a nightmare. I was lost in no time. When I eventually gave up the hunt, it took me over an hour just to find my way back to the copter.” He was landing the copter now, and he turned off the engine. “But don’t think you’ll get away with that same bullshit. I came back to these woods after he disappeared and stayed here until I learned every foot of the area.”

“I’m tempted to try,” she said as she opened the passenger door. “But I made a bargain with you and I’ll keep it. All I’ll ask is that you lead me down the same route you took when you were trying to follow Lynch that last day.” She added, “And that you try to remember any details Lynch might have mentioned even casually about the person he was going to meet in these woods.”

Cambry shrugged. “Weren’t you listening? Do you think I haven’t already gone down that path? I have my career to think about. I never met his contact, and I know nothing about him.”

She jumped out of the copter and tightened the strap of her backpack before she started toward the pine forest. “Then you won’t mind if I go very slowly and ask a lot of questions if I happen to notice a few things that you might have ignored?”

“No, I’ve heard from Griffin you’re something of a whiz at that kind of observation.” He shrugged. “It’s probably still a waste of time.”

She was already walking quickly into the forest. Was Jessie somewhere out there watching from the shadows of those surrounding trees? Or maybe in the heavy patch of heather on that far hill? Possibly. But now definitely wasn’t the time to reach out to her. She should keep Cambry as far away from Jessie as possible. “It’s not a waste of time if you get paid for your effort,” she said shortly. “You’ll get the information you wanted from me when you drop me off back at the airfield. I’ll tell you if I need you to stop or pause at any point before that.”

Cambry’s lips curled. “How certain and cool you are. Not the least nervous about poking your nose where you might stir up something . . . deadly.” His gaze was searching her expression for some sign of weakness. “Didn’t it occur to you that we might not be alone out here? I told you that Vlad Korkil’s men have been seen in these hills. Don’t you think they might want to question you about our friend Lynch? That Korkil bastard can be very ugly, and he’s already sent two of his men to try to get you.” He jerked his head toward the shadowy forest now only a few feet away. “Perhaps he’s out there waiting for his chance to snatch you away. Can’t you feel him, Kendra?”

What a complete son of a bitch. She knew he only wanted to make her uneasy, and there was no way she’d let him get away with it. She stared him directly in the eyes. “Not even a trace.” She reached into her jacket pocket, pulled out her .38 revolver, and showed it to him. “I’m usually prepared. I can take care of myself, and I’m sure that he’d prefer to attack a tough Justice agent like you if given the choice. Having you here makes me feel so safe.” She gestured again at the forest as she slid the gun back in her pocket. “Now, if you’ll just go ahead of me down this path . . .”

He shrugged. “I’ll play your game for a little while. But I’ve no intention of tracking through all this brush when I’ve done it before. I’ll just find a spot, open my thermos of coffee, and watch you strike out on your own. If you have any questions, save them for when you finish.”

“That’s not exactly wholehearted cooperation,” she said sarcastically.

“It’s all you’re going to get,” Cambry said. “But if Korkil’s team suddenly sweeps down, I might decide to come rescue you.” He smiled slyly. “Or I might not.”

“I’d rather rely on myself.” She was entering the forest now, and she supposed it was just as well that Cambry wasn’t going to help her any more than he absolutely had to. She doubted if his reluctant assistance would have been anything but a token anyway. She would just handle this on her own.

Okay. Lynch had told Cambry he was here for a meeting. Use what she knew of Lynch to determine the site he’d choose for that meeting. Looking around, there appeared to be a few likely options for a meeting that would involve conversation or perhaps even an exchange of documents. She could hear a waterfall in the west, which was a possibility. This forest she was trekking through right now wouldn’t be likely, since there were no specific landmarks that would allow the meeting spot to be easily communicated. But what about that next hillside ahead? Her gaze flew to the hill, a mile or so distant. Maybe. Even though it was rough country and she could see huge boulders and deep heather and vines climbing over the trees, something about it was pulling her toward it. Strange. Because it wasn’t the least bit civilized or inviting. Yet she thought she could see something that might also appeal to Lynch. He’d welcome that very wildness, which may have drawn him as much as it had her.

Decision made. She’d do a minor search here in this pine forest—which she was sure would yield nothing—and then head for those hills that seemed to be calling her. The initial failure here would please Cambry if he could see that he was right about her failing to discover anything after his own failure to track Lynch. It might get him off her back for the rest of the time she was up here hunting. If he wasn’t going to help, she didn’t need him getting in her way.

She moved to where Cambry could see her from where he was sitting on the ground beside the helicopter with his coffee and began to make her very noisy way through the brush muttering an occasional curse for additional effect.

She heard him chuckle, but that was no problem. The more humiliated he thought she was going to be, the better. She’d give it another forty-five minutes here and then she’d still have most of the afternoon to explore that other hillside site. She only hoped she’d find something more promising there.







CHAPTER 
7

After two hours spent tracking through just the first few miles of hill country, Kendra realized promising wasn’t definitely the right word for the area. It was rough and craggy; she’d had to fight through the vines clinging to the huge boulders, and she’d fallen several times in the ruts around the banks of heather. No sign of animal or human habitation.

Cambry had followed her up to the first hill then given up in disgust and gone back down to the helicopter. She might have been discouraged enough to have given up and tried the creek site instead—except that as Cambry was leaving, she caught a glimpse of a deep break in the cliff wall that might be a cave. It was half hidden by a huge boulder, but it stopped her in her tracks. Caves. Lynch had always been fascinated by caves. She wasn’t gullible enough to believe this was some kind of sign, but he might have been curious to explore that area if he’d caught sight of that cave.

It wouldn’t hurt to check it out . . . 

It didn’t hurt, but it turned out to be extremely difficult to work her way around four equally huge boulders to reach the front of the gaping cave opening. But she finally made it with only a few minor scrapes and bruises on her arms.

She drew a deep breath as she squeezed past the last barrier boulder and almost fell on the ground in front of the cave opening. Then she sat up and looked around. The dark opening facing her was definitely a cave, but it was a very shallow one. Probably not worth all the effort she had made to come here. She reached into her pocket for her phone and lit the flashlight. She shone the beam into the darkness of the cave. Yes, very shallow. No sign of habitation. It probably was a waste of time just as—

“Shit!”

Footprints!

Not in the cave. On the earth near where she was sitting. The dirt was still faintly damp and the impression was unmistakable. The print of a large man wearing walking shoes. Probably size eleven or twelve. Lynch wore a size eleven.

She was starting to shake. Was it Lynch who had been here? She had to be sure. She got to her knees and crawled into the cave, shining the beam all around the surfaces. Clean. She crawled out again. The footprint was definitely clear here. It was deep; perhaps he’d been bearing all his weight on one foot to climb out from behind the other boulders as she had done. Why? Had he been a prisoner? But whoever had captured him must have not known how easy it would be for him to escape. It would have been child’s play for Lynch after his varied career.

Stop guessing. Just be glad he was probably well and free. Now she had to find out what had happened after he’d left that footprint. And where he’d gone after he’d climbed over that boulder leaving the cave. She’d only searched a small fraction of these hills so far; he must have left some clue.

She hoped. Oh, Lord, how she was hoping.

She’d searched that cave already and found nothing. She crawled back and made another search.

No, still nothing.

She crushed down the disappointment. She couldn’t give up. She hadn’t searched the stretch of land before the entrance of the cave where she’d located the footprint. He might have left something for her to find there since he’d been so careful to leave that cave in an almost sterile state. So she’d search the entire area before she gave up on the cave. Behind every single rock. Inside every nook and cranny . . . 

And that’s what she did. But she still almost missed the small, muddy leather-wrapped package lodged behind a loose stone near the lower boulders that bordered the cave. The package had obviously been mud-smeared to blend with the boulders, but when she wiped the area clean it revealed a sleek six-by-eight-inch package. Inside was a rock with indentations that obviously had nothing to do with the surrounding boulders. Carvings? Or numbers? She couldn’t decide.

But what did it have to do with Lynch? She got down from the boulder and leaned against the cave wall as she tried to carefully loosen the muddy container to better examine the contents. She finally was able to peel all the mud off the package, but it only revealed another soft leather sleeve that contained an object that felt hard to the touch.

Steel-hard.

“What the hell, Lynch?” she murmured. “What have you been up to?”

Well, with any luck, she was going to find out. She began to carefully peel the leather sleeve from around the object.

But something was definitely wrong.

Only a few minutes later she realized it wasn’t a sleeve she was unfolding.

It was a glove.

She gazed down in shock at the five extended fingers that were now being revealed.

And she realized that fine leather glove was protecting a hand that had been disconnected at the wrist!

She almost dropped the blasted thing in revulsion before she caught herself.

No, Lynch would never have been party to sending her this little horror package to find. Lynch’s hand? That was an even more terrible thought. She forced herself to look more closely.

Then she gave a gasp of relief as she trained the beam of the light on her phone at the hand.

Because it wasn’t a human hand. She had seen replicated body parts before in laboratories and morgues, and this appeared to be an extremely complicated and expertly crafted hand and digits. Thank heavens!

She melted back against the wall of the cave panting with relief, trying to regain her composure. Okay. Not Lynch and not a torture scene. She was back to the hand having something to do with the case Lynch was working on that was so top secret that he had trusted no one except perhaps her.

So what to do now?

Proceed as she had been: Keep Lynch’s secrets until she found him, then get him to tell her what was happening. This hand she was holding must have some significance, but if Lynch hadn’t thought it safe to tell Cambry or anyone else about it, she couldn’t, either. She would definitely search this entire site, but Cambry couldn’t know what she’d found or that Lynch had ever been near this cave. She’d come back later on her own for the search. She had an instant of panic as she realized she’d probably spent too much time here now already. Cambry might be on his way here to check on her!

She sat upright, swiftly redid the wrappings around the gloved hand, and slipped it into her backpack. Then she was on her feet and climbing over the boulders and away from the area toward the pine forest where she’d been before.

“It’s about time.” Cambry was on his way up the slope, scowling. “I told you that you wouldn’t find anything. I was right, wasn’t I?”

“Yes, you were right.” She tried to sound disgruntled. “But I had to see for myself. I couldn’t give up until I was certain.” She passed him on the path. “At least I was able to check that one off.”

“You should have listened to me.” He turned back and followed her down toward the pine forest. “Can we go back to civilization now that you’ve wasted all this time?”

“No.” She looked back over her shoulder at him. “I still want to go down to that creek site and see if I can find anything there that Lynch might have left. Do you want to go with me?”

“I’ll pass.” He made a face. “But hurry and get it over with so that we can get back to the airport and talk about Lynch’s safe house.”

“It will take as long as it takes.” She was already branching off to take the path down to the creek. “You haven’t been all that helpful toward me on this hunt so far. I might decide I need to take a little extra time . . .”

She heard an impatient curse behind her, but she was already moving among the cypress trees near the creek.

All right, now she’d make a perfunctory search of this area, but she wasn’t expecting any results. She had an idea that she’d already found what Lynch had wanted her to find and tucked it in her backpack. If there was anything else, it would probably still be somewhere in the site she’d just left. But just in case Cambry had second thoughts, she had to make him think that this search in the creek area was important to her. So she’d have to spend a comparable period of time here to take his attention away from the length of time he’d already noticed her spending at the site where she’d found that bizarre mechanical hand that had given her such hope.

She took another glance over her shoulder and saw Cambry already again settling himself on the ground beside the helicopter with his thermos of coffee. Dammit, she’d like to just cut this short and get back figuring out how this new info fit into the picture. Patience. She knew she had to strike a balance.

Okay. Start to search. Spend the time and effort here to assure Cambry that this entire hunt had so far been a total failure for her. She bypassed the waterfall and began to wade through the creek, making a show of carefully examining the banks on either side of the Leyland cypress trees . . . 
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TWO HOURS LATER

CYPRESS CREEK

“Dammit, you’ve been down there in the forest for over two hours,” Cambry shouted from the top of the hill to where she was wading near the waterfall. “It’s almost sundown. It’s getting so dim you probably can’t even see. Don’t you ever give up? Why don’t you admit that you were wrong and you’re not finding anything? And I told you that I’d never actually seen Lynch anywhere near these particular areas.”

“I needed to see for myself,” she called out. “I thought you were going to stay with the helicopter and drink your coffee.”

“I finished it an hour ago. I thought you might have lost your way.” He paused as he focused the beam of his flashlight on the thick stand of pines near the creek where she was standing. “Did you find something? It’s getting so dark I can’t see what you’re doing down there. Should I come down and take a look?”

“No,” Kendra called quickly. “You were right when you told me this area was completely uninteresting, but I had to check it out. I told you before, that’s the way I work. I’m coming back up now. I wasn’t ready to leave until I was sure.” She started quickly climbing up the hill toward where he was standing. She might have already spent too much time—and that would be a mistake, too. There was such a thing as overkill. She reached for her phone and speed-dialed Jessie. No answer. She left a quick whispered message for her. “We’re returning to the airport now. Things not working quite as planned with Cambry. Would be glad to find a quick exit waiting when we arrive. If you’re not there, I’ll do whatever I can to get away from him.” She hung up and drew a deep breath, then returned the phone to her pocket. She was almost at the top of the hill, and she turned off her own flashlight as she reached Cambry. “Hello. I’m ready to go.” She turned down the path where he had landed the helicopter. “I suppose I should be happy that I didn’t run into that Vlad Korkil person and his gang of thugs that you were so kind to warn me about.” She added slyly, “I know how worried you were about me. And then I had the nerve to waste your time combing through all these hills. That was another truly terrible cardinal sin.”

“Maybe it wasn’t all a waste,” Cambry growled as they reached the helicopter. “I’ve been having second thoughts. Get in the damn helicopter and let’s get out of here.”

She was already climbing into the passenger seat. “Anything I can do to cooperate. I wouldn’t want to offend you,” she said mockingly.

Cambry muttered a vile curse as he started the engines and took off. He’d barely reached cruising altitude when he shot her a poisonous glance and asked, “Well, are you going to let me know what you found out there?”

“Nothing to speak of.”

“What does that mean? Why don’t you tell me now and save me from coming back here and searching the area for myself again?”

No mention of the boulders or the cave, she noticed with relief. “Why would you want to do that? You evidently struck out when you were searching before,” she said mockingly. “Are you hinting that I might actually be of use to you?”

“I told you that I knew your reputation. Everyone tells me that you’re some kind of freak who can track and see things in a crime scene that no one else can,” he grated through set teeth. “I was willing to take a chance it might be at least partially true. But you’re not being at all helpful. We made a deal, dammit!”

“And I’ll keep to the exact terms of it. But you seem to be a little confused about what they were. You were supposed to bring me here because I wanted to see if I could find any clue what happened to Lynch. In return I agreed to give you the location of Lynch’s safe house in London. But now you’re getting greedy.” Her lips tightened. “It’s my choice whether I want to share any skill I might possess that might lead me to Lynch. After all, you’re the one who told me I was wasting your time.”

He muttered a curse. “Do you think that I’m going to let you get away with this? I’m with Justice. It’s my job to find Lynch. It’s your duty to cooperate.”

“And you’ve failed to show me that you actually want to keep him alive.” She added fiercely, “Why should I put any evidence in your hands if I don’t trust you? So just take me back to the airport and I’ll give you that address you want.” She paused. “And if you work very hard and show me some proof that you’re anything but a selfish asshole who doesn’t deserve being on the same planet as Lynch, I might let you help me find him. But so far you haven’t impressed me.” Her voice was starting to shake with anger now. “Though I think you destroyed whatever chance you had of convincing me to trust you when you were so kind and comforting right before you sent me into that forest.”

His eyes narrowed almost hungrily on her expression. “Good. I wanted to frighten you. I didn’t like all the back talk I was getting from you.”

“You didn’t frighten me. You made me angry. I knew what you were doing.” She leaned forward, glaring at him. “Because I could tell you were a bully almost from the instant I met you. Do you think I’d let a bully intimidate me? Screw you, Cambry,” she hissed. “Never in this lifetime.” She curled up on her seat with her back to him. “Now get me to that airport so that I can start trying to decipher this so-called mysterious information you believe I’m hiding from you.”

“I notice you’re not denying you might have information needed by a U.S. government agent to conduct his investigation,” he snarled. “And as soon as we get back to that airport, you’ll see that I won’t permit you to get away with it. Do you think that because you have that gun you showed me, you can find a way to avoid me doing what I’ve been hired to do? You’re going to spend a long and uncomfortable time answering those questions. I’ll take you to one of our local offices while I spend hours probing until you give me what I need, Kendra Michaels.”

She gazed at him incredulously. “More threats? Bullying again? You’re trying to trump up some idiotic weapons charge against me? That sounds fairly desperate,” she said caustically. “I’ve already told you all you’re going to get from me until I make a decision about you.” She turned away. “Don’t try to force me. Now, let me alone while I try to ignore you until we get back to the airport. I’ve had enough of you.”

She heard him mutter a curse, but she kept her eyes determinedly closed. The situation was becoming a bit dicey, but she wasn’t going to let him browbeat her or get in her way. If she felt she needed any help from the law, she’d contact someone she trusted like Metcalf. But she realized she’d need much more info to involve anyone other than the Justice Department, which had been on the spot when Lynch disappeared. Which meant she’d have go back and try to locate more evidence than she’d found in those woods today.

Evidence . . . 

Her hand closed on the glove-wrapped object she had hurriedly stuffed in her backpack. Dammit, she had to find out just what the hell this was, because she had a hunch it might be the evidence she was looking for. Maybe another clue Lynch left, as he’d done with that package in the San Diego safe house? If she followed this clue, would that prove to be the case?

Maybe. Hopefully. Because that would mean Lynch might still be alive.

Of course he was alive. She wouldn’t accept anything else. They just had to discover what had happened in London and these hills and not let Cambry get in their way.

And hope that Jessie found a way to help her escape Cambry when they landed at that blasted airport.

She didn’t like those thinly veiled threats Cambry had been tossing at her, and she wanted to put a safe distance between them while she tried to figure out just what she’d found in that cave.

Work on it, Jessie. This is one time you won’t get any argument from me about offering a bit of help. I couldn’t need it more . . . 
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FIFTY MINUTES LATER

MACGREGOR AIRPORT

“You can still change your mind.” Cambry shot Kendra a glance as the helicopter started its descent. “I guarantee that if you do, we’ll just have a cozy chat and you’ll let me know what you might have found out while you were searching in those hills.”

“And if I don’t, what will be different?” She lifted her chin. “I can hardly wait to hear. You keep stressing that you’re such a law-abiding officer. If that’s true, I can’t believe that your superiors would approve of you interrogating me, a U.S. citizen, without cause.”

He shook his head. “You forget that Lynch is very important to them. As long as I get results, I believe they’d look the other way.” He added mockingly, “It’s not as if I’m going to torture you. The most I’ll do is take that gun away from you. As long as I don’t do actual physical damage, they’ll accept that it was necessary to make you a little uncomfortable to give them what they want.” His lips twisted. “Of course, I can’t speak for the other agents who will be watching you for the next couple of days while I wait for you to cooperate. They can get a bit rough. It would be much better if you give in now.” His voice lowered. “As soon as I land this copter we’ll be met by Daniel Wyatt, one of my drivers, who will take us to a cabin near here where the interrogation will begin.” He glanced out the window and smiled. “As a matter of fact, I think I see him down there now coming in the north entrance of the airport grounds. I recognize that black Nissan. Daniel is always so eager to please me.”

Kendra’s gaze followed his own to the headlights of the approaching car, trying to keep him from noticing the tension she was beginning to feel. “Then he has extremely bad judgment,” she said. “And you’re a very poor bluffer. Go to hell, Cambry.”

His lips tightened. “How very rude. Have it your way. I just wanted to make it easier for you. We both know I’m doing the right thing.”

She gazed at him incredulously. “That makes one of us.” She slid her hand into her pocket and closed it on the handle of her gun. She might not need it if he was trying to run the bluff of which she’d accused him, but the idea of it still gave her a feeling of comfort. She wasn’t about to be taken anywhere for questioning if she could help it.

And she had to make a move soon, before he got help from his buddy driving that Nissan. It was still some distance away, but she probably didn’t have more than five minutes before he came roaring up to the helicopter and then she’d have two of them to contend with. She didn’t want to be here when that happened.

Think. What was her best bet of getting away from here?

First, get out of the copter and run. This area of the airport seemed to be almost deserted at this hour of the evening. But she couldn’t count on Jessie having been able to set up any help for her. Kendra would do better to go on the run herself and find someplace to dig in and phone her for help after she was free of Cambry. There was only the question of how to do that. There were a number of hangars in this part of the airport where she might duck in and either try to get help, or hide out, or move on to another place. But she didn’t see anyone around those hangars. They could be empty, but if they were locked she would be in the open and vulnerable. She didn’t like the idea of being prey to Cambry in any way.

There was one other option. She could head for the general business office, which was perhaps half a mile from where they were landing. It was a little farther off than the hangars, but there might be someone there on duty to help. It might still be dicey if Cambry cornered her there and was able to convince any employees that she was some kind of international criminal. But she’d take her chances that she’d be able to make them believe her. She hadn’t found Cambry very trustworthy, so why would anyone else?

And if they did, by choosing the general office she’d still be closer to the front exit for a quick getaway. Every little advantage could count right now.

“We’re almost down. You’re very quiet,” Cambry said. “Changing your mind? I thought you would. You wouldn’t risk running up against your government. I knew the minute you realized what you were doing to your life and future that you’d come around.”

“How clever you are.” She could feel the bumping of the helicopter as it landed on the tarmac and came to a halt on the helipad. “But you’re so wrong. I’m not going anywhere with you.” She opened the passenger door. “Or your louse of a friend, Daniel.” She jumped out of the copter and took off at top speed across the runways toward the airport business office.

“It’s only a matter of time,” Cambry shouted after her. “Daniel isn’t the only one who will be following you.” He got leisurely out of the helicopter and watched her run. “I’m not going to lose you now that I’ve found you. You just may be the key to finding that son of a bitch, Lynch.” He was motioning to the man in the black Nissan, who was still a good distance away from the helipad. “You won’t get away from us . . .”

Then he was starting to stride quickly after her!

Shit! The last thing she wanted was to have to shoot anyone. Even though his behavior had been weird as hell and definitely threatening.

She darted at a full run behind one of the hangars, and when she was out of Cambry’s sight she turned, ducked behind another hangar, then changed direction and headed toward the general office.

“Stop! Dammit!” Cambry had evidently caught sight of her.

She kept running, only glancing over her shoulder to see him waving frantically to the man in the black Nissan before he broke into a run himself.

But she was close to the office herself now.

Go faster!

No cars parked in front of the building.

No lights lit inside.

She might be out of luck as far as getting any help from anyone there. Should she change directions and head for the front exit?

“Kendra!”

Jessie was standing in the doorway of the office only a few feet away. Then she was leaping forward, grabbing Kendra’s arm and jerking her into the office. “Come on, we’ll go out the back door. Fitz is waiting . . .”

Kendra wasn’t about to argue with her. She seemed to have a plan, and that was more than Kendra had at the moment. Cambry should be here any moment. She ran through the dark, empty office, following Jessie as closely as she could. Then the rear door of the building was thrown open to reveal Fitz sitting at the wheel of his red van. “In!” He reached out and jerked her up the steps and stomped on the accelerator. The force of that ignition threw her into the seat beside Jessie. The van tore across the airport toward the entry gates. As they drove through the gates, Kendra thought she heard a shout behind her; she glanced back to see the black Nissan several yards behind them and Cambry running hard.

“Don’t stop!” Kendra was trying to catch her breath. “I don’t like the way he’s trying to track me down like a hound dog would a fox.” She leaned forward to talk to Fitz as he tore across the parking lot toward the highway. “Get us out of here!”

“Really, Kendra?” Fitz didn’t even look back at her. “Quit worrying. Jessie told me there was a problem and I’ve got it covered. That Nissan doesn’t appear to be easily discouraged, but I’ve made arrangements to take care of anything that crops up.”

“Trust him,” Jessie said as she looked back over her shoulder. “It will take Cambry a little while to get on the road, so we’ll only have to get rid of the tail, Fitz.”

“Done.” Fitz was already talking on his phone. “Black Nissan, Charlie. Disable, don’t eliminate.” He glanced at Kendra. “I assume that’s what you want?”

She had an instant of wondering what he would do if she said no before she nodded. “Cambry is Justice Department. I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

“Well, it isn’t actually my Justice Department,” Fitz said. “And I don’t like the fact that one of my clients is having to take steps to investigate an agent’s disappearance, but I understand you might have to walk a very fragile line at the moment.” He pulled over to the side of the road. “It will be over soon.”

He spoke into the phone again. “Did you spot it, Charlie? . . . 

Yes, that’s it. He’s getting a bit too close to you . . .”

Kendra could see the headlights of the Nissan on the road behind them. “Why did we stop here? I’d prefer not to wait for your friend Charlie to intercept him, Fitz. We’d still have to worry about Cambry coming after he gets the car he left—”

Blam!

The left front tire of the Nissan blew up!

The Nissan skittered wildly all over the road, heading for the ditch.

Blam!

Another shot!

The right headlight went out.

The driver was wildly trying to get control of his car as he headed for the ditch. One more shot and the right tire blew out.

The Nissan was suddenly upended into the ditch! Then they saw the driver’s door open and a tall, burly man was climbing out of the vehicle as he screamed into his phone.

“Good man,” Charlie,” Fitz murmured. He hung up his phone and glanced back at Jessie. “Mission accomplished?”

Jessie nodded. “That should do it.”

“Good.” Fitz stomped on the accelerator, and the van leaped forward. “Now we can put on some speed!”

“As soon as we find out where we’re going.” Jessie turned back to Kendra. “Are you okay? Where do we go from here? Back to the hotel?”

“No.” She drew a deep breath. “I’m fine. I didn’t mean to panic you. I just didn’t like how determined Cambry was being about questioning me. It was weird, and I don’t believe it was just because he was clearly jealous of Lynch’s position with Justice. It makes me wonder if there was something else behind it.” She turned to Fitz. “I’d like you to send someone back to the hotel to pack up for us, if you would.”

He shrugged. “No problem. Anything else? Shall I find you another place?”

“Not right away. I know where I want to go.” She turned back to Jessie. “Where’s your motorcycle?”

“In the back of this van in cargo.” She gazed at her curiously. “Why?”

“Because I’m going to want a lift from you. I’ll leave my leased car at the airport for Fitz to pick up. Your cycle is much more compact and easier to lose in the woods.”

“Woods? That’s where we’re going?”

Kendra nodded. “Back to the hills.”

Jessie’s gaze narrowed on her face. “You didn’t finish up there?”

Kendra shook her head. “I hope not. I found something very intriguing while I was looking around, and I believe I may have gotten lucky. But I couldn’t concentrate or do anything that might prove productive as long as Cambry was looking over my shoulder. Did you run across anything interesting when you were scouting?”

“I was concentrating more on watching out for you and Cambry to arrive and just getting the lay of the countryside,” Jessie said. “I thought that was what you wanted.”

“It was, of course. Just thought I’d check on anything else you’d noticed.”

“Because you found something intriguing in those hills yourself? What was it?”

“Damn. You know me too well, Jessie.” Kendra patted her jacket pocket. “Right now it’s something of a mystery. I didn’t have a chance to examine it in depth, but I’ll show it to you later. I may ask Fitz to be on hand if we have to find the appropriate expert to help us figure out where it came from.”

Fitz chuckled. “It will be my pleasure. I can see that you’ve learned what a treasure I am. I’m sorry that I expressed any disappointment that you were not Beyoncé before. I’m usually not so blind about the worth of my clients. You’ve truly given both me and my coworkers a challenge on every front. Beyoncé would not have stood a chance against you.”

“Thank you.” She made a face. “But to be fair, we all know she has nothing to worry about. Now, how quickly can you pick up what we need and deliver it to us up in the hills?”

“It depends on how quickly we can get Jessie’s cycle unloaded and the two of you on your way.” He tilted his head, thinking about it. “If Jessie’s right about the distance, I’d judge I could have you settled in those hills by morning. Until then, you’d have to rough it.”

“I was right,” Jessie said. “And for Pete’s sake, neither of us is helpless, Fitz. I served in Afghanistan and Kendra and Lynch had a few missions over there, too. Just pull over at the next available spot and help me unload the cycle and then get on your way. I’ll call you with a location for the delivery as soon as we find a good place to set up camp.”

“I hear and obey.” Fitz grinned. “I didn’t mean any insult.” His smile faded. “But maybe you should think a bit about whether you want to go back there. Cambry might guess that’s what you’d do.”

Kendra shook her head. “It’s the last place Lynch went before he disappeared. I need to go back there and see if I can find a lead. From what Cambry told me, he didn’t seem to be all that great a tracker when he was searching for Lynch. Jessie’s right, we can set up a safe camp and take care of ourselves.”

“Whatever you say.” Fitz was frowning. “But you won’t mind if I check up on you occasionally? I wouldn’t want to hurt your pride.”

“Like you said, it would be my pleasure.” She smiled. “You’re excellent company.” She added ruefully, “And I have to admit that when Cambry told me about Korkil’s men being seen up in the hills, it made me a little nervous. By all means, drop in now and then. As long as it’s just occasionally and you promise not to hover.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” His grin was back. “Unless I thought I could get away with it.” Then he shook his head soberly. “Korkil? I’ve heard of that bastard. One nasty dude. Don’t blame you for wanting to stay out of his way. I’ve heard stories . . .” He pulled the van into the parking lot of a grocery store and opened the driver’s door. “Let’s see how fast we can unload that cycle in the back and get it on the road . . .”
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KORKIL’S YACHT

CADNOR ISLAND, NORTH SEA

“Dammit, Bremmer, where the hell is Dekker?” Vlad Korkil shouted as Bremmer came hurriedly up the gangplank toward where he was standing on the bridge. “I told you I might need all of you for something special, and he was supposed to come with you.”

“Not my fault,” Bremmer said sourly. “Dekker thinks he’s better than the rest of us. I let him know you’d be pissed off if he didn’t come right away. But just because he’s some highfalutin professor, he’s sure that you won’t punish him for doing stuff like this.” He was scowling. “Just give me the go-ahead and I’ll show him that no one disobeys you. I don’t know why you haven’t done it already.”

“Because I didn’t choose to do it,” Korkil said coldly. “You have no right to think you’re involved with any of my decisions. You’re only a rather foolish man whom I sometimes allow to obey my orders.” He added impatiently, “And you can’t even do that efficiently. How long have you been back in London? It’s been days, and you still haven’t brought that Kendra bitch to me. I told you I needed her right away. She may be the key I need to my taking over a position that will make all those politicians and billionaires sit up and take notice when I walk into a room. They don’t realize the power I’ll be able to generate as soon as I make my final entry move. But they’ll learn.” His lips curled. “I think maybe it’s you who needs to be taught a lesson. I realize you’re eaten up with jealousy about Dekker, but I won’t have you trying to damage my relationship with him. He’s much more valuable to me than you are.”

“Why?” Bremmer’s tone was surly. “I’ve been working for you for years and he’s just a damn newcomer.”

Korkil swore with disgust. “Maybe I should tell you why so you won’t make me this angry again. Listen to me while I reel off the reasons why your stupidity offends me. Everyone knows the world is changing around us. It’s only people like me who are smart enough to know how to cope with it so we can come out on top. But we sometimes need a little help, so we have to hire people who aren’t smart at all to follow our orders, and when they don’t we either punish them or get rid of them. But now and then we manage to hire a Dekker, who is not only highly educated but can associate comfortably with the diplomats and professionals who can move my business endeavors forward. He has also shown an admirable skill in obtaining information for me from whomever I wish because he was trained by his uncle in the Taliban in Afghanistan in the art of extraction by torture. I find that ability very . . . satisfying. I’m soon going to need all of those talents when I take my rightful place with other world leaders. You understand?” He made a face. “You probably don’t. But you could possibly have a place if you did. You just have to accept that it’s all about me. I’ll permit you to have your place as a sort of glorified worker bee in my organization, which will give you a certain position in the order of things. Even Cambry has been stepping forward and showing me that he knows which side his bread is buttered on and giving me hints that he has ambitions that are growing by leaps and bounds. You all know that I’m in control and that it’s only a matter of time before you’ll have to come begging if you want favors. But I’ve chosen Dekker for now, and you’ll all treat him with respect. I need everything to go smoothly because I’m getting ready for a very big push. I have something planned that will literally blow everyone away.” Korkil suddenly started to laugh. “Isn’t that an amusing play on words?” He stopped laughing. “You’ll all do what I say when I say it. And one of the things is the woman. She shows signs of being a troublemaker, and I won’t tolerate that. Take care of her, Bremmer.”

“I’ve been trying to locate her.” Bremmer was almost stuttering now. “We just keep missing her.” He moistened his lips and took another step back as Korkil started to frown. “I’m trying to get you whatever you want. But I was just going to tell you that I’m almost certain I’ve located Michaels. All I need is orders from you about how and when.”

“And I’ve just given you a lecture about questioning anything I do. You might take it as a warning that I always have people around me who can give me what I need. And if they don’t perform, I make sure they don’t survive to disappoint me again.” His voice was suddenly harsh with barely contained fury. “I don’t like how everything has been going lately, and you’ve been part of it. I won’t have it!” He drew a hard breath. “That’s all going to change. I’m going to call a meeting right away with all the people I’ve brought to build and strengthen my organization and give them their orders.” He added gratingly through set teeth, “So tell me, what are you going to do to help me?”

“I’ll bring you Kendra Michaels,” Bremmer said hoarsely. “You’ll have her within two days. No excuses.”

“You’re damn right!” Korkil turned on his heel and strode back across the deck toward his cabin. The next instant the door slammed behind him.







CHAPTER 
8

It was almost midnight before Jessie and Kendra arrived back at the hill country, and they spent another few minutes scanning the area to make sure neither Cambry nor any of his men had arrived there before them. Jessie pushed her motorcycle across the hilltop overlooking the creek. “This is where you and Cambry set down in the helicopter, isn’t it? I see the marks on the ground. I guess this is as good a place as any to set up camp.” She moved toward a thick stand of pine trees at the edge of the path. “There’s fairly good cover over here in these woods. Okay with you?”

Kendra shook her head. “No.” She was already striding toward a rougher area covered with large boulders and thick beds of heather a short distance away. “I want to set up shop somewhere in those hills over there.”

Jessie gazed skeptically up at the hill where she was pointing. “You’re sure this is the site you want to choose?” She followed Kendra to where she was standing staring intently up at the rough terrain on the distant hill. “I agree that someone could easily get lost up there, but it might be hard to get out of that tangle of heather and brush and back to the road if any of Korkil’s men show up.”

Kendra nodded. “But it won’t be a problem if we keep a close enough watch and avoid them before they become a threat.” She went a few steps more, her gaze on the shadowy boulders a short distance away. “And when I was exploring that cave earlier today, I saw a cliff on the other side of the hill that looks as if it leads down to another cave somewhere in that main stretch of heather. I didn’t have time to explore with Cambry watching me like a hawk, so I decided to come back.”

“What made you return here?”

Kendra reached into her knapsack, pulled out the prosthetic hand, and tossed it to Jessie.

Jessie caught it. She peeled back the leather glove and looked at the metallic fingers beneath. “Wow. This is what you were talking about before?”

Kendra nodded.

“Where did you find this?”

“In that first cave.”

“And you’re hoping you could find something equally bizarre tucked away in the second cave?”

Kendra nodded. “Maybe something like that. This hand looked as if it had been hurriedly stuffed out of sight beneath loose stones with some kind of carving. That combination confused me. I did a quick search inside the cave but didn’t find anything. It was very tempting to keep on searching, but I decided to follow my instincts and not mention it to Cambry. I was already suspicious of him by that time. I thought it might be better to just get away and instead try to distract him by searching another site down by the creek that had been on my list, too.” She made a face. “It appeared to work fairly well, but I could barely wait to get back here and search more thoroughly.”

Jessie was still looking at the hand. “It’s a prosthetic. Whoever lost this can’t be very happy right now.”

Kendra turned the hand over and examined it. “It’s big. It probably belonged to a large man, at least six feet, probably more.”

“Hmm.” Jessie was still looking at it objectively. “Do you think Lynch might have separated this hand from that large man?”

“He’s entirely capable of it. You know that. Depends on what this guy was trying to do to him.” She cleared her throat. “There was a drop of dried blood on that glove. I’ve just been hoping it wasn’t Lynch’s.”

“You think you’ll find something else in the other cave that could lead us to Lynch?”

“I have no idea,” Kendra said absently. “But it might have had a certain appeal for Lynch. I know he’d like the chance to go caving. He spent three months last year in India doing that. He was supposedly on a mission to locate a terrorist arms cache in the mountains there but he probably took the assignment because he has a passion for exploring and he thought he’d enjoy it. He likes the thrill of the chase, and hunting those terrorists down in the mountains would have been right up his alley.” She made a face. “Much more fun for him if he can probe and fight and dig his way to get what he wants.” Her lips tightened. “Not so much fun to stand in the midst of the target zone and watch him work his way through an inferno or an ice storm.”

“You’ve been through quite a few of those yourself,” Jessie said quietly. “I’ve watched the two of you work through some pretty rough situations.”

“Not voluntarily. I’ve gone caving with Lynch several times, but I’m primarily a therapist who prefers to use my brains instead of any hunting skills. But sometimes it just happens with Lynch.” She shrugged. “However, I admit knowing the way instinct drives him gives me the advantage of being able to see what would draw him to a place or idea. He’d at least explore those hills and caves if he either had a reason to hide himself or was looking for whatever Justice had sent him here to find.”

“That sounds logical,” Jessie said. “If a bit vague.”

Kendra nodded ruefully. “I agree, but I’m at the point of grasping for straws. So I’ll go with it. Will you contact Fitz and give him directions how to get here while I find a spot to set up?”

Jessie pulled a large mobile phone from her duffel. “Since cell service is nonexistent out here, Fitz set us up with satellite phones. Anything else I can do after I get him moving?”

“Not right now. I want to examine that hand more carefully and think about it. Right now all that comes to mind is how much it reminds me of the victim in a horror movie.” She turned the hand back and forth and watched the chrome finish gleam in the moonlight. “This is amazing. It looks like it would be heavy, but it isn’t.” She flexed the metallic fingers. “But it still seems strong.”

“It’s incredibly strong,” Jessie said. “I served with someone in Afghanistan who lost his hand. He got one of these, or one very much like it. It took him a while to get the hang of it, but it’s amazing how well these things can work.”

“Then it’s our job to find out as much as we can about it,” Kendra said as she put the hand back in her backpack. “But right now we should get some rest so that we can be fresh enough to put everything together with some kind of clarity. We should probably take turns napping until we find a way to set up an alarm system to alert us of any ugly customers in the vicinity. It’s not only Cambry and his agents we have to worry about. I told you how he tried to frighten me by telling me that Vlad Korkil and some of his men had been sighted in these hills lately. He could have been bluffing, but I don’t like the idea that he might have been telling the truth.” Her brow wrinkled in thought. “And for now, since you were the one who was operating that cycle for most of the past day and night, you should be the one to take the first break.”

Jessie shook her head. “You’ve evidently been hiking through these hills since you made contact with Cambry. You sleep first.”

“Don’t argue,” Kendra said. “I don’t think I could sleep anyway. I’m too wired. My mind is zooming like a rocket and going over everything that’s happened in the past few days. I need some quiet time to try to make sense of it all. Grab those blankets Fitz gave us and wrap up and take that nap.”

Jessie was silent for an instant and then shrugged. “Whatever you say. I know you’ve been under a lot of stress lately.” She turned and headed back toward the bike. “I admit I’m kind of worn out, and I’m not thinking too well myself at the moment. It’s better if I leave it to you. If you start to get drowsy, wake me and I’ll take over.” She took the two blankets out of the cargo bin in the cycle, carrying one to Kendra and handing it to her. “I’ll settle down beneath that big pine tree over there. If you call, I’ll hear you.”

“I’m sure you will.” She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. “Thank you for understanding. I can always count on you.”

“You bet you can.” Jessie switched on her satellite phone. “Now to let Fitz know where we’re perched up in these hills. Don’t pay any attention to me. Shut me out and go ahead and work on that rocket that you mentioned . . .”

“Right. I’m on it.” She settled down a short distance away from Jessie and leaned back against another pine tree. She had no choice but to do as Jessie suggested. She had to clear her head of everything but the events of the past days that had led her to this spot where Lynch had come on the last day before he disappeared. She had told the truth when she admitted that this moment of weakness frustrated her. She had no time for it, and its existence only increased the panic she was feeling that she couldn’t seem to make any progress no matter which way she turned.

She drew a deep breath and unclenched her hands. Calm down. She might have made a breakthrough today. Just follow the breadcrumbs that Lynch had tried to leave for her. Start with that first email from Lynch to Olivia that had immediately alerted Kendra. Think about it and everything connected to it and go from there.

Don’t take anything for granted. Go over every contact for anything she had missed. There must be some way of putting everything together . . . 

The package in the seal fountain . . . She had been sure that she’d found what Lynch sent her there to retrieve. Could there have been something else there that she hadn’t noticed?

The thugs who had tried to intercept her on the drive away from Lynch’s safe house in San Diego . . . Anything that she should have noticed about them? Should she have followed them and tried to get more information?

The interview with the Queen’s Walk bookseller . . . Go over everything that had been said and done that night. Dredge out every single word and action from the woman.

The fire and hideous murder of that poor woman the next day . . . She had carefully examined as many bystanders in that crowd as she could bear. Try to recall if she’d seen any of them anywhere else.

The woman’s hairbrush in the bathroom at the safe house . . . Had she deliberately avoided thinking about it because it bothered her more than she’d let Jessie know? Ignore the pain. Bring it back, think about it, and consider as many reasons for it being there as she could imagine.

Ted Cambry . . . He had proved to be almost as frightening as those thugs Vlad had sent after her in San Diego. She should try to remember every word and intonation to make sure it wasn’t envy and bitterness against Lynch that had made him so vicious with her today. Could it be something more sinister?

Enough. She was even more dizzy and disoriented than she’d been before she’d forced herself to dive into those nightmare memories. She closed her eyes and tried to relax. She knew what to do, and now she just had to let her mind accept it.

But it took her another thirty minutes before she could start the mental process that she’d followed throughout her entire career.

Finally, she felt her muscles and thought processes begin to loosen and she could take each event and memory apart so that she could examine it for something, anything, that might help her.

Dammit, you could have helped me a little more, Lynch. This isn’t easy for me when I don’t even know whether you’re alive or dead. You’d better be alive. It wouldn’t be fair if you put me through all this then managed to get yourself killed. Yeah, I know that’s not likely. You’re too stubborn to do something that dumb.

She could almost imagine him sitting next to her listening with his blue eyes twinkling and that amused puckish grin. It’s not funny. I’m ready for it to stop. So stir yourself and help me a little. Or don’t, and I’ll do it myself. Just don’t get in my way. I don’t know why I even bother with you.

But she did know and so did he. The bond between them had just been too strong to break. He always told her that someday she would give in and admit that she didn’t have to be totally independent all the time; that he was too good a catch to toss back into the sea of life. Though he’d solemnly assured her he might still be around . . . if she was lucky.

But she didn’t want to think about that right now. She didn’t feel very lucky at this particular moment. She was still fighting panic. Hush now. I can’t think about you while I try to find clarity by taking events apart one at time. First, I go back to the place where you first sent me. She was already forcing herself to concentrate on that fountain where it had all begun and the seals that guarded it. Was that postcard the only thing you meant me to find? Did I miss anything? I can’t afford to be careless about any detail. This has gone on too long. I hate to admit it, but I’m getting scared. She instantly blocked the thought. I’ll be fine. You know I always do my best work when I’m under pressure. This won’t be any different. I won’t fail you . . . 
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TWO HOURS LATER

The book!

The hand!

Kendra’s eyes flew open, and the next moment she was jerking upright and trying to put it all together.

Of course, it had to be the book! She threw her blanket aside and jumped to her feet. Then she dashed across the distance separating her from Jessie. “Wake up!” She shook her hard. “I need to call Fitz! I didn’t tell him to bring the right things.” She glanced at her watch. “Though he should probably be here in the next hour or so. Oh, well, I guess a tool kit will come in handy. I’ll call him while he’s on the road with the rest of the list. It may even take him a little while to locate everything because I’ll still be working in the dark.”

“I’m the one who’s in the dark.” Jessie yawned and sat up. “And I’d appreciate you shining some light, if you don’t mind. I take it you had a stroke of brilliance that you can share with me?”

“I wish I had.” Kendra made a face. “But I might have an opening that I can work with. I told you that those math figures on that stone half buried beneath the boulders with the hand seemed very complex and might even be an algorithm for the problem itself.” She shook her head ruefully. “Certainly too difficult for me to understand. I was never a math whiz like Lynch. But he was clearly leading me in this direction. The fountain at the house in San Diego where he’d put the first mention of Elizabeth Porter in London. Then the fire at the grounds of the market at Queen’s Walk and her death. Our being chased through the streets of London by those hoodlums. It all has to be linked together in some way. Then I remembered the stack of books that were on the counter near Porter’s cash register. They were some kind of notebooks and when I remarked on them and told her I was a therapist, she told me she’d been a teacher before she’d opened the bookstore. She made a face and told me that it was much easier selling books than trying to teach kids what was in them. It was the one time that she’d seemed to soften toward me when I was questioning her. Though it didn’t seem to have any connection with Lynch. But tonight I was lying there trying to remember every snippet of information, and I recalled that one of those books from that stack I was leafing through was a journal on mathematical physiology.”

“And that might have helped you understand that algorithm?” Jessie asked softly.

Kendra nodded. “It’s a long shot. But she practically snatched the book away from me and sent me on my way. In retrospect I figured it was possible. Or perhaps the author of the journal might be able to point me in the direction of that so-called top-secret mission they sent Lynch on.” Her lips tightened. “Like I said, I’m reaching and hoping I don’t find another blind alley when I go looking around the second cave area. Tell Fitz I need him to ask a few questions of Porter’s neighbors at the market—what other books they remember her selling or reading herself, and how we can learn more about her background as a teacher. Or even if any of them had seen Lynch with her at any point in the past. Did she have a habit of selling any books in her shop pertaining to that particular specialty in human physiology? Professor Gregor Dekker was a chemist, and he specialized in pain management. There were chemical formulas in that workbook I saw. If she associated with him, I need any info they can give me on what it was and if she still had any professional contacts in the field.” She suddenly had another thought. “And ask him what he can find out about Professor Gregor Dekker that might tie in with what happened at that book mart, or maybe how he could be involved in Lynch’s disappearance. They may not be able to tell me any more about him than Metcalf did, but it’s a little too convenient that a prestigious university professor suddenly appears on Vlad’s radar at the same time that Lynch is leaving clues to send me to that particular bookseller.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to be in such a hurry to go on the hunt,” Jessie said. “Wait until I finish these calls and I’ll go with you. I don’t like the idea of you trekking around here by yourself. You said yourself that we have to be careful.”

“I won’t go cave exploring right now. But that hand is very important. The more I thought about it, the more I realized what Lynch might have been trying to tell me. I have to make sure I don’t miss anything else he might have left for me. I just need to do a thorough appraisal of the land around it, and hope I get as lucky as I was when I found that stone with the hand. You know I’ll be on the lookout. I’ll call you if I need you.”

“You’d better,” Jessie said. “Anything else?” She was already reaching for the satellite phone. “This would be much easier if you called Fitz yourself. You’re bound to think of something else.”

“Probably.” She was slipping on her jacket as she spoke. “But I don’t want to take the time right now.” She was already on the path leading up the hill. “If you have questions, we’ll talk when I get back.”

“Okay,” Jessie said grimly. “I still don’t know if I like you going off alone. Besides, it’s not even dawn, and you won’t be able to see much yet.” She cast one more glance at the shadowy stretch of vines and boulders that appeared almost ghostlike in the dim light.

“Jessie.”

“Okay. Okay.” Jessie waved her hand impatiently. “Do what you have to do. I’m just a bit edgy. But I know how I hate it when anyone tries to hover over me. If you’re not down in a reasonable length of time, expect me to be up to check on you.”

Kendra smiled. “I won’t be insulted. I’ll just consider the source.”

Jessie didn’t answer. She’d turned away and was dialing her phone.

And Kendra’s smile faded and then vanished entirely as she reached the turn of the path that led deeper into heavy brush bordering the boulders where she’d found that gloved hand. It was darker here; the sun had not risen over the pine trees to the east. It gave a somber, almost threatening cast to the mouth of the opening of that other cave up ahead. She shivered a little as she thought of Lynch, perhaps wounded, escaping into a cave and trying desperately to hide that beautifully crafted hand so it wouldn’t be found before he went on the run again. What about the blood? Dammit, was it Lynch’s blood? She had been trying to block that thought ever since she’d found the hand. She was still doing that now.

Stop it. The idea of Lynch lost and desperate was completely at odds with the Lynch she knew. She wouldn’t believe it, and the only way to squash the thought was to find him and have him laugh at the very idea that he couldn’t handle any situation that faced him.

Get busy. Don’t just stand there brooding.

She took out her phone and began to take photos. First the area where she’d found the hand, and then she extended her range northward to the heather fields, to the road that disappeared into a cliff to the west, and to the upper cave she hadn’t had time to search because of Cambry’s impatience. She was on her own this time, but the area grew rougher and harder to negotiate the higher she climbed. She had only gone half the distance toward that cliff when she got the satellite call she’d been expecting.

“I just heard from Fitz,” Jessie said when she picked up. “He’s only about thirty minutes from here, and he says he has a hell of a lot of questions for you. I’m not going to stand in for you again. I told you he wouldn’t be pleased with me filling in and would want to know all the reasons why from you. He always hates jobs where he has to follow a client blindly when a situation is as sensitive as yours is turning out to be. It frustrates him not to be familiar with all the details. So come down from your mountain and put his mind to rest.”

“As best I can.” Kendra looked back at the gaping darkness of the cave on the hill. For an instant she felt again that chill that had shaken her a few minutes ago.

Imagination. Nonsense.

She deliberately glanced away.

“I’m not going to hide anything from Fitz,” she said quietly. “We need help and I don’t know who to trust but you’ve told me that you’ve never had problems with him in the past. And he’s been a good friend to us since we’ve been here. He certainly has interesting connections. So I’ll tell him the entire story and let him decide whether he wants to help us out.” She made a face. “He may decide to run the other way.”

“Maybe. I don’t think so.”

“Well, if we do get lucky, I’ll just have to do my best to protect Fitz and his guys from suffering for it, won’t I? I’m already feeling guilty enough about accepting your help.”

“Bullshit.”

Kendra chuckled as she quickened her pace down the hill. “I’ve given up on that battle. I’ll be right down . . .”
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Fitz appeared to be just as irritated as Jessie had told her when he drove into the pine forest where they were waiting a short time later. He was driving a truck and had brought five of his men, also driving trucks and Range Rovers, as well as one man preceding the entourage on a motorcycle. Fitz jumped down from his Toyota truck in the rear. “Good morning, ladies.” He handed them each a thermos of coffee. “It was an interesting evening you provided for us last night, and I believe you’ll agree that we were accommodating, Kendra. But it seems that you’re going to be a bit more demanding in future and might require more personal attention. We have a business to run, and I’m afraid that it can’t be the kind of slapdash arrangement we had to throw together last night. I can’t allow my men to be put in a position that might prove fatal. I hope you understand.”

“Perfectly,” Kendra said soberly. “And I appreciate your indulgence.” She dropped down beneath the nearest tree and poured coffee into one of the paper cups that Fitz had provided. “Suppose we all sit down and have this coffee, which I’m certain will be excellent, while I give you the details of what we’ve been up against since we arrived here. Then you can decide whether you want to be involved. I can’t even offer you a definite payment at present. Though I will make sure there’s compensation.”

Fitz dropped down on the ground beside her and waved his hand toward Jessie, who was now sitting a few feet away from Kendra. “Jessie and Jake Brice have always been very generous. I’m sure it will all work out.”

“Don’t count on them,” Kendra said bluntly. “This is my problem. The only thing I can promise you is my gratitude and that I’ll return the favor in any way I can, in either cash or service. I do pay my debts, Fitz.”

“I like you and I’m inclined to believe you.” He added gently, “But I do have a business to run. Though I admit I don’t like the way you’ve been treated and I’m ready to listen if you want to convince me to toss my hat in the ring.”

She grimaced. “I didn’t think it would be easy. You’ll have to make up your own mind. All I can do is just ask you to listen and then give me an answer. I’ll start at the beginning—earlier this week at my condo in San Diego—because that’s where it started for me.”

She could feel his eyes fixed intently on her face as she began to speak . . . 

She tried to be as brief as possible and still be totally honest. When she finally finished, she sat back on her heels and looked him in the eyes. “Yes or no? I’ll understand if you want to bow out.” She smiled with an effort. “I’m sure your other clients don’t give you this kind of threat to contend with.”

“You’d be surprised,” Fitz said absently. “Situations change, and one must adapt.” He was studying her expression. “You’ve gone to great lengths to help this Adam Lynch. Why? Is he that worth saving? Tell me about him.”

How to explain Lynch? She’d always found he had to be experienced. She drew a deep breath. “He’s worth it to me. And he’s one of those rare people who has the brains and talent to reach out around him and change the lives and situations of anyone he chooses. He’s made a career of it over the years.” She shrugged. “Most of the time, the choices he makes are good and worth following to hell and back. That’s why Cambry resented him so much.” She added, “And that’s why I’ll keep on looking for him whether or not you decide to help us. I repeat. Yes or no?”

Fitz was silent for a long moment. Then he grinned as he got to his feet. “I believe I need to meet this Lynch fellow. We might find each other useful, and I’ve always found that valuable in a complicated world like this. I imagine you’ve found that also to be true?” He glanced at Jessie. “I hope you explained to Kendra here that our help may be limited. It’s not as if we have an army at our beck and call. We’re just a group of chums who make their living by knowing how to get things done. Sometimes I can extend the protection, but I have to be careful with the lives of my buddies.”

Jessie nodded. “Kendra wouldn’t have it any other way, Fitz. Just tell her what you can do.”

He nodded. “I’ve already started by giving orders to get the information you asked for. That was a given. I should have it by tonight.” He turned back to Kendra. “But keeping you safe while you’re searching up here in the wilds is a different matter.” He was frowning thoughtfully. “We’ll have your camp set up within the hour, under cover of the trees and brush about a hundred yards from here. That way, it’ll be impossible to see us from the air or from any path they’re likely to take. I can leave three men here to keep watch. If they notice any suspicious activity, they’ll report it to you. You’ll then call me, request additional men, and get the bloody hell out of here. Is that procedure sufficient for your needs?”

She nodded. “I couldn’t ask for more, Fitz.”

“Sure you could. But it’s a good start. I fully intend to make you keep your word about returning all favors in kind, so I’ve got to deliver. However, that also means you have a definite yes from me.” He motioned to the man driving the truck. “Now both of you get out of our way while we set up those tents.”

“One more thing.” Kendra stood up. “I want to see you again before you leave the camp. Okay?”

Fitz shrugged. “No problem. Unless you make it one. I’ll see you when I finish up here.” He began shouting orders at his men, who were getting out of the vehicles.

Jessie grinned at Kendra as she got to her feet. “Success. So what’s our next move?”

“We don’t get cocky, and we do what Fitz told us to do.” Kendra turned and headed back toward the path leading to the hill. “Since we’re not needed here, we go back up to finish the job I started and scour the rest of that area for any clues Lynch might have left. But I want to be back down here before Fitz leaves. And there’s something I want to do first, and I’d like a little privacy. Come with me.”

Jessie was gazing at her curiously as she followed her up the hill. “What are you up to, Kendra?”

“You like to be included.” She grinned over her shoulder. “I’m including you.” She stopped as she reached an area surrounded by boulders. “This should do fine.” Leaning against the boulder beside her, she took the gloved hand out of her backpack and carefully unwrapped it. “Remember I told you that I needed more time to figure out how to use the hand? Well, it all came together for me.” She used the end of her jacket to wipe some of the mud from the device and brought it closer to look at. “I remembered what you said about that soldier who had been wounded, and I thought about the numbers.”

“Numbers?”

“I was thinking that those numbers on the stone had to do with a mathematical equation that might solve an algorithm. But then I wondered if I was overthinking. Maybe it was a copy of a number that had to do with the structure of the hand itself.”

“And you’re excited about it?”

Kendra nodded. “Though I shouldn’t be. It was there all the time. I’d almost forgotten that there’s almost always an ID number on prosthetics, no matter if it’s an artificial limb, dentures, or even breast implants. Sometimes the number is so small . . .” She drew the prosthetic hand closer and squinted. “Yes! Here!”

Jessie leaned nearer. “What is it?”

“I found it!” Kendra pulled out her phone and trained its camera lens on the prosthetic wrist area. She swiped her fingers on the phone screen, enlarging the image until a sixteen-digit series of letters and numbers came into view. She snapped the photo and checked the focus. “Perfect.” Then she checked the number on the stone. “Also perfect. And the same number. But which one is the copy and why was it made?”

“Wow,” Jessie whispered as she looked at the photo. “I may have someone in L.A. who can run this down for us.”

Kendra chuckled. “I have someone closer in mind.”

“Really? How close? Can you trust him?”

“Don’t worry. I intend to take out insurance.” She saw Fitz walking up the hill toward them together with a dark-haired young man she recognized as one of his crew. “And here he comes. It seems he got a little impatient and decided to join us. Hello, Fitz. We were just about ready to come down to join you.”

“No need. Here I am. I brought you a few odds and ends.” He deposited an armful of various picks and shovels on the ground beside them before gesturing to the man at his side. “And I thought I should introduce you to Robert Dunne. He’s the man I put in charge of keeping an eye on you here at the camp. Robert, this is Kendra Michaels and Jessie Mercado.”

“Good to meet you, ma’am.” The young man smiled and shook Kendra’s hand, then Jessie’s. “I’ll make sure you’re both safe.”

“I’m positive you will,” Fitz said dryly. “But Bruce might have something to say about that.” He turned back to Kendra. “As I said, Dunne will take care of securing and guarding the camp itself. Kenneth Bruce is more of a mountain man and will be patrolling the perimeter and keeping a sharp eye out for unwelcome visitors. You’ll meet him later. They’re both good men.” He gestured to Dunne. “That’s all I need for you to do. You can go back to camp now.”

“Right.” Dunne flipped his hand to his forehead and then was on his way back down the hill.

Fitz immediately turned back to Kendra. “It’s time I got on the road. You wanted to talk to me? I take it that it’s something confidential.”

She nodded as she reached down and extended the glove-

wrapped hand she was still holding. “Very confidential. I want you to deliver this to the name and address I’ve enclosed with it. I’d like you to watch both the package and the man to whom you deliver it until he calls you back to pick it up. Then you’ll return it to me.”

Fitz looked down at the package. “You’re not going to tell me what it is?”

She shook her head. “I don’t have the right. It’s not my secret. I’m trusting you a lot just asking you to handle this for me.”

He nodded. “I’ll accept that.” He looked at the address. “He’s a doctor?”

She nodded. “He’s at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital in London.”

“Whatever you say.” He paused. “Those two men I’m leaving with you are both former military. They’ll do a good job watching out for you. And I’ll get the other information you requested as soon as possible.”

“I know you will. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Take care, Kendra.” He glanced at Jessie as he turned away. “She’s obviously into something kind of sticky, Jessie. Keep an eye on her.”

“I will,” Jessie said. “See you later, Fitz.”

He waved his hand and took off down the hill.

Jessie instantly turned to Kendra. “Doctor? It has to be your old surgeon, Charles Waldridge?”

Kendra nodded. “He’s the surgeon who gave me my sight.”

“You’ve mentioned him to me.”

“Dr. Waldridge is probably the most brilliant person I’ve ever known. He headed the Night Watch project and developed techniques that helped thousands of vision-impaired people. I read recently that he returned to his old lab at St. Bartholomew’s to continue his research. He’s the only one I could think of who might be able to help. He has fantastic contacts with everyone in the medical field. He might be able to put me in touch with someone who can tell me what kind of work was done on that hand and who did it.”

“Or maybe he could find out himself?” Jessie asked.

Kendra nodded. “If he can even spare the time to talk to me. Miracle workers like him are always under tremendous pressure. I almost hate to ask him. He’s already given me one miracle when he made this blind girl see. Now I’m asking for another one. I’ll just have to cross my fingers.”

Jessie nodded. “I can’t say I’m familiar with many miracle workers, but I’ve heard they keep their reputations pristine at all costs.” She smiled gently. “And guilty or not, we both know that you believe Lynch is worth knocking on the Pearly Gates for. So stop being an idiot. I’m betting on you, Kendra. So why the hell don’t you make that call right now?”

Kendra nodded ruefully and then reached for her phone. “You’re right, I shouldn’t even think of keeping him waiting.”

She placed the call, and Waldridge answered almost immediately. “Dr. Waldridge?”

“Kendra? What a nice surprise!” These days he spoke in a cultured British accent, even though Kendra knew he’d grown up in a working-class neighborhood outside of London. But his tone was as warm and kind as ever.

“Did I disturb you? I’m sorry to bother you, Dr. Waldridge.”

“Come now. Why so formal? We’ve discussed this dozens of times over the past decade. I refuse to let our conversation continue until you address me correctly.”

“All right . . .” She hesitated. “Charles.”

“See? Was that so difficult?”

“Actually, yes. Part of me will always be that timid nineteen-

year-old I was when you first met me.”

“There was never anything timid about you, Kendra. You were always one tough cookie. And these days you sometimes intimidate me.”

“Bullshit.”

He laughed. “Well, only sometimes. You see, I told you that you weren’t timid. Not many people talk to me that way these days. Now, what’s happening in your life?”

“You mean, besides me being deplorably rude to you? You wouldn’t believe it. But for now, I just need your help tracking down the owner of a prosthetic hand.”

He laughed. “I beg your pardon?”

“Long story. But I have a serial number.”

He was silent for a long moment before speaking. “What are you into now, Kendra?”

“I’ll tell you about it sometime. Right now I just need you to be patient and tap into whatever database will get me the answer I need. Do you have access?”

“Not directly, but I have colleagues who do. Though it might be simpler to look around for a man fumbling around with a single hand.”

“Ha. How long do you think it will take?”

“Depends how fast I can get through to them. If they’re searching an online database, it’ll take just minutes, if not seconds.”

She drew a relieved breath. “You’re the best.”

“That’s literally true, but I enjoy hearing you say it anyway.”

Kendra laughed. “I’ll text you a picture of the prosthetic hand, along with the serial number. I’ve also sent the hand itself to you by messenger in case it’s needed.”

“Very good. You always were exceptionally thorough. Sit tight, and I’ll call back when I know something. Is this the number you’ll be at?”

“Yes. It’s not my usual phone.”

Waldridge cut the connection.

Kendra sent the text and lowered her phone. “I don’t know if this will get us any closer to finding Lynch, but it’s all I can think of right now, Jessie.”

“It’s a good move.” Jessie shrugged. “Even if it just belonged to some thug who lost it fighting with Lynch, finding him could lead us in the right direction.”

Kendra smiled. “I do like the thought of Lynch tearing off a thug’s mechanical hand.”

“You and me both. It’s disturbingly easy to picture, isn’t it?”

Kendra cocked her head and looked up at the sky. “Uh-oh. Hear that?”

The engine of a helicopter roared in the distance. But soon she could see it on the horizon.

“It looks like the copter Cambry leased from the airport before,” she murmured. “He didn’t wait long to get back to the hunt.”

Jessie jumped to her feet. “Let’s get under those trees.”

Kendra followed Jessie at a dead run to the spot where she’d stashed the motorcycle. They crouched and listened as the helicopter slowly crisscrossed the valley.

“He’s obviously not hunting for Lynch,” Jessie said. “He’s looking for you.”

“He can look all he wants,” Kendra said harshly. “I don’t work for him or any of his bosses. Until I know I can trust him, I’m more comfortable looking for Lynch on our own.”

Jessie nodded. “So am I.”

They listened for another few minutes as the helicopter circled. Finally, it moved away.

Kendra’s phone vibrated in her hand. “It’s Dr. Waldridge.”

“Charles,” Jessie corrected with a grin.

“Right.” Kendra answered her phone. “Surely you don’t have an answer for me yet.”

“Yes and no,” Waldridge said.

“What does that mean?”

“According to the manufacturer, that prosthetic hand has never been implanted.”

“Seriously? There’s no record of it?”

“Oh, they know it exists. The serial number checks out. It just hasn’t been placed with a patient. It was purchased by a surgical center in Glasgow but never actually used.”

“Aren’t things like this usually custom-made?”

“Usually. But it’s not uncommon for surgeons to try a few different types to see which ones the patients are most comfortable with. Then they order a customized model for permanent placement.”

“I see.”

“Well, I don’t. But I’m interested in pursuing the matter. So . . . Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

“I will. I promise. Just not now, okay?”

He sighed. “Soon. I insist.”

“Do you have an address for this surgical center?”

“Of course. I’ll text it to you. It so happens that I’m familiar with the doctor who runs this place. His name is Palmer Nolan. He’s a brilliant kinesiologist. World-renowned. He helped develop several prosthetics that are used all over the world.”

“Interesting.”

He was silent for a long moment. “Kendra, I have to admit that I was concerned about you, and when I found out Nolan’s involvement, I tried to contact him to ask him to cooperate.”

“That was very kind of you to bother. I didn’t mean to—”

“I couldn’t reach him, Kendra,” he interrupted. “I talked to Carstairs, his assistant, and he told me that he hadn’t shown up for a few weeks at the office and he didn’t answer his phone. I asked if they’d contacted the police, but they said Nolan is a very private man and they don’t want to disturb him. It’s not the first time he’s gone off without giving notice. He’s so good, he’s allowed special privileges. Still, I found that lack of discipline very peculiar.”

Naturally he would feel that—no one was more disciplined than Waldridge. “Yes, it is,” Kendra agreed. She was almost in shock herself. “But I don’t know him so I can’t confirm any of this. All I can do is thank you for your effort. And apologize for bothering you.”

“Kendra . . . Would you like me to dig deeper? I could talk to other doctors on the board. My name does carry some weight in the medical world.”

“That’s incredibly generous of you. Thank you. I’ll let you know, Charles. I’m still trying to figure out what to do with this information.”

“You sound . . . stressed, Kendra.”

“That’s only because I am.”

“Whatever it is you’re doing, don’t forget to take care of yourself. Or you might call on that Lynch fellow who sometimes works with you. I’m sure he’d be willing to help out.”

“I’m sure he would, too. But he’s not available at the moment. I’ll be fine, Charles. Thank you for everything.”

“Call me if you need anything. Anything at all.”

“I will, Dr.—Charles. Thank you.”

She cut the connection.







CHAPTER 
9

Just seconds after her call with Dr. Waldridge, Kendra looked at her phone and saw that Waldridge’s text with the surgical center’s address, email, and phone number was already there.

“What now?” Jessie asked quietly.

“We keep on searching.” She left the protection of the trees and headed toward the fields of heather. “We’ll work as fast as we can so that we can cross this area off our list as soon as possible. I don’t like Cambry’s persistence. He obviously didn’t catch sight of us from the helicopter just now, but he might come back and try again. If there’s nothing to be found here, I’d just as soon leave these hills and find another path that might be more promising.”

“Like searching for the guy who lost his hand?”

“That’s definitely a different path,” Kendra said grimly. “And one that’s as frustrating as everything else that’s blindsided us since we came here. We may have to go back on the trail of this Nolan, but for all we know he’s vacationing in the South of France. We need to check out what we can find in this area before we go hunting for him. I don’t care which way we go to find Lynch. I just want it to be soon.”

“You’re still worrying about the blood on that glove,” Jessie said quietly. “Try not to borrow trouble.”

“I don’t have to borrow it,” Kendra said bitterly. “It’s served up wherever I look.” She picked up her knapsack. “Let’s cover as much ground as we can around the caves and see what we come up with.”
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They returned to the camp several hours later and were greeted by Dunne. He stared at them with a concerned expression. “Any luck?”

Kendra shook her head. “We’ll start again early tomorrow. If we don’t find anything in the next quadrant we’ve blocked out, we may have to relocate the camp.”

“Just let me know. I’ll start making supper. Twenty minutes?”

“Great. Thanks, Dunne.” Kendra stretched her calves as she turned to Jessie. “Nice guy.”

Jessie nodded. “The idea of cleaning up and having a hot meal does appeal to me. I’ll grab a couple of towels and a change of clothes for us as I go past the camp and still beat you down to that creek.”

“I’m in no hurry,” Kendra said absently as she followed her. She stopped several times on the way down the hill to look up at the sky for possible helicopter activity. There had been no sign of Cambry all afternoon since the round he’d made just before they left the camp. It wasn’t unreasonable that he might have given up. But she was still uneasy, and it didn’t hurt to keep an eye out for the unexpected. The woods were beautiful, but they could harbor criminals. Yes, Fitz had given them his men to protect them, but they must always be aware the threat was there—and in the end, the responsibility would always be their own.

“Kendra!” Jessie was calling from around the next bend of the path. “Get down here. This water is wonderful.”

Kendra chuckled. She could hear the sound of the waterfall from here. Jessie had the right idea. Stop worrying and try to enjoy every single moment that you could, while you could. That was Lynch’s philosophy, too. “No snakes or creepy-crawlies?” she asked as she increased her pace toward the creek.

“Nary a one,” Jessie said. “I scared them all away.”

“Then I’ll be right down. And tomorrow morning, I promise I’ll return the favor! But this evening we’ll go have that supper and get some sleep so I’ll have the strength to vanquish all the cave creatures, okay?”

“Absolutely. I have ultimate faith in you . . . Sometimes . . .”
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Robert Dunne’s supper consisted of a meat stew and biscuits that they both found delicious and thoroughly enjoyed. Kendra had expected to meet his partner Kenneth Bruce at the meal, and when he didn’t appear and she asked Robert why, he just shrugged. “He’s just being Bruce. He’s always been more comfortable in the bush than anywhere else since he got out of the SEALs. He called me earlier this afternoon and told me he was busy tracking down a lead that he’d uncovered at one of the villages in the hills that made him a little uneasy. He said he’d fix his own grub when he got around to it.”

Kendra tensed. “Uneasy? Does that mean bad?”

“Sometimes. But Bruce has always been a loner, and he doesn’t tend to take chances. He’d let me know if this lead would affect the job or your safety. He knows Fitz wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“I’m glad you feel like that,” she said dryly. “Though personally, I have a distinct dislike for the word uneasy. It makes me a bit nervous. Which is first cousin to the word uneasy.”

“Would you like me to call Fitz and tell him you’re unhappy with us?”

“I’m not unhappy . . . yet. I believe you truly want the best for us and are trying to get it. I just want to be certain you’re paying attention to all the nuances that are floating around.”

“I’m paying a good deal of attention,” Dunne said soberly, “and will continue to do so. You’re correct that I want the best for all of us.” He smiled. “Now, may I get you and your friend a cup of coffee?”

“That would be an excellent idea.” She turned and crossed to where Jessie was sitting by the fire. “It seems Bruce is a little edgy and he’s following some kind of lead. Dunne assures me that there’s little or no reason to be concerned.”

“But you are anyway?”

“Enough to make me not sleep too soundly.” She lifted her shoulder in a half shrug. “But that’s the way I live my life these days. It may be fine.”

“Well, you’ve put Dunne on the alert. You won’t be the only one not sleeping.”

“And evidently neither will Bruce,” Kendra said. “And he’s the one who started all this bother.” She took her cup of coffee from Dunne and gave one to Jessie. She lifted her cup in a small toast. “I guess we’ll see what tomorrow brings . . . But since sleep appears to be questionable, want to play a couple hands of poker?”

Jessie chuckled. “Hell, no. I learned my lesson the last time. Two cups of coffee and then we’re going to our tents and try to snooze. Got that?”

Kendra nodded. “Sure. Loud and clear. I can’t tell you how eager I am to face that cave you so dread tomorrow. But I think one cup is enough for me.” She got to her feet and headed for her tent. “I’ll get a little air and then head for bed.”

Jessie frowned. “You okay? Want company?”

“Nah, I’m fine. Maybe a little more tired than I thought. But that will only make me sleep better. I’ll probably doze right off . . .”

But when she reached her tent, she didn’t go right to sleep. She lay awake for another two hours, and when she did sleep, it was light and broken.

Which was probably why she heard the sound of the helicopter engine when the aircraft was still far, far away from the camp.

She sat bolt-upright on her bed.

Only a dream. No, a nightmare.

Definitely a nightmare.

She jumped to her feet and ran to the tent flap and threw it open.

She could hear the helicopter more clearly now, though it was still distant. But it was definitely coming in this direction.

She darted the few yards to Jessie’s tent and threw open the flap. “Get up! I think we’ve got company. I’ll go wake Dunne.”

“Shit!” Jessie was jumping out of her sleeping bag. “I’ll be right with you.”

But Kendra didn’t have to wake Dunne. He was already standing by the embers of the fire and talking on his phone, his expression grim.

“You’re awake,” he said as he looked up from his call. “Good! We may have to move out of here. Just before I heard that helicopter I got a call from Bruce. There’s an armed force of some sort moving into the hills on the highway from the north and heading in his direction. He said I should be aware of a possible need to evacuate you and Jessie ASAP. But then his damn phone cut out.” He was cursing as he redialed. “I thought I heard a shot . . . Bruce isn’t answering.” He dialed again. “Still no answer. I’ll keep trying. Grab your belongings and jump in my truck. I’ll be right with you.”

Kendra was already grabbing her jacket and backpack. “If they’re coming from the north, we’d be sitting ducks trying to get away by truck on any of these highways. We’ll be safer on Jessie’s motorcycle, where we can go off road and dodge around in the hills if necessary.”

“Don’t be difficult.” Dunne was still trying to get through to Bruce. “Fitz gave us orders to keep you safe. You know you should go with me. As soon as I finish talking to Bruce, we’ll take off.”

“No way,” Jessie said as she ran toward the trees where they’d parked the motorcycle. “Let’s get going, Kendra.”

“Sorry, Dunne.” Kendra was striding after her. “But that helicopter is getting closer now, and it sounds different from the one Cambry rented. This may be someone else entirely. If you can’t get through to Bruce, call Fitz and report to him. Your buddy Bruce may be needing help.” She had a terrible feeling that he was beyond help. “Tell Fitz I’ll try to contact him and give him a location when we think it’s safe.” She jumped on the back of the motorcycle. “Stay safe, Dunne.”

“I should be telling you that, dammit,” Dunne said through set teeth. “Fitz is going to kill me. Don’t do—”

He broke off as they all heard the sound of a fierce spate of bullets coming from the phone in Dunne’s hand. Kendra tensed as she heard it followed by a shrill scream of agony.

“No!” Dunne said hoarsely. “Dear God, no!” His expression twisted in pain as his hand closed into a fist. “Okay. Get the hell out of here. I’ll contact Fitz and try to get ahold of Bruce again.”

But that was the last thing that Kendra heard because Jessie had started the motorcycle and they were roaring through the forest toward the road.
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Jessie didn’t pull over to the side of the road until they were at least a dozen miles from the encampment. Kendra’s phone rang once during that interval with a call from Dunne to make certain they were okay and tell them Fitz and his men were on the way to the camp—but not to return until they checked back in with him. She was glad he was still safe, but she wasn’t tempted to return yet. The past hour had been a shock and she just wanted to get away somewhere she felt moderately safe before making any plans about next steps. Evidently Jessie felt close to the same thing, because when she did pull over it wasn’t until after she’d found a nook deep on the other side of the forest. There she switched off the cycle and turned to face Kendra. “Not a great night. I guess we should probably talk about how to make it better?”

“Why do you say that?” Kendra asked. “Just because that poor Kenneth Bruce has probably been murdered?” She shivered. “And I made a snap decision that might leave us just like Bruce?”

“We didn’t have time for anything but a snap decision,” Jessie said quietly. “And since we were the principal ones at risk, we had to make it. Your decision made sense to me. So stop having second thoughts and tell me what we’re going to do next.”

“So I still have the responsibility? I’m open to suggestions.”

“But you don’t always take them. This is your particular battle, as you’ve often told me. You give the orders. I’ll shoot you down if I think you’re full of crap.” Then she flinched. “Oops, that was particularly bad timing for a threat like that. Sorry.”

Kendra shook her head. “Yes, it was. But I’ll come up with something.” She was frowning. “I don’t know if Cambry is involved in this at all, but I’m not ready to trust him yet. I think we have to find a way to investigate Cambry and any possible association with Vlad Korkil.”

“Do we involve Justice?”

“Not right away. I think we have to finish searching this area first and then go after that man who lost his hand and see if it was Lynch who took it.”

“I like that plan.”

“I thought you would. But if we don’t find any trace of Lynch nearby, we’ll hunt down Palmer Nolan, who created the prosthetic, and give him the third degree. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Jessie said gloomily. She started the motorcycle. “Let’s go before those commandos get here.”
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Kendra and Jessie rode five miles to the south over the uneven terrain, then stashed the motorcycle in the brush so that they could move more quietly. They spent hours looking for some sign of Lynch, and their calls to Fitz went unanswered. They were about to give up when they happened upon an abandoned gas station.

The small building they were approaching was almost invisible from the road. Tall weeds grew all around it, and the building itself was stained by mold and mildew.

“Definitely not worth our time,” Jessie said. “I wouldn’t have paid any attention to this place even out of the corner of my eye.”

Jessie took a few more steps forward to get a closer look. “Definitely a gas station,” she said. “Or at least it was a long time ago.” She pointed to a pair of concrete pads in front. “That’s where the pumps were.”

“Get down!” Kendra hissed as she fell to the ground.

Jessie dove next to her. “What?” she whispered as she crawled after Kendra behind a clump of weeds. “See somebody?”

“No. But someone’s been here. Recently. They may still be inside.”

“Squatters?”

“Could be. There are fresh footprints in the mud all around. Do you have your binoculars with you?”

Jessie reached into her knapsack and pulled out a small pair of military-grade binoculars. She handed them to Kendra.

Kendra scanned the area. “There were at least four people here recently. There could be more, but it’s hard to tell since they were all wearing the same type of boots. Field boots of some kind, the type that paramilitary guys like to wear. So I don’t think they were squatters.” She suddenly gasped. “I think Lynch was here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure. One of the prints is that ridiculously expensive Zamberlan hiking shoe Lynch wears. I always tease him about his billionaire tastes.” She adjusted the binoculars to study the layout of prints. “But there’s only one set of those. There’s no sign of them on the path leading up to the entrance.”

“They just . . . appear there?” Jessie asked. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Do you think I do?” Kendra asked harshly. From the instant she’d seen those prints, she’d had only one thought and it was causing her to shake with fear. But she had to put it into words. “It looks like someone may have been . . . dragged.” She lowered the binoculars and handed them back to Jessie. “I think that could have been Lynch.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Jessie said quietly. “No proof.”

And Lord, Kendra didn’t want to jump to that particular conclusion. It was difficult to imagine Lynch helpless, at anyone’s mercy, dragged anywhere against his will. But at least if Lynch had been a captive here, there was evidence he’d still been alive.

“If we can get Fitz on the phone, I bet he could have a swarm of guys crawling all over this place in no time,” Jessie suggested.

Kendra shook her head. “Fitz is too busy dealing with his own team’s problems right now. Besides, even if Lynch was here, we don’t know if he’s still around. The mud around those footprints is dry and cracking. It’s days old.”

Jessie pointed to a path that would take them to the other side of the building. “Then let’s get closer.”

They ducked low as they moved through the tall grass. They finally hit a tiny parking lot with tufts of weeds sticking up through gaps in the gravel. There was a single rear door, wide open, and a pair of broken windows next to it.

“I don’t think anyone has been here for a while,” Kendra said. She inspected the windows from a vantage point about thirty feet away. “Are you seeing this?”

Jessie was now using her binoculars. “Those window breaks are fresh. There’s almost no dust on the edges.”

Kendra moistened her lips. “That’s not what I was referring to. I was talking about that disturbing splatter on what’s left of the other window.”

Jessie adjusted the focus knob on the binoculars. “Shit. Is that . . . blood?”

Kendra stood. “That’s what it looks like from here. I’m going in.”

Jessie grabbed her arm. “The hell you are.”

“It looks deserted. There probably isn’t anyone in there.”

“Then wait here. Let me go inside.”

“No, don’t be ridiculous. If someone’s waiting to ambush one of us, it’s better for you to be out here. You’re a trained soldier. If it’s left to one of us to mount a counteroffensive or go get help, we both know you stand a much better chance than I would.”

Jessie’s hand slid down to clasp Kendra’s forearm. “Listen to me. Even if there’s no danger . . . you don’t know what you’ll find in there.”

Kendra stared at Jessie for a long moment, finally accepting the truth. Jessie was afraid she might find Lynch’s dead body in the ruins of that building.

“Let me do it,” Jessie whispered.

Kendra shook her head. “If Lynch is in there . . .” She moistened her lips. “No matter what condition he’s in, I need to be the one to find him . . . and be with him. Do you understand?”

Jessie mouthed a silent curse, but finally let go of her arm.

Kendra took a step away. “I’ll be okay. Promise.”

Jessie was obviously still troubled. “After you make your sweep, come get me. Don’t wait. Got it?”

“I will.” Kendra took a deep breath and then started to walk toward the old gas station.







CHAPTER 
10

She walked slowly, trying to make as little noise as possible on the gravel path. Before she even reached the door, she was hit by an overpowering odor, one she had smelled several times before.

The smell of death.

Oh, God.

There was something else. A buzzing sound.

Flies, she realized. Hundreds, maybe thousands of flies.

The noise and awful odor only grew more intense as she moved through the open doorway. The sensory assault roiled her stomach. She was in a large room that she could tell had once been a storage area. Racks that once held motor oil cans and tires were empty, and there was no other furniture.

But there was blood. Blood everywhere.

Lynch . . . 

She moved through to the front office, stopping to look inside the single small bathroom. Empty. The entire building was deserted, except for the thousands of flies buzzing over the blood pooled on the cement floors.

The insects were especially thick at half a dozen spots around the room. Kendra stepped toward one of the groupings and bent over. There was something there . . . a chunk of meat?

It was human flesh.

She backed away. God, no . . . This couldn’t be happening. If only she’d—

Two strong hands grabbed her from behind. “Kendra!”

The hands spun her around. It was Jessie.

Kendra’s stomach churned even harder. She felt as if she was going to throw up. “We’re too late. Lynch . . .”

Jessie was guiding her to the back door. “Come on, let’s get the hell out of here. Move!”

Kendra felt herself being pushed outside, where she practically gulped the fresh air. Her nausea subsided as the cool air struck her face.

Jessie finally let go of her. “You okay?”

Kendra nodded. “I thought you were going to wait for my all-clear signal.”

“That was the plan, but you were taking too long. I was worried.”

“I thought I was prepared for anything, but I wasn’t.” She was shivering. “You saw it, didn’t you? All that blood . . .”

“Of course. But it didn’t mean anything. Lynch could still be okay.”

Kendra felt the nausea returning. “His footprints went in but never came out. There were human remains inside. And all that blood . . .”

Jessie’s grip tightened on Kendra. “Stop it.”

CLICK-CLACK!

The metallic sound came from behind them, and Kendra had heard it before. She and Jessie spun around to see three men standing at the gravel lot’s edge with assault rifles leveled in their direction.

One of the men stepped forward. “Don’t move. Not a muscle. Understand?” He spoke with an Eastern European accent.

Kendra looked down at their boots. They seemed to match the prints she’d seen at the front of the station. Were these the same men who may have killed Lynch? If so, she wanted nothing more than to make them suffer. She could feel the hatred burning hot and bright within her, and her hand reached out to close on the gun in her pocket.

“Weapons?” the man asked.

No way would she give these animals her weapon. Kendra shook her head. “No.”

Jessie didn’t respond.

The man stepped toward Jessie. “Weapons,” he repeated. “Put them on the ground in front of you. I believe you two might be the women we’re looking for. Give us your weapons. Or we will kill your friend here.”

Jessie slowly reached under her jacket and pulled out the gun she’d taken from Lynch’s safe house. The men laughed and yelled their approval.

“Such a big gun for a little lady,” the lead man said, still smiling.

“I’ve handled bigger.” Jessie leaned forward and placed the gun on the ground.

He hefted his assault rifle. “Guns like this one?”

“Much bigger than the toy you’re holding.”

“A toy that can end your life in seconds.”

There was suddenly rustling in the tall grass behind the gunmen! The two men confronting Jessie and Kendra turned warily to see that one of the members of their team was gone.

The team leader shouted. “Yuri? Yuri! Where the hell are you?” He turned toward his other man standing beside him. “Where is he? Did you see him?”

The other man shook his head.

Both men whirled around with their guns extended in front of them. “Yuri!” The team leader was now shouting, sounding panicked.

He motioned for his teammate to be still. “Hush!” They listened for a long moment, but there was only silence. He turned to the women. “You had to see what happened. Who else was with you?”

Kendra shrugged. “If you can’t keep track of your own men, how can you expect us to?”

He glared at her. “Bitch!”

More rustling in the tall grass. The two gunmen turned again, but the rustling stopped as soon as it had begun.

Kendra was trying to grasp the situation. The truth was that she hadn’t seen what happened to Yuri. She’d been too focused on the tense exchange between Jessie and the leader. She could see that Jessie was just as mystified. But these thugs were now definitely on edge and ready to attack. She’d better make certain she was prepared if that happened. Her hand closed on her pistol.

A shot rang out from the tall grass!

All hell broke loose! The two men ducked and started shooting, emptying their magazines in the direction of the gunshot.

Silence.

More rustling, then the third gunman—who must have been this Yuri—staggered toward them from the grass, covered in blood and bullet wounds. He collapsed at their feet. Dead.

BLAM! A single gunshot rang out from the opposite direction and killed the leader. Before the final gunman beside him could react, a bullet ripped through the back of his head. He fell next to his teammate.

Jessie instantly hit the ground and came up with Lynch’s handgun that she’d had to surrender to the head gunman. She yelled to Kendra, “Get back in the building. I’ll cover you!”

“The hell you will.” Kendra took off running for the woods. “We don’t know how many more of those guys are out there. If it’s a bunch of snipers Cambry brought here, there’s no telling how outnumbered we’ll be. The last thing we need is a gunfight. Our best chance is for you to take your cycle back to camp and get Dunne and anyone else there to give us a little help. You’re a wizard on that bike. You’ll make it. I’ll try to either hide or distract them.”

“Kendra! No!”

“Don’t just stand there,” Kendra said over her shoulder. “Do what I said! Or you’ll get us both killed. I have my gun and I can take care of myself.” She dashed deeper into the woods. A minute later she heard the roar of the motorcycle.

Good. She couldn’t hear any more gunshots from the area where the motorcycle had been hidden. Now all she had to worry about was getting through the woods to the road.

And staying away from the tall grass and the snipers who had been hiding and picking off the killers one by one.

They’d probably think she was an easy target.
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“Get down, dammit! Cambry isn’t playing games. He has too much at stake.” Kendra was jerked to the ground with a man’s crushing weight on top of her!

Shit! She instinctively reached up and plowed into the man’s nose with her knotted fist. Then she went for the gun in her pocket. She was vaguely aware of him cursing as he tried to keep her from struggling.

“Kendra, be still or I’ll have to knock you out.”

The hell he would. She had her gun out now and she—

She suddenly froze. Because she had recognized that voice.

And, dear God, she knew with the greatest intimacy every muscle and response of that body on top of her own. “Lynch?”

“Hush,” he whispered. He wasn’t looking at her but at the far side of the woods. “Cambry isn’t alone, and he’s mad as hell at what I did to him. He has more men in these woods. We’ve got to get out of here.” He jumped up and pulled her to her feet. “Follow me.” But he didn’t give her a chance to follow, just grabbed her by the arm and half led, half pulled her through the brush. “I laid a false trail to the west, but even if Cambry doesn’t manage to track us, one of his men might. Korkil has evidently given all his thugs permission to start the fireworks.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Where are you taking me?”

He gestured to his lips for silence. “Later. I’ll tell you everything later. It’s just around the next bend.” He was striding swiftly, looking in every direction. Kendra could only do the same. Then they rounded the bend and she stopped short as she saw the helicopter. She recognized it immediately. “That’s the helicopter Cambry leased. What’s it doing here?”

“I stole it.”

“Stole it?”

He shrugged. “Evidently Korkil summoned Cambry to meet with him and a few other influential buddies at his yacht. And he just left it sitting there at the seaport. I figured the least I could do was to make use of it . . . and maybe find a way to lure him away from you. So after I followed him to the yacht, I doubled back and nabbed the helicopter.” He opened the passenger door for her. “I’d captured Cambry’s cell phone frequency when I first met him a week ago, so I was able to tap his phone from the copter and found out that there might be problems that involved you being down at that gas station that had once been my home away from home. So I headed back here to change the odds. Everything was going pretty well until you decided to spoil all my plans by making a run for it.”

“What did you expect? There was gunfire. I had to get them away from Jessie.” She got into the helicopter. “Only you were part of that gunfire. How was I to know you were anywhere nearby? As far as I knew you were dead. All that blood in that garage . . .” She could still see it in her mind’s eye, and it was suddenly making her angry. The relief and shock she’d felt when she’d first seen him was fading, replaced by bewilderment and nausea and this terrible rage. “I was just trying to survive and find out what had happened to you. I don’t know why I cared. You seem to have just been doing your usual machinations to keep everything as slick as it always goes for you.”

“Yes, you do know, but this isn’t the time to discuss it.” He’d jumped into the pilot’s seat and was starting the engine. “You’re upset and angry, and I admit that probably a lot of it is my fault because I was making the decisions.” The helicopter was lifting now. “And this is another one, and it’s probably going to piss you off.” He was skimming over the trees where she could see several men breaking through the brush toward them and then the sound of shots as they glimpsed the helicopter.

But they were out of range moments later as Lynch turned east.

“Now will you tell me where we’re going?” Kendra asked. “You’re right. I’m pissed off that you’ve been treating me like a nursery school dropout since that moment that you tackled me back there.” She’d just had another thought. “And from what you said, maybe all that decision-making crap you were referring to started the minute you sent Olivia that message to begin this nightmare. Right?”

“Long before that,” he said quietly. “But I didn’t realize I’d have to involve you until that time. Events here were escalating, and I wasn’t sure that I could control your part of it.”

“My part of it?” she repeated incredulously. “I had no part of anything that was happening. You left me a few clues and then disappeared into the great beyond. Do you know how frustrating that was?”

“Yes. I knew exactly how frustrated you’d be.” He added softly, “And how challenged. I planned on it. It was the best way I could think of to control the situation since I couldn’t be with you. I know how clever you are and what pushes your buttons. And I knew they wanted information from me and would try anything to get it. Korkil had the contacts to know my entire background, which automatically made you a target. I thought that if you made an appearance on the scene and obviously knew nothing, it would be safer for you than if they thought you were a partner . . . or a current lover.”

“Well, you succeeded in convincing everyone I was neither,” she said caustically. “You could have fooled me.”

He flinched. “It wasn’t that easy. We have a history as both. It was essential that no one realize they could get what they needed from me by using you as bait. That was why I had to bring you to England to keep an eye on you.”

“Keep an eye—” She drew a deep breath and said slowly and clearly, “I didn’t notice that I needed any help in that direction. Quite the opposite. After all we’ve gone through together, I don’t believe I deserve that kind of slap-down.”

“Shit!” Lynch said in disgust. “That came out all wrong. You know I didn’t—” He stopped. “But I can’t back off and deny that I’d do anything, even go to hell and back, to keep you safe. That has nothing to do with the fact that I respect that you can take care of yourself. You know it’s true, but right now you’re angry with me and I’m not making things any better. Let’s go back to square one and start again.”

“That might be wise,” Kendra said coolly. “Since you didn’t get around to explaining anything to me in the first place. You mentioned Cambry. I suppose that means I was correct when I thought he might be connected to Korkil? How deeply?”

“At the moment, Korkil is using him mostly as an errand boy, but Cambry is working toward a full partnership. Because that’s where the big money is going to be.”

“And he’s betraying his country?”

“It happens sometimes. Korkil is doing his best to control the world, and Cambry wants his share. I thought you’d see right through him. And you did. I’ll fill you in more about him later. What else do you want to know?”

“Where are you taking me?”

“I’m heading for a cabin in the hills that belongs to a friend of mine. We’ll be safe there until we can straighten out this chaos and arrange a permanent residence. I’m working on that now.” He checked his watch. “We should be there in about thirty minutes.”

“Jessie!” Kendra couldn’t imagine why she hadn’t asked about her first. “I can’t go anywhere until I know she’s safe. I sent her back to our camp to get help. I can’t leave her and Fitz alone with Cambry and Korkil out searching for us.”

“Easy.” Lynch was taking out his phone. “Of course we can’t. I have a friend who will go and pick her up and bring her to the cabin. I’m sending a text message now with directions.”

“You know where our camp is located?”

“I wouldn’t have been able to keep an eye on you if I hadn’t made it my business to do that,” he said quietly. “There’s not much I don’t know about what you’ve been doing since you arrived at Heathrow. Why don’t you call Jessie and tell her you’re safe and to expect the unexpected when someone comes to get her.”

She frowned. “Someone reliable?”

“Absolutely,” Lynch said solemnly. “Now, if that particular crisis is on its way to a solution, what’s your next question?”

“The big one,” Kendra said flatly. “What’s the assignment that you’re working on that would bring Korkil and his entire organization into cahoots with that slimy Cambry at the Justice Department? There must be one mega score on the line for them to bring you into the picture to take them all down.”

“You might say that,” Lynch said. “It’s certainly been an intriguing experience.”

She was studying his expression. “But you don’t want to talk about it? Is it because it’s top secret?”

He shook his head. “No more secrets, Kendra. It’s just that what you’re asking would require a good deal more time and explanation than we have right now. But I promise I’ll fill you in very soon.”

“How soon?” she asked suspiciously.

He chuckled. “How long is it going to take until you trust me again?”

“I have no idea. It . . . hurt me. We’ll have to wait and see.”

His smile faded. “I promise you’ll know everything by the time you go to bed tonight. Good?”

She nodded. “Of course it depends on what you tell me.”

“Tough. Very tough, Kendra.”

“Don’t talk to me about tough. It hasn’t been an easy day. I’ve gone from thinking you were dead to wondering if you’re the same man I’ve always thought you were. I’m still not sure of anything.”

“I’m sure enough for both of us.” He added gently, “We’re just going through a rough time right now. It will all come together. Why don’t you close your eyes. I’ll wake you right before we land.”

She did close her eyes, but she could still feel him looking at her. “Stop staring at me. I’m right to be angry with you.”

“Probably. But I like to look at you and why should I cheat myself? It’s been a while since we’ve been together. Just let go and get a little rest. It will be good for you. You’ll have a few adjustments to make once we arrive. But I’ll be there to take care of you.”

“You’re doing it again.”

“Can’t help it.” She could tell he was smiling. “I do try, Kendra.”

But what else had he said? “Adjustments?”

“Isn’t life always an adjustment?”

But was that what he’d meant?

She was too weary to think about it anymore. She’d just take these next several minutes and let the world blur and go away . . . 
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“Come on. Kendra. Time to wake up. We’ve arrived in Neverland.”

Lynch’s voice. Lynch’s hand on her shoulder. Thank heavens it was Lynch. He was alive! Then her memories returned and her eyes flew open to see his face. Yes, it was definitely Lynch, and his expression was a little quizzical but principally gentle and amused. She had seen that expression so many times before. But not after the anger and mistrust that had preceded it this time. She shook her head to clear it and sat up straighter in the seat to look around. She must have been dozing harder than she thought, because the helicopter was nearly on the ground. “I’m sorry I dropped off. It’s been a difficult day.”

“I can see why you’d think so.” He turned off the engine. “Evidently I was a major part of that difficulty.”

“Yes, you were.” She wasn’t going to deny either her anger or her disappointment. But that wasn’t why she had come here. She got out of the helicopter and gazed around her. “You promised me information. Where is this cabin?”

“Just ahead.” He took her elbow and nudged her toward a large, two-story Craftsman-style house that looked more like a mansion than a cabin. It was set far back in a parklike lawn with such extensive gardens and shrubbery, it wasn’t visible from the road.

“Very nice.” She added, “But I’ve never seen a cabin like this before. Perhaps someone should tell the family so they can do a little downsizing.”

He smiled. “I understand it started out as a cabin, but the owner’s practice and personal situation meant he wanted more privacy. So it’s grown over the years.”

“Lucky for him.”

“Not necessarily. It all depends on what you consider important.”

“Well, I can see this entire area is as gorgeous as a fairy tale. But why did you call it Neverland?”

“Because that’s what it reminded me of when I first came here. It has a certain resemblance to the story that struck me very strongly. And the longer I stayed here and thought about it, the more I noticed the similarity.” He smiled down at her. “You must tell me if you agree with me after you spend a little time and familiarize yourself with everyone.”

“I can hardly wait,” she said sarcastically. “As soon as you tell me whom you’re taking me to meet.”

“Well, there’s one person you won’t have to worry about meeting.” Lynch nodded at an alcove off the main house. “I believe that’s Jessie’s motorcycle. It appears that they’ve beaten us here to the cabin.”

It was Jessie’s bike, Kendra saw with relief. “Thank heavens. Let’s go and see her.” She started toward the cabin again. “I wasn’t sure whether to believe you when you said the person you’d sent was reliable. Who was it?” She stiffened. “Is it one of your political friends you’re trying to schmooze?”

“Schmooze?” He laughed. “I believe I’m hurt. I spend a lot of time and diplomatic effort attempting to make things go right in a wrong world at Justice. That is not schmoozing.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t good at it,” she said sourly. “So who am I going to meet here?”

“At the present time, I’m going to limit it to just one individual. But she’s the most important person you’ll meet. Perhaps that you’ll ever meet.”

“She?” She froze. “A woman?” Her gaze flew to his face. “You want to tell me about a woman?” She swallowed, hard. “You don’t have to tell me that you have some kind of liaison with another woman. We’ve never had that kind of arrangement. And I certainly don’t have to meet her. Who is it?” Then she thought she knew. “Stevie. Her name is Stevie, and she was with you at the safe house in London.” She fought against the shock so that she could force herself to say the words. “I hope you’ll be very happy and you don’t have to worry that I’ll be in the least—”

“Kendra!” He grabbed her in his arms and buried her face in his chest. “For God’s sake, shut up. You’re being so damn generous and reasonable that I want to strangle you.”

“Typical male reaction. It is this Stevie, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s Stephanie Nolan, and that’s the only thing you had right.”

“Stevie.” Kendra said dully. “It was carved on her hairbrush she left at the London safe house. I suppose everyone calls her Stevie.”

“Most people. But it was her father who did the carving and gave her the hairbrush. She was upset that she left it at the safe house when I took her there to stay until I could make sure this would be a secure place for her again.”

“She shouldn’t worry. Jessie intended to return it to you the next time she saw you. She was going to make a point of it.”

He gave a low whistle. “And now Jessie’s involved?”

“No.” She raised her face from his chest to look at him. “That’s what I’m trying to say to you. This is your life and you’re entitled not to have to answer to anyone about who you spend it with. Certainly not to me.”

“Oh, shit.” She could see the frustration in his face as he gazed down at her. “You’ve got it all figured out, haven’t you? Only it’s all screwed up and I’m the one who has to unwind it.” He sighed. “So I’ll start with this photo of her and hope that you can figure out most of the rest by yourself.” He dialed up a photo on his phone. “This is my assignment, Stevie Nolan.” He handed the phone to her. “She told me it was taken last year. She’s a real beauty, isn’t she?”

“I’m not interested in whether or not she—”

“Look at her,” Lynch said softly. “And tell me what you see.”

She glanced impatiently at the photo. “Gorgeous curly black hair. Stunning green eyes and nice features. Is that what you want me to see?”

“No, look again, and tell me what jumps out at you.”

She glanced at the photo again. “What do you—”

He nodded as he saw her pause. “You see it. Say the words, Kendra.”

She was studying the photo in bewilderment before she finally said slowly, “Young. She’s positively glowing with youth and energy.” She looked back at him. “How old is she?”

“That photo was taken when she was sixteen. She’s almost seventeen now.” He tilted his head. “And when have you ever known me to rob the cradle? It would bore me to death. I seem to be destined to only have a passion for brainy, mature sex goddesses like you.”

“That sounds thoroughly disgusting.”

“But very true. Stevie is a remarkable young girl. I admire her and wonder what she’ll end up accomplishing. But if you’d used that keen brain of yours to dig just a little deeper, then you wouldn’t have put either one of us through this quagmire.” He made a dismissive gesture. “And instead you’d have been asking why I think she’s so important.”

Kendra was already asking it, because she was remembering the name of the girl in the photo. “Her name is Nolan. And her father must be Palmer Nolan.”

“Right,” Lynch said. “Which means you must have tracked down that much of the story already. Just what I’d expect of you.”

“With practically no help from you. Now I’ll ask that question I shouldn’t have to ask. Why is a sixteen-year-old kid important enough to cause Justice to send their best agent to keep her safe and happy?”

“No one mentioned happy,” he said soberly. “The kid might have a long way to go as far as that’s concerned. But with any luck, I can take care of the safety factor.”

“Why is she so special that Justice sent a top agent like you to protect her? Why would anyone want to hurt her?”

“Special? For one thing she has an IQ that’s way above Einstein’s number; it got her accepted in Mensa while she was still a toddler. For another, she evidently has the drive and initiative to go after what she wants until she gets it. That combination can be big trouble for a kid her age.”

“So you’re going to save her from the bad guys?”

“That’s my job,” he said quietly. “I didn’t realize until I was in the middle of it that there was a good chance they’d go after you, too. I did what I could to find a way to balance the odds for both of us.”

“Not a good way. You just vanished and left me to worry. It wasn’t fair to me. If it was that important a case, you should have brought me into it right away. I should have been shouldering some of the load from the beginning. What game were you playing with me?”

“Suppose we discuss that later.” He was striding ahead of her toward the front door. “No game, Kendra. You have a right to be angry, and you’ll have to decide for yourself if you want to forgive me. All I can do is tell you the truth. That’s why we’re here. I made you a promise and I’ll keep it. But it’s probably better if I start with Stevie. There are still many tales to tell in Neverland.”

“I didn’t like this one,” Kendra said as she followed him toward the door. “I hope that can be improved by—” She stopped, her gaze on the back of his shirt. “Wait!” She walked quickly toward him. “I believe there’s blood on the back of your shirt. Are you hurt?”

“No, it’s nothing.”

“The hell it’s nothing. It’s blood.” She was looking at the back of his shirt. “What happened?”

“I told you, it’s nothing.” He shook his head as he took her hand away from the small patch of blood. “You’re not going to give up, are you? Okay. I was wounded before they threw me into that blasted gas station for a few days of interrogation. The bullet wound was almost healed before I managed to escape. But when I tackled you tonight, I must have scratched it or opened the scar tissue on my back a bit.”

“So I did it?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We both did it, if you want to split hairs. As I recall, we were on top of each other in a perfectly exuberant fashion. But no real harm was done. After you later drifted off to sleep, I checked out the wound, and it had already stopped bleeding.”

“It should be looked at.”

“No,” he said flatly. “It’s fine. Now we’re going to go inside and you’ll get your answers. I made you a promise. By the way, the friend I sent to get Jessie was Stevie Nolan. And since she usually has to have an escort, I imagine Jessie is going to have some tales of her own to tell.” He opened the door with a flourish. “After you, Kendra.”







CHAPTER 
11

Hi.” Stevie Nolan came forward to greet Kendra with a warm handshake and a perfectly lovely smile. “I’m so glad to meet you and I’m sorry that my problems have become your problems. Lynch has told me how generous you’ve been when you’ve worked with him before. He said he expects the same dedication when you’re giving your time to me. All I can say is that I’m grateful for your kindness. I can’t thank you enough for going to this risk to help my father.”

“I’m afraid I’ve walked into this with only sketchy information.” Kendra gave Lynch a poisonous glance. “Sometimes it happens like that. But I’m really here to thank you for bringing my friend Jessie. I hope you and your escort had no trouble picking her up.”

“None at all. She was very cooperative. And she’s so great on that motorcycle. I asked her if she’d give me a few lessons.” She turned to Jessie, who was coming into the sunroom with a cup of tea in her hand. “Here are your friends, Jessie. I’ve been telling them I’m trying to persuade you to give me lessons.”

Jessie nodded. “Whenever we both have the time and inclination.” She turned to Lynch. “Hello, I’m glad to see you. You look to be in excellent shape for a dead man. I can’t tell you how surprised I was when Stevie started to chatter about you on the drive back here. She seems to think that you’re Superman incarnated.” She paused. “I admit this whole setup here threw me for a loop. Particularly Stevie’s friend who drove the car.” She glanced at Kendra. “I can’t wait to know what you think.”

“I believe there’s a lot I still have to learn about the situation,” Kendra said dryly. “Right, Lynch?”

“We’re getting there, Kendra,” he murmured.

“Not fast enough. I should be the one to thank you, Stevie,” Kendra said. “There might have been considerable risk connected to the service you just did me. I’m surprised that Lynch would even ask you to do it. I’ll find a way to return the favor.”

“It’s my debt, Kendra,” Lynch said quietly. “Stevie knows that I’ll pay it.”

“Yes, I do.” Stevie smiled brilliantly. “We trust each other. That’s a very good thing. You’ve promised to save my father, and that’s all I could ever ask.”

Lynch chuckled. “Just listen to her, Kendra. I’m the one who should be worrying about reparations. I’d probably still be a prisoner if Stevie here hadn’t mounted her own rescue mission.”

“Wait just a minute,” Kendra said. “I thought you were here to save her.” Then she made the connection. “But she’s the daughter of Palmer Nolan, and that has everything to do with this situation, doesn’t it? Tell me what?”

“Stevie was the target,” Lynch said, “but my presence by her side had a dampening effect on Korkil’s plans.”

Stevie smiled at Lynch. “He saved me twice from Korkil’s men before they decided to change tactics. It’s no wonder I did everything I could when he was wounded and taken prisoner.” She chuckled. “I needed him around to save me again.”

Lynch nodded. “But after I was wounded, I lost quite a bit of blood and I wasn’t in a position to save anyone, not even myself.” He added, “Also I had six heavily armed guards watching my every move. I had to humbly rely on Stevie and company to get me out of there.”

Jessie turned toward Stevie. “How did you pull that off? Do you have a mercenary squad on speed dial?”

Stevie smiled. “Nah, not my crowd.”

“Well, that means either you came armed with automatic weapons and a grenade launcher, or you’re a martial arts prodigy.”

“Neither of the above.” She exchanged a glance with Lynch and then gave him a wink. “Though I did come armed with something else.”

Kendra cocked her head. “Like what?”

Lynch smiled. “You’re about to find out.”

There was rustling outside the door of the cabin. Kendra and Jessie both jumped to their feet and turned warily toward the door.

“It’s okay,” Stevie said quietly. “Don’t be alarmed.”

Kendra gave her a doubtful look, then turned back to the cabin’s entrance. The door swung open, and a tall figure in a buttoned-up trench coat, fedora hat, and ski mask stepped inside and froze when he caught sight of them.

After that first glance, Kendra just stared in disbelief. Then she had to start over and slowly and meticulously look the figure up and down. She stopped when she got to the feet, which seemed to be made from the same metallic material as the hand that she had found. She looked back up toward the face, where the eyes glowed blue behind a pair of sunglasses. She drew a deep breath “Oh, my God. It’s the freaking Terminator.”

“Not a Terminator at all,” Lynch said quietly. “Meet Archie.”

Kendra and Jessie stared at the imposing figure for a long moment, then Stevie walked over and pulled the hat and ski mask from its head.

The cranium was also silver and metallic, but the face held smooth humanlike contours with eye sockets that indented only slightly. There was no mouth, and only a slight bump where the nose would have been.

Stevie smiled at the shocked look on their faces. “Archie, say hello to our guests.”

“Hello,” the robot said in a soothing male voice. “I am exceptionally pleased to meet you.”

Kendra looked toward Stevie. “Am I supposed to respond to this . . . thing?”

“Do whatever you want. Speak to it the same way you would speak to anyone else. He’ll understand and reply.”

Kendra nodded. “Hello, Archie. I’m Kendra.”

“I perceive a sudden increase in your pulse rate, Kendra. I apologize if my presence is causing you any anxiety.” The figure’s speech was accompanied by hand motions that were distinctly . . . human, Kendra thought.

“Anxiety isn’t quite the word for it. I don’t know if there is a word for what I’m feeling right now.” She turned to Lynch. “What the hell?”

“That was my first reaction,” Lynch said. “But he grows on you.”

“Don’t you mean ‘it’?”

“I make the same mistake all the time,” Stevie said. “I realize it’s bad form. But I look at Archie as a friend, and I have problems calling a friend ‘it.’ It sounds kind of . . . cold. So most of the time I just do what comes naturally. I suggest you do the same. It works for me.” She smiled proudly at the robot. “And after all, I’m the one who built Archie.”

Jessie stepped forward and inspected Archie more closely.

“You built it how?”

“One piece at a time.”

“Yourself?” Kendra said, still not quite believing it.

Stevie nodded. “His brain and nervous system were based on the AI protocol I designed and patented a couple of years ago. It’s not all that different from the phone AI assistant most of us carry in our pockets, or on kitchen countertops in our homes. They’re already pretty capable of carrying on a conversation, and mine is just an extension of that.”

Kendra pointed to the figure standing in front of her. “You’re oversimplifying. That’s nothing like this.”

“Sure it is. People are having conversations and even therapy sessions from AI partners online that look incredibly lifelike. They’re already almost indistinguishable from humans. Anyway, my father studies the science of human motion, and he’s helped design prosthetic arms, legs, and pretty much anything else that can go missing on the body. I decided I wanted to take what I’ve already been doing in the virtual world and bring it to the real world.”

Jessie smiled. “So you threw him together from parts your dad had just lying around.”

“Not quite,” Stevie said. “Archie is truly my invention. But I wouldn’t want to cheat my dad by denying that he helped wherever he could on the prosthetic level. He’s always been very supportive in every way.” She wrinkled her nose. “It wasn’t easy for him to have me for a daughter. From the time I was three, I was a constant headache for him. But he was there for me whenever he could be and he taught me to be honest with myself and the rest of the world.”

“I’m glad for you. Was your mother supportive, too?”

“My mother divorced my father when I was four. She found me too difficult to deal with even at that age. I can’t really blame her. That was one of the first headaches my dad had to put up with because of me.” She shrugged. “She didn’t know how to handle a kid like me so she took it out on Dad. After the divorce, I never saw her again, but Dad and I got along fine without her.” She suddenly chuckled. “Though I can’t imagine how she’d react if she knew about Archie.”

Lynch shook his head. “I don’t want to imagine contending with another family member over our friend Archie.” He stood up. “He’s already causing me enough trouble. What you should know, Kendra, is that Archie is far superior to any other AI I’ve even heard of. We’ve all seen YouTube videos of robots that are almost spooky in the way that they can run, jump, and crouch like humans. Stevie has combined that with her AI protocols to create what you see standing before you. It’s not sci fi. These are things that were already here, just put together in a way no one has done before.”

“Why do you call him Archie?” Kendra asked.

Stevie shrugged. “Algorithmic Response Computerized Heuristic Intelligence Experiment.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he learns and improves with the more data he collects, just like the AI assistant you probably have in your phone. But with Archie, it’s not with just the things he says, but in how he moves. He learns specific things like balance, posture, and speed and improves with every step he takes.”

“It’s true,” Lynch says. “He’s made amazing progress in just the short time I’ve seen him.”

Kendra shook her head in wonder. She found it difficult to take her eyes off the robot. “What can he do?”

“Anything a human can do, but better. Just think about all the things ChatGPT or the other AI applications can do for you just by asking. Now extend that to a walking and talking machine like this one. It can do all the dangerous things we can’t. A team of Archies could run into a burning building and pull everyone to safety. They could be dropped into the ocean and repair undersea cables, or launched into space to repair satellites.”

“Or they could be soldiers,” Jessie said quietly.

“No!” Stevie said fiercely.

“Why not?” Jessie said. “You said they can do anything a human can. And it sounds like Archie helped you lay waste to everyone who was holding Lynch.”

“I won’t allow it.” Stevie shook her head. “Not from Archie and not from any others I ever make, or allow to be made.”

Kendra could see the mere mention of this use for her creation had upset Stevie. Lynch reached out and put a comforting hand on the young girl’s shoulder.

“And this is how we’ve found ourselves where we are.” Lynch looked over Stevie’s head at Kendra. “For all the good things Archie could be used for, he could just as easily become something quite dangerous. A soldier, a terrorist, an assassin. Someone who knows about Archie has clearly envisioned these possibilities and wants him for their own plans.”

“What plans?” Kendra asked.

“We don’t know details yet. But we do know that a man named Vlad Korkil has taken an interest in Stevie’s work.”

“An interest.” Stevie made a face. “I guess that’s one way of putting it.”

“Vlad Korkil . . . Not a good person to cross,” Jessie said.

“Not at all,” Lynch said. “Korkil is one of the most dangerous men alive. He’s principally into drugs and human trafficking. But he’ll take on any job as long as the money is good enough. He runs a mercenary group that has somehow always managed to keep one step ahead of the law. Probably because he performs special favors for governments and makes generous contributions to politicians who are in a position to help him.”

“He wants Archie for himself,” Stevie grated through set teeth. “He tried to buy him from me, and when I wouldn’t sell, he tried to steal him. Thanks to Lynch, he couldn’t get me, so he went after my dad to use him as a bargaining chip. I saw them take him away. His team practically destroyed the house where I created Archie.”

“Your home?” Kendra said.

“It’s actually down the street from the house where my dad and I live. We used to live in this smaller house where my dad started his business, designing and making prosthetic limbs. The entire lower level was his lab, and it’s now mine.”

“That’s where you created Archie?” Kendra asked.

“Yes. And that’s where I kept him. When Korkil’s squad raided my lab, I barely escaped. I wouldn’t have made it if I hadn’t had Archie there to help me.” She was nibbling at her lower lip. “I couldn’t stop them. They’d already captured my father, and he told me to run and get help. But I didn’t know what to do or where to go. My father taught me from the time I was a little kid that I couldn’t trust our local police or politicians. But he said once that the one person he could count on was Adam Lynch.”

Kendra turned to Lynch. “You knew her father?”

“Briefly, a few years ago. He was part of a team outfitting wounded Ukrainian soldiers with prosthetics. The team was captured and held by a Russian infantry unit, and I helped negotiate their release.”

Stevie nodded. “Well, my father never forgot it. I knew I should probably go to the U.S. to find him, so I contacted your State Department and said I wanted to come to your country with my new project. But I had one condition: I would only come if Adam Lynch accompanied me.”

Lynch nodded. “I was already due to go to Denmark on assignment, but when I got the message I canceled out and left Washington to come here with only an hour’s notice,” he said. “Very few people in our government knew about it.” He shook his head. “But still someone tipped off Korkil. They ambushed me when I was on my way to meet Stevie at an old mining town about twenty miles south of here.” His lips tightened. “Stevie was right not to trust just anyone in her government or ours. Korkil’s interrogator was very inventive and determined when they held me in that abandoned gas station for three days, questioning me and trying to find her.”

“Instead,” Stevie said, grinning, “I found him.”

“Yes, you did.” He grinned back at her. “And I’ll be forever grateful to you and Archie.”

Friendship.

Watching them together, Kendra could see the bond that had been forged. Naturally this young girl would be attracted by the strength and intelligence of Lynch, and Lynch’s protective instincts would have been at high mast when he’d found out what she was up against.

For a moment Kendra felt a bit wistful and envious, remembering the bond between Lynch and herself during these last years.

Yet at the same time she was sympathetic to this young genius who was only trying to make a decent life for herself under terrible handicaps.

She impulsively got to her feet, crossed the room to Stevie, and gave her a quick hug. “Well, I’m glad that the two of you managed to get together. There’s isn’t much left of that gas station or the guards. But I’m sure it didn’t take Korkil long to bring in reinforcements.”

Stevie looked a little startled at the gesture. But she recovered quickly and tried to smile. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you. I’m afraid I’m not accustomed to having strangers being interested in what happens to me, so I’m a bit awkward. My father taught me I should always be independent.”

“It’s a fine philosophy, I definitely approve,” Kendra said.

“I can vouch for that,” Lynch murmured.

She deliberately ignored him. “But accepting good wishes won’t damage you too much. There’s usually a middle ground.”

Jessie laughed. “Don’t listen to either of them, Stevie. You appear to be doing pretty well going your own path. I admire the way you and Archie here took care of blowing your way through those thugs holding Lynch.” Then she added, “Though it’s true that the countryside is still crawling with more of them.” She thought for a moment. “But we might have some reinforcements of our own.”

“Who?” Lynch asked.

“Just some friends of Jake Brice.”

Stevie’s jaw dropped. “The movie star?”

“One and the same,” Jessie said. “He’s a—friend.”

Stevie’s eyes lit up. “Cool. I had his poster up in my room when I was seven or eight. But I outgrew him.”

Jessie obviously enjoyed this. “It would make him so sad to hear that. If you happen to meet Brice after we leave here, you must remember to tell him.”

“We can’t leave,” Lynch said. “Not yet. I made a promise to Stevie. I said we’d try to find her father first.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing here?” Kendra said.

“We’ve just gotten started,” Lynch said. “Mostly it’s been about staying alive and keeping an eye out for what hell-raising Korkil and his crew have been up to. Plus exploring the talents and potential of Archie. That’s been fairly high on my list. His performance at that gas station impressed me enormously.”

“Potential?” Stevie repeated the word sourly. “I don’t like to even think about that concept when I don’t have to. That’s all Korkil wants him for, and it makes me angry every time I think about the kind of monster he wants to turn him into. He has a potential for good and wonderful things, too.”

“I know he does,” Lynch said gently. “And I hope that we get a chance to learn about all those wonderful things. But it wasn’t that particular potential that helped me get away from Korkil before he could slit my throat. I think it’s best to concentrate first on developing Archie’s defensive mechanisms that might keep us all alive so that we can find your father and enjoy a bright and prosperous future. That means we can also teach him and keep him in top shape for the future you’re planning. Does that make sense to you?”

Stevie scowled. “You know it does. You’re a very clever man, Lynch. Now stop manipulating me. I suppose I have to get busy and make sure Archie is operating at top capacity.” She turned and examined the robot’s right arm joint. “I’ve been fine-tuning Archie while you’ve been gone. He did well when we were extracting you, but I didn’t design him for battle. I could have equipped him with flamethrowers and all kinds of gear, but he wasn’t constructed for that.”

“So what did he do to help you free Lynch?” Jessie asked.

Lynch looked admiringly at Archie. “What didn’t he do? For something that wasn’t designed for battle, he sure knows how to throw a punch.”

“His armor plating is pretty much bulletproof.” Stevie tapped the smooth silver surface. “I prioritized my and Lynch’s safety, so he did what he needed to do to keep us safe. Anyone who pointed a weapon anywhere near us immediately had it taken away from them.”

Lynch chuckled. “Tell the truth, Stevie. A couple of those men had entire limbs taken from them.”

Kendra made a face. “Really?”

Archie turned toward her and spoke in smooth, almost gentle tones. “I merely employed the quickest and most efficient means of disarming them.”

“No pun intended.” Lynch was still smiling.

“Interesting,” Stevie said thoughtfully. “Archie just chose to join our conversation even when a question wasn’t specifically asked of him. He’s done that a few times recently. When Kendra just said ‘Really,’ he decided he had the most informed and accurate answer, and he joined in.”

“Correct,” Archie said. “I try to be helpful when I can.”

Jessie’s eyes narrowed on the robot. “No offense, but this thing creeps me out a little.”

“Maybe Lynch is right,” Kendra said. “He might just take some getting used to.” She stepped toward Archie. “Is that your primary function? To be helpful?”

“Of course. I try to do whatever is needed or required of me.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“Yes. You’re Kendra Michaels.”

“How do you know that? Did Stevie and Lynch tell you about me?”

“They mentioned your name, but I confirmed your identity from scanning your face and running it through a facial recognition application.”

“Off the shelf,” Stevie said. “No big deal.”

Archie continued, “I can give you a biographical rundown, from your childhood education at Woodward Academy to your college education and news reports of gaining your sight at the age of twenty. I’m familiar with your PhD thesis and your involvement in helping solve several high-profile criminal investigations.”

“All this from one glance at me?”

“And an examination of information from several public databases.”

“I guess this took, what, half a second?”

“Actually, my wireless data node is somewhat slower in this remote location. It took about nine seconds to gather all this information.”

Stevie stepped closer. “Archie is usually equipped with a satellite modem, but I disabled it. I was afraid it might make it easier for certain interested parties to track our whereabouts.”

“Do me, Archie,” Jessie challenged.

Archie turned toward her in a movement that was incredibly lifelike and graceful. “I know that you were a decorated soldier in Afghanistan, Jessie Mercado, and that you were a prizewinning contestant on the American Ninja television game show. I just viewed several clips from YouTube.”

Jessie groaned and buried her face in her hands. “Oh, great. I don’t suppose you have any way of reaching back out to YouTube and deleting those.”

“Sorry, that is beyond my capabilities. But I can provide you with the names of several individuals in the hacker community who might be able to perform tasks such as this.”

“Absolutely not. I’m just joking.”

“I see. In any case, there’s nothing to be ashamed of. That show helped you get the job working security for music star Delilah Winter, and you quickly became the head of her security detail. Since then, you’ve been the owner of Jessie Mercado Investigations in Santa Monica, California, USA.”

Jessie turned to Kendra. “Somehow, I’m not feeling any more at ease with this.”

Kendra nodded. “It’s unsettling when ChatGPT does things like this on my laptop, but for some reason, it’s a bit more disturbing coming from you, Archie.”

“I understand. I believe that’s why my creator didn’t attempt to make me look more human. The more that machines such as me resemble human beings, the more common are feelings of unease.”

“Catch!” Lynch shouted as he tossed a coffee mug toward Archie.

The robot’s left arm shot up and caught the mug.

“And this one!” Lynch tossed a plate toward Kendra’s head.

Before she could react, Archie reached in front of her and caught the plate between his right metallic thumb and forefinger.

“Hey!” Kendra spun around to face Lynch. “That’s how you choose to demonstrate Archie’s reflexes? By hurling a dinner plate at my skull? You’re a lucky, lucky man.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Lynch said. “Archie’s accuracy is about a hundred times out of a hundred. He hasn’t missed yet.”

“He missed a lot after I first created him,” Stevie said. “I made some adjustments, but the most significant improvements came from Archie himself. I created a heuristic algorithm, meaning he’s constantly learning and incorporating those things into everything he says and does.”

Archie nodded and casually placed the cup and plate on a nearby countertop.

Kendra shook her head. “I have a feeling Archie has plenty of surprises in store for us.”

Stevie turned back to adjust Archie’s arm joints. “Well, he surprises me every day, and I built him.”

Kendra watched Stevie working on her creation with the enthusiasm of a teenage boy tuning up his car. She smothered the incredulity she was feeling and then turned back to Lynch. “Of course we need to find Stevie’s father. And if that helps us nail Korkil at the same time, even better.” She looked from Lynch to Stevie to Archie. “So what’s the plan?”

Lynch smiled. “I’m thinking about it. As I said, that’s next on the agenda.”

She shook her head impatiently. “That’s not good enough for me. I didn’t come here and put up with all that bull crap we’ve gone through to have you pat me on the head until you’ve had a chance to concoct one of your intricate master plans.” She turned to Stevie. “This is your house, and everything appears to revolve around you and Archie. Including the fate of your father. This seems to be a sizable place. Can you manage to put Jessie and me up here until we can come up with a plan to help you? Lynch seems to be having a problem with it.”

Stevie frowned. “Of course. No problem. My dad built this house thinking it would be easier to have teachers and therapists come to me when I needed them rather than send me away to school.”

“It belongs to a shell company of her father’s,” Lynch said. “It can’t be traced to him, though it was common knowledge he had a second home somewhere in this part of the country. That’s what brought me, Cambry, and Korkil’s goons circling around here. I have to say, though, when I set all this in motion, I didn’t realize they would be quite so hot on our trail. I thought you would be safer here than back home, where they would know exactly where to find you if they wanted to leverage your relationship with me.”

Stevie motioned toward a set of stairs. “Anyway, there are always several empty bedrooms available to accommodate visitors.” She motioned toward Lynch. “He’s been occupying one of them on the first level since we brought him down from the hills. I’ll have Archie make up rooms for you and your friend.”

“Archie is also a housekeeper?” Kendra asked. She shook her head again. “Why does that not surprise me?”

“A housekeeper is surprisingly required to make many complicated decisions,” Stevie said solemnly. “It’s excellent training that might apply to other duties. Archie found it rather interesting.”

“And so did I.” Lynch grinned. “But for me it was more amusing than interesting. Let’s just say that Archie is very meticulous about everything Stevie sets him to do. I could tell you stories . . .”

“Please don’t.” Kendra turned back to Stevie. “Will you have Archie grab a first-aid kit and bring it to the room you assigned to Lynch?”

Then she took Lynch’s arm and pulled him to his feet. “But first have him take Jessie to the room you’re going to give to her and make her comfortable. Lynch is going to be kind enough to take me to his room so I can take a look at that wound in his side and possibly treat it.”

Lynch stopped smiling. “I am?”

“You are.” She looked up at him. “You had your way and you kept your promise. Now I’m going to have my way with you.”

Stevie looked troubled. “Is something wrong?”

Kendra shook her head. “Not as far as I’m concerned.” She met Lynch’s eyes. “What about you?”

His gaze was narrowed on her face, deep and enigmatic; for once she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Then a sudden impish expression lit his face and he took her arm. “There’s no way I’d refuse an invitation like that from you. Allow me to escort you.” He was leading her out of the sunroom area and down the hall. “My room is just a few doors off the living room. I chose it because I thought it best I be near Stevie and her father and easier to maintain security.”

“Kendra?” Jessie was staring inquiringly at her across the room.

Kendra shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Whatever you say . . .”

A moment later Lynch was closing the bedroom door behind them. “There we are.” He pulled her farther into the room. “Did you notice how I withstood all of Jessie’s protective instincts to give you what you wanted?” He backed away from her and started to unbutton his shirt. “I admit I was a little confused about what exactly that was. But then I sat there looking at you and remembered the anger and indignation about how I hadn’t respected our relationship enough to treat you as you thought you should be treated. You wanted to see the wound. It was your right both as a partner and the woman I’ve taken to bed for how many times during the last years? Did you regard it as some kind of rite of passage?” He was stripped to the waist now, and she couldn’t take her eyes off him. Lean and powerful, yet so sleekly masculine and sexual it made the need to go to him almost irrepressible. Because she knew exactly what could be waiting for her if she did.

Almost.

“You flatter yourself.” She had to clear her throat and was searching for something to say that would distract her from what she had been thinking when she was finally able to speak. “It wasn’t all about me. You were hurt and bleeding. I might have been responsible. You had no right to keep me from helping you. You wouldn’t even let me look at the damn thing.”

“Then come over here and play Florence Nightingale,” he said mockingly. “I’m at your disposal.”

When she didn’t move, his voice lowered to wheedling softness. “Come here, Kendra. Don’t you want to save me from myself?”

“Why should I?” Then she couldn’t stand it any longer but was striding over to where he was standing. She carefully removed the bandage and placed it on the end table. Slowly, with the utmost care, she examined the tissue surrounding the bullet wound on his arm and the lesser one that had opened on his back. She looked up to see his gaze on her face.

“I told you it was nothing,” he said quietly. “I’ve had a lot worse.”

“Tell me about it,” she said bitterly. “I remember I told Jessie about the first time I visited you in the hospital after we started to work together and I got a look at all those scars on your body. It almost made me sick.”

“I wouldn’t want to do that to you.” He shrugged. “I’ve led a rough life. I’m sure Korkil was disappointed when the interrogator he sent to question me didn’t succeed. He just couldn’t compete with some of the nutcases from my younger years. But maybe he’ll still get his chance to—”

“Shut up—”

“Okay.” He cupped her face in his two hands to look into her eyes. “It’s done. It never would have started if you hadn’t been so upset that you wanted to punish me for being clumsy enough to get wounded. I got a little testy because I feel like that almost every time that you even come close to having that happen to you. Tit for tat.”

“Bullshit. It wasn’t like that. It’s almost a miracle when you don’t get hurt. I’m careful and intelligent, and I help you and contribute when we work a case together. But this time you left me behind and rode off into the sunset. That wasn’t ethical or fair.”

“You’re absolutely correct. But it still felt like the right thing to do. So I did it.”

“What do you mean? You’re not making sense.”

His hold moved down to gently rub her throat. “You’re everything that you’ve mentioned and more. You forgot to add that brilliant ability to find clues at a crime site that no one else can see. I really appreciate that one.”

She could feel her pulse pounding beneath his fingers, and she wondered why she was letting him touch her like this. Unless it had something to do with the fact that until just recently she had thought he might never be able to touch her again. And she was still suffering from the shock of seeing all that hideous blood. She forced herself to try to back away from him. “Which only proves how unreasonable you were to treat me like that.”

“No.” He bent his head and brushed his lips back and forth on the hollow of her throat. “Because my reasoning was entirely based on the current state of our relationship. I’ve been trying to reach you and show you how it’s changing, but you haven’t been willing to investigate and explore the nuances.”

“Changing?”

“Deepening, evolving, building on the old to get to the new. You’ve been content to go along as we have been as if you didn’t realize it.” He paused. “Or perhaps you’re afraid. That’s always a possibility. What do you think?”

“I think you’re trying to avoid the admission that you were completely wrong and should not have tried to keep me in the dark about such an important case. There are all kinds of ramifications that could have developed from it.” She pushed his hands away from her throat and stepped back. “And you still haven’t told me everything about what you were doing here.”

“I wasn’t trying to hide anything. I was just hitting the highlights. Ask me and I’ll answer.”

“I admit those highlights were pretty potent.” She shook her head. “But I want to know about Palmer Nolan and whose hand he chopped off for you.”

He started laughing. “No one. Nolan would be insulted that you thought that he was one of the bad guys. He can be a bit arrogant, but he takes pride in his work.” He snapped his fingers. “You must have found the prosthetic. It’s the only reason you might have drawn that conclusion.” He tilted his head. “Or maybe you just threw that remark out there to see what effect it would have. It’s something you would do.” He added softly, “Lord, I’ve missed you, Kendra.”

“I find that hard to believe,” she said coldly. “Since I’m the one who had to cross an ocean to search for you.”

“Ouch. That hurt.”

“Yes, it did. I’m guessing that there was no victim in this case? The hand belonged to the robot courtesy of Stevie’s father. How did it get into that cave where I found it?”

“It happened after Stevie and Archie rescued me from that gas station. I was drifting in and out of consciousness, and Archie actually had to carry me. I pointed out that cave, and we hid out there so that Archie could tend to my wound. Stevie took the opportunity to repair Archie’s damage, which wasn’t too bad.” Lynch smiled. “As the saying goes, you should have seen the other guys. Stevie had already been meaning to replace Archie’s hand with a more modern version she had with her, so she did the upgrade while we were there. I was unconscious most of the time, but as we left, I convinced her to leave the discarded prosthetic in the cave. I knew it could be traced back to her father’s company, and I had hopes you would find it if you made it that far.” He paused. “Are you finished with me for tonight? As I said, no more secrets. Ask and I’ll give you anything you want.”

“That sounds very generous. What I want to know right now is about the Queen’s Walk. That Porter woman’s death was very upsetting to me. Did you have anything to do with it? Did she die because I went there to the Queen’s Walk Book Mart trying to find you?”

“No, it wasn’t about you. Korkil already knew about Porter’s connection with Stevie. He’d been researching everything to do with Stevie and her father for the past year, just waiting for the right target. At one point, Elizabeth Porter was going to be the hostage to force Stevie to come over to the dark side with Archie.”

“Why?”

“Because his research had revealed that Elizabeth had been one of her prime mathematics tutors while she was growing up. She was both teacher and close friend, and often came to her home to discuss Stevie’s ambitions. The friendship continued even after Stevie’s knowledge and abilities surpassed Elizabeth’s own. Stevie wouldn’t entirely give up one of the only friends she’d had growing up. She’d still send her books she’d read and notes on the texts that she’d studied and wanted to discuss with her.”

“I think I might have seen a few of those books,” Kendra murmured. “Elizabeth reacted angrily when I disturbed books on mathematical physiology at her booth at the book mart.”

He nodded his head. “That makes sense. Those books were likely given to her by Stevie, or perhaps she was holding them to give to Stevie. Archie is very much a product of that interest of Stevie’s.”

“But why the hell did you hide that Queen’s Walk postcard at your place in San Diego?”

“The situation had changed and I had to change with it.”

“What are you talking about?”

He shrugged. “All you saw in the sunroom today with Stevie and the robot was only the tip of the iceberg. I’d been involved with it for much longer. Six months ago, I had a call from Nolan telling me that Korkil had made a direct threat to him and Stevie if he refused to turn over the robot within the next few months. Nolan didn’t want to tell Stevie and worry her, but he asked if I’d be willing to come to London and get the bastard off his back.” He grimaced. “And hopefully either behind bars or in the nearest cemetery.”

“And you agreed to it?”

Lynch nodded. “But I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. Korkil is a big-time drug kingpin, and his organization has been involved with quite a few nasty massacres around the world. So I told Nolan to stall while I did my research and tried to get him off the hook. I went undercover in London several times during the next months, which allowed me not only to do the research I needed but also to keep an eye on Stevie to make sure that Korkil didn’t snatch her to put pressure on her father. It was working out pretty well and I was getting closer and closer to the point when I might be able to take Korkil down.”

“But you said the situation changed,” Kendra said. “What happened?”

“Korkil got impatient and decided to go after both Stevie and her father. He managed to get Nolan but not Stevie and that’s when I knew I’d have to set up permanent residence on Korkil’s virtual front porch to keep both of them alive and safe. That’s when I left for London.”

“And dropped off that postcard with George and Matilda? Why not just call me, dammit?”

“You’re not getting the picture. Korkil is totally deadly. I didn’t want you anywhere near him if I could make other arrangements.” He looked down at his bloody bandage. “It turned out that I couldn’t. Before I left, I set up a ‘dead man’s switch’ email to Olivia from my server.”

“That sounds grisly.”

“It’s just an email that will be sent unless I periodically log on and stop it. People use them to send final wishes, locations of wills, insurance policies, that kind of thing. If something happened to me, I wanted to leave you some breadcrumbs to follow.”

This surprised Kendra more than anything else. Lynch had always projected an aura of invincibility. “You actually thought you were going to die?”

“I knew it was a possibility, but I thought it was even likelier that I might be held hostage at least for a little while as they tried to get me to reveal Stevie’s location. I needed to be careful how I parsed out information to you, because I didn’t want anyone else to find Stevie. Of everyone I know, you’re the one person I knew who could piece it together.” He smiled. “And who cared to piece it together.”

“You’re lucky on that count.”

“If there was any other way, I wouldn’t have chosen to endanger your life. Quite honestly, I thought that if the worst happened and these people were trying to get to me by hurting you, this approach would have the advantage of taking you away from home, where you could be a sitting duck. In a weird way, I thought I would be protecting you.”

Kendra thought about this for a moment. “Well, it’s true that I’ve always been more comfortable as a moving target than a sitting duck.”

“In the end, I couldn’t even get in touch with you. When they were holding me, I didn’t have access to a phone, of course, and afterward I couldn’t think straight for days between my injury and the torture chemicals that Dekker injected in me. Even when I could call, it was too dangerous to let Stevie use her phone, since we had reason to believe Korkil could track her if it was used.”

Kendra nodded. “So you thought Elizabeth Porter was the one person who might know enough about Stevie and her country house to lead me here?”

“Yes. And even if I was dead, I thought Stevie would be in good hands with you.”

“But why was that bookseller murdered?” Kendra asked. “She didn’t answer my questions about you and told me nothing about Stevie Nolan.”

“Would it make you feel better if I tell you that you probably had nothing to do with why they went after Elizabeth Porter that night?” he asked gently. “It was probably just about my presence in Palmer Nolan’s life.” His lips twisted bitterly. “Though it could be that Korkil has a passion for sweeping anything the least bit marginal out of his path. Or the pleasure he receives from the pain he inflicts while he’s doing it. I could show you the morgue reports.”

“No, thank you. I’m feeling bad enough already.”

“Then believe what I’m telling you. Is there a possibility you could have something to do with her death? Of course, but it’s likely the responsibility lies at my door—or even more likely, at Korkil’s. I won’t lie. I had planned to pluck Elizabeth Porter out of harm’s way. That was the plan, but I was more worried about Stevie and Archie. And I ended up being shot and then taken to that damn gas station for Korkil’s fun and games. I wasn’t pleased. I was so mad, he didn’t stand a chance of getting any info out of me.

“But Korkil could have realized you were a potential problem because of your connection with me. He’d probably already had me investigated because I’d asked too many questions about him and his organization during the past six months. Since Porter was also under scrutiny as a friend of Stevie Nolan, it was almost a sure thing that Korkil would eventually give the order to eliminate her if she wouldn’t give him the information he wanted. As you found out, that woman could keep a secret.”

Kendra shook her head in disbelief. “Aren’t you just trying to make me feel less guilty?”

“Nah, it’s too much effort, and we know each other too well to play games when the truth is easier. Right?”

“Maybe.” She frowned. “I’m still upset with the way you handled all this. But you may be partially correct with some of the conclusions you’ve drawn.” She paused. “And I think you’ve told me the truth as you know it.”

“Amazing,” he murmured. “You mean I’m not a total asshole?”

“I didn’t say that. You were wrong in so many ways that hurt me.” She hesitated again. “But I do think perhaps you were right about that wound not needing immediate attention.” She turned and headed for the door. “It’s definitely no longer bleeding, but I’ll still send Archie to put on a fresh bandage.”

He smiled. “I would have preferred you to do it, since you appear to be diving into the case with such enthusiasm. But I’m at your disposal in any capacity. Archie isn’t nearly as charming. May I ask where you’re going now in such a hurry?”

“While you’re being expertly bandaged by her creation, I thought I’d have a discussion with Stevie. She and her father seem to be at the center of Korkil’s crooked schemes. I believe I should at least get to know her better so that I can help protect her.”

He was shaking his head. “By all means get to know her. Stevie needs all the friends she can get. But I don’t like the idea of you hanging around with her to act as a guard and ending up a victim yourself. That’s my job. I don’t need two of you to watch over.”

“I’ll remember that.” Then she added with annoyance, “Even though some of this madness was caused by that very attitude toward me. But in the meantime, remember that as far as I’m concerned I’m now a member of the team and I’ll do whatever I please as long as it doesn’t endanger Stevie or her father. I’m sure that’s clear? I hope you and Archie will be very happy together.”

She heard him chuckling as she left the room. She paused a moment outside the room to gather herself before she went in search of Stevie. Those minutes with Lynch had been as volatile as a roller-coaster ride, her emotions alternating from anger to pity and then to searing sexual tension while she’d tried to control them.

“May I be of service?”

She turned to see Archie, the robot, standing watching her across the hall. He was gazing at her quizzically, and she noticed he was carrying a red-and-white first-aid kit.

She quickly shook her head. “No, I’m fine. Though I did want to tell you that I’ve examined our patient and think the first aid will be minimal.”

“I’m very glad to hear that,” he said gravely. “But naturally I will have to make my own decisions based on my knowledge, my experience, and the many books I’ve memorized. You will not be insulted?”

“Perish the thought. But I’m curious to know what experience you’ve acquired?”

“From Stevie. She thought it urgent I learn the knowledge and techniques of a physician with at least a residency experience at a local hospital. So she arranged for me to spend many weeks learning and observing. Humans are so beautifully complicated. And I’m being taught to save them and help them to survive. It is an honorable and wonderful goal.” For an instant his metallic face appeared to have softened and his blue eyes glowed bright behind his sunglasses. “Do you not think so?”

She nodded. “And I can see that you do.”

“Wonderful,” he repeated. “Besides, it was very interesting.”

“I’m sure it was,” she murmured.

He inclined his head slightly. “If I cannot help you, I must go and examine Lynch’s wound.” He started for the bedroom door. “I thought you might be in distress . . .”

“Nothing you can help with. Thank you.”

He nodded. “Ah, something to do with the brain? No, I am not wise enough for that yet.” He opened the door. “Perhaps if I’m permitted, someday soon . . .”

She stared after him as the door closed. It was totally bizarre to see that beautifully glowing metallic body carrying that small first-aid kit. But if what he said was true, his purpose was far from bizarre. He was learning to save human lives. That was wonderful. But it was also bewildering. She had heard of robotic machines in hospitals that helped in surgical operations. But she had an idea he was learning the procedures themselves at that hospital. If that was true, then what Stevie had accomplished was doubly difficult. It must have been against hospital rules, so how had she managed the instructions and supervised practice? Wonderful, indeed.

How?

She had asked herself the question. But now she had to go to the person who had the answer. It was as good a way as any to start to learn a few of Stevie Nolan’s secrets.







CHAPTER 
12

Don’t be alarmed,” Kendra said quickly as Stevie stiffened warily on the couch where she was sitting when Kendra entered the sunroom. “I realize that I might have seemed a little antagonistic when I left here with Lynch, but I have no intention of causing you trouble. From what I understand, you’ve had enough of that and have been handling it well. Please believe me when I tell you that I only want to help you.”

“Lynch helps me,” Stevie said quietly. “And you did not treat him well. Why should I trust you?”

“Good question. Lynch and I have certain disagreements that have nothing to do with you or your father. I promise that neither of us will permit them to interfere with bringing your father back home to you.” She made a face. “But you really don’t want to get involved with our personal lives. You have your own worries, and Lynch and I are very talented at solving other people’s problems. I hope you understand the difference.”

Stevie stared at her for a long moment. Then her face lit with a smile. “Of course. My father and I don’t always agree. But I have no trouble with solving much more complicated issues with Archie.”

“I don’t believe it’s quite the same thing,” Kendra said dryly. “But I’d be interested to hear your view on the subject.”

Stevie shook her head. “I recognize the difference but sometimes it strikes me as close to the same thing. Archie is constantly changing with all the improvements I constantly install, and I have to keep up with him.”

“And your father?”

“My father is a brilliant man and a fine scientist. But he usually leaves me alone to work out any of my problems by myself. He feels more . . . comfortable that way.”

“Does that bother you?”

“I like it better when we’re together. It’s not as lonely.” She added hurriedly, “But I understand why he does it. He explains everything so that I’m able to see how a daughter like me can be a hindrance in certain situations. It was important that I understood all the disadvantages as well as the advantages of being the way I am. I’m sure it’s probably the same in many families. What about you? I’m sure you’re very clever. How did your father treat you as you were growing up?”

“He wasn’t around.” Kendra suddenly chuckled. “It just occurred to me that we really did have similar upbringings. Neither one of us was actually wanted when we appeared on the scene. I was blind from birth and didn’t gain my sight until I was twenty. You had the opposite handicap. Because of that high IQ, you saw too much around you, and some things you weren’t meant to see.”

“That’s true.” The idea appeared to intrigue Stevie. “You know, somehow it makes me feel less alone to remember that there’s an entire world of people out there who have their own problems and lives to worry about. Did your mother leave when you were young, too?”

“No, she’s a university professor who stuck with me through thick and thin and gave me all the love and support in the world. I’d like you to meet her sometime.”

“Me, too.” Then Stevie shook her head. “But my father doesn’t allow me to go many places. He says it’s best that I remain isolated for the most part so that I can work and be safe.”

“He could be wrong. You followed his rules and he turned up missing with you as the grand prize. I’m just saying that the situation may be changing, and you ought to remember that as you go forward.” She paused. “As we go forward, if you’ll allow me to be on the team to make sure that you and your father come out of this alive and well.”

Stevie was slowly nodding. “I think we might be able to work together. You believe you can help us? What would you do?”

“Principally, be there when needed. But I also have a gift for noticing and identifying what I see around me that’s evidently quite rare. Even Lynch commented on it quite recently.”

“He did?” Stevie chuckled. “That’s impressive considering that the last time I heard him speak to you, he was not in the best mood. How do we go about tapping that particular skill?”

Kendra wasn’t about to miss this opportunity. “You tell me what you’ve seen and noticed about places and things to do with the Highlands during the past weeks. You also try to remember details about those scumbags who shot Lynch and took your father.” She frowned thoughtfully. “I think I remember quite a bit myself about the hills, as well as the footprints and the dead bodies I saw at the gas station.” She shuddered. “That would be hard to forget. If you’ll give me a notebook and pen, I’ll start taking down notes as you give them to me.”
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TWO HOURS LATER

“Well, it seems you’ve been adopted,” Lynch said as he came into the sunroom. “I hope you allow me to sit in on this little session? I wouldn’t want to disturb you.”

Kendra looked up from the heap of notes in front of her to see him strolling toward the couch where she’d been working. “No disturbance,” she said, “as long as you don’t create it. Stevie and I have been working too hard to let you toss our notes aside.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” he said. “She just marched into my bedroom and told me that the two of you were making progress and I wasn’t to put any roadblocks in your way. When I meekly acquiesced, she continued to tell me how much she liked you and that you could have been sisters or cousins, or something.” He gazed at her quizzically. “I’m not even going to ask where she got that. I just accepted it. Somehow you’ve managed to persuade her that if there is a bad guy, it must be me.”

“It didn’t go like that at all,” Kendra said. “I just told her who I am and what my role is when we work on cases together. Then I asked her to let me help. I like her very much, and I think she liked me.”

“What’s not to like,” he asked softly. “Next she’ll probably want to enroll as one of your students.”

“I doubt it. She’s trying desperately to get her father’s approval, and I don’t think she knows exactly how to do it. I got the impression he might be a bit jealous of his little girl’s capabilities. She said he doesn’t like the idea of her going to any public places.” She shook her head as she dismissed that thought. “I told her she should decide what she wanted to do herself after we get her father away from that bastard.”

“Good. Then since you’ve started making suggestions to alter Stevie’s life, may we go back to the request I made to be able to join your little party?”

“Are you sure that’s what you want? You didn’t seem to think that the last time we spoke.”

“I still have reservations. But I’ll work around them to get what I need.” His lips tightened. “And I’d never let you go into this alone if I see a way to keep you from doing it. When I mentioned changes, that’s not the direction I was talking about. Now. Just what have you been doing, and how can I help?”

“Right now we have to determine what information we need,” Kendra said. “In this case we have to know who the victim is and if he’s a prisoner or has already been eliminated. Ideally we hope he has not been eliminated. We can’t be certain of the name of the victim, because no ransom has been requested. Though we’re assuming that it’s Stevie’s father because of the circumstances and because he disappeared from his home about the same time. He could be a prisoner, but if he is we’re not sure where he could be. They might have even sent him out of the country.” She looked up at Lynch. “Not a lot of information. We have to ignore the fact that he might be dead if we want to keep Stevie’s hope alive. Which means we have to concentrate on assuming that he’s a prisoner and start searching where he might be. Then we start checking out air, sea, and ground transportation sources. If those come up nil, we get closer to home.”

“That’s where I like to start out,” Lynch said. “Indulge me.”

She grinned. “Just like the usual cases we work? Do the homework and then zero in on the bad guys and find her father and bring him back to Stevie. Piece of cake.”

“Not really. Just efficient. I don’t want to waste time on this one. There are too many people I like and admire having to deal with this scum. They could get hurt. But I’ll see if I can strike a balance.” He leaned back and said thoughtfully, “We do have a number of valuable assets that we can call on if we find we need them. Let’s see . . . We have a computer and AI genius and a robot that can be almost anything he wants to be with a few switches of mechanics and electronics. We have Jessie, an expert on cycles and weapons and phones. Then there’s you, a person remarkable at observing the world and then making it theirs. And I can’t forget my humble self, who does have a few talents that many people find useful when they need something . . .” He was searching for the correct word. “. . . completed.”

Kendra had a lightning memory of Lynch in the tall grass firing at those killers. Yes, he was superbly good at completing things, and sometimes ending the chaos of the world around him.

“What’s your point, Lynch?” she asked slowly.

“That I’m a simple man who can’t stand the idea of any of you being hurt, and I might suggest we band together and make certain Korkil can’t hurt anyone else in the universe, either.”

“And how would you do that?”

“I’m not certain yet. I’d have to think about it. But there is always a way. May I see those lists you’ve been making?” He sat down on the couch beside Kendra and picked up one of the lists in front of her. “Now, what do we have here . . .”
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TWO HOURS LATER

“So what’s going on in here?” Lynch said, returning to the sunroom where Kendra, Jessie, and Stevie were working. “I’m getting an extremely productive vibe.”

“You should,” Kendra said. “We’ve been brainstorming ways to locate Stevie’s father. Where have you been?”

“Getting results. I had to check on a few things before I came to lay those results at your feet.”

Kendra shook her head. “This had better be good.”

“Don’t be a doubting Thomas. Actually, the results should probably be laid at Stevie’s feet.” He turned to Stevie. “I have a gift for you.” He stepped toward her as he reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out three cell phones, and dropped them onto the table beside her.

Stevie picked up one of the phones. “What are these?”

“Property of the three gunmen I recently neutralized.”

“Neutralized?” Kendra repeated. “That’s an elegant way of putting it.”

“You’re welcome.” Lynch turned back to Stevie. “I took them from the bodies of the three thugs who were trying to kill Kendra and Jessie the other day at the gas station. You can never tell what you can find out by reading texts and voicemail messages on phones of the recently departed. I’m normally pretty good at tapping equipment like this, but these phones are equipped with custom software that’s proving tough to crack. I figured since I’m in the presence of a certified computer genius, you might be able to extract some useful information quicker than I can.”

“Maybe.” Stevie opened her laptop and connected one of the phones to it. “I’ve been able to defeat some high-level encryption schemes with my rig. I’ll give it a shot.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that.” He took Kendra’s arm and motioned to Jessie to come with them. “We’ll just step outside and let you work your magic.”


[image: ]
Less than thirty minutes had passed when Stevie called them back into the room.

“Find something?” Lynch asked.

“I was able to decrypt text messages from all three phones.” Her hands were shaking a little as she motioned toward her laptop screen, where the texts were displayed. “Lynch, these guys were assigned ‘PN Guard Duty’ every other night.”

“Palmer Nolan . . .” Kendra said.

Stevie nodded excitedly. “My dad. It has to be him. He’s near here somewhere, along with the rest of Korkil’s men. But we still don’t know where.” She motioned toward the makeshift workbench across the sunroom, where the phones were connected to her laptop. The screen pulsed as her software tackled the encrypted contents. “It could take days.”

“It only took you half an hour to get their messages.”

“This could be totally different. We don’t know if the phones’ location data is still in there.”

“Isn’t it usually saved automatically?”

“Usually. But these phones are equipped with a lot of custom software. The location data may have been wiped clean by the operating system every few hours, or even every few seconds. We just don’t know yet.”

Kendra nodded. “Well . . . even without location data, I have a pretty good idea where those guys had been before they ran into us.”

Stevie’s eyebrows rose. “What, seriously?”

Kendra pulled a piece of paper from her back pocket and unfolded it. She showed Stevie a hand-drawn map. “Lynch helped me draw this up. We both think it’s accurate. We weren’t together but he’s spent quite a bit of time in this area in the past few days, and I have, too.”

Stevie cast a doubtful eye on the map. “Yeah . . . ?”

Kendra nodded. “I think those gunmen came from somewhere on the other side of this dry lake bed. It’s a couple miles south of here.” She ran her finger along the map’s lower edge. “Before that, they were walking through this field. That runs at least another mile or so, especially if they were coming from due north, which I think they were.” She traced straight upward. “That would have them walking through this small valley, at least for a little while. We’re not sure what’s beyond that, but your father could be somewhere up in that area. At least it’s a place to start looking.”

Stevie looked up from the map. “Wait a minute. How do you know any of this?”

“Trust me,” Lynch said quietly. “She knows.”

Stevie shot Kendra a side-eye glance. “You’re not claiming to be psychic, are you?”

Kendra smiled. “Not at all. I just . . . pay attention.”

“Pay attention to what?”

“Everything, I guess. My sight became so important to me after my operation that I automatically saw every detail and couldn’t understand why other people couldn’t. But in this particular case, it was those gunmen Lynch took out at the old gas station.”

Stevie crossed her arms and leaned back against the table. “Then you shouldn’t mind telling me how you can possibly know all this stuff?”

Kendra shrugged. “Well, to start with, I got a pretty good look at two of the men’s boot soles after they were lying dead on the ground in front of me. They both had gray-and-white pebbles lodged in the ridges. The only place around here I’ve seen pebbles like that is in the dry lake bed near here. It’s a good bet they walked right through it.”

“But you knew they came through a field north of there.”

“There’s fresh mint growing in that field. A lot of it. With a good strong breeze, I could smell it a mile away. I could smell it on the gunmen’s clothing. For the odor to be that strong on their boots and pant legs, I’d say they must have walked right through it on the way to the dry lake bed.”

Stevie nodded. “I think I smelled that in the field, too. I hate the smell of mint.”

Kendra smiled. “I can deal with it in chewing gum. Otherwise, I’m not really a fan.”

Stevie wasn’t about to totally give in. “Okay, what about the valley they came through?”

“Chiggers, lots of them.” Kendra wrinkled her nose distastefully. “I think I still I have some stuck to my sweater. One of the guys had some stuck to the Velcro flaps of his pack, and another even had one in his beard.” She added hesitantly, “I may have been pushing it to call that area a small valley. It might be more of a gully. But it’s still a good place for us to start while you try to pull location data from those phones.”

“I agree.” Stevie smiled. “I’m starting to understand why Lynch has such faith in you.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Lynch said. “The only question is, do we want to follow up on this ourselves, or do we want to bring in some help?”

Stevie asked, “You’re leaving this up to me?”

Lynch nodded. “You’ve got the most to lose.”

Stevie didn’t even hesitate. “If you’re still not sure who we can trust, I say we scope things out ourselves. Everyone has been doing great figuring out stuff so far. If we think we’ve found where they’re holding Dad, we can decide what to do then. We’ll bring Archie with us for protection.”

“Archie won’t slow us down?” Kendra asked.

Lynch chuckled. “No way. If anything, we may slow him down.” He paused. “But it might be wise to give ourselves another day or so to verify the information we’ve gathered.” He smiled as he saw Stevie’s disappointed expression. “With your permission, of course. I don’t like it either, but I’m trying to impress you all with my patience and lack of barbaric bloodlust in a bad situation.”

Stevie sighed and then nodded reluctantly. “Okay . . . I guess. But I kind of liked the idea of bloodlust when it concerns rescuing my dad.”

Kendra reached out and squeezed her hand. “We all sympathize.” Then she gave Lynch a sly glance. “But I’m sure that Lynch will soon exhibit it again to entertain you. He has that reputation.”

“Ouch.” He flinched. “And just when I’m making this splendid attempt.”

“I didn’t say I objected,” Kendra said. “I was just comforting a friend in need.”

“Were you?” He was studying her expression. “It wasn’t quite that, but it was close enough to be promising. I believe I’m encouraged. Particularly if you substitute me as the friend in need.” He flashed her a brilliant smile. “I’ll take that as progress.” He turned to leave. “So we make preparations now, head out tomorrow night just after dark.”







CHAPTER 
13

FOUR HOURS LATER

The knock on the sunroom door was very light, almost tentative. It was followed by the door opening and Stevie sticking her head into the room with an equally tentative smile. “Kendra? I don’t want to be a bother, but I wonder if I could come in and talk to you? Would you like a cup of tea? I could get one for both of us from the kitchen.”

“That sounds like a bribe.” Kendra leaned back in her chair and grinned. “This is your house, Stevie. I should be the one waiting on you. We’ll talk about tea later. What’s bothering you?”

Stevie hesitated. “I guess it’s not important. At least, not enough to worry you. I just knew you were still working in here tonight and I wondered what you were doing and if I could help.”

“I was only checking out those maps that Lynch and I put together and making sure that they’re as accurate as we can make them.”

“And are they?”

“As far as I can tell. You can never be certain, doing this kind of estimating.” She smiled. “Perhaps I should have brought you in to help me look them over. I’ve noticed you’re pretty much an expert yourself. Your work with Archie is really amazing.” She chuckled. “How about it? Want another job tracking down those slimy bastards?”

“No,” Stevie said sharply. “Don’t even think about it. It would be my worst nightmare.”

Kendra’s smile faded as she gazed at Stevie’s tense, pale face. There was clearly something serious disturbing her. “I wasn’t serious,” she said gently. “Not a good joke?” She pushed the maps aside. “I think we should have that talk. I want to hear what the problem is. We all know you’re an intelligent person and there’s nothing you can’t solve. Suppose you just let me help you do it.”

Stevie moistened her lips. “But that’s not what’s best for me to do. I’ve been trained to figure things out for myself. I know that, and I just have to find a way to get around it. Like you said, I have the intelligence, and I have to use it.”

Kendra thought she could see where this was going. “You said something like that once about your father. What is it that you have to ‘get around,’ Stevie?”

She hesitated again, then drew a deep breath and said in a rush, “Lynch said I have the most to lose so he sort of put me in charge. But I can’t fail him and the rest of you. I can’t do that. My dad says I have a duty because I was given a special gift and I can’t be a failure.”

“No one is less a failure than you, Stevie.” Kendra paused. “And I’m beginning to get a little annoyed with your papa. Tell me about him.”

“I’ve told you. He’s brilliant and hardworking and honest. He takes good care of me and is very proud when I do well.” She moved toward a cabinet against the wall. Opening a drawer, she pulled out a framed photo and handed it to Kendra. “It’s important that you’ll be able to recognize him at a glance since I hope that we’ll be seeing him very soon.”

“That’s what we all hope, Stevie,” Kendra said as she glanced down at the photo of a gray-haired, bearded man in his forties or fifties who was fairly good looking and closely resembled Stevie. “He looks quite distinguished.”

She nodded eagerly. “All the women physicians in his office think so, too, but that doesn’t matter to him. He says that the only thing that’s important is that he’s very well respected in his field.” She added, “He said that should be the only thing important to either of us.”

“I imagine he did,” Kendra said dryly. “But that doesn’t mean he’s necessarily correct.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” Stevie said with sudden impatience. “I want to believe everything my father tells me because I’m afraid of losing him. But I read, I think, I watch, I can see that he’s not perfect. No one is perfect, we just have to keep on working toward it. In the meantime, we take what we need from each other and hope it’s enough for both of us until we get to perfect.”

Kendra was taken aback. These were neither the words nor the philosophy of a teenager. “That’s not the direction I thought you were going to take. What are you trying to say?”

“I want to know if you believe I’m smart enough to make those decisions Lynch said are up to me? I know I have the most to lose, but that’s not the only thing to consider. I’d probably score much higher than Lynch on any test you can name, but he has experience and instincts and endurance. He was shot and tortured and could have died to save me. He’s still trying to save my dad.” She met Kendra’s eyes. “And what about you? You followed Lynch here and ran all kinds of risks to save him.” She made a face. “Which actually meant saving me. You’re very experienced and intelligent, too. Why shouldn’t you make the decisions?”

“Don’t try to put me in a corner,” Kendra said sternly. “Lynch was sent to do this assignment, and as you say, he has the experience for the job.”

“Anything else?”

“I’ve worked with him before and he’s never failed me.”

“What else?”

“I trust him.”

“So do I.” Stevie was silent a moment. “Should I go to him and tell him that all of this is in his hands now?”

“No. That’s not necessary.” Kendra smiled. “You’ve forgotten that you’re not alone in this. Perhaps one of the things you haven’t learned yet is that a man like Lynch will always grab the initiative and run with it when the opportunity presents itself no matter what he intends or says. That goes with that experience I mentioned. All you have to do is stand by and wait for it to happen.” She paused. “Or turn your back and walk away from him. I don’t think you’re going to do that, are you?”

“No.”

“Then your first decision is made. I’m ready for that cup of tea now.”

Stevie shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t have time. That was just a delaying tactic. I have to go back and finish preparing Archie for the trip. Thank you for listening to me.” She was already heading for the door. “You gave me exactly the right advice.”

“How do you know?”

Stevie grinned back at her. “Because it was just what I was thinking. It was bound to be right.”

The door shut behind her.

Kendra found herself shaking her head as she gazed after her, but she couldn’t stop her lips from twitching with amusement. Stevie was definitely one of a kind in all categories. That glimpse of charm and youthful enthusiasm Kendra had seen on her first arrival was clearly only a tiny part of Stevie Nolan. The crisp incisiveness and wisdom she’d just witnessed were probably the dominant traits.

But there was no question the next heart-to-heart discussion they had together would have to involve the value of diplomacy . . . 

But she felt her smile fade as she remembered that entire conversation. There had been nuggets of wisdom in those words Stevie had spoken . . . 
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Kendra drew a deep breath and then called the phone number. It only rang once before Lynch picked up. “How nice to hear from you, Kendra. I take it that you have an emergency or you wouldn’t be calling me in the dead of night.”

“Stop exaggerating. It’s not the dead of night. It’s barely after midnight. I need to come and talk to you and I didn’t want to have to dodge bullets if you thought I was Cambry or Korkil trying to take you out. Unlock your door and I’ll be there within ten minutes.”

“Good Lord, flying bullets?” His voice was mocking. “I’m terrified. But I’ll try to pull myself together. I assume this is very important?”

“It is to me. I can’t be sure if it will be to you. All I know is that Stevie came to see me tonight, and I decided I had to talk to you.”

“Stevie?” Abruptly the mockery was gone from his voice. “Dammit. What’s wrong now? I was hoping that whatever was bothering you had nothing to do with our own particular nightmare. Get over here right away!”

“I’m on my way.” She hung up and left her bedroom on the upper floor. Five minutes later she was running down the hallway of the first floor toward Lynch’s room. His door flew open just before she reached it. She could see him coming toward her out of the darkness. He was half dressed, shirtless, hair tousled, eyes intense. And he wasn’t waiting for her to come to him. When he reached her, his hands were instantly cupping her shoulders, and he shook her a little as he looked down at her face. “Is everything okay? You said something about Stevie.”

“It was really all about Stevie,” she said breathlessly. “And nothing really happened to either of us. I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.” She knew she had to explain. “But she was talking about you, and after she left, I started thinking. I remembered what you’d said that first night about me not understanding and that we needed to talk. And I knew I had to get everything straight about—” Her voice broke, but that didn’t matter. Because it was already too late and it was clear she’d made a complete disaster of what she’d thought was a perfectly sound and

reasonable idea at the time. “The conversation was also really about her father. She was saying that nothing was really perfect and you had to work at it until it became that way. I agreed with her. But I never expected perfect from our relationship. However, I didn’t deserve you leading me on that nightmare race to know if you were dead or alive, either. If I’m going to be a part of this case, I want to know that you’ll accept me and my work without question.”

“Oh, there will always be questions,” Lynch said. “But you can be sure that I accept every single thing about you . . .” He paused. “. . . with open arms.” He suddenly grinned. “And any other part of my anatomy that you might find desirable. But then you know that.”

Yes, she did. Even now her breasts were taut and tingling as she remembered how often she had known his every movement, every hold and touch. She could feel a sudden ripple of heat as she looked at him.

He nodded as he read her expression. “Me, too,” he said softly. “All this anger and emotion is just leading in one direction that we both know very well. And I don’t want there to be any more regrets for you. It might be best if you leave now.”

She couldn’t seem to look away from him. “Is that an order?”

He shook his head. “No way.”

“Good.” She nodded slightly. “Because I didn’t tell you what else Stevie said before she left the sunroom tonight. She was saying that when you were waiting for perfect, you had to take whatever you needed from each other and hope it was enough to get by until you got to perfect.”

“Really?” Lynch took a step closer to her. “It seems that Stevie has the makings of a sage. And what are you gathering from that?”

She couldn’t look away from him. And all she could think about was the agony and loneliness of the past days and nights when she hadn’t been sure whether he was alive or dead and whether she’d ever see him again.

“Stevie was talking about her father. I was sympathetic.”

“You always are.”

“It was only later that I realized it also applied to me.” Her hands clenched into fists. “And I decided that I didn’t care about what you wanted to talk to me about or that you were having problems with our relationship. Whatever it is, it can’t be worse than what I’ve gone through lately. It was only after I got here that I decided that maybe that’s why I’d needed to come here tonight.” She started toward him, fists still clenched. “Because at the moment we don’t seem to have anything else going for us but anger and misunderstanding. So I was reaching out to take what I knew never failed us.” She reached out and grasped his shoulders and gave him a firm shake. “So do something about it, dammit!”

Then she was in his arms and she was kissing him. When she finally lifted her head she was breathless as she looked up at him. “Yes, this is what I wanted. This is what I can take. But it’s not the way I had it all planned. It wasn’t supposed to be this . . . earthy. You had those questions and I guess we need to talk about them, too.”

“Do we?” He kissed her again. “I’d forgotten. Perhaps I need a refresher. Let’s start over.” He was unbuttoning her shirt and pulling down her jeans. “Though I do like earthy. But as I remember, so do you.” His teeth were pulling gently on her nipple. “But I should get the basics straight before we go too far. You’re going to use me and take whatever pleases you? Oh, I like that idea.” He dropped his pants, and a moment later, his fingers were stroking her belly and then rubbing deep and hot between her thighs. “And earthy is definitely growing on me.” He smiled when she gasped and her back arched as his fingers sank deep and probing. “I’m even fonder of the idea of pleasing you any way you tell me to. Say the words and I’ll be there for you.” He was carrying her over to his bed. “Because I’m positively really crazy about when you scream when I do this.” He brought her hips up to him and plunged deep!

She groaned as she bit his shoulder. The sensation caused the muscles of her belly to tense as his heat overwhelmed and filled her and the plunging went deeper and deeper and deeper until she was panting and lunging up at him.

Then he went even beyond that.

She arched and screamed.

He laughed. “More?”

Of course she wanted more, and he knew it. He knew everything about her body. But she also knew him, and as she moved over him she could feel the hardness, the passion, the need, and then . . . 

The huge explosion of release!

He was gasping and tears were running down her cheeks as the pleasure convulsed and became that boundless need again.

How many times?

She had no idea. It was too intense and she had to stop. It wasn’t the way she had planned. To hell with it. It was happening again . . . 

But it was Lynch and that was enough.

She was lost again . . . 
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“Beautiful . . .”

Kendra heard Lynch’s murmur as his lips sucked hard and then more softly on her left nipple. “Why don’t you turn over and let me—give these lovely things a little more specialized attention.”

Kendra opened her eyes and looked up at him. Though the bedroom was still as dark as when she’d first come to him several hours ago, she could see his eyes glittering down at her. “I have no complaints about the amount of attention you’ve given me.” Her body was aching, singing, going taut even now with the response that memory was igniting. She laughed. “And I’d be very selfish to demand any more from you.”

“But I like the thought of a demanding woman.” He bent down and rubbed his cheek against her breast. “It excites me.”

“I can tell.” It excited her, too, but she had to get back to what she’d originally intended this time with him to accomplish. “But I wanted to talk to you.”

He sighed. “I vaguely remember you mentioning that, but it seemed to get lost in the translation.” He smiled. “Because it was such a long, intricate, and beautiful translation.” He rubbed against her again before he raised himself on his elbow to look down at her. “Are you still annoyed with me? I thought that perhaps we’d reached a solution with which we both agreed.”

“I was hurt and bewildered,” she said quietly. “It may take a while to forgive you for being such an asshole. But since you were so very accommodating to me, the least I can do is listen to what you have to say.”

Lynch reached over and turned on the bedside lamp. “But if it was important enough to originally bring you here for a discussion, then we’d better pay attention to it.” He sighed. “But I can’t do that until I remove temptation.” He got out of bed, jerked off the top sheet, then sat back down and wrapped it around her naked body. “That should do it.” He moved to a chair, put his legs on the bed, and crossed them. “By all means, proceed.”

“Haven’t you forgotten something? You’re still naked.”

His smile was full of mischief. “That’s your problem. My aim is to keep this discussion quick so that we can get back to something more entertaining. I’m very comfortable.” He waved his hand. “Go ahead. Any way I can escalate or help, just let me know.”

“Would a glass of cold water dropped on that naked body of yours help?” she asked caustically.

“Not a bit. In fact, it might tend to be erotic and add to the excitement.”

“Then I’ll stop playing games and just tell you the truth. I don’t know if you realize how upset I was at the way you manipulated me and arranged everything the way you thought it should go since you took on this assignment.”

His smile disappeared. “I understood, and I’m sorry that I couldn’t think of any other way. It’s just . . . I trust you more than anyone else on earth. I promise to always discuss it with you and get your input. I know you have great ideas of your own.”

“I do,” she said grimly. “You might find I have a few solutions of my own that you wouldn’t appreciate.”

“I dread the thought,” Lynch said. “You’d be a formidable opponent. I much prefer to be on the same team.” His tone softened. “But that’s where I am anyway. Even if you don’t recognize it, that’s where I’ll remain. You’re not going to get rid of me. It’s like a forever thing. I don’t mean to scare you off, but I need you to start thinking that way, too. Don’t worry, I won’t box you in a corner. I’m not going to push too hard, and we’ll set our own rules. But we’ve got a good thing going, don’t you think?”

“Lynch.”

He held up his hands. “And you’ve got to admit that our sex is really fantastic.”

“That goes without saying.”

He tilted his head, gazing at her curiously. “Is there something else you’d like to ask me about?”

“I’m sure I’ll find a few thousand things you’ve hidden away that I don’t know about.” She added quickly, “But you have the right to ask me anything, too. Feel free to do that.”

He shook his head. “Nah, I’d rather learn all about you from experience. You haven’t disappointed me yet.” He paused. “Are we done yet?”

“I hope not. We seem to be almost on the same page.” She smiled. “But you can change in a heartbeat.”

“Not about you.” He had a sudden thought. “What else were you talking about with Stevie that caused you to come running to me? Besides the discourse on the philosophy regarding perfection.”

“She was just talking about her father and how much she respected him. Which led to you, whom she obviously has a king-size superhero crush on, and she was wondering if she could live up to your expectations.”

“So you decided to check me out again and see if she was wrong about me?”

“No, I told her you had a few superhero qualities but she shouldn’t tell you because it would go to your head.”

“Truly?”

She giggled. “No. But you’d better show a few of those qualities while we’re on the trail or my reputation will be ruined.”

“Point taken.” He turned off the bedside lamp and then ripped the sheet off Kendra and dove into the bed beside her. “As long as we understand that it’s only for our friends on the trail and not applicable when we’re back here, where all such rules are off or subject to change . . .”







CHAPTER 
14

At noon, Lynch ordered a lunch break in their preparations for their evening mission, but after they’d finished, he turned to Stevie and recommended that she use the next hour resting and then check Archie for any signs of battery failure or mechanical deterioration while he and Kendra did some advance reconnaissance on the acreage just ahead.

Stevie immediately protested. “I don’t need to rest. I feel fine. Why should I stay behind?” She switched the battle. “And why should Kendra get to go? It’s my father out there.”

“Because I want both you and Archie fresh and clearheaded when we do run across any of Korkil’s men.” He glanced at Kendra. “And she’s going because I would catch hell if I left her behind. She’s already expressed her opinion on that score.” He gazed at her appraisingly. “Unless you might change your mind and stay back here to protect Stevie? That would be a fairly noble cause.”

Stevie snorted in disgust.

“My thoughts exactly,” Kendra said. “Besides, Jessie is here, and a trained detective should be much better at protecting and defending than me. You struck out, Lynch.”

“No, he didn’t,” Stevie said impatiently. “Because there’s no reason why any of us should stay behind. Let’s get on with the job. And Archie doesn’t need any other in-depth checkups right now. He’s in prime shape and I can watch him and detect any changes.”

“The reason is that I want to look the situation over again,” Lynch said softly. “I want to see if there’s anything we missed. And I don’t want to lose anyone because I blunder when I should have waited and examined the setup more closely.”

Stevie had just opened her lips to complain when she met Kendra’s eyes. Her mouth closed as she studied her expression. “This is one of those times you told me might happen with him because of all that experience stuff that I don’t have?”

Kendra nodded. “Prime example. And I don’t believe you’re going to walk away now, either.”

Stevie gazed at her for an instant longer. Then she muttered something under her breath and turned away. “Neither do I!” Then she shouted at the robot. “You heard him, Archie. Let’s go check on that nonexistent deterioration he’s blathering about.”

“I don’t understand,” Archie said as he followed her across the campground. “Explanation?”

“Perhaps later. Right now, I’m having trouble there, too.” She glowered at Lynch and Kendra over her shoulder. “I just know I don’t like it!”

Jessie was gazing curiously at Kendra. “I take it that I’m going to have to deal with both Stevie and that robot until you get back? Would it help if I knew what that last bit of conversation was about?”

“Probably not. It was just concerning a talk we had about Lynch before all this started.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Lynch murmured. “It seemed to be full of very interesting revelations. Some of which I’m just finding out about.”

“The only revelation you should be thinking about right now is how to find Stevie’s father.” She started down the path. “Come on, Lynch. We’d better get a move on now before Stevie changes her mind and decides to come after us. Take care of her, Jessie.”

Jessie smiled wryly. “She can be tough, but I’m an expert at difficult clients. I’m just glad you didn’t assign me robot duty.” She started strolling in the direction where Stevie had disappeared. “I might have told you to go dump it in that canyon. Definitely not my cup of tea . . .”
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Jessie settled on one of the boulders overlooking the canyon and watched Stevie as she examined the robot for any damage. She found it interesting as long as the girl didn’t talk to the blasted machine. Jessie had always appreciated good machinery and loved to tinker and improve her motorcycles. But she generally found the AI concept and the human resemblance unsettling. It was entirely too sci-fi for her tastes. Though Stevie’s robot was less offensive than most to her. For some reason, it had a kind of polite mellowness and grace that was . . . pleasing. She wondered who Stevie had hired to design it.

“Did Lynch send you out here to spy on me?”

Jessie tore her gaze away from the robot to see that Stevie had stopped working on it and was now staring belligerently at her. “You know Lynch is too class an act to do anything like that.” She made a face. “After you stomped out of that little scene, Kendra asked me to watch over you until they got back. No spying involved. You evidently like her well enough under ordinary circumstances not to suspect her of doing anything like that.”

“Yes,” Stevie said. “I lost my temper and had to blame someone. Heaven forbid that it be me.” She tilted her head as she looked up at Jessie. “Though it could have been you. When I first met you, I thought we might be friends. You were going to give me lessons on your motorcycle.” She shrugged. “But then you changed. I could feel you pulling away from me. But that was okay. I’m not everyone’s favorite person. My father says I have certain ‘issues.’ ”

“Everyone has issues. Yours don’t show as much as most people’s.”

“Then why did I scare you away?” Her eyes were narrowed on Jessie’s face. “I don’t usually make mistakes about that. Was it the IQ? Did I intimidate you?”

Jessie laughed. “Hell, no. It would take more than that to intimidate me.” She paused. “It wasn’t really you at all. It was that creepy robot you insist on hanging out with. I know he’s supposed to be some kind of wonder, but I can’t get behind creating a giant toy that can actually hurt people just to show off a few clever tricks.” She added bitterly, “And then bringing out all the worst characters in the universe who want to make a few billion bucks selling all that havoc to their enemies. It doesn’t make sense to me. Sorry, I’d just as soon return to a normal life and ignore all the hocus-pocus about AI and robots like Archie. If that’s going to send you into another rage, I’ll go back to my rock over there and shut up.”

Stevie shook her head. “Do you think I don’t know how many people feel the same way?” she asked quietly. “I don’t live in a vacuum. The world is at the beginning of being torn apart, and I have a responsibility to not only keep informed but also help in any way I can.” She leaned forward, her eyes holding Jessie’s with an intensity that was almost desperation. “Because when I created Archie, I became one of the warriors in the battle.” She looked down at the robot, and her expression softened. “When I first came up with this project, I was excited and thrilled with all the wonderful things that I could see in the future if I only worked hard enough. Advances in medicine, construction, climate control, space . . . There didn’t seem any limit to what we could accomplish if we were smart enough. I was proud to be part of it.” Her lips tightened. “I’m still proud whenever I make another advancement or discovery. I still believe in it. But then I also began to see the other darker potential. The weaponry use is only one facet to worry about. The political power struggle that could result would be another one. But lately, I’ve been watching what’s been happening in the markets and corporations—and that may be our worst threat. We can’t ignore the fact that as AI expands, it’s going to cause incredible job losses as corporations authorize robot takeover in many fields. We have to study and prepare the public to change vocations and get additional schooling to work with robots. Perhaps develop new methods and companies to strike a balance.”

Jessie gave a low whistle. “You’ve really been thinking about this.”

Stevie nodded. “When I’m not playing with this clever toy I’ve created. Or going after those bastards who kidnapped my father. That’s been taking up quite a bit of my time. You might think about it, too, Jessie. You’re tough and smart. We need all the ideas we can get.” She turned back to the robot. “But right now, I’ve got to finish checking out Archie. Unless there are any other questions you’d like answered?”

“Only one.” Jessie grinned. “I’m still a bit uneasy being around your robot here, but I’m pretty good at tinkering. Anything I can do to help?”
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NIGHTFALL

“Ready?” Kendra stepped inside Stevie’s makeshift workshop, where the girl was fastening a long coat around Archie.

“Almost.” Stevie buttoned the coat and positioned the knit ski mask over Archie’s silver metallic face. “Archie, run your rapid diagnostic routine.”

After a few seconds, Archie responded. “All systems fully operational.”

“Good. Just what I want to hear.”

“I appreciate your concern, but the danger to you is far greater than it is to me. Perhaps you would prefer to remain here while I scout out the area.”

“No way,” Stevie said. “My father’s out there, probably in danger, and soon you’ll be out there, too. You’re the two most important things in my life.”

“Ah. I’m sure your father will be flattered to hear that you ranked him at my level.”

Stevie laughed.

“A joke?” Kendra asked. “Did Archie just come up with that himself?”

Stevie shook her head. “I didn’t program that. He constantly hears things and incorporates them into his programming. He may have seen me laugh at something similar, so he determined that it was a good way to communicate with me.” Stevie stepped back. “Archie, give me a deep knee bend on one foot.”

The robot raised his left foot and descended to a level that few humans could hope to accomplish. He extended his arms slightly for balance.

“Incredible,” Kendra said. “He’s so . . . lifelike.”

“But better,” Stevie said. “Smoother and better balanced than almost any living creature. Archie, switch feet.”

With a quick hop, Archie raised his right foot and landed on his left.

“Good,” Stevie said. “By the time I’m finished, I want Archie to be able to jump from basketball hoop to basketball hoop across the entire length of a gymnasium floor as if he were dancing.”

Kendra looked at her as if she might be joking. “Is that even possible?”

“It will be.”

“I like your confidence.”

“Take a look at the robots on YouTube. The things they can do are almost at that level. I’m just pushing the boundaries a little further.” She met Kendra’s gaze with a quiet serenity. “If I don’t challenge myself, what’s the point?”

Kendra smiled. There was nothing obnoxious or braggadocious in Stevie’s manner; like many brilliant people she’d known, the young woman was simply confident in her abilities and channeled that mindset to do things nobody had done before. “Good point, Stevie.” She gave the girl a fist bump. “Now let’s go find your father.”
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When Kendra, Stevie, and Archie left the cabin, Lynch and Jessie were already standing in the darkness, prepping the automatic weapons Lynch had taken from the gunmen outside the gas station.

Stevie unzipped her knapsack and produced four small earpieces. She placed one in her ear and gave the others to Kendra, Lynch, and Jessie. “Here. Put these in.”

Jessie looked at her earpiece. “Is this so we can communicate with one another?”

“No. It’s so Archie can speak to us using his internal transmitter and not make any unnecessary sounds.”

After the others had inserted the devices, Archie’s calm voice sounded in their ears. “Hello. Is this a comfortable volume for you? If anyone would like me to make an adjustment to your individual audio feed, please let me know.”

Jessie turned to the others. “Why should he have anything to say to us?”

Stevie punched a button on her tablet computer, and Archie’s glowing eyes faded out. “I showed Archie the map that Kendra drew up. He has night-vision capabilities and is extremely sensitive to audio stimuli. He can guide us.” She spoke to the robot. “Archie, proceed.”

Jessie looked at the others. “Wait, we’re letting him lead? You can’t be serious.”

One by one, Kendra, Lynch, and Stevie stepped past Jessie and followed Archie down the dark path that led from the cabin. Jessie stood alone in the doorway. “Come on, really?”

She finally sighed and followed behind them.

It was a moonless night, and as they made their way to the dry lake bed, Kendra was thankful that Archie was navigating the uneven terrain. Every few steps, they received a helpful warning to avoid loose stones or a protruding tree root.

She moved close to Lynch and whispered, “If we find Nolan, what then? Is there anyone in the DOJ you can trust?”

“Not here. And we can’t rely on Fitz, either. He has no authority with any official organization. I need to get Nolan, Stevie, and Archie back to Washington. There I might be able to arrange for their safety.”

“How will you pull that off?”

“I have contacts here in the U.K. that no one in the DOJ knows about. I’ve already reached out to them. They’re our best hope. But it doesn’t work if we don’t find Nolan. Stevie’s not going anywhere without him.”

“That’s pretty clear.”

They reached the lake bed, and Archie paused to survey the scene. His voice sounded in their earpieces. “I recommend taking a slight detour north of the lake bed. It’s a more vigorous walk, but it has the advantage of making us less visible if anyone is nearby. Follow me.”

From behind them, Kendra was sure she heard Jessie softly swearing.

They walked a few yards away from the lake bed’s northern rim, pushing through the brush, much of it cleared for them by Archie. They finally emerged in a clearing that Kendra instantly identified as the mint field she had smelled before. She turned to Stevie. “Can Archie detect odors?”

She shook her head. “No, just smoke. Something to think about for version two point oh.”

Archie stopped. “Quiet! Duck down!”

The group crouched among the shrubs. Archie continued, “I detect two men approximately a hundred and ten yards north-northeast in the two o’clock position.”

Lynch raised a pair of night binoculars to see. “Looks like they’re outfitted the same as the guys we ran into at the gas station. Guns look the same, too.”

“They are both carrying Steyr AUG A3 assault rifles with large-capacity magazines,” Archie said.

Jessie was looking at the men with her own night binoculars. “Huh. I’m surprised you can’t tell us what rifle scopes they’re using.”

“Sig Sauer Romeo 4s paired with 3X magnifiers.”

Jessie snorted. “Now are you gonna tell us how many nose hairs they have?”

Archie replied, “To answer that question, I would need—”

“I’m joking. Okay?”

Stevie pulled two thin pairs of electronic goggles from her knapsack. She handed a pair to Kendra.

“What’s this?”

“It’ll let us see what Archie sees. Put it on.”

Kendra slid on the goggles, and she audibly gasped. The goggles gave her a stunning 3-D image with such detail that she was convinced Archie actually could count the nose hairs on each man. “One of those men is talking on a phone,” she said.

Stevie leaned close to Archie. “Can you intercept the phone call and play it for us?”

“Sorry, the phone is utilizing an encryption I’m unfamiliar with.”

“It’s okay, I got this,” Kendra said. “Archie, can you zoom in even closer on the man talking?”

In an instant, the man’s face filled her field of view. It appeared to be just as sharp and bright as before. She concentrated on the man’s facial movements. When she had first regained her sight, she’d been fascinated by the interplay of lips, tongue, and teeth to form the words she’d been hearing her entire life. Soon, without even trying, she’d become an expert lip-reader.

“A lot of ‘yes sirs,’ ” she said, staring at the man. “He’s talking to a person of authority.”

“Vlad Korkil,” Lynch whispered.

“He just said there’s still no sign of Arnold, Brode, or Tomlinson. He says he can’t find them.”

“And he won’t,” Lynch whispered. “I made sure to get rid of those bodies.”

Jessie tapped Stevie on the shoulder. “Can I see?” Stevie took off her goggles and handed them to Jessie, who slid them on. Jessie nodded with approval. “Now, that’s cool.”

“I can’t take credit for Archie’s optical system,” Stevie whispered. “I got that pretty much off the shelf.” She took back the goggles.

Kendra was still focused on the gunman’s conversation. “He says he’s going to take one more look around, but he doesn’t have much hope. He wants to know when the replacements will arrive.”

“That lip-reading is a good trick,” Stevie said. “Maybe something else for Archie two point oh.”

Kendra half smiled. “Why do I feel like you want to replace me?” She squinted into the goggles. “He says he’ll be coming back for guard duty as soon as he’s done here.”

“Guarding who?” Stevie asked.

“We’re all thinking the same thing,” Lynch said. “Your father, hopefully.” He lowered his binoculars. “Okay, they’re on the move.”

Archie stood, and the others followed his lead. But he was still for such a long moment that it made Kendra nervous.

“Why aren’t we moving?” she asked.

“To avoid detection, it’s best to maintain a greater distance behind them,” Archie said. “Which means we should wait another eight seconds.”

Exactly eight seconds later, Archie ducked low and ran across the clearing to the gully on the far side, and the others followed.

“Sticker burrs,” Jessie said as she brushed the offending vegetation from her pant legs.

“I believe I mentioned that possibility,” Kendra murmured.

“See anything?” Stevie whispered to Archie.

“Quiet, please.” Archie raised his right hand in a motion that Kendra found more humanlike than almost anything she’d seen from him yet. The robot’s head slowly moved from left to right, and Kendra assumed he was scanning the surrounding area for signs of the guards or any other threat.

She glanced around. There appeared to be no lights and no structures for miles. Where had those men come from?

Stevie adjusted her goggles. “What do you see, Archie?”

“I am zoomed in on a long strip of weeds and grass that appears to have been stepped on repeatedly for at least a few days, possibly longer.”

“I think I see what you’re talking about.” Stevie turned to Lynch. “It’s straight ahead.”

Lynch was already trained on the site with his night-vision binoculars. “Good. Archie, lead the way.”

Still ducking low, Archie sprinted toward the trampled weeds. The others followed, trying to keep the same low profile. But none of them could match the speed and grace of the robot’s movements, Kendra noticed. Amazing.

With Archie as their guide, they followed the trail through a small forest and finally through a patch of foliage that abruptly ended at a rock wall.

Then they abruptly stopped.

“This is it?” Jessie asked. “The path just . . . ends?”

“Yes,” Archie said. “I see nothing more.”

Kendra crouched and glanced around the grounds. “Butts. People come here for smoke breaks. That means they’re probably coming from an enclosed area nearby.”

“How do you figure that?” Lynch asked.

“These leaves have been recently, and repeatedly, bathed in cigarette smoke.”

“Even I can smell it,” Jessie said.

“Vantage brand,” Kendra said absently.

“No way,” Jessie said firmly.

Kendra picked up a twig, speared a cigarette butt, and held it up. “It’s pretty distinctive looking. The filter has a hole in the center. My sense of smell isn’t that good.” She stood up and looked around. “But I think they’re close. Very close.”

“We’re in the middle of nowhere,” Stevie said with exasperation.

Lynch dropped to his knees and brushed aside vegetation next to the path where they had just walked. He aimed his flashlight at the ground. “Look at this.”

The others gathered around and looked down. There, embedded in the ground, was a large rusty door.

“What the hell?” Jessie bent over to get a better look.

But Stevie knew immediately what they’d uncovered, and her expression was lit with breathless excitement. “It’s a scalawag hideaway.”

“I’ve heard of those,” Kendra whispered as she gazed eagerly down at the door. “But I’ve never actually seen one.”

“Well, I haven’t heard about them,” Jessie said. “What are we looking at?”

Kendra pulled more of the vines off the old iron door. “There are hundreds of these old bunkers all over the U.K. They were built during World War Two, after the evacuation of Dunkirk. Locals were afraid of a German invasion, so they built these little underground fortresses to mount their operations. A lot of them didn’t even coordinate with the military, so there are scores of them that have been totally forgotten with no records and no evidence that they ever existed. They got the nickname scalawag from the Brits for obvious reasons. Just in the past few years, the British government has been asking its citizens to help find and document these things.”

Jessie nodded. “Then how large are they?”

Stevie shrugged. “They’re different sizes. It could be one room . . . or an entire complex.”

Lynch pulled out his gun and held it in front of him as he tugged on the door. It didn’t budge. “Locked,” he said. “We should get inside and look around before those guards get back. Maybe we can pry it open with a—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Archie tore the iron door off its hinges and tossed it into the bushes.

Lynch shrugged. “Or we could do it that way.” He leaned over and aimed his flashlight into the opening. “I think if there were any occupants to disturb down there, we’d be hearing them right now.”

“Are you sure about that?” Kendra asked.

“Not entirely.” He raised his firearm. “Hence the gun. Archie and I will go down first and scope things out. Once we clear it, we’ll call you. Sound like a plan?”

Stevie shook her head. “Where Archie goes, I go.”

Lynch shook his head. “I can’t allow that, Stevie.”

“It’s not your choice. You told me I had the most to lose. Well, I have no intention of losing my dad. If he’s down there, I need to be there, too.”

Lynch sighed and turned to Kendra. “See what I’ve been dealing with?”

“She’s got a point, you know.”

Lynch swore. “I knew you’d take her side.”

“It’s her dad, Lynch.”

“Okay, I get it. From both of you. I don’t like it, but I get it.”

Kendra nodded. “Jessie and I will stand guard up here until we get the all-clear from you. Trust me, I’m not crazy about it, either.”

“I know. Just keep close watch so you can let me know if those guards show up.”

“Lynch, you don’t have to tell me that.”

“No, he doesn’t.” Stevie was obviously anxious to get into the bunker. She was heading for the steel rung ladder. “Come on, let’s go.”
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Lynch followed Archie down the steel rungs lining the bunker’s entrance. Stevie climbed down behind him, and they finally reached a cement floor approximately eight feet below. Lynch and Stevie stood still for a moment, letting their eyes adjust to the darkness.

“Here,” Stevie whispered as she handed Lynch her extra pair of goggles. They both put on the devices and saw Archie’s razor-sharp night-vision view. The bunker appeared to be an extended hallway, perhaps thirty feet long, with three left-facing doorways and a larger doorway at the end.

Stevie whispered in a voice that Lynch had to struggle to hear, “Archie, show us what’s in these rooms.”

Archie moved quietly down the corridor and leaned into the first doorway. His relayed view showed Lynch and Stevie a small room with military-style bunk beds lining each wall, plus a small table in the center of the room. Five of the bunks were unmade, and the table was littered with open snack packages and drink cans. The second doorway led into a strategy room, with large framed maps of the surrounding area, style and artwork clearly from the 1940s.

“Incredible,” Lynch whispered.

Archie stopped. “Would you like to enter this room?”

“Maybe later. Keep going.”

They continued down the hallway, and Archie leaned into the third room to show them what appeared to be a break room, outfitted with an assortment of World War II–era magazines, games, and paperback novels, plus a few modern-day items including a television monitor and a Bluetooth music player.

Lynch looked at the doorway at the end of the hall. This door was different from the others, made of the same kind of iron as on the main entrance. But there was something else different about it, Lynch noticed.

There was light coming from beneath the door.

And he heard movement.

Lynch pulled out his gun and whirled back toward Stevie. “Stay back! I don’t like this.” But Stevie ignored the order, following him with her gaze fixed in fascination on the closed door and the steel lock sealing it. Muttering a low oath, Lynch stepped closer to the door and pulled on the handle of the steel lock.

It didn’t open.

“Would you like me to open it?” Archie asked softly. “It would be my pleasure.”

Lynch nodded.

Archie gripped the handle and yanked the door back. Pieces of the lock flew outward, and light flooded the dark corridor. Lynch ducked low and rolled into the room. Using Archie partially as a shield, he jumped up with the gun extended in front of him.

The room was empty except for one man, whom Lynch immediately identified.

It was Dr. Palmer Nolan. He was bound and gagged on the floor.

“Dad!” Stevie rushed in and knelt beside him.

Nolan’s eyes bulged, and he writhed on the floor as he tried desperately to yell something through his gag. Stevie pulled it down over his chin.

“It’s a trap!” Nolan yelled. “Get out of here, Stevie! Go!”

A hidden panel slid open behind Nolan. Six men, all dressed in the now familiar tactical gear, rushed into the room with their assault rifles extended before them.

But a seventh man held another odd-looking gun aimed squarely at Archie. He pulled the trigger, and four wired leads ejected and stuck to Archie’s exposed upper chest plate. The leads sparked, and Archie shook as if suffering an epileptic seizure. Then the robot collapsed to the ground, motionless.

Stevie scrambled toward him. “Archie!” It was a cry of pure agony.

Lynch grabbed her before she could touch the robot’s still-sizzling metal surface. He pulled her away and stepped between her and the gunmen.

But one of the men stepped forward and spoke mockingly in a heavy Dutch accent. “So nice to have you back in our care, Mr. Lynch. Please put down your gun before you get hurt.” He nodded at Stevie. “Or someone else does.”

Lynch slowly placed his gun on the floor. “Gregor Dekker. I was disappointed you survived your last meeting with Archie here. After our last session, I have a few unpleasant memories of you. Or should I say painful?”

Dekker smiled. “I was only doing my job. I was supposed to break you, but you disappointed me. So I made myself scarce until Korkil got over his irritation. I have an instinct for survival.”

“I guess so. As long as that instinct includes running away, shrieking, into the night.” Lynch looked at the other men. “Some of you were there. You heard him. Rather comical, wasn’t it?”

Dekker’s smile faded.

“You can bet they thought it was funny,” Lynch said. “I’m sure they’ve laughed about it together many times in the days since.”

“Maybe I’ll be the one laughing when you’re doing the shrieking, Mr. Lynch.” Dekker nodded toward his men, and the one with the electric leads cut the power by releasing the trigger of his modified stun rifle. The other men surrounded Archie, picked him up, and started carrying him back through the open panel behind them.

Stevie instantly stepped out from behind Lynch. “What are you going to do to him? Where are you taking him?”

“We have a great many plans for your creation, Ms. Nolan. You’ve created something quite impressive, but I don’t think even you are aware of its true potential.”

“The hell I’m not!” Stevie was trying to lunge at him but Lynch held her back. “I understand everything about him. What plans?”

“You’ll find out very soon. We were disappointed not to find you—or it—at your lab, but we did find all the information we need to make Archie ours.”

“He’ll never be yours.”

Her father, still bound, sat up and tried to quiet her. “Stevie, honey, please . . .”

Dekker didn’t seem to be the slightest bit perturbed by her obvious anger. If anything, he was amused. “It wasn’t easy. Our techs have been working on it twenty-four seven. If it makes you feel any better, the process has given us even more respect for what you’ve accomplished, Ms. Nolan. You’re truly one of your generation’s shining lights.”

Lynch was taking this moment of distraction to look through the hidden door behind Dekker. It seemed to lead to a short passageway, and then to an exit that led to an opening to the hillside, probably obscured by vines and bushes. He could feel the cool night air as it wafted in. He cast a quick glance back over his shoulder. Where in the hell were Kendra and Jessie? Had they been discovered? Probably not. Dekker surely would’ve been gloating about it by now.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” Dekker said to Stevie. “Vlad knew you wouldn’t leave the country without your father, especially since Archie had already proved so adept at helping you rescue Mr. Lynch. I begged to differ with him. I thought you’d be on the first plane out of here and let the authorities track down your father. But Vlad was right, of course. He usually is on things of this nature. He knew you’d walk right into our trap.”

“I’m not helping you,” Stevie said fiercely. “Whatever you want from me, you’re out of luck.”

Dekker laughed out loud. “Haven’t I made that clear? We don’t need you. We have everything we need.” Dekker cocked his head to listen. A helicopter roared in the distance. “Ah, my ride is here.” He smiled at Stevie. “My ride . . . and Archie’s.”
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Kendra and Jessie heard the sound of the helicopter from where they were stretched out on their stomachs on a nearby hillside, watching the activity buzzing around both bunker entrances. Kendra was swearing under her breath. “We should be in there,” she whispered.

Jessie shook her head. “Then we’d be no better off than Lynch and Stevie. We did the right thing to move out when we saw what was happening. We’ve got a chance to help them now.”

Kendra looked up; the helicopter rotors were growing louder. “It’s coming in for a landing. It’ll touch down in less than a minute. Do we have a plan?”

“Still working on it.”

That wasn’t what Kendra wanted to hear. But she could see that Jessie was still counting how many gunmen were moving around the scene. The two of them had been lucky to get away from the bunker without being spotted, but it was driving Kendra crazy not to know what was happening inside.

The helicopter was landing in the clearing just yards from the bunker’s rear entrance.

Jessie raised the assault rifle Lynch had given her. “We can’t let them put Lynch and Stevie on that copter. If they try, I’m taking out the pilot first. If you can get a clean shot, target whoever is closest to them.”

Kendra pulled out the handgun she had holstered under her jacket. “Got it.”

They watched as a group of men carried out someone who appeared to be unconscious . . . or worse.

“Who is that?” Jessie asked. She took aim at the pilot.

“It’s Archie!” Kendra said. “He’s been disabled.”

Jessie looked up from her rifle scope. “Any sign of Lynch or Stevie?”

“Not yet.”

“I won’t take a shot until we see them. We don’t want to give away our position any sooner than we have to.”

Kendra nodded. Jessie made perfect sense, but she felt a sharp pang as she watched them load the robot onto the helicopter. It was sad to see that broken and inert pile of metal when she remembered how strong and clever the robot had been only a short time before. “Still no sign of Lynch and Stevie.”

Jessie cursed. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to. It’s scaring me.” As Kendra watched, all the gunmen piled into the helicopter. “None of them are going back into the bunker.” A chill went through her. “Does that mean . . . ?”

Jessie finished the thought for her. “Lynch and Stevie may not be alive in there.”

Kendra knew it was true, but she was still sick with anger and pain to hear Jessie say it aloud. “I’m not ready to believe that. I won’t.”

“I know.” Jessie reached out and blindly grasped Kendra’s arm in comfort. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Kendra said. “Just help me make it all go away.” She was shaking. Trying desperately to see a way clear to doing what they both thought was impossible.
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Dekker cast a glance back over his shoulder. “It looks like almost everyone else has boarded. I’m afraid our time together here has come to an end.”

“You’re just going to leave us down here in this tomb?” Lynch asked.

“Oh, no. You will continue to be our guests. We’ll just be moving our party to a different venue. You’ll have a front-row seat to our plans for Archie.”

The mere mention of Archie made Stevie flush with anger again.

Dekker pulled a long knife from his belt scabbard. He moved over to Nolan and crouched next to him. “You’ve already served your purpose by bringing your daughter and her marvelous creation to us. Thank you, Dr. Nolan.” He menacingly held the blade in front of him for a long moment before reaching down and cutting the duct tape binding Nolan’s legs. “And that entitles you to join us for the festivities to come.”

Lynch could easily read the situation. They wanted to keep Stevie in case they needed help with Archie for whatever purpose they had in mind; they could torture or even threaten to kill her father to make her cooperate. Lynch, as far as he could tell, was totally expendable. They could kill him right now just to show they meant business. Hell, it’s what he might do under the same circumstances. So he had to make his move soon or he’d be useless to Nolan and Stevie.

Dekker stepped back and gestured toward the passage with his assault rifle. “After you, Nolan.” He inclined his head mockingly to Lynch. “And you, Mr. Lynch.”

Nolan was trying to struggle to his feet. Stevie grabbed her father around his waist and helped lift him to a standing position. With Dekker and his two gunmen prodding them along, they stepped through the opening, where the helicopter’s blinding searchlight was fixed on them. The engine’s roar throbbed in their ears.

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM!

Three gunshots rang out from the hillside beside them! Lynch shielded his eyes to see that three bullets had cracked the helicopter’s front windshield. He could just make out the forms of Jessie and Kendra on the grass a few yards away, firing at the helicopter. Thank God they were still alive.

Another shot! But the bulletproof glass was holding so far.

BLAM! Another shot. This one landed directly in front of the pilot. Still the damn windshield held.

Lynch recognized a man leaning out of the helicopter’s side door and barking out orders. It was Hans Bremmer, who had been present and helping Dekker inflict unspeakable pain on him just days before.

Another shot rang out, and Bremmer took a hit to his upper arm. He fell back into the helicopter.

Dekker and the gunmen, distracted by the shots, slightly angled their guns away.

There would never be a better chance than this, Lynch thought. He grabbed one of the gunmen’s rifles and shot him in the face with it. Before the other two men could react, still another shot rang out from the hillside and blew away the back of a gunman’s head.

By now, Dekker was almost all the way to the helicopter. He turned and aimed his gun toward Lynch, but a barrage of gunfire from both Jessie and Kendra riddled his body with bullets. He screamed and staggered and then fell to the ground, blood pouring from his abdomen. There was no question that he was dead. The pilot didn’t hesitate; a moment later, the helicopter flew off into the night.

Lynch immediately whirled back to Stevie and Nolan. “Are you okay?”

Nolan nodded. Stevie gave the thumbs-up sign.

Kendra and Jessie ran toward them from the hillside, still carrying their weapons.

“What the hell happened?” Kendra asked Lynch as she grabbed his arm. “I was scared to death.”

“They were waiting for us,” Lynch said. “They took Archie.”

“We saw that,” Jessie said. “Why?”

“They want to use him for something,” Stevie said. “We don’t know what. Whatever it is, you can bet it’s bad.”

“Actually . . .” Nolan said. “I overheard a few things in the past few days. But right now, I just want to get as far away from here as we can. Could we do that, please?”

“We can. Give me just a minute.” Lynch moved swiftly to the place where Dekker had collapsed. He checked the body and then headed back toward Nolan.

Kendra came toward him and touched his arm. “Why?” she asked softly.

He shrugged. “I had to be sure. Dekker was the one who spent many of his happiest hours interrogating me in that gas station. I’m not about to walk away from him until I’m absolutely certain he can’t do it to anyone else.” Then he smiled and turned toward Nolan. “You said you wanted to blow this joint? Let’s move.”
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They were back at the cabin in less than half an hour. Jessie treated the wounds where the arm and leg restraints had dug into Nolan’s skin, and they gave him bottles of water to stave off dehydration.

After a few minutes, Kendra couldn’t stand it any longer and had to get down to business. “Sorry to disturb you, Dr. Nolan . . . But what exactly did you hear?”

Nolan was silent for a long moment. When he finally did speak, it was with quiet deliberation. “It was just a few things here and there. They needed Archie, and nothing else would do.” His voice had a subtle rasp, and Kendra couldn’t decide if it was his usual speaking voice or a product of his ordeal. “They were under a severe time crunch, and there was one thing I was sure about. They were always planning to take the robot to London.”

“London?” Stevie repeated. “What’s there?”

“They never said. At least, not anywhere I could hear them talking. But they were excited. And whatever was going to happen it was going to take place on Saturday.”

“Tomorrow,” Kendra whispered.

Nolan thought for a moment. “Yes. I guess I’ve lost track of the days. I honestly thought they were going to kill me because I was useless to them. At first, they had a lot of questions about Archie and his decision-making algorithms. They didn’t believe me when I said I had almost nothing to do with Archie, and certainly nothing to do with his software. They couldn’t believe a teenager could be responsible. I was torn between being proud of your work and cursing it because it might get both of us killed.”

Stevie reached out and took his hand. “I’m sorry it was so bad for you, Dad.”

“I was sorry, too, part of the time,” he replied. “But I had time to think while I was down there. Maybe I learned a few things.” His hand tightened on hers. “I found myself thinking back to the time you were a little girl and remembering how we used to fix meals together. You seemed to like doing that even more than when I taught you lessons. I liked it, too. I thought a lot about things like that while I was down there. It was much more soothing to daydream like that than listen to those guys talking about what they’d do to me if Korkil wasn’t pleased with the answers he was getting from me.”

“Bastards!” Stevie growled.

Nolan laughed and shook his head. “That little girl I remembered would never have said that word.”

“Because those bastards weren’t around back then,” Stevie said. “I’ve learned a lot since then.” She grinned. “Some of it you even taught me.”

“I’m beginning to think I might have been teaching you the wrong things.”

“Impossible,” Stevie said firmly. “You and I both know that you can’t ever be taught too little. It just has to be filtered occasionally.”

“Then perhaps my filter isn’t as thorough as I’d want it to be.” He reached out and squeezed her hand. “We’ll discuss it sometime.”

Stevie was silent for a moment. “I think I’d like that. When you have the time.”

“I’ll make the time.” He turned back to Lynch. “At any rate, as the days wore on, they were less interested in Archie’s inner workings and stopped asking me. They’d gotten what they needed from your lab the night they took me, Stevie. It just took them a while to sort through it all and understand what makes Archie tick.”

“They knew how to disable him,” Stevie said bitterly. “They used that stun rifle to electrocute him with just enough juice to cause a total shutdown.”

“But not enough to cause permanent damage?” Lynch asked.

“No. I built in a protection circuit to keep that from happening. But if they have my lab files, they may have everything they need to reprogram him.”

“To do what?” Jessie asked.

“Anything they want.” She turned frantically to Lynch. “You’ve seen what he’s capable of.”

He nodded. “I have. And Vlad Korkil’s men received a rather brutal demonstration themselves.”

Nolan smiled. “I heard about that. Several of those men didn’t come back that day, including one who had been especially cruel to me. I admit I was happy never to see him again.”

“No one will ever see him again,” Lynch said. “You can thank Archie for that.”

Jessie paced the length of the room. “But what else will we soon be thanking Archie for? That psychopath Korkil is in control of him now. This could be bad. Very bad.”

“It could be even worse than you think,” Stevie whispered. “They probably also have my lab notes in which I gave precise instructions on how to upgrade if necessary.” She swallowed hard. “I had no intention of upgrading. It’s just a common procedure every scientist generally does to assure a complete product.”

Lynch gave a low whistle. “Oh, yes, I know all about completion.”

“You don’t understand.” Stevie was almost in tears. “It was never supposed to happen. I would never have permitted it. I just wanted my work to be perfect.”

Kendra was swearing softly as she turned toward Stevie, who was now just staring miserably down at the floor. “You can get him back, right? Can’t you take control?”

“That’s the problem. The first thing they’ll probably do is lock me out.” Stevie savagely struck the wall with her fist. “I need to find a way to get back in!”

Kendra thought for a moment. “Stevie, do you have those gunmen’s phones from the other day?”

Stevie gestured toward the table, where the phones were still connected to her laptop. “Yeah, but there’s still no progress cracking the encryption.”

“I’m not thinking about texts or emails. I want to take a closer look at their digital wallets. Those are visible on each of the devices, aren’t they?”

Stevie unplugged the phones and handed them to Kendra. “Yep, but there isn’t much there.”

Kendra looked at the tickets in each phone’s digital wallet.

Jessie looked over her shoulder. “I guess it would be too much to ask for each of them to have Saturday tickets to some high-value terrorist target.”

“Not quite. But look at this.” Kendra showed the phones to the group. “Each of the men went to a soccer game last weekend. Then they got together and saw a concert Tuesday night.”

“What show?” Lynch asked.

“Taylor Swift.”

“Really?” Stevie said. “Tough-guy killers with assault rifles really aren’t her demographic.”

“Maybe not, but they all went again on Wednesday.”

“All in the same venue?” Lynch said.

Kendra nodded as she picked up her own phone and started searching. “Yes. Wembley Stadium.”

“That’s one of the biggest stadiums in all of Europe. They may have been casing it for whatever they’re planning. What’s happening there tomorrow?”

Kendra completed the search and held up her phone. “It’s a Doctors Without Borders fundraiser and celebration. There will be politicians, bands, movie stars . . . I saw posters for it when we were in London.” She looked up. “Is that high-value enough for you?”

Lynch nodded. “If they’ve turned Archie into a weapon, there’s no telling the damage he might do.”

“He was never meant to be a weapon,” Stevie said. “I’ve refused to even discuss him with defense contractors. If that’s what I wanted, I could be a multibillionaire overnight.”

“I know that,” Lynch said. “But we’ve both seen him kill people.”

“People who might have killed you and my father.”

“I know that, and believe me, I’m thankful for what Archie did. But in the hands of someone like Vlad Korkil, face it, he is a deadly weapon.”

Kendra took a deep breath. “It’s time to bring in the authorities.”

Lynch nodded. “I agree.”

Stevie looked horrified. “You can’t do that. They’ll call in the riot squad and the military. They’ll destroy Archie.”

Kendra put a comforting hand on her arm. “We don’t have a choice, Stevie.” Her voice was very gentle. “If we don’t do this the right way, people might die. How could we live with ourselves if we let that happen?”

Nolan walked over to Stevie and put his arms around her. “You’ll build another Archie. Maybe thousands more.”

“It won’t be the same. The h in Archie stands for ‘heuristic.’ That means he learns. No matter how many of these I make, each one develops according to its own experiences. No two will be totally alike. Archie is special . . . He’s the first. None of this is his fault. If I’d been able to work with him longer, I’d have been able to develop controls to keep this from happening.” The tears were running down her cheeks. “We just can’t stand by and let those monsters do this. We’ve been through so much together.”

“I know you have,” Lynch said. “I’ve been there through a lot of it. I’ve seen how Archie has grown and changed in the short time I’ve been with you. But if Korkil has done something to him, made him different from the wonderful machine you created, we have to stop it.”

Stevie shook her head but didn’t respond. The tears continued to fall.

Lynch looked at Kendra and cocked his head toward the door. They both stood and left the room.

“This is killing her,” Kendra said fiercely. “We’ve got to do something.”

“That’s what we’re trying to do,” Lynch said. “But it may not be what she wants. I didn’t tell her that I’d already phoned my contacts with MI5 and told them what to expect.”

“Did they believe you?”

He nodded. “They believed me. They know I don’t play games. And they know the potential that a robot like Archie would bring to the table. They’ll do everything they can to stop it from happening. But now we’ve got other calls to make. We took the official route. It’s time we tapped into our more unusual contacts.”

“Like Fitz?”

“Like Fitz,” Lynch confirmed. “He might be even more likely to be able to help us than MI5. It can’t hurt to try.”
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“A robot?” Fitz said in disbelief.

Kendra and Lynch had stepped outside and called Fitz on Lynch’s phone. They were on speaker and had brought him up to speed.

“Yes, but you have to believe me,” Lynch said. “This thing doesn’t move like a machine. It can function without being under direct remote control. It can assess changing conditions and make decisions. We don’t know what Korkil has done to it, but this machine can be extremely dangerous.”

Kendra could hear Fitz swearing, but he finally responded. “Okay, I’m sure the event is fairly well locked down, but I don’t think they’re prepared for anything like this.”

“Which may be what Korkil is counting on.”

“I’m sure of it. I’ll coordinate with contacts I have with the local police and security services. They’ll have a lot of questions for you and especially Stevie. We can’t be sure anyone is going to believe us. Where can you be reached?”

“Call this number,” Lynch said.

“Where will you be?”

“Give me the phone.” Stevie had appeared in the doorway in front of them. Her face was pale and her cheeks were still streaked with tears, but her lips were set with both pain and determination. She took the phone from Lynch. “You want to know where we’re going to be?” she said with that same determination reflected in her face. “London. We’re going to be in London.”
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4:45 A.M.
 TWYFORD ABBEY ROAD

LONDON

Korkil paced across the rented warehouse, looking admiringly at the robot on the workbench. His techs had already begun the process of altering its software to meet his very specific needs. He turned to Bremmer. “You’ve done well, my friend. Very well.”

“We’re cutting it close. You won’t even be able to test it.”

“There will never be a better time. Besides, we’ve been running protocols on the software for the past several days. The longer we wait, the greater the chances our plans will be discovered. It’s now or never.”

Bremmer couldn’t take his eyes off the robot. “This thing scares the hell out of me. Are you absolutely sure about this?”

“Of course I am. What’s gotten into you?”

“You weren’t there. It literally tore our men limb from limb like they were paper dolls.”

“It recognized a threat to its owner. After the software is updated, I will be the owner. And the fact that it was so lethal is just evidence that it will suit our needs perfectly.”

“Fine. All I’m saying is, when you reactivate this thing, I don’t want to be anywhere near it.”

Korkil chuckled. “How cowardly you are. I thought you were getting over that skittishness. I’ve been proud how you’ve taken over since Dekker was killed. You’ve actually performed well during these preparations.”

“Like I said, you weren’t there. I thought I was going to die that night. We’ve lost a lot of good men. I hope it’s worth it.”

“Trust me.” Korkil motioned toward Bremmer’s bandaged left arm. “How’s your wound?”

“Still hurts like hell.”

“We’ll get you medical help later. We have too much to do today.”

The techs nodded at Korkil.

“It’s time to meet our new associate,” Korkil said. “Are you sure you don’t want to be here for this?”

“No, thank you. Good luck. I’ll be outside.” Bremmer turned on his heel and left the warehouse.

Korkil turned to face the robot. For the first time, he found himself feeling a bit nervous. Damn Bremmer and his insecurities. He wouldn’t let him ruin this, of all days.

“Hello, Archie. My name is Vlad. Please stand.”

Archie sat up on the workbench and hopped onto the floor.

“Unbelievable,” Korkil whispered to himself. He’d understood that this machine’s movements were almost indistinguishable from humans’, but to actually see it was a different experience. “Archie, we have something for you to do today. Are you ready?”

“Of course,” Archie said. “I am here to serve.”
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Kendra gripped the leather armrest of the helicopter as it roared over the British countryside. She had contemplated calling a car service for a ride, but Lynch had arranged for the copter transport to London. Dawn was breaking over the Northumberland National Park, and the sky was a beautiful crimson.

Lynch and Jessie dozed, but Stevie was pounding the keys on her laptop, trying to devise some way to regain control of Archie.

“Any luck?” Kendra asked.

“Not so far. The trouble is, I’m not sure what they’ve done to him. I should be able to contact him via satellite, but his receiver has been either deactivated, replaced, or reconfigured so that I can’t reach him.”

“So what can you do?”

“From here, not much. But if we can get close enough to him, maybe thirty feet or so, I might be able to make contact through a Bluetooth receiver he’s equipped with. It hasn’t been used since my early days of testing his systems, and it’s possible that Korkil’s people may have overlooked it.”

“Fingers crossed.”

Stevie thought for a moment. “There’s another possibility. If we’re close enough, I might be able to zero in on whoever is giving instructions to Archie through the satellite relay. It’s a frequency that isn’t commonly used, so if someone nearby is sending and receiving, I might be able to use my signal meter to find them. Either way, I have to be there for any of this to work.”

Kendra nodded. “I’m not sure what the situation will be on the ground, but we’ll get you as close as we can.”

“Thank you.”

“One question, Stevie . . .” She’d hated to bring this possibility up. “Even if you find Archie, what if you can’t control him? What then? We can’t stand by and let him hurt you.”

“I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Meaning what?”

“What I said.”

She couldn’t let her escape answering that question. “It will be difficult, but if there are no other options, are you prepared to help . . . destroy Archie?”

Stevie turned and looked outside the helicopter window for a long moment. “If it comes to that, I’ll do whatever it takes to stop him. I promise.”







CHAPTER 
18

8:15 A.M.
 WEMBLEY STADIUM

LONDON

Kendra, Stevie, Lynch, and Jessie ran across Wembley Stadium’s main plaza, which was already flooded with attendees for the daylong festival.

Their helicopter had landed at London Heliport, and a waiting limo had successfully negotiated the heavy traffic building around the stadium.

Lynch punched a number and raised his phone to his ear. He muttered a curse and cut the connection. “Voicemail. My contact at MI5 isn’t answering his phone. He’s probably here somewhere. As soon as I can get in touch, I’m sure he can get us inside. I’ll send him another text.”

Jessie looked at her phone and smiled broadly. “No need. It so happens I have a contact here.”

“Really?” Kendra said. “Who?”

“You’re about to see. Gate L. Just around to the left.” Jessie was walking quickly, her pace increasing with every stride.

Kendra, Lynch, and Stevie were giving one another mystified looks as they followed her around the massive arena. In less than five minutes, they approached Gate L, where a young man with an iPad was checking in guests and rally participants.

“Name?” he said.

“Jessie Mercado, plus three.”

He checked his iPad. “Sorry, I don’t have you here.”

“There must be some mistake, I was just told—”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, if you’ll just step aside . . .”

“Hey, is that any way to treat my guests!”

Everyone in the immediate vicinity turned and then did a double take as they were confronted by one of the biggest movie stars on the planet. Jake Brice walked up wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and his twenty-million-dollar smile. He kissed Jessie and fist-bumped the shocked attendant. “Just joking, you’re doing a great job.”

The attendant scrolled through the names on his iPad. “Mr. Brice, I don’t see your name here . . .”

“No, it wouldn’t be there. I was invited to appear, but I had to decline because of my shooting schedule. As luck would have it, I have a day off today. Talk to your producer.”

A young woman walked up from behind the attendant. “That would be me. I’m so glad you can join us, Mr. Brice. I’m Katrina Pace.”

“Yes! We met at the Golden Globes a few years ago.” He gave her a peck on the cheek.

“Good memory!” Katrina was carrying a short wooden dowel with dozens of event badges and lanyards hanging from it. She pulled off a badge and gave it to Brice.

“Thank you, milady. And four more for my people.”

She hesitated, but Brice didn’t miss a beat. “All access, please.” He winked at her. “It’s going to be a long day.”

Katrina pulled off four more badges and gave them to Kendra, Lynch, Jessie, and Stevie. She squeezed Brice’s arm as she backed away. “I’ll be in touch about the schedule. We’ll have some fun things for you to do this afternoon. Maybe you’ll do a bit with Tom Hanks?”

“Hey, I love Tom. Let me know!”

She disappeared down a corridor.

Kendra only waited a few seconds to make sure the woman was gone before turning and hugging Brice. “That was amazing!” she whispered.

Lynch shook his hand. “That was every bit as entertaining as your movies. Thank you.”

Brice turned and was now shaking Stevie’s hand. “Jessie has told me some amazing things about you, young lady. I’d love to sit down and talk to you sometime.”

Stevie smiled and blushed. “Uh, sure. Whenever.”

Jessie leaned close to him. “Thank you. I really didn’t think you’d come.”

Brice kissed her forehead. “I didn’t know if I could until early this morning. I was supposed to be shooting today, but the production agreed to move the schedule around for me. They swapped it out for a night shoot tonight. I fly back to Rome late this afternoon.”

Jessie turned to the others. “I sent him a text at one A.M., and here he is, all the way from Italy. We owe him.”

Kendra smiled. “We’re very grateful. I don’t think he’d do that for just anyone, Jessie.”

Brice rubbed his hands together. “Okay, so why am I here? What’s on the agenda?”

“We’re looking for a robot,” Kendra said.

He just stared at her for a moment. “Is this a bit? Are we on the Jumbotron in there right now?”

“This isn’t a bit,” Stevie said as she stepped toward Brice. “This is the most important thing I’ll ever do in my life, and someone has turned it into something terrible. We need to find it and stop it. There are antiterrorist units searching all over this place, but I think I have a good shot at finding him before they do.”

“I think so, too,” Kendra said. “That’s why we’re here.”

Brice looked at Jessie, and she nodded her confirmation. He turned back to Stevie. “Well, I went to a sci-fi movie premiere at the Chinese Theatre a while back that had some pretty amazing robots walking the red carpet.”

“I saw that,” Stevie said. “Mine’s much better.”

Brice smiled. “Okay, then what do you need us to do?”

Stevie unzipped her knapsack and reached inside. “I’ll tell you . . .”


[image: ]
Five minutes later, Kendra and Lynch walked through the stadium’s main concourse, past the food vendors and booths selling event T-shirts and hats.

Lynch looked down at the satellite signal meter Stevie had given him. “So let me get this straight. This won’t necessarily take us to Archie, but it might lead the way to Vlad Korkil.”

Kendra nodded. “Yes, Stevie says if he contacts a certain communications satellite that Archie uses, this signal meter will go off. We then might be able to use this to home in on Korkil’s location.”

Lynch was busy familiarizing himself with the meter’s displays. “Interesting that Stevie picked me to find Korkil instead of her robot.”

Kendra shrugged. “She’s a genius. She knew you were the one who would most effectively deal with Korkil if you found him. You just give off that vibe.”

He was still dealing with the meter. “Vibe?”

“You know, the one with a spot in your high school yearbook for ‘most likely to kill a man.’ ”

“But only the truly bad guys, and only for the very best reasons.”

“I don’t dispute that. And I don’t think Stevie would, either. Which is why she’d love to put you face-to-face with Vlad Korkil.”

“I wouldn’t mind that, either.”

Kendra glanced around, looking for anyone who might resemble Korkil or one of his men. “You know . . . Stevie is going to grow up to be quite a woman.”

“She already is.”

“True. But in many ways, she’s still an awkward teenager. Did you see the way she blushed and stuttered when Brice introduced himself? But when the subject turned to her work, she took total control. It’s like she became a different person. You can see her becoming a captain of industry in just a few years.”

“I can definitely see it,” he said solemnly.

“You’re being very condescending. You’re trying to keep me from being on edge, aren’t you?” She was still looking around the stadium. “But when this is all over, I want to do something for her.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. I have to think about it. Something to give her a push in the right direction.”

Lynch pulled her aside. “You have a good heart, Kendra Michaels.” He turned toward a vendor and purchased three sets of logo hats and sunglasses. He gave one set to Kendra.

“And is this gift because I have a good heart?” she asked ruefully.

“Not in the slightest. It’s to cut down on the risk of Korkil spotting us before we can spot him.”

“Good thinking. Who’s the third set for?”

Lynch pointed down the concourse, where Stevie was holding her tablet computer in front of her, waving it in different directions as she tried to contact Archie. “Make her wear these and see if you can get her to be a little less conspicuous.”

Kendra was trying to smile. “Remind her that there are at least two men and maybe a robot here who might want to kill her?”

“Exactly. I’ll catch up with the two of you later.”
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Jessie and Brice walked through the large backstage area while a band played for the crowd. “This is incredible,” she said. “In the last ten minutes, I’ve seen more stars than I’ve seen before in my entire life. And I’ve seen a lot.”

Brice chuckled. “Your detective agency has probably worked for a lot of them. I’ll bet you know their deepest and darkest secrets.”

“A few.”

He glanced around. “So . . . We’re looking for a robot. How dangerous is it?”

“It could be very dangerous. We don’t know how they’re planning to use it. It could be disguised somehow. If it was wearing a hoodie with sunglasses and a breath mask, you’d never know it was a machine.”

Brice pointed to the left. “Does it look anything like one of those?”

Jessie almost gasped when she saw what he was pointing at. There were six sleek, glossy black robots being readied for their onstage appearance. They shared Archie’s impressive sense of balance, but their design was nowhere near as sleek as Stevie’s. “What are they doing here?”

“They just dance, mostly. I’ve seen them at trade shows.”

The robots were getting a lot of attention from police and security services, probably due to Lynch’s tip. “Archie would fit right in here,” she whispered. “People wouldn’t even give him a second look.” She motioned to Brice. “Come on, let’s keep looking.”
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“Come on, Stevie.” Kendra was pulling the young girl down an out-of-the-way corridor next to the restrooms. “You might have better luck down here locating Archie’s Bluetooth signal. We’ve got to try.”

Stevie shook her head. “It’s not working there. There’s so much interference from the TV cameras, the A/V equipment, not to mention eighty thousand cell phones . . . Even if there was a Bluetooth signal to tap, I might have to be right next to Archie to make contact.”

A chime sounded from Stevie’s backpack.

Then another.

Kendra tensed. “What’s that?” she asked.

Stevie smiled triumphantly as she reached into her backpack and pulled out the set of goggles that she’d used to see through Archie’s eyes just the night before. She pointed to a green dot on the frame. “They’ve been paired! Archie is nearby.” She took off the souvenir sunglasses and put on the goggles. “It’s dark, but I can see movement. He’s covered by something, maybe a blanket or a tarp.”

Kendra quickly reached into Stevie’s knapsack, pulled out the other pair of goggles, and put them on. “You’re right, it’s some kind of cloth. The second it comes off, we’ll be able to see a door number or a corridor name. We’ll know right where to find him.”

“Until then?” Stevie said impatiently.

“We wait,” Kendra said. She tapped the goggle frames. “We wait and see.”
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WEMBLEY STADIUM

PARKING LOT M

Korkil stood at the parking lot’s edge, at a spot that would offer him a prime view of the stadium yet was far enough away to spare him the melee to come. He’d worked too hard to orchestrate all of this from his rented warehouse a few miles away, even though that had been his original plan. No, he wanted to see the panic and breathe the carnage. He’d earned it.

The robot could be controlled from anywhere on earth, of course, but his own special modification relied on the remote control in his pocket. It was time. He pressed the button on his remote that would truly start the ball rolling. He checked the readout.

The countdown had begun.

He walked back to his van, where Bremmer was waiting. The systems that monitored the robot’s progress were there, but at this point, Archie was essentially on autopilot. Nothing could stop him now.

He slowed as he approached the van. Bremmer was sitting upright in the passenger seat, sporting a ridiculous pair of souvenir sunglasses. Where in the hell had he gotten those?

Korkil stopped. Something wasn’t right. Before he could react, he felt a sharp point jab him in his upper back.

“Hello, Vlad. Nice day. Are you enjoying yourself?”

Korkil turned his head. It was Lynch. Dammit! “How . . . ?”

“You can thank that teenage girl you’ve been terrorizing. You were sadly overmatched when you decided to tangle with Stevie Nolan.” Lynch jabbed Korkil with his knife to steer him through the remote lot.

“I took every precaution.” Korkil cursed. “Someone in my organization sold me out, didn’t they?”

Lynch chuckled. “You just can’t admit that you screwed up. Stevie knew you’d have to use Archie’s satellite communications system for any kind of long-distance control or feedback. She loaned me her handy-dandy satellite frequency meter to sniff you out. I started in the stadium, but I decided to cast my net in a wider circle. I figured that a sick asshole like you might want a seat for whatever horrible shit you have planned, but maybe not a front-row seat. The meter led me here, and finally to your van. I hate to inform you, but your partner in the van wasn’t very knowledgeable. In fact, he was downright rude. He actually tried to kill me.” Lynch nodded toward Bremmer, who was motionless and propped upright in the passenger seat. He now wore the souvenir hat and sunglasses that many attendees were sporting around the stadium.

“But I expected to also have the pleasure of seeing Cambry here. Where is he?”

“That’s really none of your concern. But I don’t mind telling you that Cambry was too valuable to run the risk of having his reputation compromised with your superiors at Justice. You just killed Professor Dekker at that cave, so I gave Cambry a promotion and I have him standing by to help me when I call on him. Oh, I can tell that doesn’t please you. Too bad. But he’ll be right in position to take you out when I give the word. He’s going to enjoy it enormously. He does dislike you very much.”

“I can’t say that disturbs me. He’s just another obstacle to remove. Now shall we get in your van together, Korkil? It seems the rear door is unlocked. I wonder how that happened?”

Korkil opened the rear door. “What do you think you’re going to accomplish? I can give you a great deal of money. Shall we talk?”

Lynch pushed him inside. “I think you’re going to stop whatever you’re doing here. End it.”

Korkil smiled. “That isn’t possible.”

“Do it!”

Inside the van, Korkil faced a bench with a pair of laptops and a large monitor screen. “We can keep track of Archie’s progress, but we’re not controlling him. That’s the advantage of a robot that can reason and make adjustments on the fly. You’re too late, Mr. Lynch.”

“What’s that in your hand?”

Korkil tossed it to him. “Triggering remote. Keep it as a souvenir. It’s one-way. It activates but doesn’t deactivate. Nothing can do that now.”

Lynch glanced down at the remote’s readout, which was counting down a little more than seven minutes. “Activates what?”

Korkil smiled. “Oh, and spoil the surprise?”

“Go ahead. Spoil it.”

“What are you going to do, kill me and prop me up next to poor Bremmer? You’ll have to come back with another tacky hat and pair of sunglasses for me to wear. Wouldn’t it be smarter to just let me go so that I can share my ill-gotten millions with you? The New World Alliance might even cut you in on the next job they’re bargaining with me about down the road. These fascists aren’t at all fond of democracies, and the robot makes me the man to do business with.”

“You seem to be fascinated by the thought of money. You can’t seem to stop talking about it,” Lynch said. “Doesn’t anything else appeal to you?”

“Why should it?” Korkil smiled. “Money is everything. And it controls everything. Cambry understood that. That’s why I put him in charge of my men when I decided that I needed to be more hands-on with our customers like the alliance. But I do enjoy the things that money buys.” He nodded toward the large monitor. “This is about to give us a wonderful picture from Archie’s point of view. I was going to film it for New World Alliance, but we can enjoy it together.”

“No, thanks.” Lynch had seen enough. If he couldn’t force the issue with Korkil, he needed to not waste any more time. He reached into his jacket pocket. “When I was in here before, I noticed a little hypodermic kit well stocked with propofol on the shelf below that rack. Nasty stuff in the wrong hands . . .”

Korkil’s eyes widened as he looked at Lynch’s face. For once he seemed to be aware of just how deadly his situation had become. He licked his lips. “Let’s not be hasty. I could get you the cash immediately. Be reasonable. Think of how your life would change.”

“But I like my life pretty well as it is,” Lynch said. “For instance, when I saw that propofol, the only thing I felt was gratitude.”

“Gratitude?” Korkil repeated warily. “Why?”

Lynch smiled. “Because I’m one of the lucky guys who know exactly what they’re doing handling that nasty stuff.”

Korkil stiffened and looked at the now empty shelf below the equipment rack. “No!” He made a gurgling, protesting noise. But before he could lift his head and turn back, Lynch jabbed him in the neck with the needle. Korkil gasped, then moaned. But he was dead in seconds.
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Kendra’s phone rang as she and Stevie ran down the stadium concourse. She tapped her earpiece to answer it. “Lynch! We needed to—”

“Archie’s on the move,” he interrupted. “He’s near Section One Forty.”

“We know. Stevie’s goggles are giving us a three-D view. We’re trying to intercept him. Did you find Korkil?”

“Yes. He and Bremmer are dead.”

“What?”

“I’ll explain later. No more talk. Right now, you and Stevie should get the hell out of there. Whatever those bastards planned is happening in six minutes and fourteen seconds.”

“I’ll keep you posted.” Kendra tapped her earpiece to cut the connection. She turned to Stevie, to whom she’d given her other telephone earpiece. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes,” Stevie said. “Get going, Kendra. I’ll take care of things here.”

“Like hell. What’s your plan?”

“Okay, then have it your way,” Stevie said. “When we get close enough, I’m hoping to upload a patch I’ve written that will allow me to take control back. No guarantees, so if you want to get the hell out of here . . .”

“Stop it. That’s not going to happen.”

They rounded a corner . . . 

And suddenly found themselves faced with half a dozen elaborately costumed characters, similar to ones that might be found at a theme park!

As the characters walked past Stevie, she raised her tablet computer, frantically checking for info.

She found it. “He’s here! In one of these costumes!”

She pushed the button on her tablet computer that would initiate the software patch.

One of the characters froze in place while the others continued their march toward the stage.

“This one!” Stevie pulled off the headpiece of the huge costumed character that was supposed to represent Superman and unzipped the costume’s back to reveal that Archie was indeed inside.

Stevie stepped close. “Archie, can you hear me?”

Archie responded in his customary mellow tone. “Loud and clear, Stevie. How are you today?”

“A little hectic. Archie, please run a hardware diagnostic.”

“Of course.”

“Less than four minutes,” Kendra whispered.

Archie finished the diagnostic. “Systems nominal. Foreign object located in quadrant six.”

Stevie bent over and inspected Archie’s lower torso. There was now a large rectangular panel that had been cut into its smooth surface and welded shut. Stevie looked at her tablet. “There’s an electromagnetic energy wave. They put a bomb in here.”

Kendra looked around. “We have to get him outside, far away from all these people.”

Stevie shook her head. “No time. There are people everywhere.” She leaned close to the robot. “Archie, you have an explosive device inside you. I need you to remove it quickly in such a way that does not cause harm to the people nearby. Please do that now.”

“Yes, Stevie.”

Archie paused for a moment, then flexed his steel alloy fingers. He struck his midsection several times with his steel fingertips.

“It’s not giving way,” Kendra said hoarsely.

“It’s reinforced steel,” Stevie said. “Archie, please hurry.”

Archie glanced around, scanning the faces of the ever-growing crowd. He finally stopped trying to pierce the armor plating at his midsection and peeled away the steel. He reached inside and pulled out the bomb’s triggering mechanism, still connected by a series of wires. He looked down at it, frozen for a long moment.

“Goodbye, Stevie.” He spoke quietly.

“What?” Stevie moved toward her creation. “Archie, no!”

Archie turned and ran through the crowd.

“Archie!”

The robot picked up speed as he moved through the busy concourse, taking the route that would lead outdoors in the shortest amount of time. He hurtled through a tall plate-glass window, barely breaking stride as it shattered, bringing down large chunks of glass. Alarms sounded in the concourse, and crowd members in the plaza scrambled to move out of Archie’s way as he bolted across the large circular driveway and past a valet parking garage.

Stevie and Kendra ran toward the broken window and watched as Archie leaped over a moving car and continued toward a grassy slope.

Stevie screamed. “No!” She tried to run after the robot, but Kendra held her back.

“He’s doing what you taught him to do,” Kendra said. “He’s solving the problem.”

Tears rolled down Stevie’s cheeks. She nodded as Kendra put her arm around her.

The robot disappeared over the hill beyond, and thirty seconds later a huge explosion rocked the area.

The crowd screamed. Car windows shattered up and down the entranceway, along with windows on the far end of the concourse.

A moment later, a ball of fire rose into the sky, followed by a plume of smoke.

“It’s just a big field over there,” Kendra said. “Archie saved everyone in this part of the stadium.”

Jessie and Brice ran up from behind them. Jessie pointed to the plume. “Was that . . .”

Kendra nodded. “Archie.”

They walked outside the stadium and followed Archie’s path toward the grassy slope and the hill beyond. A few curious onlookers joined them, but most stayed behind as police sirens wailed and security personnel blanketed the area.

Lynch joined them just before they reached the hill, and they climbed up together. The group stood still for a long moment, watching the now burning field.

Jessie turned toward Stevie. “Archie saved a lot of lives here today. You should be proud.”

Stevie nodded.

They watched another few moments. Then, through the smoke, a familiar form moved toward them.

Stevie gasped. She was silent for a moment longer, not daring to believe what she was seeing.

Brice smiled. “Friend of yours?”

Archie stepped from the smoke.

Stevie ran toward him. “Archie!”

Kendra, Lynch, Jessie, and Brice joined her as the robot approached them and stopped in the middle of the smoldering field.

“What happened?” Kendra asked.

Archie gestured down to his midsection, which was now entirely torn open. “I successfully removed the explosive device. Procedures for disarming it were unclear, so I threw it one hundred and twenty-two meters to the west. Human casualties, zero. Task completed.” Archie spoke as if it had done nothing more than walk the dog.

Everyone else laughed, but Lynch was in command mode. “We’ve got to get Stevie and Archie out of here and somewhere safe.” He turned to Stevie. “Take Archie to Parking Lot D and stay with him until I can get you both some help.”

“Right.” She nodded and motioned for Archie to follow her.

“Do we know how we’re going to get them that help?” Kendra asked as she watched them leave. “Since the police and special forces are all running around here desperately looking for them.”

He was already dialing a number on his phone. “I’m calling my contact at MI5 to see if they can take the heat down a bit. Get the counterterrorism unit and Ten Downing Street to start thinking of Stevie and Archie as heroes instead of criminals.” He was frowning. “But there’s not much time, and we might need more help than they can give us.”

Kendra was looking at her phone. “We may not need MI5, at least not right now.”

“Why not?” Lynch said.

“We’ve got Fitz. Come on. We’re all going to Parking Lot D.”
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Fifteen minutes later, a paramedic unit pulled into Parking Lot D, and Kendra was surprised to see Fitz jump out from behind the wheel. He fist-bumped Brice and turned to the others. “Hello, all. No time for pleasantries. I understand I have one human and one robot passenger. Unless more of you would like to pile in.”

Kendra shook her head. “How did you pull this off?”

Fitz shrugged. “There’s always a fleet of these standing by at every major event here. If you know the right people . . .”

“You’re not stealing it, are you?” Kendra said.

“Absolutely not! I’m . . . renting it. It has to be back here in three hours, or else someone is going to be in a lot of trouble. And I’m afraid this is going to cost one of you a pretty penny.”

Brice nodded. “I got this. Get going. Take the lady where she wants to go.”

“And have your men stay with her,” Kendra said.

“Of course!”

“Actually, you’re doing something very patriotic, Fitz.” Kendra was motioning for Stevie and Archie to come out and board the van. “Jessie and I will be going with them as far as the cottage to make certain everything goes as it should. But the main thing is to get them out of here.”

Archie was already in the vehicle inclining his head at Fitz. “I must express my thanks and appreciation.”

“You’re very welcome,” Fitz said a little awkwardly. “It’s very . . . different . . . to meet you.” He turned to Stevie. “But I hope you have a plan to get us out those outside gates and past the crowds.”

“She does.” Brice walked around to the paramedic unit’s passenger seat. He grinned over his shoulder at Jessie. “My friend Jessie decided I should be the gift that keeps on giving and asked me to accompany you out of here.”

“I did not,” Jessie said flatly. “It was your idea, and I told you it stank.”

“Yes, you did,” Brice said. “But I don’t like to do things halfway and it sounded as if you could use me.” He smiled again. “Besides, you’ll feel indebted to me, and that’s always a plus when it comes to you.”

“Yes, I will feel indebted.” She was frowning. “If I don’t get you killed out there. You’re being stupid.”

“That won’t happen. You’ll protect me and we’ll be able to chart another memorable experience to remember.” He turned to Fitz. “Just introduce me to the crowd at the gates and let me entertain them for a bit. Okay?”

“Okay.” Fitz shrugged and looked at Jessie. “It will probably work, you know. This town is celebrity-crazy. But I have guys out there who will back us up if it doesn’t.”

“No,” Jessie said flatly. “If Brice is going to do this, I’ll be the one who guards him.”

“Not necessary,” Brice said. “I’m coming right back. I’m a featured attraction at this shindig, remember?”

Fitz turned on the flashers. “Let’s get these fine people . . . 

who . . .” He paused a moment as he suddenly glanced at Archie, who was sitting very straight and looking very curious as to what was going on around him. Then Fitz smiled and started again. “Let’s get these fine people . . .” He nodded at the robot. “. . . as well as their illustrious companion, safely to their homes . . .”







EPILOGUE

THREE MONTHS LATER

WINDSOR, ENGLAND

Where have you been?” Kendra asked as she slammed the door of the Range Rover and turned to Lynch in the driver’s seat. “You tell me that you’re going to take me to say goodbye to Stevie, and you’re two hours late. I was getting very nervous.” She tensed as a thought occurred to her. “Something went wrong? They’re not going to set her up in that safe house in Washington?”

“I didn’t say that,” Lynch said. “Stop worrying.” He bent forward and gave her a kiss. “It just took a little longer than I thought to arrange, and I knew you’d be fretting if Stevie wasn’t properly settled.”

“Yes, I would.” Kendra relaxed a little but was still frowning. “Even though I’m not sure this arrangement could be considered either proper or settled. But I still want to say goodbye. We’ve been through so much together since we first met.” She made a face. “And Stevie had so many reporters and diplomats at that damn farewell dinner last night, I barely got to talk to her.”

“I noticed that.” He was driving down the road now. “But it’s only what you’d expect after all the notoriety from that Wembley incident. She’s famous all over the world.”

“I guess you’re right,” She shook her head. “But I’m a little worried about what she might have to go through once they all start officially ‘handling’ her.”

He sighed. “Why did I know that was coming?”

“Be quiet.” She punched his arm lightly with her fist. “I like Stevie. I worry about people I care about. I’m not like you, who tends to knock out anyone who gets in his way instead of trying to solve the problem.”

“You’re maligning me, and I thought we were getting along so well.” He smiled at her. “But I forgive you because you still don’t realize how sensitive I am. I’ll even allow you to make amends in the ways that we find the most entertaining when you discover how wrong you are.”

“I can hardly wait. And when is that fantastic discovery going to take place?”

Lynch pointed to the airport just ahead. “Do you see that sleek wonder of an Airbus sitting on the runway?”

“I could hardly miss it,” she said dryly. “Which billionaire decided to drop in for tea?”

“Actually, I requested a loan from the owner to come by and pick up Stevie to take her to her safe house. Do you think she’ll like it?”

“I’ve no idea,” Kendra said. “I doubt it. She didn’t impress me as a materialist. Remember? She said that she could be a multibillionaire herself if she sold the rights to her robot. Is that plane where I’m supposed to say goodbye to her? Is she waiting for me?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Lynch put on the brakes and sat there staring at the plane. “I’m afraid I may have done something that will irritate you. I didn’t exactly tell you the truth.”

Kendra’s eyes widened. “Exactly? It’s yes or no.” Then she tilted her head, and a smile touched her lips. “What are you up to, Lynch?”

“Because exactly really is the right word. Stevie is waiting for you on the plane, but not for you to come say goodbye to her.” He grinned. “We smuggled her onto that plane early this morning. I told her that I didn’t want her to see you because that would draw attention to her presence here. I wanted Archie and her to slip away and get settled before all the fireworks started over her departure. I knew both of you would be disappointed, but it’s only for a little while. In a few minutes, you’ll get out of the car and go to the tarmac and Stevie will see you and you’ll both wave goodbye and bon voyage.” He added gently. “I promise there will be lots of hellos and goodbyes in the future for both of you. I’ll just have to work out how best to arrange it. You’re both in a rather difficult situation at the moment.”

“And you’re confusing the hell out of me,” Kendra said. “I thought the principal difficulties were over. So tell me what you’re doing. Make it simple.”

“Simple?” Lynch repeated. “Okay, here goes . . .” He paused and then dove in. “Stevie thinks the idea of those politicians shipping her to Washington sucks. She wants her life, and skills, and privacy back. She also wants Archie to be totally hers again and not a toy for the world to play with.” He was starting to smile. “And I believe you want that for her, too. I could see it growing in you day by day as you watched all those self-important officials trying to use her to glorify themselves.”

Kendra slowly nodded. “Anyone could see it. But it would be very difficult to arrange what she needs.”

“Maybe not so hard. I’ve had more complex problems to solve in my career. So I thought I’d set up a way to do it and then give both of you the chance to accept or refuse. Shall I tell you about it?”

“I believe you’d better.” She was staring at him with a combination of amusement and fascination. “I suspect you’ve been working on this awhile.”

He nodded. “First, we take Stevie out of the world of people who want to use her and Archie for their own benefit. To do that, we need to isolate her with people who care about her work and well-being and have enough funds to protect her from the vultures who tend to circle if not watched. We also have to provide her with guards who’ll appear when she needs them and who disappear when she doesn’t.”

“That’s a fairly heavy list,” she said thoughtfully. “I can’t wait to see how you think you can swing that.”

“Then I’d better give you names, hadn’t I?” He reached over and brushed a strand of her hair away from her cheek. “I think I see signs that you’re getting eager.”

“Definitely interested anyway.”

“The owner of that plane on the runway is Diane Connors. Perhaps you’ve heard of her. She’s been in the news and medical journals for a couple of years. She’s the one who discovered a universal cure for disease. Which means that money is no object. And she recently purchased an island in the Pacific, which would supply the isolation Stevie needs. However, she’s trying to make her discovery free for everyone, and that’s a problem when so many people want to dominate the market. That’s a real headache for her, but it might be stimulating for Stevie to have a new and different challenge occasionally.

“But Diane is very interested in both the robot and Stevie herself. Stevie wants to do more work on Archie and take him to the next level. So the money and power are there to be tapped, with absolutely no obligation.”

“And the guards?”

“I’m sure that you and I would be glad to volunteer occasionally, and as substitutions, Jessie and some of Fitz’s band would probably be willing to accommodate them.” He smiled. “So there’s the plan. What do you think?”

Kendra was shaking her head with amusement. “I think that you’ve done it again. It sounds perfect for Stevie. It should make her very happy. I can’t wait until you tell her about it.”

“She’s already a yes,” Lynch said. “Or she wouldn’t be on that plane right now. But I want another yes from you. I’m still working my way toward some kind of absolution for putting you through such hell since you’ve been here in Jolly Old England.”

She laughed. “So you’re trying to make Stevie’s life perfect to make up for being such an asshole to me?”

“Something like that,” he said gruffly. “Maybe I’m not always perfect. Imagine that.”

“I can’t.” She was still laughing. “But you can be sure I’ll rub your nose in this confession at every opportunity.”

“I know.” He kissed her. “But conflicts between us tend to be a trifle confused and seldom have a definite victory. If you say something that might hurt my feelings, you immediately feel bad and try to make it better. Which leads to me eventually having another wonderful night. So who wins, Kendra?”

“We’ll have to see.” She tilted her head back and gazed searchingly up at him. “Because I think all this thought and planning you were doing probably had a dual motive.”

“You’re right. Because it’s not only about Stevie. You’re welcome there, too, Kendra. You’d be safe. And Stevie would love to have you there with her for at least a little while.”

She paused. “You needed the time to make these preparations. It was about Cambry, too, wasn’t it?”

She could see the abrupt stillness of Lynch’s body. But he didn’t try to deny it.

“Are you sure you want to talk about this?” he asked quietly.

“I’m very sure. You’ve been very patient for the past three months, haven’t you? Getting everyone settled and as comfortable as possible when life was so hectic. Making sure that there were no bad aftereffects for you or me or anyone else from that nightmare at the stadium. Even taking care of Stevie and seeing that she and her dad had time together to work toward understanding each other better. You were always there in the background.”

He chuckled. “That doesn’t sound like me. You know I seldom lurk in the background.”

“That’s why I noticed. You didn’t lurk; you were just frequently absentminded, and I could see the wheels turning.” She was silent a moment. But then she realized that she had to know. “Have you tracked Cambry down yet? Do you know where he is?”

He shook his head. “He disappeared that day we were at Wembley, and no one has seen him since. Half the intelligence agencies on Earth have been looking for him, with no luck anywhere. I’ve had a few false starts, but I haven’t really tried to dig in and locate him. As you said, I was busy.”

“But you knew it was coming. You were waiting for that first break. I’m surprised you waited as long as you did.”

“You shouldn’t have been surprised. You know I enjoy every minute I spend with you, in or out of bed. Nothing was going to change that. I wasn’t going to let Cambry dominate my life. This was just something I had to do. Cambry hated me. I could feel it. You even mentioned that you could see it when he talked about me. I knew eventually he’d probably talk himself into finding a reason to come after me.” His lips were tightening. “But I thought he might also decide to go after you if he thought it would hurt me.” Lynch shook his head. “That wasn’t going to happen. So lately I’ve been thinking that it was almost time to start the hunt.”

“Were you going to tell me about it?” she asked. “Or just disappear into the sunset again?”

“Hell, no.” He reached out and grasped her hand. “Never again. Do I want you to go with me? No. It scares me to death. But I won’t try any shenanigans to keep you from doing it, because that might cause me to lose you even sooner. I guess what I’m trying to say is . . . I’m keeping my promise not to make decisions for the both of us.” He motioned toward the plane. “You can go to that island or stay here and track down Cambry with me. The choice is yours. You’re my equal partner in this and everything else.”

He meant it. She could see it in every line of his body and face, and she felt a rush of relief. “Then I’ll volunteer to stay and keep an eye on you to prevent it.” She laughed. “And if Cambry causes any trouble, I’ll go after him myself.”

Lynch was laughing, too. “We don’t want to intimidate the poor bastard. He had enough trouble with you up in the Highlands.” He was opening the car door for her. “Well, then it’s time for you to go wave goodbye to Stevie. She knew it could go either way.” He helped Kendra out of the car and stood back, watching her as she moved forward on the tarmac.

A moment later, she watched the door of the huge plane open and saw Stevie standing in the shadows of the entryway waving at her. Kendra waved back and threw her a kiss. She stood there remembering all the laughter and the tears and how they had come together as strangers and yet ended up as close friends. She gave her one final wave. Then she turned and went into Lynch’s arms and stood there for another moment just holding him. There had been so much pain and difficulty during these past weeks, and no doubt there would be more trouble and danger hovering somewhere in the future. It was probably inevitable just because of who they were and how they lived their lives. But it didn’t matter. They could handle it all as long as they were together.

She held him tighter and said huskily, “You know, when you asked me which one of us would win in any conflict that came along and threatened to tear us apart? I didn’t really answer you. But I have an answer now.” She leaned forward and whispered, “We would. We win, Lynch. Every single time . . . We win!”
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