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Chapter One
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Wednesday

Kathryn pulled her cobalt extended cab pickup into the parking space outside the motel office door. Then she checked her cell phone. It was habit. She didn't expect to get a signal, let alone any messages. Driving through this particular section of the mountains meant scanty cell phone reception at best, and depending on motel room or public library wireless to get onto the Internet.

Which was exactly why she had come here, ten hours of driving away from Quarry Hall, for her time of retreat and contemplation.

Bea, her near-black Akita companion, whimpered and leaned over from the passenger seat to nose Kathryn's hand before she finished pulling the phone from her jeans pocket.

"I know, it's a waste of time, but—" Kathryn blinked, staring at the list of missed calls.

Somehow, her phone had picked up bits and pieces of signal long enough to register the missed messages and calls, and Finnegan Roberts' name topped the list.

She hadn't come out here consciously to avoid Finn. More accurately, to avoid calling him and having "that talk" they needed to have since learning of her illness. Yet if she was honest, Kathryn knew coming out here, where tiny communities clung to the mountainsides and modern technology failed more often than not, was doing exactly that. Avoiding him. Even if she had been too busy to keep track of how long it had been since Finn's last phone call, her subconscious knew. He had been emailing her at least once every week to come look at a ministry desperately in need of the Arc Foundation's sponsorship and her leadership, each email adding new information on the people, the community, the churches barely hanging on by their fingernails.

When he called and got through to her instead of leaving a message, Finn got more personal. That made her hesitate to respond via anything other than emails. He admitted he wanted her to be close to his new job posting with the FBI, so he could finally—his word—get serious about the relationship they had begun in college. Since the days when she had consciously slid away from the faith her mother had raised her in, and Finn had worked to drag her back up the slope before she went too far.

"Now isn't a good time," Kathryn murmured, and scrolled past Finn's name, to make mental note of when Vincent and Joan and Jennifer had called. Their messages hadn't come through, naturally. Just the notation that they had called.

Bea whined, nudged her hand, then took the Chinese knotwork of Kathryn’s key chain in her mouth and tugged the keys out of the ignition.

"All right, all right." She sighed, consciously turning the sound to laughter, and tucked the phone back into her pocket. "We're getting out and we're getting a room. Are you happy?"

Bea licked her cheek. Kathryn sputtered and wiped her face, and hit the door latch with her other hand. Her smile faded by the time she had one foot down on the ground and turned to face the motel office.

A little more than a year ago, she would have thought nothing of finding a secluded spot along the mountain road with a lovely view, unrolling a sleeping bag, and camping under the stars. With the gray seeping across the sky, threatening showers by nightfall, she would not have minded spending tonight's storm curled up in the back of the cab with Bea, cozy and warm, lulled to sleep by the drumming of the rain over her head.

Not tonight, and probably not anymore. Nowadays, her knees and elbows ached without warning, no matter how good the weather, no matter how much exercise she got. Sometimes when she spent more than two hours straight behind the wheel, she had a bruised sensation through her legs and back. She didn't get breathless spells or dizzy and need oxygen or a wheelchair, like her Uncle Harrison, but that didn't mean anything. All those symptoms waited to pounce on her, one of these days. 

She had learned to listen to her body. When the slightly achy, bruised feeling whispered over her muscles, she got off the road and found somewhere comfortable to lie down and rest as soon as possible. If she didn't, when the spells of exhaustion hit she wouldn't be worth anything. Just four months ago, she had ignored the warning signs to run an errand to Pittsburgh. At a gas station on the Ohio/Pennsylvania border, one whiff of fuel fumes sent her to her knees, dizzy and retching.

The symptoms were different, but she was dying just like Uncle Harrison. And just like him, Kathryn had no idea how fast or slow the process was. She took each day as it came, and lived a little more cautiously than before. No more pushing herself to the limits of her endurance. No more testing to see how far she could go. It wasn't good stewardship or faith to ignore common sense and then expect God to bail her out.

That meant a hotel room instead of camping out, and stopping before dinnertime, instead of driving past nightfall.

"What do you think?" she said, glancing up and down the neat row of cookie-cutter doors and windows, ten on each side of the door of the motel office. 

Someone had painted the doors and window frames different jewel-tone colors, graduating along the spectrum in matched sets. A crimson door and window frame, followed by a rich orange set, followed by a shade like ripe pumpkin, then sunny, lemon yellow, and on up through a deep, royal purple, and then crimson starting the cycle all over. Kathryn considered the curtains that matched the window frames, and the smell of fresh coffee coming through the open door of the office. She might just stay here for her retreat and contemplation time, instead of continuing south to the bed & breakfast that Joan and Sophie had recommended.

Bea looked around, then glanced at the wide curve of mountain road only ten yards from the motel's walls. The big Akita sniffed, snorted, and headed for the office door. Kathryn laughed and watched for traffic. Nobody passed in either direction by the time she reached the open doorway. That suited her just fine. The less traffic, the better.

As she signed the credit card slip and let the whisper-thin, white-haired owner talk her into accepting a plate of fresh-from-the-oven cookies and two apples to take to her room, Kathryn heard the first rumble of thunder. She glanced over her shoulder to the open door, drawn by the chilly curls of breeze that reached through. The sunshine had faded to sullen gray.

"Oh, don't you worry. This old place has been sticking fast to the mountain for the last eighty years," the woman said with a chuckle. "No matter how hard a downpour we're supposed to get tonight, we won't get washed away."

"Oh, I'm not worried about that." Kathryn picked up one of the business cards in the twenty-slot display rack on the motel counter. "How good is the pizza? Worth getting drenched?"

"Don't get drenched. Ricky delivers. And it's incredible. I've been to New York, and they don't hold a candle to what his family makes."

"Sold." She laughed and tucked the business card for Ricky's Pizza Emporium into her pocket.

Yes, definitely, this was the place to hole up and rest and do some thinking. She just had a good feeling about it, like when she obeyed one of her vision-dreams. This was where she needed to be.

~~~~~
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LIGHTNING CRACKLED and thunder roared, nearly drowning out the drumming of the rain through the thick walls of the high-security building settled deep into the mountainside. The flashes came closer together, until the lightning strikes seemed to hit on the other side of the thick wall of ancient pines that hid the laboratory and luxurious house attached to it. 

"You don't belong here." Dr. Reginald Malvern struck a pose in the doorway leading from his living quarters into the laboratory. His icy blue eyes flicked from side to side, tracking the movements of the six dark-clad men as they walked slowly through the long, sparsely lit room.

The man leading the group glanced around, flicked one hand to his left, and the man behind him swept his arm across the counter, clearing it of racks and tubes, beakers and sample dishes. Dr. Malvern let out a choked cry of offended dismay. Liquid splattered and trickled into multi-colored piles of granules and powders, sending up sparks or puffs of smoke. The leader flicked his right hand, and a man on his right did the same with a worktable, sending a blizzard of papers and booklets and tablets and pens across the floor.

"What do you—" Malvern stopped short as the leader raised his left hand. He closed his mouth. The other man lowered his hand, nodding.

"You don't learn as quickly as my employer would want, but faster than most," the leader said.

He and his men stayed in the shadows. They were tall, wide-shouldered shapes in dark clothes, softly glistening from the storm they had passed through before they entered the building. They were nearly identical in their hooded jackets with no markings or decorations.

"The guards are gone." A blond, jeans-clad young woman stumbled into the lab from the hallway, coming in behind the six men. She met Malvern's gaze and her eyes widened, visibly stunned.

"Regina—" He flinched as the leader of the six men raised his right hand again.

"You know what we want," the man said, turning to Regina.

"She doesn't know anything," Malvern blurted. "I don't even know what you want."

"Don't be a fool, Doctor." He chuckled coldly. "I'm sure your daughter knows far more than you think. We hear she's a genius, despite what you think of her. The question is if she'll give us what we want to save your life. You're not much of a father. As an employer, you're even worse."

"What do you want?" Malvern said, voice strained, cracking.

"What you've spent the last eight years perfecting, of course. Regina, darling—" He beckoned, and two men reached out and caught hold of her by her upper arms, hurrying her to the front of the group. "You know where it is, don't you?"

Regina stared back at Malvern, stone-faced, no emotions, no sign of fear or anger or even recognition of the man who faced her. 

"She knows nothing about it," Malvern insisted, lowering his volume. "I never told her about this part of my work. She doesn't have the brains to understand what I've been working on, or what you want."

"Liar." The leader laughed, the sound sucking warmth from the air and deepening the shadows. "We know everything we need to know. We have many kinds and ways of persuasion, Doctor. You ought to know that by now. You use quite a few yourself. Even on your own daughter. You've been a very, very bad boy."

More laughter. Regina closed her gray-blue eyes and turned her head away. Shoulder-length hair hung down to hide her face. She rubbed her long-fingered hand against her jeans, stopping their visible trembling.

Malvern's lean, aristocratic features paled as Regina stepped through the debris and wreckage on the floor, over spilled containers of white and gray and black powders and shattered test tubes and smoking, bubbling liquids. She approached him, and when he reached out a hand to her, she sidestepped, putting a worktable between them. Regina didn't meet his gaze as she reached for a set of keys hanging from a peg under the lip of the long worktable down the center of the room.

"No!" Malvern shouted. 

He reached to stop her as she crossed the room to a cube refrigerator tucked under another worktable. He raised his other hand, clenched in a fist. Two men leaped, caught him by both shoulders, and spun him around. He lost his balance and fell, hitting his forehead against the countertop. Blood spatters joined the other stains and spills on the floor.

Regina's hands shook as she bent, inserted a key in the lock, and opened the refrigerator. She hesitated and glanced once at her father, who stared, his face losing more color as blood dripped into his eyes. She flung the door open, exposing a dozen clear plastic cubes sitting on the skinny shelves. Each box was little more than two inches on a side and contained an iridescent white powder. 

"Good girl," the leader said. "You ought to take a lesson from your daughter and cooperate for a change. She's saving both your lives."

Malvern shouted and lunged across the room, evading the men who reached to stop him. Regina let out a shriek and stumbled backward, falling under the table and against the refrigerator. Four cubes toppled off the little shelf, jarred by the impact. She flinched away from the wide spray of glistening powder as the plastic shattered on the tile floor. As the two men converged on her father again, she looked around the room. No one watched her. Her face twisted into momentary fury like the lightning that continued to flash outside. She snatched one cube out of the little refrigerator, turning her back to the altercation, tucked the cube into her jeans pocket, and tugged her sweater down over the bulge.

She slowly hauled herself to her feet. The leader came up behind her and pushed her out of the way. Regina grappled for the refrigerator as she stumbled away, pulling it over on its side and out from under the table. Every cube spilled out onto the floor, the plastic shattering with high-pitched snaps, sending powder in all directions. Malvern erupted in a tornado of fury, but couldn't break free of the men holding him by his arms. He kicked and swore. Iridescent powder spread across the lab floor, disturbed by the movement. Trickles of liquid from the other side of the table touched the powder. Flares of phosphorescence, sparks, and spurts of smoke erupted from the combinations.

The leader stomped through the knot of struggling men and swung, backhanding Malvern hard so he flew backward, his head slamming against the nearest worktable. He stalked over to the sparking, fizzing, sparkling puddle of melting white powder and shattered plastic and glared down at it for three heartbeats.

"Well, Doctor, what are we going to do now?" He narrowed his eyes and turned to Regina, who pulled herself to her feet, shoulders hunched, sniffling, the fury in her eyes bright through the curtain of her tangled hair. "Why do I think you did that on purpose?"

A radio crackled, loud with static, a voice nearly indecipherable. One of the men who hadn't been fighting Malvern pulled a slim black box from his belt, looked at the tiny screen that gave off a dim green light, and handed it to his leader.

"We're just going to have to convince you to make more, aren't we? Bad news, Doctor. This storm is going to slow down those reinforcements you were waiting for." He laughed when Malvern went pale at his words. "Yes, we know you decided to renege on your deal with our employer, and you called the Feds for help. Very bad decision. It's a good thing nobody is going anywhere for the rest of the night." He gestured at the door into the living quarters. "Let's make ourselves more comfortable and have a little talk, to convince you of the error of your ways."

~~~~~
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KATHRYN HAD A RELAXED evening, using the motel phone to call Quarry Hall and check in. Vincent and Sophie were on the road, taking care of a security consultation with people only identified as "old friends" of his. Jennifer had no idea why Vincent had called Kathryn. She promised to call and let him know where she was. Kathryn gave her the motel number, because she didn't plan on leaving her cozy room for at least three days, and the cell reception was absolutely wretched.

"Of course, for all we know, part of it could be blamed on the incoming storm. In the morning when everything clears up, it could be nice and sunny," Kathryn remarked.

"Let's hope not. You need a low-tech vacation just as much as the rest of us."

"Is that what you call it when Sophie has left her nest of gadgets and Internet toys?"

"We're not that helpless," Jennifer retorted. Her voice sounded tinny over the landline.

After catching Kathryn up on the latest news, including the lack of progress on tracking down Joan's half-sister, Nikki, they made their farewells. Kathryn checked her cell phone, just in case Finn's message had made it through the dead zone and landed in her phone. No such luck. She sighed and contemplated the apple fritter she had ordered with her pizza, then reached for the motel phone to call Finn. She wasn't ashamed to admit she was being a coward.

Ten minutes later, after leaving a message explaining the situation with being in the mountains and bad reception, she stretched out on her back and contemplated the swirling pattern of the plaster ceiling. Kathryn couldn't decide if she was relieved that Finn wasn't available, or if she should worry. Maybe he was out on a field assignment right now? Maybe that was his message—something had turned sour and he wanted to ask her to send up some extra prayers on his behalf?

Bea whined and climbed up on the bed, to sprawl half across Kathryn's legs. Blinking a threat of tears from her eyes, Kathryn smiled and reached down to give her companion a good, hard rub.

––––––––
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THURSDAY

Kathryn ventured half a mile down the curving mountain road to Kimmy's Diner for breakfast. The motel owner assured her Kimmy wouldn't mind Bea coming in and sitting under the table, and she was right. The owner/cook even offered a big bowl of meat scraps for Bea's breakfast before Kathryn could ask. 

The rain pounded harder, the thunder boomed louder, and the lightning strikes came closer together, threatening to touch ground on the mountainside. It was a good day to curl up in the comfortable old brass bed under the colorful quilts, with Bea snuggled next to her, and read all day. If anyone tried to call her, they didn't get through on her cell phone. 

She slept through lunch, and decided to indulge in another pizza, delivered, for dinner. Kathryn was more than happy with where she had landed, and even if the weather hadn't been so wretched, she wouldn't have wanted to leave anyway.

~~~~~
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A THIN RIVULET OF STORM water traveled in ripples down the curving asphalt mountain road that night. Lightning flashed, turning the dark stream silver, outlining pebbles and branches and wind-torn leaves in stark relief. Then darkness enveloped the road, hiding the steep slant of shattered rock and mud and moss on one side, the clumps of trees and drenched grass on the other. Thunder barely made itself heard through the screaming of the ripping wind.

A tiny avalanche of mud and sludge and sharp wedges of rock slithered onto the berm. The wind slowed a moment, as if to hear the gasps and whimpers coming from a battered young woman slithering  down the slope on her muddy hands and torn knees.

Regina fetched up against the rusty guardrail on the inside of the curve and huddled in the minimal shelter, choking on the rainwater and mud streaming across her face. Coughing, she struggled to clean her hands so she could wipe her face. Mud obscured the rips and tears in her jeans and sweater, and sealed the bloody scrapes on her hands and knees. Her hair ran with muddy water, washing blood from the cut on her right temple almost as quickly as it oozed through her makeshift handkerchief bandage.

Lightning crackled across the sky, extending tines in every direction. Regina watched it, too tired to feel frightened by nature's violence. She clutched the guardrail and hauled herself to her feet.

Two more lightning flashes illuminated the road, showing where it curved to the left as it went up the mountain, and to the right as it went down. Regina leaned against the guardrail, blinking away water, looking down at her legs and the guardrail, bracing to climb over it.

Light flashed. But not lightning. With a strangled cry, she went to her knees behind the guardrail, nearly putting her face down into the muddy torrent cutting a trail across the gravel. A dark crimson Jeep skidded up the mountain road, gleaming in the pelting rain and its own headlights. It hugged the curve, splashing water over the guardrail before it passed by.

Regina let out a choked sob. Her hands shook as she grasped the guardrail to pull herself to her feet again. She gritted her teeth and gave one poisonous glare at the fading red taillights. Legs shaking, she climbed over the rail and stalked across the road.

The plastic cube full of iridescent powder fell from her torn, soaked pocket when she was two-thirds of the way across the road. Regina didn't hear the sharp crackle as the plastic shattered and the white powder spilled onto the roadside. It bubbled and hissed faintly and sent up steam as the water traveling down the road's asphalt surface enveloped it.
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Chapter Two
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On the other side of the road, Regina paused before lifting her leg to climb over the next guardrail. She brushed her hand across her jeans pocket and let out a wail as her fingers caught on the torn cloth. Her wail turned to fury and she tore the sodden cloth free. Feet slipping in the mud, she turned and retraced her steps.

A flash of lightning illuminated the bubbling white puddle in the road as she put one foot into it. Regina staggered back, gasping, and hurried to wipe off the side and sole of her dripping shoe. Tears joined the dirty water streaming down her face. She stood over the broken cube and the slowly melting powder and clenched her fists, terror fighting with anger on her face. The faint flash of headlights coming down the mountain around the curve startled her. With one more terrified glance at the white puddle, she headed back to the guardrail and threw herself over.

Her foot slipped. For one precarious moment she balanced in thin air with her other foot hooked on the guardrail. A harsh scream broke from her lips as she went down, tumbling head over heels, digging up muddy divots with her elbows and knees and heels. She crashed through a low bush at the base of a massive tree. Her forehead slammed into the trunk and she tumbled into the cover of the bush.

Regina struggled for two seconds, gagging on mud and muddy water, trying to tear free of the tangling branches. Then her eyes closed and she collapsed.

A dark green 4X4 crept around the curve in the road. Hi-beams played over the clumps of trees on the outer side of the road, the tangles of bushes and wild flowers and rivulets of mud traveling down the mountainside. The two men inside leaned close enough to the windows to fog the glass with their breath. They spotted nothing besides storm-tossed bushes and trees and muddy gouges where storm water carved new trails down the mountainside.

Staying in the outer lane of the road, allowing the men to see as much of the slope as possible, the truck's right side wheels crunched over the broken cube. The plastic shattered into tiny white fragments like snow. The powder had ceased bubbling. The tires mixed the white syrup into the mud and gravel.

The 4X4 continued down the mountain road.

Two miles further up the mountain, inside a maze of switchback roads and gates and steep slopes, the luxurious laboratory home built into the rock face went up in a churning inferno, despite the gusts of icy, rain-laden wind. 

~~~~~
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CAMERON HARPER DEMANDED the best from his associates. He set them a strict example with his own mannerisms, style of dress, exacting precision and attention to detail in every aspect of his life. Nothing was wasted, ever. Mistakes had to be transformed into opportunities. If the mistakes of colleagues and opponents gave him openings to wound or control, all the better. Emotions, he considered a waste of energy. He kept his in control and channeled the energy to other areas. Only people who had worked long and closely with him could see through his elegant, icy demeanor. There were very few of them. Everyone else, especially those in disfavor, saw anger ready to lash out, and disdain in his every mannerism. He approved of that, because a fearful subordinate was one who paid closer attention to detail and worked doubly hard to avoid or rectify mistakes.

Like the one that troubled him now.

Slowly, he put down the tablet holding the newest report from the two agents coordinating the field team. His manicured hands framed the device lying flat on the inlaid wood table. A slight jouncing of his upholstered chair and a rumbling of engines intruded into his thoughts. Harper didn't spare one moment of annoyance for the storm that tried to throw his private jet through the skies like a rubber ball. What couldn't be affected was not worth the wasted energy of worry.

Silver-streaked black hair gleamed softly in the subdued lighting. Onyx eyes sparked with disgust. He set the tablet on the table next to his notebook computer and closed the lid.

Standing before him, Lisa McCain watched and waited with the quiet poise that had earned her employer's approval and trust. Slim and tall, so she appeared to be all leg, she wore her sleek black business suit and pumps like a military uniform. The slight dropping and weaving of the plane in the storm didn't alter her stance. Hands crossed behind her, she held herself in perfect readiness.

Harper slid his computer across the table. Lisa stepped forward and caught it, continuing the movement to deposit it into its carrying case. A twist of her wrist closed the case. He sipped at the brandy in its heavy, felt-bottomed glass and sat back in the thick, navy blue cushions, lips pursed and eyes half-hooded.

"Phone?" Lisa suggested.

"They didn't lose that, along with the sample and young Dr. Malvern? Amazing." The faintest hint of a sneer touched Harper's lips and his voice oozed chill. He didn't wait for her response but held out his hand. Lisa slid his cell phone from its pocket in the computer case, opened it, and handed it to him.

Harper pressed the speed-dial button. The screen flashed, indicating a connection had been made despite the storm. When a man's voice came through the speaker, she settled back into her place at the end of the cabin. Her workstation surrounded her with three computer screens. With a portion of her attention always focused on Harper, she went back to checking networks, changing information, hiding information, and the dozen other duties he bundled under the label of "computer magic." Lisa was the best and she knew it. She also knew she had to stay the best if she wanted to keep her job, and possibly her life. Harper's people had no retirement plan; it wasn't an option.

"Just lovely," Harper said, his voice rising enough to be heard over the jet's engines. "Oh, now you think she didn't trust you? Maybe something happened to make her second-guess our deal? You are seriously eroding my trust in you. The little fool was ours from the beginning. This loss is on your watch."

Another pause. He leaned back into the plush upholstery and raised his glass for another sip.

"I don't care how her father's death changes things, or what interference the authorities offer, that drug sample is ours and we will get it back. Along with Regina Malvern's head, if necessary. Do you understand? I don't care what you have to do or who you have to kill."

~~~~~
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ON THE STORMY MOUNTAINSIDE, the strengthening wind formed a momentary gap in the half-sheltering cover of the trees. Regina roused partially as water battered her face. Eyes blinked away the blood-mud that had started to thicken in a mask across half her face. A low moan escaped her. One hand pushed ineffectually against the mud and leaves. She raised her head a few inches, and the white pain that shot through her from her battered head to her toes yanked the air from her lungs. Her eyes fluttered closed. Choking on a moan, she slid back into unconsciousness.

In the darkness of her mind, gunshots roared and her father fell with a red flower of blood blossoming in his chest. Again and again and again.

––––––––
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FRIDAY

Kathryn woke with the dream still swirling through her mind. She lay perfectly still in the motel bed and kept her eyes closed, holding onto the fragments of the dream. Some details stood out perfectly clear, illuminated by the flashes of lightning.

Thunder rumbled far in the distance and she jerked, startled to find the storm had followed her out of her dream. 

A blond tumbling down a muddy mountainside. Falling into a stand of trees. Smashing her head on a trunk. Trucks flying up and down the curve of the mountain road. Obviously searching — for her? To help? To rescue? To hurt?

The fragments didn't fade as she sorted through them, trying to find some meaning, but drowsiness wrapped around Kathryn within a few minutes. She sighed and rolled over, dragging the blankets up over her head to go back to sleep. Maybe clarity would come if she gave the dream a chance to resume. She still hadn't opened her eyes. A few more rumbles of thunder penetrated the blanket and returning sleep.

Kathryn jerked at the chirping ring of her cell phone. She groaned as she climbed out of the well of warm, comfortable, well-earned sleep.

It couldn't be her phone—she had tested it several times during the day, on the off chance the constantly retreating and attacking storm had cleared the atmosphere and reduced interference. Nothing. 

The phone chirped again as she struggled free of the tangle of thick, clean white sheets and faded quilt, with the green thermal blanket from her truck thrown on top. She stubbed her fingers on the nightstand and dislodged her pack of colored pencils, the Concordance, and notebook before she found the slim shape of the phone in the darkness. A twist of her wrist snapped it open in the middle of the fourth cascade of chirps.

"'Lo," she mumbled, voice thick. 

"Please tell me you haven't been having any weird dreams," Vincent said.

"Weird for normal people, or weird for me?" She grinned, even as she rubbed her eyes with her fist.

"Don't ask a lot of questions, sweetheart, because I can't give you any answers."

"Friends from the old days calling in favors again?" She bit her lip against asking if his shadowy friends from his dark and dangerous past had the kind of technology that let him ram a cell phone signal through dead zones. Only some perilous emergency warranted that kind of effort.

Please, I'm on rest and relaxation time...

Kathryn reached for her notebook with her free hand and promptly sent everything on the nightstand crashing to the floor. Somewhere in the darkness, Bea snorted and grumbled and the springs of the other bed shifted and groaned. She leaned over the side of her bed, trying to find her notebook in the darkness. She didn't want to turn on the light—but she had to now.

Vincent didn't answer her question, and that was enough of an affirmative to wake her the rest of the way. 

Kathryn's fingers ached from frantic searching and stubbing by the time she found the push button for the bedside lamp. She winced and tried to ignore the aching in her eyes from too much reading before bed and not enough sleep. She leaned over the side of the bed and snatched up her notebook with the pen jammed into the spiral wire binder. On the way up, her head hit her new deluxe Greek and Hebrew parallel study Bible that hung over the edge. It crashed to the floor. She scooted back against the brass headboard. 

"Right now, just keep it at search and rescue," Vincent said, his voice quiet but clear through the scrambling and crashing. "One person can be invisible and move faster than a team. There are multiple opposing forces running in circles in the mountains near you. They're so busy avoiding each other, you'll be able to get in under their radar. There's a woman on the run who needs your help. Keep your head down and start praying before you take another step."

What else am I supposed to do on a stormy wet night? Kathryn mused. She nodded compliance, even though no one could see her but the massive, silent Akita curled up and watching her from the other bed.

"My friends aren't exactly asking for help—yet—but they're willing to take any help we might want to offer. Since you're close by... My recommendation is to get in there, work under cover of darkness, find the woman and take her out of the area. Far and fast. Don't get anyone local involved, and don't let them notice you. The further away you can get before contacting anyone, the better. Seems to me Finn Roberts is the closest authority I would trust in this kind of situation." 

He paused, and Kathryn wondered if she had made a sound at mention of Finn's name.

"Any reason you wouldn't want to see him?"

"Of course not." She grinned at the flutter in her chest. Finn hadn't responded to her call, making her think once again he might have gone out into the field for something important.

"Once you talk to the woman and determine the situation, go as high as possible in the food chain. If you can't trust Finn, then go over his head. Just don't trust anybody within a hundred miles of those mountains. My friends aren't sure how much local law enforcement has been compromised. Since first indications are an inside job, meaning a mole or a traitor, we don't trust anyone but the people we know."

"Must be bad if they're asking—no, they didn't ask, did they? But for them to let you help has to mean it's delicate-bad."

"Got that in one. The timing of allthis ... There has to be a reason why you're the closest one there," Vincent admitted, his voice taking on a slight touch of gravel.

"Or that anyone is nearby at all?"

"I shouldn't even be here, shouldn't be inside to see the fireworks go off. I'm officially acting as escort for Sophie. Some big hush-hush job for Joan's friend, Sidarkis." A momentary bark of laughter escaped him. "She's going nuts over the sci-fi quality equipment they've got here."

"I thought Sophie could wrap the Colonel around her little finger."

"She can and does, but when things started going nuts, we got separated. I ran into some old friends when whatever is happening went down on the mountain. That's why I'm not giving you much data. Don't have much to give you, and don't want to get them hung out to dry with their superiors by overstepping." He sighed. "Be careful. There are people going in, and they'll provide cover if you need it, but we'd all be better off if you didn't need it. The less disturbance you make, the less noise, the less stopping for red tape, the better. I'm not telling them anything about you, either. The less anyone knows, the less chance of compromise and betrayal."

"Got it. Just get in there, find the woman—what's her name?"

"Nobody's sharing that much intel. We need to act fast and quietly. That's the main reason they're letting me contact you to make a try. The door could close just as fast as it opened here."

"Got you. Get in, find her, get her out and as far away from there as possible, as fast as possible."

"Before somone decides you might be a liability."

"Uh huh." That solidified just how precarious the situation was.

Kathryn had learned long ago to trust Vincent, his knowledge and training and instincts. If he didn't think she could handle the situation, if her life would be placed in too much jeopardy, he wouldn't risk her.

Bracing for confirmation of what she had seen in her dreams, she yanked her pen free of the notebook, tugged the cap off with her teeth, and dropped it on the blankets. "Where do I go?" 

"The woman was last seen running through the forests on Mill Road, about ten miles above Millersburg."

Kathryn made notes as Vincent gave the details of the situation and what witnesses had reported of the ruckus on the mountainside. A woman fleeing for her life. Gunfire. Park rangers reacting like Nazis had invaded. Explosions and a fire in a section of the mountainside where rich people built exclusive retreats dripping with security, and local rumors speculated on government laboratories or witness protection safe houses. People dead. No name for her subject; no background; no explanation of why or how. Only a description of hair, eyes, height, the clothes she wore when last seen fleeing a fire in the middle of a killer storm and a rain of gunfire. Vincent could only give a general idea of where the woman had gone. Meaning no one really knew.

"I've never been in Millersburg," Kathryn said. "Why does it sound familiar? Not that it's an unusual name." 

She closed her eyes, visualizing the sightseer's map she had taken from the motel office, showing all the antique and specialty shops and tiny cluster communities all through the mountain chain. If she remembered correctly, Millersburg was the next major town along the winding mountain road, heading east. Meaning it had more than twenty houses, a service station, and a general store.

"Doctor Jeff West is there, in a fairly new clinic. He joined up about three months ago. One of Jennifer's contacts, from her Air Force days."

"That says a lot for him."

The fact that Jennifer Deverall, another daughter of Quarry Hall, had either recruited or recommended him, meant that he was reliable, dedicated, and someone she liked enough to keep in contact with him despite the painful associations of her former life as a military brat.

"That's all I can tell you, little bird. Make sure you pray hard before you head out. My next call is home, just in case the lid comes down and we go incommunicado. If there's anybody else in the area, and they're freed up enough from their assignments to help, I'll send them your way."

Kathryn shivered, and a moment later silently scolded herself not to look for trouble where there wasn't any. Yet. Just because Vincent was ready and willing to call in reinforcements for her didn't mean the situation was more dangerous than he would admit. And it didn't mean he was starting to coddle her, expecting her body to betray her at any moment and put her in a wheelchair. He didn't work that way. Caution and being overly prepared was just common sense.

Bea slid off her bed, down into the gap between the two motel beds, and up onto the mattress next to Kathryn. She rubbed her big, furry head against the hand holding the pen. A fond grin twitched Kathryn's lips, despite her recent thoughts.

"We'll all be praying hard," Vincent added.

"Like, duh. What else would anybody be doing?" Kathryn tucked the phone between her shoulder and ear, freeing a hand to stroke the dog's thick, dark fur.

"Every prayer, every thought, until we get word you're free and clear. You're the only one available within one hundred miles. I don't call your positioning or my being here to know what's going on a coincidence."

"No, neither do I," she murmured. Okay, God. Whatever You have waiting for me, make me ready. "I'm on my way."

They estimated when Kathryn would be clear of the mountains and her cell phone would be reliable again. Much of that schedule depended on finding the woman lost on the mountainside, and then evading anyone who might be searching for her. Vincent arranged the next time they would make contact. Hopefully he and whoever was trying to help the missing woman could meet up with Kathryn and her assignment would be over. Then he cut the connection.

"Hunting time, Bea," Kathryn said with a sigh. "Did you think we were going to be bored here?" Bea let out a soft woof and licked her hand. "Nope, neither did I. But we can always hope, can't we?" She closed her eyes and pressed both clenched fists against them. After a few seconds, she lowered her hands and looked around the room, blinking hard as her eyes adjusted.

The clock on the nightstand read 5:08 a.m. Her mouth twitched in an attempt to smile. She was on vacation. The word practically demanded she sleep as long as her body wanted, and not move from place to place while out on the road, with different accommodations each night. She would miss the mismatched furniture and creaky, antique brass bed and the glorious view of a gorge filled with blackberry brambles and overgrown grass and wildflowers.

The fragments of her dream pulsed through her mind for a few seconds. Kathryn shivered a little. Such "coincidences" of being in the right place at the right time had been happening with increasing regularity, even before Joan came to Quarry Hall, in answer to years of prayers. Kathryn doubted she would ever get used to them even if she lived to be over a hundred years old.

The pleasant shiver turned painfully chill, sending a throb through her that was more emotional than physical. Ghost pain from exhaustion and oxygen starvation that made all her muscles feel bruised washed over her, just for a few seconds. She hadn't had one of her spells in months. She refused to have one now, especially since none of the warning signs of an impending spell had shown up yet.

"Get behind me, Satan," she whispered, and pressed her palms against her eyes as she prayed hard, shoving away the anticipated physical illness with faith and force of will.
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Chapter Three
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Enemies had used her as a vehicle to deliver creeping death to her Uncle Harrison. In a sense, they had been used by the enemies of the Arc Foundation to stop her from whatever God had planned for her life. This flare-up, even if it was mostly in her imagination, was a sign to her that Satan didn't want her out there, finding that missing woman.

Which just meant she was going to pull on the armor of God and head out with even more confidence. Anything that had the father of lies attacking had to be important. Evil would always stand against something God wanted her to do. So that meant she would do it.

Kathryn finger-combed her long, straight brown hair a few strokes, then started braiding it. Nudging Bea with her knee, she slid out of bed and padded across the room, feet bare, dressed only in an oversized green t-shirt. It hung like a tent on her lean frame. For a moment, she thought maybe it was a little larger than when she bought it for a nightshirt. No, Brooklyn and the specialists who had examined her the last time she was home at Quarry Hall said she was holding her own against the degenerative illness that didn't even have a name yet.

Holding the waist-long braid with one hand, Kathryn searched amid the clutter of empty pizza box, a net bag of apples, beef jerky wrappers, and cracker boxes, until she found her hair twisty. Three twists of the dull green elastic band secured her braid. She padded into the bathroom and snatched up her toothbrush.

Lord, this is starting off on the wrong foot. Help me get my balance fast, please, she prayed as she scrubbed at her teeth and avoided her bloodshot hazel eyes in the mirror. Whoever she is, this woman needs help, and for some reason You've brought me here to help her. I'm scared. I'm always scared before the job starts. Work through me, please.

She stopped short, barely managing to avoid spraying toothpaste all over the mirror when Bea dragged her hiking boots into the bathroom by their long laces and dropped them at her feet.

"Thanks, furball." Kathryn wiped her mouth and dropped to one knee to hug her companion and bodyguard. "Can't find anything in the dark, you know? We'll have enough daylight by the time we get there." She sputtered when Bea licked her face, taking a last trace of toothpaste off her cheek.
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