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MY OFFICE. 911

A text from the boss? Travis “T-Bone” Bostwick abandoned his drywall project and hauled ass from his condo to the San Francisco high-rise that housed Blackthorne, Incorporated’s public offices, reviewing anything and everything he might’ve screwed up enough to be summoned. With a 911.

True, he’d been banged up a bit, but what was an op without a few bruises, aches, and pains? Overall, it had been a cakewalk, and everyone had been happy with the outcome.

Or had they?

He made the thirty-minute drive in twenty-three minutes and tapped his feet as the elevator rose to the twelfth floor.

In the boss’s office, Travis paused at Maddie Scott’s desk. “Morning.” Dalton’s admin frowned and fingered the ever-present strand of pearls she wore. Should he have changed out of his torn-at-the-knees jeans, the paint-stained sweatshirt with the sleeves cut out? Nope. Dalton’s text made that a no-brainer.

“Is that Bostwick?” Dalton’s voice, normally controlled, bellowed out from his office.

“He just arrived, boss,” Maddie said with an apologetic smile in Travis’s direction.

“Send him in.”

Maddie’s brows lifted, and she tilted her head toward Dalton’s inner sanctum. Maybe someone had complained about the way the team had handled the last op.

But why was he the only one being called in? The first thing he’d done—after racing to his car and setting off for the city—was to check in with his colleagues. Dalton hadn’t sent messages to anyone else.

Travis’s pulse thrummed in his ears. No point in stalling. Straightening his shoulders, he tapped on the jamb, then opened the door and stepped inside.

Emiko Miyake’s spiky, rainbow-hued hair peeked above the back of one of the visitor chairs. The odds that she, Blackthorne, Incorporated’s top intel gatherer, had screwed up were slim to none. The odds that they’d both screwed up were even less.

Not as apprehensive, Travis waited for an official invitation to sit.

“Park it, Bostwick.” Dalton’s tone sent Travis’s pulse thrumming again. The man was not a happy camper. He hadn’t offered his usual butterscotch from the ever-present candy jar on his desk.

Travis gestured to his clothes. “Sorry, Sir. I was patching drywall,” Travis said as he took the seat next to Emiko. Not until then did he notice her tight lips, the stress in her long-lashed eyes, the dark pillows beneath them. Reddened eyes. Had she been crying? Emiko? Nothing got to Emiko. She was more unflappable than Maddie Scott.

“You’re here. Let’s get on with it.” Dalton nodded to Emiko. “Lay it out.”

Emiko gave a quiet sniff, pinched the bridge of her nose. Travis wondered how she kept from scratching her eyes with her long, multi-colored fingernails. “It’s my sister. Half-sister, actually. She’s missing.”

Emiko’s private life was ... private. At least as far as Blackthorne was concerned. Travis couldn’t remember her ever mentioning family. Emiko had a sister? And she was missing? There was nothing Emiko couldn’t find.

“Tell us what you know, Emi,” Dalton said.

She folded her hands in her lap, stared over Dalton’s head. “Chelsea’s always been a free spirit, but with a heart of gold.” She grimaced, raised her hands. “That sounds so clichéd, but she’s one who rescues every stray in the neighborhood, volunteers at shelters, both human and animal. She has this ... determination ... to make everything right, everyone happy. I wasn’t pleased, but not surprised when she decided to quit her job teaching middle school English in Irvine and head off to a small town in the Colorado mountains. She said she had a job developing a new community center where she could do ‘Great Things’” —Emiko made air quotes— “for the less fortunate in the area. Give them goals. Help them reach them.”

As Emiko rambled, questions raced through Travis’s mind, but he blocked them and waited to see where Emiko went next. Or if Dalton would guide her obviously distraught offerings along a more direct and efficient path. A rambling, disjointed Emiko was unheard of.

Dalton didn’t interrupt. Maybe he knew where she was going. Or maybe he knew she needed to get everything out first, organize it later.

Now, he opened the butterscotch jar, pushed it across the desk. Emiko seemed confused, so Travis pulled three candies out of the jar and handed each of them one. With barely a glance in his direction, she unwrapped it and popped it into her mouth. Travis did the same, as did Dalton.

After a moment of candy-induced distraction, Emiko took a long, shaky breath. “I’m not being very coherent, am I? This would never work on a mission.”

“You’re upset,” Dalton said. “Which is why we don’t let anyone with a personal connection to a case serve on a team. Back up and tell Travis everything you told me.”

Emiko closed her eyes, and when she opened them, Travis recognized the woman he’d worked with. Cool, driven by facts, not emotions.

“Chelsea and I aren’t close, but we keep in touch. My parents divorced when I was five, and Mom remarried a year-and-a-half later. Chelsea was born seven months after that, but I had no clue what that meant until I was older. The seven-year age difference meant Chelsea and I had our own lives. I had my friends, my interests. Looking back, I can see that Mom understood we were different personalities, not to mention both my parents were of Japanese heritage, and my stepdad was Anglo. And Jewish.”

Travis let that play around in his brain, but since the meeting had opened with Emiko saying Chelsea was missing, he thought she was layering in more backstory than was needed for whatever op this might turn into. Not his call, though, so he waited for her to go on.

Emiko tugged at her spiked hair. “When Chelsea told me about the project, I looked it up, and everything appeared legit. And, because I was stupid and trusting, I never looked below the surface. Until this morning. That’s when I discovered the man who hired Chelsea doesn’t exist—at least not under the name he’s using on the website. The project seems to be a front to raise money. For the man, not the project. Chelsea’s not responding to texts.” She focused her attention on Dalton. “Before I used any company resources for personal reasons, I wanted to run it by you, Sir.” She shifted to face Travis. “And he told me to wait until you got here.”

“You’re Blackthorne, Emi,” Dalton said. “That makes you family. While I appreciate your strict adherence to company policy, you shouldn’t have waited this long to come to me. You have permission to use any company resources at hand to find your sister. Find out whatever you can, and report back. Bostwick and I have a few things to discuss. Then, I’ll send him to you with any questions.”

Travis watched as Emiko rose and glided out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Dalton folded his hand on the desk. “What do you think, Bostwick?”

It was obvious the op was to find Chelsea. The question Travis kept trapped behind his lips was, Why me?

~~~
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CHELSEA GOLDMAN STEERED her aging but new-to-her Jeep along the pair of rocky tracks that posed as a road, glad she’d gotten rid of her low-slung city sedan. Ahead, barely visible through the trees, was the RV her new boss, James Williamson, had told her would be her workplace. She parked next to a dust-filmed Outback SUV, the color of the pine trees, and hurried toward the RV’s door, checking her watch. She wasn’t late, but she’d hoped to be early. First impressions were important.

Taking a calming breath, she tapped gently. The door swung open.

“Ah, you must be Chelsea,” the man she assumed was James Williamson said. “Come in. I’m glad you found the place.”

“Your directions helped,” she said. “The phone signal disappeared right where you said it would.”

“This area still hasn’t been digitized, but we’re hoping that’s resolved in the near future.” He extended a hand and motioned her to a small sofa beneath a window in a sitting area that appeared to double as an office. Desk, filing cabinets. A printer-copier combo. A compact galley kitchen which would come in handy if she was working here all day.

She sat, assessing her new employer. There was a grandfatherly air about him. Wire-rimmed, oval glasses, short-cropped hair more gray than brown. A brush of a moustache, more brown than gray. A warm, welcoming smile.

“I’m James Williamson, as you must have guessed. And this is headquarters for the soon-to-be Trapper Lake Center. Have you settled in yet?”

Chelsea shook her head. “No, I left Pueblo this morning and came straight here. I’m ready to start working.”

“I think tomorrow is soon enough,” Mr. Williamson said. “I can give you a brief tour of the property, get the paperwork out of the way, and you can have the rest of the day to yourself.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Please. Call me Jim.”

“Jim, then.”

He stood, gestured to the door. “Shall we proceed?”

“Is there someplace I can ... freshen up first?” She’d meant to stop before she got here, but didn’t want to be late.

“Of course.” He directed her to a small bathroom. Sink, toilet, and a stall shower. She used the facilities, then pulled out her cell phone. Emi was a royal pain, always stifling Chelsea’s independence under the guise of looking after her safety. She’d been that way since they were kids, but Chelsea figured she owed her a quick check-in, even if it wasn’t their regular Sunday. She hadn’t been in touch since she’d told Emi she was leaving Irvine. An unscheduled text to let her know she was safe might get Emi off her back.

No bars. So much for that. She’d text her from the hotel tonight. She’d have more information by then. Let Emi know she could take care of herself.

Her job, as she and Mr. Williamson—Jim—had discussed, was to help with fundraising and establish a school. She’d suggested that a library be a priority, and he’d agreed and seemed pleased with her initiative. To do her job, she’d need a phone. Internet.

She exited the bathroom. Jim sat at the desk, a file folder and a pen on the table.

He motioned her over. “I thought we’d get the paperwork taken care of first.”

“Sure.” She accepted the folder he slid her way. He moved to the sofa, and she busied herself with the forms.

Once she’d filled out and handed over the papers, he stepped to the door. “Now, let’s have a look at the property. It’s faster if we drive. I prefer to have my office away from the construction noise.”

He held the passenger door of his Outback open for her, and she climbed in. They bumped and bounced for five to ten minutes before he pointed out a double-wide trailer nestled beneath pines and aspens. “Construction headquarters,” he said.

They drove on to the site, and Jim parked. “This is it.”

Chelsea got out and followed Jim toward the beginnings of what appeared to be three buildings. Piles of cleared trees. Holes in the ground—basements, probably. Dusty yellow string marked where the exterior walls would be, she assumed. Not as far along as she’d expected from the pictures on the internet.

“Nobody’s working today?” she asked.

“Just us right now. That’s life in the construction game. Busy one day, nothing the next.” He swept an arm across the site. “Three buildings to start. An activity center—which will include the library you suggested—and two housing units. One for those with families, the other for singles.”

“What about pets?” she asked.

He paused, frowned. Rubbed his chin. “I hadn’t thought of that, but if people have small animals, I can see that they’d need sheltering as well. Good point.”

Pleased he was accepting her ideas, Chelsea brought up the lack of phone and internet.

“Up here, it takes time to make things happen,” Jim said. “We have an appointment with a satellite company to get us coverage, but it’s not for another week.”

“I can work from the hotel until then.”

“There’s a lot of office organization that needs to be done that doesn’t require internet or phones,” he said. “But I see your point. Maybe you can split your time.”

“That would work,” she agreed.

“We can stop at the construction trailer and I can show you the plans.”

“I’d like that.”

They got in his car again, and drove to the trailer. Chelsea followed him up the metal stairs to the door. He pulled a ring of keys from his pocket, flipped through them, found the one he needed, and inserted it into the lock.

“After you,” he said.

She stepped into the dim space. Behind her, the door closed, darkening the trailer even more. She paused, blinked, waited for her eyes to adjust.

“Not very homey,” Jim said, “but I know you’ll make do.”

A quick, sharp pain in her arm, and the darkness was total.

~
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CHELSEA AWOKE TO A blinding headache and a roiling stomach. Taking slow, shallow breaths, she fought to remember what had happened.

She’d been drugged? Who? Why?

Thoughts danced through the fog in her brain, coming into focus, then blurring into a mist.

Her new job. Mr. Williamson. The RV. The construction site. The trailer.

She was lying down. She struggled to her feet. The room spun, and the world disappeared.

This time, when she woke up, her head was clearer, her stomach calmer.

Chelsea flipped up her wrist to check the time. Her watch was gone. A high, narrow window covered by a thin curtain let in a modicum of light, enough to tell she was in a room. On a duvet-topped twin bed with a headboard of black metal rods. The highlight of the room. No other furnishings.

She sniffed. No objectionable odors. The door opened. A backlit figure paused in the doorway.

The person—a woman, Chelsea determined—stepped closer and set a tray on the foot of the bed. “Welcome to hell.”
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ONE THING TRAVIS KNEW. You never second-guessed the boss. Brows lifted, he glanced toward Dalton’s coffeemaker. The blue light was on, signaling it was ready to brew.

“Help yourself,” Dalton said.

Stalling, trying to ride herd on his racing thoughts, Travis plucked a mug from a wooden rack and chose a pod from the carousel. He set the mug on the coffee maker’s stand, inserted the pod in the carrier, shut the compartment and pressed the start button.

“You want a cup, Sir?” he asked, still stalling.

“No, thanks.”

Rather than try Dalton’s patience any further, Travis took his chair. By the time the aroma of coffee filled the room, Travis felt he’d rounded up the questions he needed to ask. And which ones he needed to avoid. This didn’t look like an op that required Travis’s skillset, which lay along the lines of physicality. Survival. Looking for a woman who’d left home of her own accord shouldn’t tax the fitness levels of any of the more ... experienced ... operatives, nor had anything Emiko mentioned indicated he’d be roughing it. Travis tried to come up with something special Dalton thought he brought to the table.

“Am I here because I’m familiar with rural Colorado, Sir?”

“Quit with the Sir, T-Bone, and yes, that’s part of it. From what Emi told me, the area in question isn’t far from your cabin. Your reputation as a wealthy, philanthropic recluse would give you entry into the realm of the project, assuming Emi can confirm it’s more than a computer-based fiction.”

Travis gulped and went to retrieve his coffee. “Wealthy philanthropic recluse? Me?” Definitely a persona any of the senior officers could adopt. Travis waited.

Dalton grabbed another butterscotch, set it on his desk, and twirled it on the scarred metal surface. “That’s who you’ll be once Emi and Farrah set up your cover.”

Travis grabbed his coffee, wishing he liked cream and sugar. Anything to buy time to collect his thoughts. He carried the mug to his seat and sank into the chair. “Um ... maybe you should add eccentric to my new persona. Allows me more flexibility.” Which was op-speak for being in danger of blowing one’s cover.

“Easy enough.”

“Sir—Dalton—Boss—do you think Emiko’s sister is in real danger? I mean, couldn’t she be—I don’t know—going into hiding for personal reasons? Maybe the two sisters don’t get along as well as Emiko suggested, and Chelsea is trying to get out from under what she perceives as a watchful eye?”

Dalton’s lips twitched. “By watchful, you mean meddling?”

“Throwing it out as a possibility.”

“Which it is. However, if Emi has uncovered a scam, and you can back it up, keeping people from throwing away their money is a good deed for Blackthorne. We’d turn the results of our investigation over to the proper authorities.”

Travis frowned. “You don’t think we should look for Chelsea?”

“Looking for her goes without saying. Consider Emi a pro bono client. If someone comes in here asking us to find a missing person, we do it. Our policy means when we find the person in question, if said person prefers not to be found, we report their wishes to the client instead of dragging them back.”

“Even if the client is—as you put it—family?”

“Even if.” Dalton stood, moved to the coffee maker and set a mug to brew. He waited, his back to the console, his attention on Travis. “What else do you need to know?”

“I assume we’re waiting for intel from Emi. But, if it’s all right to ask, is this a solo mission?”

Dalton grabbed his coffee and tossed the pod into the wastebasket with a resounding thunk. “There’s a ... situation ... in Uzbekistan that’s going to pull a fair number of Blackthorne assets, but if you end up needing a backup team, we’ll make it happen. Unless the intel Emi comes up with says otherwise, yes, consider this a one-man op.”

“Understood.” Travis couldn’t hold back his question any longer. “Permission to speak freely?”

Dalton resumed his seat, set his coffee to the side. “Always. It hasn’t been that long since I was the one on the other side of the desk, feeling the way I’m sure you’re feeling now. I’d prefer it if standing in that spot didn’t generate an uncomfortable barrier. I’m always willing to listen.”

“Am I being punished? Did I screw up on the last op? It seems my talents might be better served in Uzbekistan. After all, I was in Russia on the gun-runner mission not long ago. Based on what you’ve said, any of the more ... senior ... operatives might fit the persona you’re creating for me. I’m sure there are several who are familiar with Colorado.” He waited, barely breathing, for Dalton’s reaction.

Which was slow in coming, and when it did, there was no smoke billowing from Dalton’s nose or ears. “I know you’re not telling me I don’t know how to do my job or assign my assets.” His voice was calm, matter-of-fact.

“Of course not.”

“Perhaps you’re unaware of, or have chosen to ignore the company policy that states no operative shall perform more than three back-to-back covert missions, back-to-back being defined as four or fewer days between the ending of one and the commencement of the next. Or did you think I wouldn’t notice that you’ve been volunteering and swapping assignments, bringing your current total to five consecutives?”

He gave Travis a slow, even stare. “I’ve been where you are, T-Bone. Letting a personal crusade interfere with my work. Working more ops won’t change the past. It’ll make you sloppy. The rules are there to keep you sharp. For the sake of the teams.”

Thoughts of Galina teased at the back of Travis’s brain. He forced himself to hold Dalton’s gaze. “I get it. I guess I forgot. It’s just that being in the field seems ... normal. I wasn’t counting.”

“Well, that’s my job, and I was. What you did with the Russian gunrunners has no bearing on what’s happening in Uzbekistan. Now, gather what you think you’ll need to match your cover from Outfitting, then go home and take care of whatever you need to for an absence. Shouldn’t be more than a couple of days. Be ready to leave any time after twenty-hundred hours.” Dalton extended a hand, which Travis accepted.

“One last thing,” Dalton added. “You’ll be flying commercial into Colorado Springs. I’ll have Travel email your ticket, and they’ll reserve a rental car. Your credentials will let you check a firearm, but this should be an easy in-and-out. No heavy weaponry required.”

“Prepare for the worst, hope for the best,” Travis said. “I’ll check with Emiko before I head home.”

After joking around with Vanessa in the Outfitting Department about what a wealthy and eccentric philanthropic recluse living in a Colorado mountain cabin would wear, he accepted her suggestions for an appropriate wardrobe. Not much different from Travis’s off-duty attire, albeit name brand and new rather than well-worn discount store garb.

Travis glanced at the array of wardrobe choices. “Do you think an eccentric wealthy philanthropist would wear these?” He held up a pair of red high-top sneakers.

Vanessa grinned. “Go for it.”

He’d fought the haircut, saying an eccentric could look as scruffy as he wanted. He’d lost. She cleaned up his beard, too. “One of your eccentricities is that you prefer to be well-groomed.”

He thanked Vanessa—reluctantly—and dragged the carry-on she’d provided to Intel.

There, Emiko had satellite imagery on one of the big screens on the wall. She stood three feet away, staring at a view of what appeared to be a construction site. Travis left his carry-on by her desk and joined her.

“That where I’ll be going?” he asked.

“Looks like it.” Without turning, she added. “Notice anything strange about the site?”

~~~
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“WHO ARE YOU?” CHELSEA asked the woman who’d come into the room.

“My name’s Darcy.”

Chelsea sat, careful not to disturb the tray at the end of the bed, which held a plastic bottle of water, a paper plate with a sandwich, and an apple. “Chelsea. Where are we?”

“Colorado. In a trailer in a make-believe construction site for a make-believe community project.”

So, she hadn’t been transported beyond where Jim had brought her. “Why?”

“You ask a lot of questions,” Darcy said. “First thing you need to learn is to keep your mouth shut, and if you have to open it, the best responses are either Yes or No. Sir or ma’am, depending on who’s doing the asking.”

Chelsea didn’t think two questions was a lot, but she’d play along for now. “Yes, ma’am.”

Darcy snorted. “It doesn’t apply to me. Just warning you. You want things easy, you do as the overlords say.”

Chelsea gulped. “Overlords? What are you talking about?”

Darcy walked to the edge of the bed, reached up and moved the curtain aside. “That’s what I call them. There’s a little daylight left. Easier to eat when you can see your food. Although after a couple days, you can deal with it in the dark.” She turned and backed out of the room, but didn’t close the door.

Chelsea raced after her, stumbling. She rested a hand on the wall and waited for the dizziness to pass. “Wait. What’s going on?”

Darcy ignored her and kept walking.

Chelsea followed, using the wall for support. Darcy went past the entry, which was little more than an empty foyer floored in a wood-patterned vinyl, and into a larger room. The curtains had been pulled back, which, judging from the glare of sunlight streaming in from one window, faced west. Chelsea did some quick figuring. If that was west, the window on the adjacent wall faced south. She didn’t know whether the information would prove useful, but she filed it away.

The room, covered in the same wood-patterned flooring, was furnished with a couch and three easy chairs, a coffee table, and a pair of end tables. And three women. All wearing black drawstring pants and white t-shirts. All Asian. All around Chelsea’s age, maybe a little younger. Darcy, she noted now, was also Asian. As to the women’s specific ethnicities, Chelsea couldn’t tell.

Darcy paused two steps into the room. “This is Chelsea. She’ll learn the drill soon enough.” Darcy sauntered to an empty easy chair and sat.

Chelsea’s gaze skated from one woman to the next. “Drill? What drill? What’s going on? Why are we here?”

“I said, you’ll learn soon enough.” Darcy pointed to each woman in turn. “She’s Kim, that’s Amber, and Hana.”

Upon a closer look, Chelsea adjusted her age estimate and put the three women who’d been in the room as early twenties at the most, almost a decade younger than she was. Darcy seemed to be the oldest, and that’s probably why she was in charge.

Chelsea nodded to each of them. “Is there a reason you’re avoiding answering me?”

The way all three glanced in Darcy’s direction, waiting for a nod of approval, confirmed Chelsea’s guess that she was ringleader.

“There’s not much to say,” Kim said. “We’re not mistreated—physically, anyway.”

“Can’t damage the merchandise,” Darcy muttered.

“Hey, would you rather they beat us? Maybe if we were damaged goods, they’d let us go,” Hana said, picking at her cuticles.

“Think that one through, Dipshit.” Darcy glowered. “If you’re no use to them, they’re not going to let you go. You know too much. And stop messing with your nails.”

“Them? Who’s them?” Chelsea asked.

“Darcy calls them the overlords,” Kim said, “but they’re more like ... tutors, I guess.”

“Tutors?” Chelsea blamed her confusion on the drugs. This couldn’t be a school. But none of the women seemed upset. Were they here willingly? No, Hana had wanted to get out. “What are they teaching you?”

“Deportment is what they call it.” Amber stood and pranced across the room. “Like we’re in some old-fashioned finishing school.”

Chelsea pressed her fingers to her temples. Had there been some sort of mix-up? Was she here by mistake? Or was this all a terrible dream? Had she been in a car accident in her rush to meet with Jim? Was she in a coma? Would she wake up in a hospital? Would she wake up, period?

Amber pranced to one of the end tables, opened a drawer, and pulled out a small flashlight. “It’ll get dark soon. We’ve got two, one for each side, and there aren’t any spare batteries. I’ll walk you to your room. You’re across from me.”

Maybe Amber would talk once they were alone. Chelsea hadn’t paid a lot of attention to the layout of the trailer as she’d rushed after Darcy earlier, but now, as she followed Amber, she tried to memorize the floorplan—what there was of it—so she’d be able to navigate in the dark. There wasn’t a lot to memorize.

After they’d passed through the entryway, they were in a narrow hallway with doors on either side. “Are these the bedrooms?” she asked.

Amber waggled the flashlight. “Yes. Three on this side of the main room. You, me, and Hana are on this side. Darcy and Kim are on the other.” She stopped and reached for the knob.

Second one on the right, Chelsea noted. But there were four doors, not three. “What’s the other room?”

“Bathroom.”

Chelsea hadn’t given that a thought, which told her she wasn’t thinking clearly yet. She needed an escape plan. “Have you ever tried to leave?” she asked.

Amber snorted. “We’re locked in every night. During the day, they always come in pairs, one making sure we’re clear of the door when the other comes in. Even if we managed to overpower the ‘tutors’—” she curled her fingers into quotation marks— “and got out, where would we go?”

“The front door is the only exit?” Weren’t there safety laws requiring an alternative exit? But given what little she’d seen so far, following the rules didn’t seem to matter to whoever was keeping them.

“Yeah,” Amber said.

“Look, I’m confused. I’m sure they doped me up, and there are some lingering effects, but would you come in for a while? We can talk. You can give me more information, or is that against the rules?”

It occurred to Chelsea that there could be hidden cameras, or microphones, which would explain everyone’s reluctance to talk. She wouldn’t know how to recognize either one. Maybe she should have paid better attention to Emi’s stupid safety lessons.
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TRAVIS SQUINTED AT the screen. Ground laid bare, a hole that appeared deep enough to be a basement, concrete footings. A minimum of framing. “Looks like they’re building a big structure. Or several structures, although it’s hard to judge the scale.”

Emiko zoomed out, giving Travis a look at a forest of pine trees interspersed with aspens a reasonable distance from the site. Based on the height of full-grown pines, it was definitely a large structure.

“I’ll go with a complex,” he said, “but I’m not good at judging architecture until the whole building is finished.”

“This image was captured two weeks ago.” Emiko tapped a remote with a bright pink fingernail, and another image, almost identical to the first, appeared on the screen. “This one a month ago.” She split the screen so they were side-by-side.

Travis did a visual comparison. “They look the same.”

“Exactly. If this is a genuine project, wouldn’t you think there would have been progress? And none of my image searches brought up any indication of work going on. No equipment, no truckloads of supplies. No people.”

“Might be a bureaucratic slowdown with inspections,” Travis offered. “Or a break in the supply chain. Worker shortage—it is a remote location, after all. Or they do all their photography when nobody’s around.”

“Or having trouble getting permits,” Emi said. “I haven’t found any on file, but the place is in the middle of nowhere, and our mysterious builder could be trying to do this in a less-than-acceptable manner.”

“I would think that since they’ll need utilities, and everything else that goes along with what they’re professing the center will provide, they can’t do this all under the table,” Travis said.

“Agreed. I’m still digging.” She brought up another image, this one of a finished complex of buildings. Clearly an artist’s rendition. “This was on the project’s website. Seems ambitious enough. But—” She clicked again. “I found this one on another site. The same image. Another project looking for funding. It’s in Washington state.”

“Same organizer?” Travis asked. “Or someone else using the same design? Saving money on architects?”

“Whoever it is, he’s not using the same name, which is strange. Most corporations want their names visible.”

“You think the Colorado guy might have ... borrowed ... the Washington plans?” Travis asked.

“If so, he’s good. But I’ll find him.”

“I know you will. How far is the Colorado project from my cabin? Will I be able to set up my base there, or should I find somewhere else? Preferably with non-canvas walls and indoor plumbing. This time of year in the mountains, the weather’s unpredictable. Heat is more than a luxury.”

Farrah Rafferty, Emiko’s second-in command, strolled over, wearing her usual khaki cargo pants and a beige polo. Her simple brown bob, makeup-free face, and short, unpolished nails made her a total opposite of Emiko in appearance, but when it came to the job, Travis thought the two women shared a brain. She pushed her oversized red-framed glasses—the one splash of color she seemed willing to display—up on her nose. Her brown eyes blinked at the screen.

“We’ve tossed things around with Dalton,” Farrah said. “Since we don’t know who we’re dealing with, we don’t know how deeply whoever’s in charge will be able to dig into your past. Property records on your cabin are public, so it’ll be better if that’s not where you live. However, since you do in fact rent out your cabin, we can make that work if you need it as a base of operations.”

Travis nodded.

Emiko took over. “Your cover is you’re looking to invest in his project. Even though you’re filthy rich—”

Travis guffawed.

Emi rolled her eyes, but went on. “Even though you’re filthy rich, you didn’t get that way or stay that way by not doing your due diligence. You want to tour the property, see plans, look at the whole picture. Make sure the investment is worth it.”

“Appeal to his greed,” Travis said.

Farrah handed him a slip of paper. “This is your internet profile, and following the links will show him you’re legit.”

Travis guffawed again. “Blackthorne legit, of course.”

“You’ve requested a meet through the contact link on his website. It’s a basic form. No names. Your cover as a recluse means information about you is limited,” Farrah said. “I’ve been using your Fred Johnson ID.”

Travis stifled his groan. Although there was no logical reason, of all the fake IDs Blackthorne had set up for him, Fred Johnson was his least favorite.

“Can’t you give me one more ... important sounding? Classier. What’s wrong with Harrison Templeton?” He straightened, looked down his nose. “Someone who’d have a ramrod up his ass.”

“The more common the name, the harder it is for someone to figure out which Fred Johnson is you. Fred Johnson was a character in The Expanse. Nobody’s going to mistake you for a fictional character.”

“All right. But I’m going to go by my handle. That should fit with my eccentricity, right? There was a Fred in my high school trig class, and everyone hated him.”

“Nicknames are fine, T-Bone,” Farrah said with a hint of a smile. “As long as anyone looking into your background goes by the Johnson ID you’re using, they can call you whatever you tell them to.”

“What else do I need to know?” he asked. “Gathering leads to find Chelsea comes to mind. I don’t even know what she looks like.”

Emiko went to her desk, tapped a few keys, and a picture of a smiling young woman—a very attractive young woman—appeared on the screen, her mixed parentage apparent. Her long hair hung in waves, more chestnut than black. Less of a slant to the dark eyes, high cheekbones, latte-colored skin. From what Travis could see, her nose wasn’t prominent, which he might have expected from a Jewish father. There were way too many variables to make that kind of stereotypical assumption, a nose job being one. Still, it wasn’t as flat as Emiko’s.

“This was taken two years ago, and I don’t have anything more recent. She’s very reluctant to share her pictures on social media, starting when she took her first teaching job. She didn’t like the idea of her students knowing she had a personal life.”

“Runs in the family,” Travis muttered under his breath. He remembered his own early elementary school days, how he’d been shocked to learn his teachers even existed beyond the classroom walls.

Emiko’s hands were splayed on the desktop, but Travis detected the tiniest hint of upward movement of a blue-tipped middle finger.

“Comes with the territory,” Farrah said. “When your job entails staying under the radar, it carries over into the real world. Something we all accept and understand.”

Emiko tapped her keyboard again. “I’ve sent the image to your phone.” She nodded to Farrah, who retreated to her desk and returned with what appeared to be an ordinary smartphone in a sturdy black case.

“Don’t lose it, but if you do, there’s nothing to connect the phone to Travis Bostwick or Blackthorne, Inc.,” Farrah said.

“SOP.” Travis accepted the phone, shoved it into his pocket. “I get it.”

“You have your watch, right?” she said. “In case, you and your phone are separated.”

Travis tapped his wrist. “At your beck and call, ma’am.” He’d never cared for the technology, having limited one-way communication. Them to him, which meant he’d know he had a message, but he’d still need his phone to reply. Still, it was another way Blackthorne could track him, so he tolerated the annoyance of something wrapped around his wrist.

Emiko’s attention was on her monitor, a frenzied rainbow of motion as her fingers breezed over the keyboard. Her focus was intense, but Travis dared interrupt her.

“Emiko. A picture isn’t going to help me find Chelsea. The background you shared in the boss’s office is ancient history. I need to know what she’s been doing since she moved to Colorado. You never said when that was. Where she’s living. Who she’s working for, or if she’s doing everything as a volunteer. Any history on her credit card. Other mentions, even without pictures, on social media. Is she even using her real name? I can’t do my job without some background.”

Emiko twisted her neck and glared at him. Her eyes glistened. She slapped her palm on the desk. “You think I don’t know that? It’s as if she disappeared when she quit her teaching job, almost a month ago.”

~~~
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AMBER GLANCED UP AND down the hallway. “All right. I’ll come in, but only for a moment.”

Chelsea opened the bedroom door and let Amber precede her inside. Amber shone the light around the space, letting the beam rest on the tray of food Chelsea had ignored.

“You should eat.”

“Is there a kitchen? Does someone bring food?” Chelsea’s mind raced for potential opportunities to escape.

“No kitchen. Whoever designed this trailer must have already known what it was going to be used for. The tutors bring a plastic cooler each morning with the day’s rations. If you have food, they must have known you would be here.”

“Is James Williamson one of the tutors? Or overlords, as Darcy called them?”

Amber sat on the edge of the bed and bounced the light on the tray again. “Eat first.”

Chelsea picked up the sandwich. Baloney on white bread with a tiny smear of mayo. “I’m not hungry.”

“You will be if you don’t eat. They don’t give us much. We must remain petite. Willowy. Slender. You’ll learn to take what they offer.”

Chelsea nibbled on the sandwich, more to move things along with Amber than because she wanted to eat. She hadn’t had a baloney sandwich since she was in grade school, and she’d never liked them. She washed it down with a sip of water, then took a bite of apple.

She lowered her voice. “Are there cameras watching us? Microphones?”

“There is no internet, no electricity, so I don’t think any of those would work.”

“So we can speak freely?”

“Yes.”

Chelsea determined she’d have to trust Amber was telling the truth, but she chose to keep her questions general for now. “I had a purse when I came in. And a watch. Do you know where they are?”

“I assume they kept them.”

“I guess they’re not going to give my cell phone back.”

Amber snorted what passed for a laugh. “Not hardly.”

“What about clothes? Toiletries? I had a suitcase full of my things in my car. And my laptop.”

Amber gestured to her own outfit. “You’ll get your uniforms tomorrow.”

Uniforms? Chelsea figured she had more important questions. “How did you all come to be here? I saw an ad for the project, and I applied through James Williamson. He hired me to fundraise and set up a school and library. I showed up for my first day of work today. He said he was going to show me site plans in the trailer, and that’s the last I remember until I woke up in this room.”

“Same for us. The differences were the jobs. I was a social worker, and the ad I saw was a way to use my training in a smaller environment where I might have more success. Darcy was managing a homeless shelter. Kim and Hana worked in a hospital in Chicago. Kim was a burned-out nurse. Hana was the dietician.”

“I get it. Hunt for people with specific skills and offer them a better situation than what they have. And if the salaries were comparable to what Jim offered me, I understand the appeal.” Chelsea took another bite of apple. “But what I don’t get is why bother, since it doesn’t look like this is a viable project at all?”

“That was the bait.” Amber eyed Chelsea’s sandwich. “You going to eat that?”

Chelsea handed her the plate. “Help yourself.”

Watching Amber devour the sandwich, Chelsea wondered how much these overlords fed their captives. She might have to become less picky.

Amber wiped her mouth and set the empty plate on the tray. She turned off the flashlight, whether to conserve batteries or because it was easier to talk in semi-darkness, Chelsea wasn’t sure. And didn’t care.

“How long have you been here?” Chelsea asked.

“Two weeks.”

“Did you all arrive at the same time?”

“No.”

No easier for Amber to talk with the lights out. Still, short answers were better than no answers at all.

“Were you the first to arrive?” Chelsea went on.

“No. Darcy was here. Kim and Hana showed up three days after I did. Darcy said three others were here when she arrived, but they were gone a few days later.”

So whatever was going on hadn’t started with the four of them. “Did Darcy see them leave? Were they all right?”

Amber didn’t speak for several moments. “I wasn’t here, so I can’t answer.”

There was more that Amber wasn’t sharing, Chelsea was sure of it, but she let it drop. “And nobody but the overlords—tutors—have come by? Nobody else? No construction workers, delivery trucks—anyone to feed the illusion that this is a working project?”

“If they have, I don’t know about it. They don’t come into the trailer.”

So much for slipping someone a note—assuming she found something to write on and write with.

“Has anyone tried to refuse to do what these overlord-tutors ask? Stage a sit-down strike?”

Amber stood and moved toward the door. “You ask too many questions. Tomorrow, you can see everything for yourself. Good night. And thanks for the sandwich.”

She left, closing the door behind her.

Chelsea finished her apple, thinking. Planning. Or trying to. There had to be a way out of this craziness. A way to convince these women that they shouldn’t be doormats.
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Chapter 4
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TRAVIS RESISTED THE urge to rest a hand on Emiko’s shoulder. He’d worked with her long enough to know she wasn’t the touchy-feely sort. “Emiko, I will find Chelsea. You have my word.”

His temporary cell phone buzzed with a message from Blackthorne’s Travel Department. “Hang on. Let me check this.”

Emiko’s expectant gaze was on him as he read.

“I have a flight to Colorado Springs leaving at oh-seven-hundred tomorrow. It won’t take me long to get ready. Let’s grab some coffee, and you can fill me in on any details you have. Your idea of nothing might still give me some clues.”

“Go, Emi,” Farrah said. “I’ve got this.”

“I’ve got searches running.”

Farrah made shooing motions. “I repeat. I’ve got this. Should anything significant show up in the what?—fifteen minutes you’ll be gone—I’ll text you.”

Emiko shoved away from her desk and was at the door before he could blink. Travis swore she didn’t walk, she transported. He clumped after her.

Minutes later, seated at a table in the Intel Department’s breakroom, Emiko stared into her mug of tea, ignoring the muffin Travis had set in front of her. He broke off a bite of his, chewing slowly, waiting for her to collect her thoughts.

“It was a game for Chelsea.” Emiko crumbled her muffin onto her napkin. “She has a vague idea of what I do, although not in the capacity in which I do it. She thinks I run background checks, test security systems for Blackthorne’s public side. She took perverse pleasure in trying to keep me from knowing what she was up to. Sometimes I’d pretend she’d stumped me, but this is the first time she’s actually done it.”

“Which has you understandably concerned.” Understatement of the century. She’d approached the boss, for God’s sake. “Did you ever coach her in ways to disappear?”

Emiko shook her head, although her gelled spikes never moved. “Only things I thought she needed to know pertaining to personal safety. Avoiding stalkers, cyber and otherwise. Watching what she posts to social media—which, apparently, she learned all too well. Keeping her passwords secure and updated—she’s excelled at that one, too.”

“Where would she go for fun?” Travis asked. “Bars, theaters, bowling alleys?”

The last one brought a hint of a smile. “I think you can eliminate bowling alleys. Dog shelters. Nursing homes. Schools. I wasn’t exaggerating her golden heart.”

“Can you get me a list of similar places within—let’s say twenty miles of the town? If there’s something shady going on within the complex, I might have better luck looking on my own rather than asking whoever I end up meeting with for help.”

“I can do that.” Emiko’s mood seemed to have shifted upward a few notches now that Travis was proposing a plan of action.

“Did you two have any codes set up? So, if you got a message purporting to be from Chelsea, she’d include something that would say it was really her. Or something that would say she was safe, or in danger? If—when—I meet up with her, I need a way to let her know I’m one of the good guys.”

Emiko sipped her tea. “Chelsea always thought codes were too cloak-and-dagger. It was all I could do to convince her to take normal precautions. Her first pet was a hamster, and she named it Captain Kangaroo. Nobody else should know that.”

Travis filed that tidbit away. “Thanks.”

Emiko bundled her crumbled muffin into her napkin and stood. “I should be getting back. I’ll send you the list of places Chelsea might frequent.” She frowned. “Unless she actually remembers what I told her—to avoid doing anything expected—and has taken up bowling instead.”

Travis drained the last of his coffee. “It’s a rural area. Not many places to hang out. No bowling alleys. I’ll find her.”

Travis’s concern, and one he knew he shared with Emiko, Farrah, and Dalton, was the condition she’d be in when he did.

He strode toward Intel alongside Emiko’s gliding gait. “Did you and Chelsea take ballet lessons as children? Or ice skating?”

She didn’t stop, but turned and moved backward without missing a step. “What brought that on?”

He shrugged. “The way you move. It’s ... smooth. Like gravity doesn’t affect you the same way it does everyone else. I thought maybe if the two of you took lessons, her walk could be distinctive, too.”

They’d arrived at Intel, and Travis held the door. Emiko pivoted and slipped inside. “Not bad, T-Bone. Maybe Dalton did choose the right guy for this op. And yes, we both took ballet. Chelsea was much better than I was. She was in an amateur troupe, did local performances, but it was never a career goal for either of us.”

Travis grinned. “Told you, little things can be a big help.” He retrieved his carryon, and Emiko went straight to her desk, waking her computer.

Jinx, Blackthorne’s former head of Intel, paced in front of a screen at the far end of the room, alternating between talking into his mic and nodding. Travis recalled the Russian op, where Dalton had called in every available Intel asset. Jinx seemed calm, and Travis assumed he’d been called in to help cover whatever was going down in Uzbekistan. Travis looked at the screen in question, which showed an in-motion aerial view of an array of adobe-colored buildings, tiled arches, and domed roofs. Images being transmitted by a Blackthorne helo, most likely. Travis knew better than to interrupt and turned his attention to Emiko and Farrah.
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