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BRETT CASHMAN POKED at his radio earwig for the third time in under a minute, as if that would trigger the Go signal. Waiting sucked. Especially when the ground was slimy half-frozen mud, and the icy March wind slithered its way down his neck. He clenched his teeth to keep them from chattering, focusing his binocs on the ramshackle structure he and his team had been sent to breach. Intel said the hostage was inside. Command also said further confirmation was pending. So far, he’d seen nothing. Heard nothing, other than the wind creaking the branches of the pine trees surrounding the rundown wooden cabin.

What more intel did the team need? Their hostage, female, was inside. They were outside. If their job was to extract her, there seemed to be a major disconnect. He’d seen the imagery. One room, the hostage strapped to a chair, hood over her head. He fought the temptation to break the radio silence order, to see if the rest of the team knew anything more than he did.

After the helicopter had deposited the team five miles down the mountain from the cabin, he, Adam—their team leader—and Fish had hiked up, then taken their positions surrounding the cabin. Since they couldn’t see each other, the only way to communicate was via radio. Then Adam had put the stupid radio silence rule into effect. What did he think? They were all telepathic?

Brett shifted, tightened and released his muscles in an attempt to keep warm. Toes, feet, ankles, calves. Quads, butt, shoulders. After two hours of lying on his belly in the cold, he had doubts he’d be able to move when the order came down. He was an endurance athlete. Not moving wasn’t part of his regimen.

Of course you’ll be able to move. Could be worse. Could be snowing.

Did he detect motion inside the cabin? He adjusted his binoculars. Nothing different. Curtains shifting as the wind blew through rotting walls and broken windows. Brett itched to crawl closer. Hell, just to move, keep the blood flowing.

What does Command know? We’re halfway up a bloody mountain somewhere in Mexico, while they’re sitting on their asses at Ops—where the building was heated, damn it—in San Francisco looking at computer terminals.

The faint whup, whup of the helo circling in stealth mode high above reminded Brett that the team had eyes in the sky, so not all their intel was coming long-distance. But if he could hear the helo, couldn’t the bad guys hear it, too? Or was he just tuned into the sound? Or did aircraft fly above this godforsaken place on a regular basis?

Too many questions, too few answers, but grinding questions through his brain kept him from going totally bonkers.

If being an operative for Blackthorne, Inc. meant sitting around while others made the decisions, maybe Brett had chosen the wrong company to work for. At least, this was an actual mission. He’d suffered through his Security training with drills on lock picking, stealth, and surveillance—chores Brett found tedious and boring. He’d even had to take acting and ballroom dancing classes before moving to covert ops. After three months of training simulations, Brett was ready for the real deal. Yet here he was, lying on the ground, bored again.

A scream, carried by the wind, pierced Brett’s ears. High-pitched. Female. Terror-filled.

Brett rose to a crouch, scanning the area for cover closer to the cabin. To hell with radio silence. The wind direction might mean he was the only one in position to hear the cry. “Team Leader, this is Scrooge.” Damn, he hated the nickname, but with a name like Cashman and the warped senses of humor of his teammates, it had stuck. It was better than FNG—Fucking New Guy—the handle he’d been saddled with when he’d signed on.

“Heard a scream. Anyone copy?”

Nothing. Shit. Had something happened to his team? Or were they following orders and maintaining silence?

Another scream.

Fuck it.

Brett darted for the fallen tree he’d selected as his next stop on his way to the cabin and dropped to a knee. If Adam wasn’t responding, Brett would go up the ladder—all the way to San Francisco. They were supposed to be monitoring the situation, right? He keyed his radio. “Command, this is Scrooge. I’m going in.”

“Negative, Scrooge. Hold your position.”

A woman’s voice pierced the air. “Get your hands off me!”

And let the woman be tortured? Killed? Brett couldn’t accept that. Knew he couldn’t live with himself if his inaction was to blame.

An explosion shook the ground beneath him. Smoke billowed from a window on the west side of the cabin.

“Command. Explosives and fire. Shall we engage?”

“Negative, Scrooge. Hold position. I repeat, hold position.”

“You’re breaking up, Command,” Brett growled into his mic. “Did not copy. Repeat. Scrooge going in.”

Maintaining a crouch, Brett hauled ass for the cabin. He wasn’t even going to think about picking the lock. Weapon raised, he kicked at the door, which fell into the cabin with a resounding crash. Smoke filled Brett’s eyes. He blinked, seeking the hostage and her captors.

Gunfire erupted around him. Pain stabbed his arms, his legs, stung his chest beneath his vest. The room spun. Brett struggled to remain conscious, fought to maintain control of his weapon. A swift kick to his ribs foiled that plan.

~~~~~
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DARKNESS, A MUSTY SMELL, and a throbbing head registered. Without—he hoped—giving away he was conscious, Brett assessed his situation. Lying on his side. Hard floor beneath him. Cold. He was alive, or he wouldn’t be hurting. One for the plus column. His feet were icicles, but he could wiggle his toes. Another plus. A few seconds of experimentation said his ankles were tied. And his boots were gone. That was it.

Thankful his captors hadn’t stripped him naked, Brett flexed his muscles as he’d done on surveillance. Everything worked, but there were new aches and pains. He recalled gunfire. Had he been shot? Nothing hurt the way he imagined a gunshot wound would.

The smell and the darkness he chalked up to having fabric covering his head. Probably a hood like the hostage had worn.

Hostage. He was supposed to be rescuing a woman. With his team. They’d have his back.

Be patient. Things will get sorted out.

“He is awake,” a rough, deep voice growled. Not an Hispanic accent. They were in Mexico, but that didn’t mean the kidnappers were Mexican.

Okay, his brain seemed functional again. He ran through all those simulation scenarios. What to do when captured. How to free himself from his bonds, use his body as a weapon.

Trouble was, whoever had tied him up must’ve read the same manual, because Brett had virtually no mobility. No way to reach his backup weapons. He didn’t think these guys would get close enough for Brett to land a kick—one without the weight of boots behind it. Not to mention that if they’d taken his boots, they’d undoubtedly found his knife.

Footfalls approached. A rough yank and the hood disappeared. Brett blinked, trying to deal with the sudden brightness.

More footfalls. Blurry shapes surrounded him. He blinked again. The shapes turned into people. Three of them. All wearing ski masks, all pointing weapons at him. Were there more behind him, out of his sightline? Given the way his day had gone, Brett assumed yes.

From Brett’s position on the floor, the figures appeared tall, massive. He pondered ways to take them out. Who was he kidding? They could be fifty-pound midgets and they’d still have the advantage.

Where was the woman? Had his team managed to extract her? After they’d secured her, they’d come for him, right? All he had to do was stay alive until then.

Brett’s shivering wasn’t all due to the cold. The cabin might be warmer than outdoors, but he’d been chilled to the bone long before breaking in.

Suck it up.

Brett concentrated on his five Ironman triathlon medals—including Kona, thank you very much—and his endurance race competitions. This was a walk in the park. He could tolerate a little discomfort.

Two of his captors unceremoniously yanked and dragged him to a rickety straight-backed wooden chair—the one where Brett assumed the woman had sat. Rather than fight them, he accepted the seating arrangements. At least they hadn’t dislocated his shoulders when they worked his bound arms over the back of the chair.

From his new vantage point, he determined there were five men in total. Inside the cabin, anyway. Who knew if there were more outside.

In addition to the uncomfortable chair, there was a small wood-framed sofa with a trunk serving as a coffee table. A metal storage cabinet stood against the far wall.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Brett said.

“You do not speak without permission. Only to answer questions,” one man said. “You understand?”

When Brett nodded, the man said, “That was a question. You speak to answer.”

Brett’s mind whirled, trying to place the voices, the accents. None of the men—he assumed from their builds they were all men—had removed their ski masks, and there wasn’t enough light to make out eye color. All dressed in black, with minor variations in height, they were one step away from clones. He assigned them numbers, left to right, one through five. He strained to memorize the voices, should he ever run into them again. Or have to describe them to the authorities.

Except this mission was outside the boundaries of police work. If the cops had been able to rescue the hostage, Blackthorne wouldn’t be involved.

Number One moved closer and smacked Brett’s shoulder. “I asked if you understand.”

Brett stiffened, refusing to back down from the man’s strike, gave him a defiant glare. “Yes.”

“Good. Now where is the woman?” Number One said.

No point in pretending he was hiking in the mountains and got lost. Interrogation rule three, section four. Stick as close to the truth as possible. “I don’t know.”

“You entered without permission,” man number two said. “Why? I believe people like you are taught it’s proper to knock first.”

“I heard a woman scream. I thought she needed help,” Brett said through chattering teeth. He stared at the man nearest to him, the apparent ringleader. “You have anything hot to drink? A blanket? It’s freezing in here.”

“Maybe later,” Three said. “When we finish asking you questions.”

Brett lifted his chin. “Then ask away. Let’s get this over with.”

Number One leaned into Brett’s face. “I already asked you. Where is the woman?”

“And I told you, I don’t know.”

“You deny you were here to kidnap her?” This from Number Four, a man leaning against the wall across the room.

“I’m not denying anything,” Brett said. “I suppose, kidnapping depends on what side of the fence you’re on. I was told she’d been kidnapped, so you might say I was un-kidnapping her.”

“Who sent you?” One lifted his weapon.

“Her father,” Brett said. Not a total lie, because technically, he’d been told someone in her family had hired Blackthorne. For all Brett knew, it might have been her father. More specific information hadn’t been shared at their briefing.

“Who else is with you?” Number Two tapped his fingers on his thighs.

Brett shook his head. “Nobody. I’m flying solo here.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Not my problem,” Brett said, glancing at the number two man. “I’m alone. If I had backup, wouldn’t they have come to my rescue already?”

Saying the words dumped a feeling of dread through Brett’s gut. Where the hell was his team?

“I think he knows more than he is saying.” This man, Number Five, had a thick Hispanic accent. Was he the one in charge?

“Look, we can go back and forth all day,” Brett said. “I don’t know where the woman is. I admit I was sent to find her, but your guess is as good as mine where she went, or how she got out of the cabin.” He stared at Five again. “How do I know you didn’t lose her and you’re trying to pin the blame on me? Afraid to admit you failed? You have a boss to answer to, someone who won’t be happy?”

Brett was rewarded with a sharp slap to the side of his head. Right. Rule five, section eight. If captured, don’t antagonize the scumwads who have you.

He tried for a more upbeat tone. “If she’s gone, we could all work together to find her. What do you say?”

The discussion—if you could call it that—went in circles for a good long while. They asked, he answered. Or, gave non-answers.

Brett tuned out the stomping of feet on the wood planks of the floor as the men paced. By now, questions tumbled like a line of tipped over dominos, and Brett gave up trying to keep track of who asked what. He ignored the pain of slaps and punches. He kept his breathing even, focused on answering their questions with a repeated I don’t know. Shadows filled the cabin and the temperature dropped. Brett’s hands and feet were numb. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was sticking to his standard response.

In the middle of another barrage of the same questions, One raised a hand. “That’s enough.” He strode to the metal cabinet, opened it, and pulled out a small battery-operated lantern. After placing it on the trunk and turning it on, he approached Brett, knife extended.

A second man—Three, Brett thought—did the same.

Brett swallowed. This could not be good.
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THE MAN BRETT THOUGHT of as One leaned over him, and Brett braced himself for a stabbing. Three crouched at his feet. Mouth dry, heart pounding, Brett waited. He was not going to beg for his life. If this was the time and place for his stay on this planet to end, so be it. Instead of attacking, One and Three, as if they’d rehearsed, simultaneously slit the bindings at Brett’s wrists and ankles.

Brett had already decided there was nothing to be gained by trying to take down five men, so he kept still, waiting for their next move.

None too gently, strong arms clamped onto his biceps, and he was raised to his feet and shoved onto the sofa, where the men formed a semi-circle around him. When they all reached for their masks and pulled them off in unison, dropping them to the floor, a wave of panic washed over Brett. If they let you see them, it meant they weren’t going to kill you, right? If that were the case, Brett wasn’t going to go down without taking at least one of them with him. All those hours of Blackthorne’s training shouldn’t go to waste.

The lantern on the table reflected light upward, giving the men’s faces a devilish glow. Again, as one—and what was with this choreography thing, anyway?—they folded their arms across their chests. Now, they seemed to be waiting for Brett to make the first move. He let his gaze travel from one black-clad man to the next.

Brett froze as the light reflected off the silver hair of captor number one. What the—?

“Cat got your tongue, Scrooge?”

Adam? Brett blinked and slid his eyes down the line again. Definitely Adam. And Fish. The so-called team he was supposed to be working with. The other three were familiar as well. All Blackthorne, all senior operatives he’d met during training.

The light bulb moment hit like a stun gun. “This wasn’t a real mission, was it? Another one of your fucking simulations.”

He glared at Fish for not cluing him in. Fish shrugged, not a shred of apology in his expression. Right. If this was SOP for the FNG, Fish had gone through a similar mission.

“So, can we go home now?” Brett asked. “At least someplace where I can grab a hot shower, clean clothes, and some grub?” In contrast to Brett’s filthy clothes and sweat-filmed body, which smelled, Adam seemed ready to pose for a spread in GQ. Not a speck of dirt on his black cargo pants, and although Brett was fairly certain Adam had combed his hair after taking off his ski mask, there was a niggling possibility that not a single hair on Adam’s head ever left its rightful position. Adam’s handle wasn’t Dapper Dan for nothing.

“Soon enough,” Adam said. He moved to the cabinet and tossed an energy bar in Brett’s direction. “This will have to do for now.”

Brett managed to snag it with semi-numb fingers and then fumbled with the wrapper.

“We’ll debrief in the helo,” Adam said. “Cheese said something about date night with his wife, so I’m sure he’s ready to roll.”

Brett wasn’t looking forward to either the five-mile trek down the mountain to their infil site or Adam’s inevitable ass-chewing. He decided the hike would be easier to take. He swallowed the last of his bar and looked for a place to stash the wrapper. Cargo pants pocket would do.

As they exited the cabin, Adam led them down a different trail, and Brett kept his mouth shut. Maybe Adam knew a better route. Of course he did. The whole five-mile hike had been another test, Brett was positive.

Sure enough, half a click away, the Blackthorne chopper waited in a clearing. On the ground. Not hovering, the way it had been when Cheese had dropped them off. No ropes. An inviting open door.

While everyone buckled in, Cheese finished his last-minute checks. “On your word, Team Leader.”

“Quit with the formalities and get us off the ground,” Adam said.

Brett wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and pretend this day had never happened, but since Adam had chosen a seat beside him, and everyone else was as far away as possible, pointedly avoiding meeting Brett’s eyes, he figured neither was likely. Brett adjusted his headset and tried to disappear.

Soon after they were airborne, Adam went to a storage locker and returned with two bottles of water. He handed one to Brett, cracked his own open, and sat down again. Brett drained half the bottle, wiped his mouth, then exhaled a long, deep breath. “Get it over with,” he said. “I fucked up, right?”

“Not completely,” Adam said. “You held up well after you were captured. Trouble was, you should never have been captured in the first place. You disobeyed a direct order.”

Brett squeezed his water bottle, listening to the crackling plastic before speaking. “So, I’m supposed to let these scumwads have their way with the target we were hired to rescue?”

“No, you’re supposed to trust the team to have gathered the intel.”

“All the way from Ops? We’re here, they’re hundreds of miles away.”

“Didn’t you learn anything from your training runs with Cheese and Fozzie? Air support can gather more information than the ground team. If they have questions, they ask them. They relay their intel to Ops, Ops can see the big picture, coordinate the data—often, you’ll be on a multi-pronged approach and have to trust others to know what they’re doing.

“In today’s scenario, knowing how many people were inside the cabin, what kind of ordnance you—and the team—would be facing, could have meant the difference between you extracting the target or being taken prisoner yourself—as you found out.”

“So we—the ones on the ground where the bullets are flying, the ones risking our asses—are nothing but pawns in a chess game?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes you’ll be a knight. Once in a very blue moon kind of timeframe, you might have the power of the queen. What you have to remember, is you’re working with a team, and if someone in the team can’t be trusted, the entire mission falls apart.”

Brett had no answer. Adam, damn the man, was right. Didn’t mean Brett had to like it.

“Between you and me,” Adam continued, “the boss has cut you some slack—quite a bit, in fact. Almost everyone working the covert side of Blackthorne comes from the military. They’re used to taking orders, following the chain of command. Your skills are noteworthy, but triathlons and competitive shooting are individual competitions.”

“I played football in high school,” Brett muttered, embarrassed when it came out making him sound like a petulant child.

Adam’s mouth curved in a tight smile. “And maybe that counted for something when the boss accepted you into training.”

“So I washed out?” Brett asked.

“Not my call, but I doubt it. You’re going to have to get over your penchant for recklessness.” Adam glanced around the helo, leaned closer to Brett, and lowered his voice. “The new boss used to get called on the carpet for grandstanding. If you’re lucky, he’ll cut you more slack.”

Brett heard the unspoken Don’t screw it up.

“Does everyone go through this kind of a test?” Brett asked.

Adam chuckled. “Damn straight.”

“Am I the only one to fail?”

Adam’s chuckle turned to a guffaw. “You ever see the Star Trek movie? The second one, The Wrath of Kahn?”

“Can’t say I recall,” Brett said. “Not a huge fan of the series.”

“First, never let Jinx hear you say that.”

“Jinx?”

“Senior intel gatherer. He’s not as active as he used to be, but he’s not one to be on the bad side of.”

“Okay, I will not diss Star Trek in front of Jinx.”

“Or anyone else,” Adam said. “Word gets around.”

“Fine,” Brett said. “What does this have to do with training missions?”

“Listen and learn.” Adam sipped from his water bottle. “In the movie, the cadets are on a training mission in a no-win situation. They’re supposed to rescue a civilian starship, the Kobayashi Maru, from the Romulans—those are the bad guys—but there’s no way to do it without either killing everyone on the Starfleet ship or the civilian ship. Or both. It’s a way to see how people react to an unwinnable scenario.” Adam emptied his bottle and put it in the console. “Jinx devises his own versions of the Kobayashi Maru, carefully designed to play upon the weaknesses and fears of our trainees. So far, it’s a shutout in Jinx’s favor, so don’t feel bad.”

“What if I’d waited?” Brett asked.

“Jinx would have raised the stakes. The man knows what he’s doing.”

Brett made a mental note to ask the other former FNGs what they’d gone through. Meanwhile, he wanted to be alone, maybe get some shut-eye, so he took the final swigs of his water and stashed the bottle before leaning back and closing his eyes.

The next thing he knew, Cheese’s voice came through Brett’s headset. “Gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Tables and seatbacks, you know the drill. We’ll be on the ground soon.”

Had he been asleep that long? Brett checked his watch.

He looked out the helo’s window, seeing the familiar landing pad at the Blackthorne, Inc. compound. Brett checked his watch again, then glared at Adam. “We were never in Mexico, were we?”

Adam smirked. “Nope.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to share where we actually were?”

“Training facility. Mount Shasta. With your mountaineering hobby, I was afraid you might recognize it.”

Brett had never climbed the peak, not that he’d have recognized it, since they’d been deposited on the slope with nothing as obvious as buildings or street signs. The blacked-out helo windows suddenly made sense.

“What about them?” Brett cocked his head toward the seating area where the other players had their heads together. Talking about him? “How did they get to the cabin?”

“They flew in to Shasta yesterday. After Cheese dropped us off, he went back for them.”

“And dropped them in the clearing, not halfway down the mountain. I heard a helo circling, but figured it was doing recon for us.”

“Reasonable assumption,” Adam said. “On a normal mission, you’ll be briefed to know who’s where and when they should be there. That way, if—”

“I get it,” Brett interrupted. “We need to know where our good guys are so we’ll know if the bad guys show up.”

“Exactly.”

“The woman? She didn’t exist, did she?”

Adam shook his head. “Recording.”

Brett pondered that for a moment. Took things a step further. “There’s more to the cabin than meets the eye, isn’t there?”

Adam’s lips twitched upward. “You mean, is there a fully stocked sub-level with all the comforts of home? Yes, assuming home is a couple steps up from wilderness survival.”

The hairs on Brett’s neck pricked up. “Surveillance cameras, too?” Why hadn’t he seen them? Easy. One, because if Blackthorne installed them, they’d be next to impossible to detect. Two, because Brett had been suckered in to the abandoned cabin and accepted the external appearance without question.

Adam shrugged.

Great. The whole farce had been recorded.

“So answer me this. Faking the flight to Mexico by flying us around. Your boss doesn’t think it was a waste of fuel spending all that time in the air to trick me?”

“First, Dalton’s your boss, too,” Adam said. “Questioning his decisions isn’t wise. He may be relatively new at the helm, but he had plenty of training under the old man. Second, it’s part of the training budget, so it’s not a waste.”

Their money, not his. “The old man? Blackthorne?”

“Yep. Horace Blackthorne. Retired shortly before you came on board.”

Brett chastised himself for not digging deeper into the company. He’d applied on a whim after one of his shooting buddies told him there was good money and plenty of action involved.

With the gentlest of thumps, Cheese set the helo on the landing pad. Brett released his seat belt and stood, twisting the kinks out of his back. “I’m not going to have to face Dalton tonight, am I?”

“Nope. There’s another ritual to get through first.” Adam gathered his pack and the water bottle he’d stashed. Brett followed suit.

“Ritual?” Brett ran possible scenarios through his head. Obstacle course? Five-mile run in full pack? Instructor-in-your-face PT?

“Shower, change, and meet in the briefing room.” Adam strode away, double-time.

Brett let the other guys off the helo first. Each gave him a knowing smirk as they passed. Great. Looked like they knew what this ritual was, and were going to enjoy it. At Brett’s expense.

At his expense, Brett discovered, wasn’t far off. An hour later, the six of them—apparently, Cheese’s date night was for real—sat around a table at the Blue Lantern, on their third round of beers and fourth order of loaded nachos, all on Brett’s tab.

Brett cut his eyes around the table.

Fish—Marv Frisch—chatted with Hotshot McCade, who’d led their emergency medical training. Next to Hotshot was Manny Rodriguez, of the exaggerated Hispanic accent. Not that Brett would have recognized his normal voice, since Brett couldn’t remember hearing anything other than high-decibel profanities as Rodriguez gave the trainees hell on the obstacle course. The other “older” guy—Ryan Harper—had been his firearms instructor. Quiet. Methodical. Even now, he kept to himself.

Then there was Adam, sitting across from him, seemingly absorbing everything. Was this part of a test, too? Seeing how many beers Brett would drink? Working on his report in his head? Watching to see how Brett handled himself in a group?

Brett took another swig of his Black Butte Porter. Was he earning or losing points by going with the craft brew instead of the cheap bottled stuff most of the others were drinking? Did it matter? He realized he was doing what he’d done on the op. No, not the op. The test. Grinding everything through his brain to pass the time. He realized he wasn’t into the social scene tonight. The others had stories—real stories—they could share, and what could he contribute? Screwing up a training mission. Kobayashi Maru or not, he’d still failed.

Adam knocked his knuckles on the table. “Finish up, gents. And say thanks to our host, Scrooge Cashman, for parting with his green for tonight’s refreshments.”

Bottles and glasses were raised. “Hear, hear. To Scrooge. Welcome to Blackthorne.”

Brett ducked his head. Did this mean he was official? Or would that have to come from Dalton? Live for the moment. He finished the last of his beer and thunked his glass on the table, then stood and took an exaggerated bow.

Adam clapped him on the shoulder and addressed the group. “As your designated driver, I say we let our newest recruit get his beauty sleep. He’s going to have to get to the city and face the boss tomorrow.”

And if that didn’t put a damper on the evening, nothing did.
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THE LINE AT THE BAKERY put Holly Granger behind schedule. She checked her phone for the fifth time. Being late for work because she and her officemate were on breakroom snack duty wasn’t going to cut it as justification.

Finally, it was her turn. “A dozen assorted pastries, please,” she said to the harried clerk. “Anything. You pick.”

The clerk filled a pink box with a random assortment of donuts, Danish, and muffins. Holly paid and rushed to her car.

The Widmark Scientific parking lot in downtown Colorado Springs was almost full, and she had to park at the far end. Pastry box in hand, purse over her shoulder, Holly rushed toward Widmark’s main entrance. Back erect, lengthened stride. Hurrying, but not running. Not here. Running would call attention to herself.

Once on the sidewalk, she fell in step with all the other nine-to-five worker bees. She avoided eye contact—avoided any contact. Other than the occasional glance at the snow-capped mountains, she concentrated on the cracks in the sidewalk.

Inside the building, relieved she was safely within the on time window, she tossed a quick smile at Rupert, the aged security guard working the scanner, as she passed through the metal detector without incident. That was her life. Avoiding incidents.

Holly picked up her purse and box of pastries at the other side of the scanner, and strode across the marble floor to the bank of elevators, her sensible pumps clicking along with a myriad other pairs. A car arrived in seconds, and she pressed sixteen, then stepped to the rear as the car filled with more worker bees. She stared at the numbers on the panel as the car ascended, stopping along the way to let people off.

When they hit fourteen, the remaining three passengers exited, and Holly rode the final two floors in satisfying solitude. Some days, today being one of them, she wished her life was like an elevator ride, with everyone facing front, ignoring those around them.

The bell dinged, the doors swooshed open, and Holly stepped onto the red-and-brown patterned carpet. She ambled down the hallway to the red oak-veneer double doors proclaiming the entrance to Research and Development. Inside, she bobbed her head to Mrs. Pollard, the receptionist, a female version of Rupert, although a good decade younger, Holly estimated. The woman had learned long ago Holly wasn’t one for morning conversation—or conversation in general—and without slowing her pace, Holly navigated the maze of hallways to her shared office where she exhaled a breath. Another routine day.

She hung up her coat, stashed her purse in her desk drawer, and turned on her computer before carrying the pastries to the breakroom. Her officemate, Kaela Nazari, was already there, placing a large fruit platter on the credenza next to the coffee urn. Holly set the bakery box next to the fruit.

“Good morning,” Kaela said. “This is only the third time, I think, that I got here before you. Is everything all right?”

“Fine. Line at the bakery.”

“You may be on time, but IT is late with the new software rollout. Again,” Kaela said. “This will put us all behind, and you know who will be blamed. Us. Never IT. They can do no wrong. In the interim, two of my projects will be backlogged.”

To Holly, the musical lilt and trace of Kaela’s Indian heritage somehow managed to lend an aura of cheer to her words, even though they meant the opposite. Kaela was the perfect officemate. Meticulous, focused on her own work. Friendly, but never in a prying sort of way. Work was work, and at five, they parted company.

“I hear you,” Holly said. “Not fair we get blamed for someone else’s incompetence.” She picked up a paper plate and snagged a cruller, then went to the urn for coffee, stirring in a liberal amount of cream and sugar.

“What’s really not fair,” Kaela said, “is that you can eat those donuts and you’re skinny. I stick with fruit and I’m still—” she gestured to her round figure “—fat.”

“You’re not fat,” Holly said. “Just ... curvy. Besides, guys like women with a little something to grab hold of.” Knowing there was no risk of Kaela agreeing, Holly added, “If you’re not happy with your shape, you’re welcome to join me on my runs.”

Kaela rolled her big, brown eyes and crossed her plump hands with their ring-studded fingers over her heart. “Run? Me?”

Holly chuckled. “Offer stands. Or you could take a yoga class.”

Kaela repeated her gesture. “Yoga? Me? You’re not saying that because of my heritage, are you? I was born in the USA, you know.”

Holly caught the teasing in Kaela’s tone. “Of course not. But if you want to exercise, let me know.”

A twinge of guilt shot through Holly’s stomach. Work had been more demanding, and she’d neglected her training, telling herself it was the off season. Neglected her training? Who was she kidding? She’d stopped training over a year ago. She ran for exercise, but she hadn’t raced anything more than a single 5K fun run in the past three years. And she’d skipped more yoga practices than she was willing to admit. After yet another day of procrastination, Holly vowed it was time to take control. Getting into marathon shape might give her something new to focus on.

With a longing glance at the pastries, Kaela added a few pieces of melon and pineapple to her plate. “I think I will compose a memo forbidding bringing anything fattening into the breakroom.”

Holly laughed. “As if that will fly.”

“It might be more effective than sending a memo to IT,” Kaela said.

“It might at that. I promise to bring carrots and broccoli next time it’s our turn. With low fat dip.”

Holly carried her coffee and cruller to her desk—one perk of being a tiny cog tucked away in a rear office was nobody wandered in to scold you about eating at your desk. She took one bite of the sweet pastry, ignoring the guilt that she hadn’t earned the treat by running that morning.

She was about to enter her password when the phone on her desk buzzed. Josh in IT. Great.

“This is Holly.” She braced herself for a long, frustrating day. There were issues with quality control on the smart thermostat project, and the digital camera team was two people short.
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Chapter 4
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AFTER DRIVING INTO the city the next morning, Brett exited the elevator on the twelfth floor of Blackthorne’s corporate offices and strolled to the end of the hall. Faded brown-and-green wallpaper covered the walls above scratched-and-gouged wainscoting, the wood darkened with age. He paused at the frosted pane of glass on the door to Blackthorne, Inc.’s executive office, with the company name written in gold letters outlined in black. Very simple. Very fifties. The cut-glass knob on the door added to the stepping-back-in-time feel. Definitely in contrast to the sleek chrome-and-glass of the public side of Blackthorne, Inc. downstairs. The people in need of an expensive, ultra-discreet private investigator would have no call to come up here.

Might as well get it over with.

Brett twisted the knob and stepped inside. A silver-haired woman wearing a navy blue suit paired with a white blouse and a string of pearls sat behind an oak desk. Pearls? Maybe he had stepped back in time. She looked up from her computer and smiled. At least it wasn’t a typewriter. A name plate on her desk said she was M. Scott. Brett had expected the boss’s admin to be a bit more—current?

“Good morning, Mr. Cashman. I’ll let Mr. Dalton know you’re here.”

“Quit trying to impress the FNG with your formality, Maddie. Show him in.” A deep masculine voice boomed out from behind another glass-paned door, this one with Dalton written in the same black-trimmed lettering as the outer door.

A tinge of pink colored the woman’s face. She rolled her eyes, and gave an exasperated head shake.

Brett paused, wondering if she was going to escort him inside, but she tipped her head toward the door. “You can let yourself in.”

“Thanks.” Brett crossed behind her desk, twisted the knob—one that matched the vintage look of the outer door—and took a breath before entering.

“Good morning,” Dalton said. “Park it, make yourself comfortable. Coffee?”

“I’m good, sir.” Brett lowered himself into a utilitarian visitor’s chair and studied the man. Hint of Texas in his voice. Pushing forty, Brett estimated. Dalton seemed to be waiting, allowing Brett to assess both him and his surroundings.

Brett’s eyes zipped between the man behind the scarred oak desk and the portrait of Horace Blackthorne on the adjacent wall. Salt-and-pepper hair, mostly salt. Regal bearing, hawk-like nose, and eyes that could pierce right through you even though they were painted on canvas.

The eyes. Although the color was different—blue in the portrait, gray in the man—the shape was the same. And the jawlines bore a striking similarity.

“Distant cousin,” Dalton said, correctly interpreting Brett’s unspoken question. “His father started Blackthorne as a private security and investigations company, and when Blackie—that’s what I called him as a kid, and I can’t break the habit—came home from ’Nam, he initiated the covert ops side.” He cocked his head. “Anything else you need to know?”

Quit the small talk. Let me have whatever you’re going to dish out.

“No, sir.”

“It’s Dalton.”

“Dalton,” Brett repeated.

Dalton took the lid off a large glass jar filled with wrapped butterscotch candies. After taking one for himself, he offered the jar to Brett. “I did add my own creature comfort when I took over.”

Brett wasn’t sure if this was a test, and if he’d pass or fail by taking one. Still, Dalton was the boss, and when the boss offered, you didn’t refuse.

Quit overthinking. It’s a piece of candy, for God’s sake.

He took a candy, and followed Dalton’s lead by unwrapping it and popping the sweet into his mouth. “Thank you.”

“Tell you one thing I miss, though,” Dalton said. “Sitting on this side of the desk, I don’t get the view of the Golden Gate. Used to focus on it when Blackie was reaming me a new one.”

Brett looked beyond Dalton’s shoulder, at the fog lifting off the bridge. “You could rearrange the furniture.”

Dalton flashed a crooked grin. “Then I’d never get any work done. Thought about shades to cut the glare and distraction, but the old man’s Venetian blinds make me feel at home.”

Were they going to be talking about interior decorating?

“I guess so,” Brett said.

Dalton laughed. “Moving on. You met Maddie Scott.”

“I did.”

Dalton’s eyes flickered to the door between his office and hers. “You’ll want to stay on her good side.”

Brett filed the advice away right next to not dissing Star Trek. “I’ll do my best.”

“And right now, you’re wondering why I don’t get on with it.” Dalton leaned over, opened a desk drawer, and pulled out a file folder. “So, let’s get on with it.”

Dalton stabbed him with those gray eyes. “According to Adam, you’re a loose cannon. My words, not his. He kept things polite and formal in the report.” Dalton opened the folder, flipped to a page and tapped it. “‘A tendency towards impulsiveness, needs to develop patience and trust.’ Sound about right?”

“Yes, sir.” Trying to justify his actions wouldn’t help his cause.

“On the positive side, you did hold up well when you were captured. However, we prefer to avoid that situation.” Dalton rested his elbows on the desk, steepled his fingers. “I was a lot like you. Wanted to go out and rid the world of bad guys. Drug dealers were my nemesis—one in particular. I bent the rules, made my own when it suited me. Nearly got me killed a couple of times, but worse, it nearly got my teammates killed. That’s unacceptable.”

Where was Dalton going? Was this a prelude to dismissal?

Dalton pulled another page out of the folder and perused it. “You lost your family when you were fifteen. Traffic accident coming home from Lake Arrowhead. You’d begged off that trip, claiming you had too much schoolwork, when in fact, you wanted to play the bigshot, hang with an older crowd. I’m betting there was a girl involved.”

Brett’s eyes widened. His stomach churned at the buried memories. How the hell could Dalton know? “Sir?”

“Not much escapes our research department. You might want to keep that in mind.” Dalton took another sheet of paper from the folder. “What this means, according to our people, is you’re carrying a boatload of survivor’s guilt, and you might not care about saving your own skin. The cabin exercise was designed to test their predictions. According to Adam, they were on target.”

Dalton slipped all the pages into the folder. “Aside from being a loose cannon, Adam thinks you have potential in covert ops. So no, you’re not being fired. You’re going to do what every Blackthorne operative has to do before officially moving to the covert side. A rotation in security. Your independent streak should come in handy. You’ll be in the field on your own.”

Dalton clasped his hands on top of the file folder. “You’ll report in regularly, and accept that the resources we have here at HQ are designed to help you, not undermine you. You’ll still be part of a team. Understood?”

Brett’s mind whirled. Security? What did that mean? He’d be marching the halls of this building at night? Standing inside the door of a bank wearing a tacky uniform? Patrolling the stands at football games or rock concerts? That last one might not be so bad. Plenty of babe potential.

Dalton rose, offered a hand. “Oh eight-hundred tomorrow, you’ll report to Emiko Miyake in the Ops Center.”

Brett’s heart sank. He and the rainbow-haired Emiko hadn’t hit it off when he’d done his stint in Security.

“I thought I’d already finished my Security training.” Didn’t Dalton know? Or had Brett screwed up something there, too?

“This isn’t training, although if Emiko says you need more work on any skills, you will give them the attention they deserve. She’ll give you any specialized training and be your handler on your first assignment. After we see how that goes, we’ll review your appointment to the covert side.”

The good news. He was being sent on an assignment. Brett vowed to follow all the rules. And so help him, if this one turned out to be another test, Brett was going to think long and hard about sticking with Blackthorne. He could always go back to his job at his uncle’s gun shop.

The bad news wasn’t so bad. Yeah, the whole idea of being handled made Brett’s skin itch, and being handled by Emiko Miyake didn’t fill him with warm fuzzies, but he hadn’t been fired. He was still in line for covert ops.

Should he go down to Security, maybe score a few points by showing up early?

Couldn’t hurt.

Brett took the stairs down two floors to Security. He stepped inside the Ops center, a space filled with people sitting at desks, pacing the floor, working computers, talking into headsets, and manipulating images on three huge plasma screens mounted on the wall. Ops hadn’t been part of his training—all the computer geek stuff had been left to the computer geeks. Didn’t need a computer to learn how to pick a lock.

A pale blond man looked in Brett’s direction. “Need something?” A hint of Minnesota colored his speech.

“Dalton told me to report to Emiko Miyake. Brett Cashman.”

“Hey, Emi. Guy’s here for you,” Minnesota called out. “Cashman.”

Apparently, that was all Minnesota felt obligated to do, as he got busy with his computer again.

Brett scanned the room, trying to spot the petite Asian woman. With her short-cropped hair dyed blonde and then streaked with every color of the rainbow, she ought to be easy to find.

There. A flash of color in the far corner of the room. Emiko sat at one of the desks, a headset over her ears, a mic curved near her mouth. Her heavily made up eyes never left one of the three computer screens on her desk, except for the occasional darting to the plasmas on the wall.

With a swift glance in his direction, she said, “Cashman. Tomorrow. Zero eight-hundred. Sharp.”

So much for earning points.

The gun shop job was looking more attractive.

~~~~~
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HOLLY SLAMMED THE LID of her laptop closed and rushed to the closet for her coat. She’d gotten up early to run, changed her mind—again. Gotten as far as selecting a yoga routine from her collection, changed her mind—again. Told herself that tomorrow she’d run for sure. No excuses. With her extra time, she’d made a big salad for her lunch, sorted her laundry, and still ahead of the game, decided to update her Netflix queue. Whoosh. There went the time. Now, she risked being late for work for the second time in two days.

A sheet of paper peeking under the door caught her eye. What was it this time? She snatched it, reading it in the elevator on the way downstairs. Another memo from Mr. Hogue, the building manager. Last week he’d moaned about water usage. The week before, it was people bringing food and drink other than water into the fitness center. Today’s memo warned about mice in the building, admonishing tenants to make sure they emptied trash into the proper receptacles and not to leave food lying around.

Mr. Hogue loved being important. But mice were management’s problem, not hers. She’d never seen a mouse, or evidence of one. She rushed to her car and tossed the paper onto the passenger seat.

Tapping the steering wheel as she waited for the garage security gate to crawl open, she ran over her workload for the day, which, thanks to the screw-ups in the latest software, was going to take her twice as long as it should, not to mention yesterday’s backlog. No way would IT have fixed it already.

Half a mile from home, she realized she’d forgotten the lunch she’d so carefully assembled. Guess she’d be having it for dinner.

She arrived at Mrs. Pollard’s desk with a minute to spare. It wasn’t the receptionist’s job to track when employees arrived, but the uplifted eyebrows told Holly she’d noticed. Big deal.

Holly strode toward her office where Kaela was already glowering at her computer monitor.

“No miracles, I take it?” Holly hung up her coat and stashed her purse.

“Not a one.”

Holly powered on her computer and went to the breakroom for coffee. Today’s offerings were assorted cookies and mini cupcakes. She brought her coffee to her desk and entered her password.

Her internal line buzzed. Not IT this time. Mrs. Pollard.

“This is Holly.”

“Mr. Lundstrom wants to see you in his office. Immediately.”

Before Holly could ask why, Mrs. Pollard disconnected.

Her heart jumped to her throat. Holly took a bolstering sip of her coffee, automatically running through reasons Mr. Lundstrom might want to see her. She was current on all her reports, and it wasn’t time for performance reviews. Did it have something to do with the new software? Or was he going to come down on her because two of her projects were teetering on the brink of missing deadlines? Dare she take a minute or two to check her email, see if there was a message that might shed light on why she was being called on the carpet? One or two minutes wouldn’t hurt, would it?

Not if he knew she was here, which he most certainly did.

“Mr. Lundstrom wants to see me,” she said to Kaela. “Any idea why?”

Kaela’s eyes widened. “No. You didn’t complain to him about the new software, did you?”

“I’m not that stupid,” Holly said.

Of course, there was a one-in-a-thousand chance he was going to tell her she’d been doing such a great job he was giving her a raise—no, more like a one-in-a-million chance.

Trying to maintain a positive attitude, Holly set her coffee on her desk, smoothed her skirt, and headed to meet her fate.

In the anteroom to Mr. Lundstrom’s office, Dagmar, his admin, flashed Holly a quick smile, one without a hint of sympathy. “Good morning, Holly. I’ll let him know you’re here. Take a seat. Might be a minute or two. Would you like some coffee? Tea? Water?”

Holly thought of her abandoned cup, but refused the offer. Her nerves didn’t need the caffeine. She sat in one of the sleek bluish-gray upholstered chairs against the wall.

Dagmar knew Holly was supposed to be here, but did she know why? If so, the cheery greeting could mean things weren’t as bad as Holly feared. She waited, wishing she’d accepted a glass of water. Something to do, something to occupy her hands, which were filmed with sweat. A magazine would have been a welcome diversion. Heck, she’d almost be willing to chat with Dagmar.

No, she wasn’t that desperate. The older woman was friendly. Comfortable. The sort of person who was too easy to talk to. Too easy to drop your guard.

A box of tissues sat on the low table between her chair and the next. Holly plucked one and wiped her hands. Continuing to worry the tissue, she waited.

After what seemed an hour, Dagmar’s phone gave a subdued beep. She picked up, listened, and said, “I’ll send her in.”

Holly took that as her cue and stood, giving her palms one more swipe with the tissue before crumpling it up and seeking a wastebasket. Dagmar, all-seeing and all-knowing, pointed to a wooden container beneath the table. Holly dumped the soggy tissue and straightened her back. Head high, she strode to Mr. Lundstrom’s private office, where Dagmar held the door open, closing it after Holly passed through.

Mr. Lundstrom half-rose when Holly entered, chinning toward the chairs across from his mahogany desk. All her other meetings with Mr. Lundstrom had been in the conference room, always in groups, never alone in his inner sanctum. Did that bode well, or was this where he brought people to deliver bad news?

A single sheet of paper lay on the desk. Better than a thick file folder.

“You wanted to see me, sir?”
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“EVERYTHING’S ARRANGED,” Emiko told Brett. “Pete Hogue, the building super, received an email he thinks came from the property management company saying you’d be there between nine and nine-thirty.”

Brett thanked Emiko and disconnected the call. Maybe those stupid acting lessons Blackthorne had insisted on would come in handy after all. He went to the bedroom of his temporary efficiency apartment and hoisted his suitcase onto the bed. He found the three uniforms Blackthorne had supplied and pulled out the one saying Top Home Inspections. They’d even gone to the trouble of having his name embroidered on the shirt—his cover name, anyway, which Brett knew belonged to an actual employee of the inspection company. No detail overlooked, down to fake ID tags.

After changing into the uniform, he unzipped a plastic pouch and located the right ID. Oscar Brighton. He clipped it to the shirt pocket and grabbed the Top Home Inspectors ball cap.

“Oscar Brighton, Top Home Inspections.” He practiced his intro a few times until it felt natural, then got in his rental car and headed for Holly Granger’s apartment building, repeating his cover name on the short drive. Blackthorne had deemed it unwise for Brett to move into Holly’s building, so they’d set him up in a low-rent complex about a mile-and-a-half away.

Butterflies performed a swirling dance in his stomach as he parked half a block away—no need for anyone to question why he wasn’t driving a company vehicle. Cap pulled low over his face, small toolbox and clipboard in hand—more Blackthorne-provided props—he strode to the main entrance, and sought out the building superintendent’s office.

“Nobody sees you if you’re in a company uniform carrying a clipboard or toolbox,” Emiko had said. “While your lock picking skills are adequate, we’ll try simple social engineering techniques first.”

Brett had hardly heard anything after adequate, because coming from Emiko, the word was equivalent to hit it out of the park.

He knocked on the door.

“Come in,” a nasal male voice replied.

Brett stepped inside a utilitarian office. Desk, filing cabinets, two wooden chairs along the wall. Worn beige carpet, red-and-brown striped drapes framing a window overlooking the parking lot. A squat man with a round face dominated by a large, broad nose, sat behind the desk, occupied with his computer.

“Oscar Brighton, Top Home Inspections,” Brett said with a bored smile. “Carbon monoxide detector inspection.”

“Pete Hogue. Property management company said you’d be coming.” He pushed away, lumbered to his feet, and squinted at the ID clipped to Brett’s shirt pocket. “Might as well get this over with. Where should we start?”

We. Brett gave the man a few points for not simply handing over a master key. The building had eight floors. Holly was on six, but to start there would seem strange. “How about top floor, and work our way down.”

“Fine by me. Elevator’s this way.” Pete shut the office door and shuffled toward the lobby. Brett followed.

Eight floors. Six apartments per floor, except the ground floor didn’t have living space. Even so, forty-two apartments was forty-one too many. Brett ran through his plans to get rid of his shadow. The ground floor held a laundry room, a fitness center, and a lobby containing mailboxes and a general seating area. Brett stopped at a detector half-obscured by a potted plant. “Let me check this one as long as we’re here.”

Pete wheezed to a halt and sank into one of the easy chairs while Brett plucked a battery tester from his toolkit. “You think the Broncos are going all the way again this year?” Brett asked as he noted the charge level.

Pete grunted. “Maybe.”

“Hey, this furniture reminds me of the lobby of a hotel in New York. Can’t remember the name, but it looked like this. Maybe it was green, not brown. You ever been to New York? That’s one hell of a city.”

“No,” Pete said, irritation coloring his tone. “Are you almost done?”

Brett held the test button on the detector longer than necessary, letting the annoying tone fill the room. He noted Pete’s wince. “Down here, yep. This one’s fine.” Brett marked something on a generic form—another Blackthorne prop—on his clipboard. “Let’s move on to the apartments.”

On the eighth floor, after Brett checked each of the two detectors in the first three apartments, Pete spoke up. “I don’t see the need for this. We check batteries once a year.”

“That’s the issue. Should be every six months.” Brett pulled the detector from the apartment’s master bedroom. “These batteries need to be replaced. You’ll notify the tenant, right?”

Pete grunted.

“Good. I’ll let you know if I find more.”

A hint that he didn’t need supervision, but the guy followed him to the rest of the apartments on this floor. Only one had a tenant at home, and the woman worked at a sewing machine while Brett did his thing.

After the next inspection, apparently annoyed enough by Brett’s nonstop chatter, Pete gave him the master key and left him alone.

Finally. Brett was running out of stupid things to say.

“Be sure you lock up and return the key when you’re done,” Pete said.

“Roger that.”

Lucky I don’t report you to the management company. The way you work, anyone with a fake uniform and authentic looking credentials could get into any apartment in the complex.

Brett grinned at how easily people could be fooled. Made his job easier, for damn sure.

Alone at last, Brett allowed Pete plenty of time to get down to his office before bypassing the seventh floor and heading for Holly’s apartment. If there was one thing this little subterfuge brought to Brett’s attention, it was that he’d never live in a cookie-cutter apartment building. Same neutral colored paint on the walls, same wood floor in the living rooms, boring beige tile in the kitchens, even more boring beige-colored carpet in the bedrooms. Sure, the tenants had added personal touches with pictures, area rugs, and different furniture, but the overall sameness grated on Brett’s nerves.

Which was crazy, because he’d never been the least bit interested in anything other than basic creature comforts wherever he’d lived.

Anticipation sparking through him, Brett let himself into Holly’s apartment. She’d left her laptop on the breakfast bar. Brett lifted the lid and pressed the power button. To his surprise, a screen saver popped up. Holly mustn’t have turned it off the last time she used it. Even more surprising was the lack of a password prompt. Someone needed to have a chat with this woman. After he installed the key logger program.

He fished the flash drive from his pocket and inserted it in the port. He let it do its thing while he took a quick swing through her apartment. If anything, her space was more bland than the other apartments he’d seen. No family photos on display, only generic discount store pictures on the walls. A couple of them looked familiar, like ones he’d seen already this morning. Probably came with the apartments.

As long as he was here, he tested her carbon monoxide detector batteries—both units were fine. The program finished downloading, and he called Emiko to tell her mission accomplished.

“Let’s test it,” Emiko said. “Click on her browser history.”

Brett complied, seeing Holly had been surfing Netflix this morning.

“Got it,” Emiko said. “Good job.”

Good job was higher praise than Emiko’s earlier adequate, but Brett didn’t get the same sense of pride. Knowing he was responsible for a major invasion of Holly’s privacy gave him an unclean feeling. “Does all this sneaky stuff ever bother you?” he asked.

“Nothing’s a secret anymore,” Emiko said. “Think of it as cutting out some of the middlemen.”

He tried to brush it off. Part of the job. You want covert ops, you have to play nice with Emiko and the Security department. But he still felt dirty. Why couldn’t he be up front with Holly. Explain she was in danger.

Because when Blackthorne gives orders, you follow them.

“What do I tell the super?” Brett asked. “I don’t have to check all the apartments, do I?” A twinge of guilt ran through him. What if there were more bad batteries or defective units? He couldn’t turn in the key yet. It should take him at least an hour or more to go through all the apartments.

“We’ll take care of it,” Emiko said. “You’ve been called away to an emergency.”

Brett didn’t try to determine what would constitute an emergency for a housing inspector.

“Your sister was in a car accident—critical condition—and you have to get to Kansas City right away. The testing will be rescheduled.”

Of course. Why had he assumed the emergency was job-related? “Got it. On my way.”

Practicing a distraught expression, Brett retrieved his flash drive, closed Holly’s laptop, taking a moment to wipe it down. He took the stairs—he needed the exercise and a shortness of breath would add to the illusion he was frantic to get to his sister’s side.

Pete Hogue spared a glance from his computer when Brett returned with the key. The man offered no words of sympathy—the jerk. Brett’s pretend sister might be dying, for God’s sake. Judging from the audio, Pete was watching a movie, not working. Brett wondered whether Blackthorne’s magic intel gathering machines had him pegged as a slacker, and that’s why they’d chosen this approach for getting into Holly’s apartment.

Their call, not his. He was a pawn.

Brett strode to his rental car, wondering what Emiko had in store for him next.

~~~~~
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MR. LUNDSTROM PEERED at Holly through round, steel-framed glasses. His pale blue eyes held no inkling of emotion, either positive or negative, yet they telegraphed intelligence. Nothing in his expression hinted whether he’d summoned her for good news or bad.

She studied him as intently as he appeared to be studying her. Narrow face, prominent cheekbones. Blond hair, thinning on top, and a pale, pencil-thin moustache that looked more like he’d missed his upper lip with his razor than intentional growth.

“Thank you for coming,” Mr. Lundstrom said.

As if she’d had a choice. He was the boss. He said jump, you jumped first, asked how high later. “It’s not a problem, sir.”

Still nothing resembling a smile. Or a frown. He picked up a pen, set it down. Was he having trouble getting to the point? Holly hadn’t dealt with him often, but the man had never been indecisive. He was a scientist at heart. Dealt in facts. She and Kaela provided him with those facts.

He swiped a thumb across his excuse for a moustache. “First of all, I want you to know your work has been exemplary.”

Holly gulped. First of all? Was he buttering her up for what was going to come next? Was she being fired? Her two problem projects weren’t late yet. But Lundstrom didn’t continue.

“Thank you, sir,” Holly said, figuring she should react to the words he’d spoken, not her interpretation.

He moved the sheet of paper closer to him. Hand-written, not a printout. Whether he’d written it or someone else had, Holly didn’t know. She’d never seen anything other than his signature.

Mr. Lundstrom moved the paper aside, a faint smile softening his features. Holly caught a quick glimpse of the writing—a child’s printing, with the word Daddy at the top. Definitely not why she was here. Had Vance ever smiled at something Holly had given him? She doubted it. Hell, her parents had insisted she call them Vance and Vivian. Never Daddy and Mommy.

Mr. Lundstrom cleared his throat, snapping Holly to the present. “I want you to know the decision was totally out of my hands.”

Decision? What decision? Blood pounded in Holly’s ears, and she concentrated on making out the rest of what Mr. Lundstrom was saying.

“According to Human Resources, you’ve become a temporary liability—through no fault of your own, of course—but we have to think of the company as a whole.”

He tilted forward, the first sign of emotion crossing his features. “If it were my decision, I’d have found another solution, but this is a case where I, too, have to answer to those above me.”

“Sir, I don’t understand. Why—how—did I become a liability?”

He rubbed his moustache again. “You don’t know? I thought HR had explained everything about your leave of absence. With pay, of course.”

The pounding in Holly’s ears reached kettledrum proportions. “I’ve never heard anything from HR.”

Mr. Lundstrom’s brow furrowed. “You haven’t? That’s strange. I received their notice yesterday afternoon, but I was tied up in meetings and didn’t see it until everyone in HR had left for the day.”

Had Holly missed the email? She’d been rushed earlier and couldn’t be positive whether there was something from HR or not. But they’d have flagged it, wouldn’t they? Or was it a mistake, and someone else should be sitting in this chair now? Or had HR decided to let Mr. Lundstrom deliver the news, and he’d misinterpreted their directive?

“I wish I could say more,” Mr. Lundstrom continued, “but you have to hear it from Human Resources first. Company policy.”

Holly really wished for that water now. She ran her tongue around the inside of her mouth. “I ... I haven’t had a chance to check my email this morning, sir. And the inter-office mail doesn’t hit my desk before ten.”

Mr. Lundstrom gave her a fatherly smile—one that sent her stomach doing somersaults. Not only was it out of character for him, but Vance had never smiled at her that way. And why was she thinking about Vance at a time like this?

Mr. Lundstrom stood and walked toward the door, holding it open for her. “Why don’t you continue working as usual until I straighten this out. I’ll let you know as soon as I learn something more.”

Afraid to ask what HR’s email had said, Holly rose and half-stumbled to the doorway. “Thank you, sir.”

She stopped in the ladies’ room to daub the back of her neck with a dampened paper towel. Continue as usual? What was Mr. Lundstrom thinking? Who could block out the possibility this was her last day at work for an unknown period of time? How would she get anything done?

She shook her head and waved off Kaela’s curious expression and went straight to her computer. Drumming her fingers on the desk while she waited for it to accept her password—which, thank goodness, it still did—she tried to think of a positive spin for this morning’s encounter. Maybe it was a mistake.

When the computer granted her admission, she clicked over to her email program. No subjects flagged with Important much less Critical. She scanned the sender field for anything from HR. But if an individual in HR had sent it, Holly might not recognize the name. Senders and subject lines didn’t always reveal what was inside the message. She went through each email.

“What happened?” Kaela asked. “You can’t leave me wondering.”

“I’m not sure,” Holly said, her voice trembling. She clenched a fist in her lap.

Kaela was at her side in seconds. “Tell me. Maybe I can help.”

Holly brushed a tear from her cheek and blinked away more that threatened to follow. “He said ... he said I’m a liability to the company.”

Kaela clasped Holly’s hand. “That’s ridiculous. What kind of liability?”

Holly sniffed. “He didn’t say. He got a notification from HR saying I’m on administrative leave. With pay, but that’s not the point. I’m trying to find a notice, but I don’t see anything.”

Kaela leaned over Holly’s shoulder, reading the screen. “Maybe they left a voicemail?”

Holly checked her phone, although she’d have noticed a blinking light. Could someone have come in and deleted it? But who? She and Kaela shared the office, but other personnel wandered in and out all the time.

“I was going to call HR and ask,” Holly said, “but Mr. Lundstrom said he’d take care of it, and it’s better coming from him.”

Either that or he knew, but was too much of a coward to tell her what HR said, hiding behind a rule that might not even exist. Let them do the dirty work.

“You want some chai?” Kaela asked. “Might help calm you down.”

Holly regarded her now cold coffee and tossed it in the trash. She wasn’t fond of Kaela’s beverage of choice, but it would give Holly a couple of minutes while Kaela fetched the drink. “Sure. Thanks.”

Memories of her childhood threatened to surface, and fuming, she fought them down. Holly Granger wasn’t that little girl anymore, or that teenager. Those ties had been severed years ago. She knew better than to use the work computer to poke around.

Kaela returned with two steaming cups of chai and set one on Holly’s desk. “Find anything?”

Holly shook her head. “Not yet.”

“Good luck,” Kaela said. “This new software is driving me crazy. I don’t think I’d mind a little paid leave time. Why don’t you plan a getaway? Try something you’ve always wanted to do?”

Holly’s phone rang, Dagmar’s name on the screen. Holly’s heart jumped to her throat as she reached for the receiver.
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Chapter 6
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BRETT EXCHANGED HIS fake uniform for jeans and a Broncos sweatshirt, the real uniform for living in Colorado.

He had Blackthorne’s spy software on his cellphone, which gave him access to everything on Holly’s cell. However, it added one more layer of creepiness, and so far, all he’d done was track her location. Yesterday, she’d gone to a bakery, then to work, then home. Today, she’d left for work a little later, and was still there.

What if it wasn’t Holly, but a terrorist? Surely, he wouldn’t feel any guilt about snooping then.

Holly wasn’t a terrorist.

Because Brett could track her movements from a distance didn’t mean he could go wherever he wanted. The Incline in Manitou Springs was tempting, but too far. Per Emiko, if something should happen, he needed to be near enough to get to her. Which sucked, because he was back to the dreaded waiting. She worked downtown. No shooting ranges, no decent places to run.

He thought of the app on Holly’s phone and wondered if Blackthorne had installed the same tracker on his.

Of course they had. Maybe not identical, but he assumed they’d know where he was as long as his phone was on, or the battery was inside. Hadn’t they made a point of telling him that he was never to be without his phone when they’d issued him a full bells and whistles Blackthorne cell? It wasn’t because they wanted him available to chat if they got bored.

Which he was. There’d been a few spurts of adrenaline this morning, pretending to be Oscar Brighton, but that had worn off in a hurry. Testing carbon monoxide detectors didn’t provide a rush.

He had a late morning snack and too much coffee at a deli across the street from the Widmark Building. He went for a walk around the block—three times.

He watched the exit around lunchtime in case Holly had left her phone in her office and was out getting something to eat.

At least you’re not lying in freezing mud.

Shortly before four, Brett’s phone buzzed an alert. He perked up and watched the red arrow move from the building’s entrance to the parking lot.

Going home early?

When he spotted her carrying a cardboard carton accompanied by a uniformed security guard, his heart thumped. Highly unlikely she had valuables in the box requiring the services of a guard.

Her car exited the lot. Brett gave her a good head start before following.

She seemed to be going home, although if he’d been fired, Brett would have headed to the nearest bar. Nothing in Holly’s file said she frequented bars, though. Aside from running, she didn’t seem to have a life outside of work.

She entered the Interstate. Brett, three cars behind, did the same, alternating his gaze between her car and the map on his cell phone. Easy enough to follow, even without the GPS signal. No side streets to play around with, just exit ramps.

Brett slid his attention to the rearview again, at the black Chevy pickup closing the distance between them. What was it with these Colorado drivers? Always in a hurry, always riding your tail. Not in the mood to play games, Brett moved to the right.

Have a great day, asshole.

The pickup darted between cars, changing lanes, gaining a whopping few feet on the cars he was passing, then losing ground and repeating his maneuvers. He cut in front of Holly, and her brake lights flashed as she tried to avoid running into him.

Brett noted the plate. The rental didn’t have a Bluetooth connection for his cell phone, so he memorized the tag, along with vehicle details. Silverado, at least ten years old. Crew cab, covered bed. He’d let Emiko know about it. Not that the idiot driver had singled out Holly, but wasn’t it Brett’s job to keep an eye on her? Take notice of anything suspicious?

Following orders like a good little pawn.

The rest of the trip was uneventful. Holly signaled well in advance of her exit, slowed to a proper speed, and got off the Interstate. Brett did the same, holding back, using the GPS signal more than eyes on—another Blackthorne technical term—as Holly entered her building’s parking lot.

What next? He parked around the corner and called Emiko, reported he’d picked up Holly exiting the Widmark Building, explained the circumstances. “I followed her home. It’s probably nothing, but there was an asshole on the Interstate who was cutting people off, Holly being one of them. You told me to pay attention to the tiniest details. Black Chevy pickup.” He recited the tag number, not sure if Emiko would laugh at him for choosing a too tiny detail, or praise him for following orders to the nth degree.

“Thanks. We’ll run the plate. As long as you monitor her movements, you’re free until your next update. Make sure you’re close, though, in case something goes down in a hurry.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You can call me Emi.”

Brett shut his mouth, which had dropped open at Emi’s remark.

It was almost five. He could grab a brew, maybe catch a March Madness basketball game. He made sure his phone volume was set high enough so he wouldn’t miss an alert if Holly was on the move. Waiting sucked, but it sucked less if you could have a beer and watch a game. Promising himself it would be one, and only one, beer, Brett headed toward the sports bar he’d spotted near his apartment.

Halfway through his beer, Emiko called. “No connection we can find between Holly and the registered owner of the pickup, one Tyrone Dowsett. Is this the man you saw driving? Hold on for a picture.”

While Brett waited for the image to appear, his stomach did a quick jump. He’d been proud of taking the time to get the license, but he hadn’t paid attention to the guy driving. If he’d taken a moment, made the effort—damn.

He studied the picture. “It’s a driver’s license. Nobody looks like their driver’s license picture.”

“We’re searching for more,” Emiko said, “but it’s a start.”

Brett took another look. An elongated rectangle of a face, with a moustache that drooped alongside his mouth beyond his chin. According to the license, he was fifty-two years old, brown hair, brown eyes.

“Got it,” Brett said. “Can’t say whether this was the driver or not.” True, because he hadn’t noticed, but no need to point out another of his inadequacies, not while he was scoring points.

“He’ll do anything for a buck—which he’ll most likely spend on booze or drugs,” Emiko continued, “so if you see him around the principal again, let us know ASAP.”

“You think he’s after Holly?” Brett asked. “It wasn’t a random Interstate asshole?”

“We’re collecting data,” Emi said. “Not drawing conclusions at this point.”

“I’ll keep an eye out.” For what? Black pickup trucks? That would be about every third vehicle. Droopy moustaches? Assuming Tyrone hadn’t shaved his off. If, as Emi said, the man would do anything for a buck, what’s to say he didn’t let anyone with a buck drive his truck?

At least now Brett had two people to watch.

He disconnected, then plugged the address on the driver’s license into his phone’s GPS.

~~~~~
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SUNLIGHT WOKE HOLLY the next morning, sending her into panic mode. Had she slept through her alarm? Forgotten to set it? She jerked upright. She’d be late for work.

Reality crashed over her and she flopped down onto her pillow. She wasn’t going to work today. Or tomorrow, or the next day, or the rest of the week. Maybe the rest of the month. She refused to consider or ever as a possibility.

Holly slipped on her robe and padded to her tiny kitchen. She put a pod in her brewer and listened to the hiss and gurgle as the aroma of fresh coffee filled the air.

As she savored her first cup, Holly tried not to think of yesterday’s so-called interview in Human Resources. Old Ms. Shuttz had acted as though Holly was below pond scum as she’d delivered the ultimatum. Administrative leave while they decided what to do about her.

Apparently, someone at Widmark had discovered a connection between Holly and Kyle King, a known celebrity dissident. Former rock star with arrests for drugs, inappropriate behavior with minors of both sexes, among other offenses. An all-around charmer, known most recently for his anti-government protests.

Luckily for Holly, they didn’t realize Kyle’s rock star days took place while he was in Vance’s band, or she’d have been fired outright.

“If the Xenos Project technology gets into the wrong hands, it could be used for espionage, not scientific knowledge to improve the lives of society,” the prissy Ms. Shuttz had said. “I’m sorry, but we can’t take the risk.”

Sorry my ass. Holly’s job didn’t bring her near the Xenos Project. Mr. Lundstrom knew that, and undoubtedly Ms. Shuttz did, too. Talk about covering their corporate asses.

The woman had handed Holly a copy of a page from the employee handbook, a paragraph highlighted in neon yellow. Ms. Shuttz pointed to the paragraph with a long red fingernail, then read it aloud as if Holly was incapable of comprehending it otherwise.

Due to the sensitive nature of our business and criticality that the technologies we create remain in control of company supported interests only, employees who may compromise that control will be investigated and will be disciplined, up to and including termination, if warranted.

Ms. Shuttz had seemed disappointed when Holly hadn’t proclaimed her innocence or demanded more of an explanation. Holly had signed the requisite paperwork and left. Making a scene or calling attention to herself would undoubtedly put things on the fast track for termination.

Although Holly wondered who had discovered the connection—and what connection they’d discovered, since Ms. Shuttz was closemouthed about any sources—Holly wasn’t going to hand the old biddy any information that might provide a missing piece.

Besides, how many years had it been since she’d had the remotest contact with Vance, much less the members of his band? More than ten, for sure. She made a point of avoiding any news feeds, be they television or social media, mentioning his latest exploits, unwilling to leave the tiniest of footprints someone might follow to make a connection.

She’d cut all ties when she’d changed her name and left home her freshman year in high school, when the notoriety of being Vance and Vivian Varek’s daughter had made life unbearable.

Anger and hurt warring inside, Holly perused the copies of the paperwork she’d signed yesterday. While they decided what to do with her. Holly was not something to be scraped off the bottom of Widmark’s shoes and shoved aside. Never mind her years of service, her commendations for being an exemplary employee.

When Rupert had shown up at her desk, afraid to meet her eyes, simply told her that she’d have to pack up and leave—so much for finishing the rest of the day—she told him she knew it wasn’t his fault. But he hadn’t said a word as he escorted her to her car.

She imagined Ms. Shuttz was hoping Holly would see the light and quit, saving them the time and trouble. And a bunch of bucks.

Kaela was right. This was the perfect time for a getaway. At the very least, catch up on her I’ll get to it when I have more time list.

First, mind clearing. She finished her coffee, had an energy bar along with yogurt and fruit, and changed into running tights and a long-sleeved top. After some basic stretches, she shot off an email to Galen Riley, her former on-line coach.

Ready to pick up the training again if you’ll have me. Off to Grizzly Park to run.

She grabbed her keys and phone. No point in driving, since time wasn’t an issue. The mile to the park with its running trails would serve as a warmup and cooldown.

She strapped her phone to her arm, laced on her running shoes, and tucked her hair into a bright red knit cap. After locking her door, she zipped her keys into a pocket in her top and rode the elevator to the lobby. Outside, she paused, breathing in the crisp, morning air. Not a cloud in the bright blue sky. The usual complement of magpies squawked in the trees lining the street.

Let’s go.

She slipped on her sunglasses and jogged toward the park. Other than a couple of dog-walkers and stroller moms, she had the sidewalks to herself. At the park entrance, she paused for a few more stretches before starting on the five-mile loop. There weren’t many people here, either. She counted eight cars in the lot. She imagined most everyone was at work at this time on a Thursday.

After the first mile, she heard footfalls behind her and moved to the right to let whoever it was get by. Instead, the runner fell in beside her. No one she recognized. She didn’t want company today, so she slowed to let him pass.

He didn’t. Great.

She tried going faster. He matched her pace.

“Nice day for a run,” he said.

Eyes straight ahead, she nodded her agreement.

“Haven’t seen you before,” he said. “New?”

She shook her head. “Different schedule today.”

When he showed no signs of leaving her alone, she took a moment to assess him. Not too tall—maybe five-ten to her five-seven. Like Holly, he also wore a knit cap—black—and wraparound sunglasses. Judging from his stubbly beard, he had dark brown hair.

His long-sleeved shirt hid most of his skin, but his legs were bare beneath his knee-length running shorts. Lean limbs with muscle cuts attested to his being a regular runner. A dusting of more dark brown hair. Gray running shoes with neon-green soles. Given the lack of dust, they were new, since the red Colorado dust adhered to everything.

Olive complexion. Nice smile. But not nice enough to make her want to strike up a conversation. He must have gotten the hint, because although he continued to match her pace, he didn’t say anything more.

After about ten minutes, he smiled again, broader this time, and gave a small wave. “Enjoy,” he said, his voice deep and pleasant, and he moved on. At last. He maintained a steady pace about ten yards ahead of her.

She slowed again, letting the distance between them grow. When he veered left at a fork in the trails, she altered her plan and went right instead. The trail wasn’t as well maintained, and it would add half a mile to her run, but she preferred the solitude.

Five minutes in, she regretted her decision. Not only was she dodging rocks and tree roots, the inclines were steeper, the descents jarring. Her legs protested the sudden demands after weeks of simple treadmill runs or level ground park runs. She second guessed her choice of tights and the long sleeves. Because of her job, when she did run, she started much earlier in the day, but now the temperature was rising. She chastised herself for not bringing her water bottle.

She thought about what her coach had said during her marathon training years. Find a mantra, focus on your breathing, think of something positive.

Like lunch at Café Sapphire. She visualized the menu, trying to decide what she’d order. By the time she’d decided on a veggie burger with sweet potato fries, a mixed green salad, and a pineapple smoothie, she’d finished the detour loop and was on the original trail, which was downhill most of the way to the parking lot.

Mr. Friendly appeared ahead of her. If he’d stuck to the trail they’d been sharing, he should’ve finished his run and been long gone by now. But she shouldn’t assume anything. He could have detoured along one of the other side loops, or slowed his pace, walked, taken breaks, or any of a multitude of options. His workout, his decisions.

A phrase in Ms. Shuttz’s neon yellow paragraph haunted her. Employees will be investigated. Had Widmark hired Mr. Friendly to spy on her? As if she’d be meeting any of Vance’s former cohorts for a clandestine run.

Chin up, she concentrated on her form as she powered through the final half mile, passing her would-be running partner without slowing, then sprinting across the parking lot before starting her cooldown walk home.

She’d covered half a block when a shiny red Honda CRV slowed beside her. The passenger window powered down and Mr. Friendly’s deep voice broke through her post-run mantra. “You need a lift?”

She didn’t stop, merely shook her head and—because it was the polite thing to do—said, “No, thanks. I’m fine.”

“See you around, then,” he said. The Honda pulled away slowly, as if Mr. Friendly was watching her in his rearview.

She watched, breathing a sigh of relief when he turned onto the highway and sped away.

He’s just another runner. You see them all the time. You’re overly sensitive because of what happened at work.

Still, she kept her eye out for a shiny red Honda CRV as she walked home.
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Chapter 7
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BRETT FIXED HIMSELF eggs and bacon for a real breakfast, thinking about his first encounter with his principal.

Holly had gone for a run this morning, which gave him the perfect excuse to get some exercise, much needed after all of yesterday’s sitting.

He could get used to looking at Holly, too, which he figured he’d be doing a lot more of since she wouldn’t be spending most of her time sequestered away in the Widmark building. He’d studied the file photos Blackthorne had given him, compared them to his from afar surveillance, but seeing her in the flesh and up close this morning made her a woman to remember.

If a picture was worth a thousand words, what was a real-life encounter worth?

Five-seven, a few strands of light brown hair with streaks of gold peeking from under her cap. Light complexion. Her sunglasses hid her eyes, but Blackthorne’s description had them as blue, and Brett had no reason to doubt the report. They’d been spot on about her distance-runner physique.

But the report didn’t say anything about her being cold as a filet of salmon right out of the freezer. Was she afraid her face would break if she smiled?

He wondered how she’d react when he’d have to admit who he was and why he was there. He’d wanted to do it this morning, but Emi had said that wasn’t allowed. Since Holly’s life wasn’t in danger—yet, anyway—he’d followed the rules. He was being tested again, he knew, but this time the assignment was real, and he was determined to pass muster.

Was that why he’d been chosen for this assignment? Because he was an endurance athlete? According to Blackthorne’s intel, Holly used to compete in distance runs. Mostly local races, an assortment of 10Ks, half-marathons, and a few full distance. Her biggest event had been the Los Angeles marathon four years ago. Decent time. Too bad she wasn’t a triathlete. He wouldn’t mind laps in the pool or hours on a bike.

You gave that up when you joined Blackthorne, remember?

He washed his dishes, leaving them in the rack to drain. After showering and shaving, Brett pulled on jeans, a blue turtleneck, and a denim overshirt. Next, he drove to the car rental agency, swapping the in-your-face-red Honda CRV for a black Subaru Outback. The agency hadn’t questioned why this was his third car in as many days, and he figured it had something to do with Blackthorne’s VIP account with them. He wondered what would hit the fan if he asked for a Porsche next time.

Once he had his new wheels, Brett phoned Emi at HQ to fill her in. When she answered, Brett reflexively sat up straighter, slipped into what he considered his professional transfer of intel mode. More aptly named Boring Mode. “Made anonymous contact with the principal. Did not engage in anything other than pleasantries, per instructions.”

“Continue,” Emi said, her tone as bored and professional as Brett’s.

Brett switched to conversation mode, which he considered far more efficient. “After our encounter, I noted she went to her apartment. I went to mine to clean up and then swapped out the car.”

“Principal is in her apartment exchanging emails with one Galen Riley. The same man she emailed this morning,” Emi said. “I’m running a background check, but he seems clean so far. He’s an athletic coach, does everything online. They’re discussing a training program.”

Training program. Good. Meant more exercise.

“Since she’s no longer working,” Emi said, “you’re going to have more time to practice your tailing techniques. You are prepared with the vehicle tracking device?”

“Affirmative. On my way to her place now.”

Brett pulled his car into a slot at the end of Holly’s block, where he could see the exit of her apartment building’s parking garage. He surveilled the street. A cat slept in a ribbon of sunlight on a concrete stoop. Black-and-white magpies flitted back and forth, their long tails trailing behind them. Squirrels chattered, bounding from branch to branch.

“But why can’t I tell her I was sent to protect her?” he asked.

Silence.

Because he was the pawn in this game.

Holly’s black-faded-to-gray 2008 Chevy Malibu rolled down the parking garage, left turn indicator flashing.

“Hang on. She’s on the move.” Brett put his rental in gear and waited until she’d turned the corner before following. “With luck, I’ll be able to get the tracker on it when she stops.”

“Luck should have nothing to do with it,” Emi said.

Brett had tried to access her vehicle while Holly was at work, but the security at the Widmark Building’s parking facility made it too risky. Not ready to attempt Doing a Dalton—the Blackthorne term paying homage to the man whose reputation claimed he could scam anyone, anything, anywhere—Brett willingly accepted Emi’s directive to wait for a more opportune time.

And, being the good little pawn, Brett had gladly obeyed.

Holly, thank goodness, stuck to the main thoroughfares. Traffic was congested enough that his was just another car in the crowd. Holly was a careful, methodical driver. Kept with traffic, signaled her turns well in advance. Made her easy enough to tail, which Brett did without relying on her GPS signal. Emi had said to practice his techniques, and he wouldn’t always be able to count on a bugged cell phone.

Holly turned into a small strip mall and parked outside a café. Brett found a spot two rows over, near a pet supply store, and waited in his vehicle until he made sure where Holly was going. She got out of her Malibu, cast a full-circle glance around her before beeping the lock and entering the café. Good thing he’d traded in his car—he’d bet she’d have noticed the red Honda.

According to what Emi had told him, after Holly had pulled her initial disappearing act, she’d been a model citizen. Full blown I’m invisible persona.

Hell, from what he’d learned about her father, Brett would’ve wanted to disappear, too.

With the tracker palmed and ready to stick to the underside of her car, Brett moseyed along the lot, behind the parked cars, alternating his gaze between his cell phone—nobody notices someone engrossed in their little screens—and the inside of the café, where Holly was occupied placing her order at the counter.

Two more steps, a quick crouch as if to tie his shoe, and the deed was done. Piece of cake. Blackthorne had bugged her phone, he’d put a key logger on her laptop, but they wanted a physical tracker on her car. Seemed like overkill, but loyal pawn Brett wasn’t going to question the need for all three privacy invasion methods.

When a black Chevy pickup entered the lot, Brett moved away from Holly’s car and positioned himself to catch the plate. His pulse ratcheted. Same as the one on the Interstate yesterday.

Brett ducked his head, practiced his casual stroll as he ambled along the storefronts.

The driver got out of the truck, pulled on a cowboy hat and kept his head lowered as he strode along the sidewalk. Moustache Man? From where he stood, Brett couldn’t tell, but when the man opened the door to the café, Brett ducked into the shop next door and called Emi.

~~~~~
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HOLLY PLACED HER ORDER, unable to get her mind off Mr. Friendly. She’d alternated between wishing she’d been more open with him and wondering if he’d shown up as part of Widmark’s investigation.

She’d watched him run, admiring his form—and not only his running form. What were the odds Widmark could have found an athlete to follow her?

In Colorado Springs, it wouldn’t be hard.

She paid for her meal, accepted the metal holder with the number eighteen from the clerk, and found a small table in the crowded café, inhaling the blend of aromas as she waited for her order to be ready. She’d hesitated before ordering the sweet potato fries, but figured she’d earned the treat and stuck with the meal she’d contemplated to get her through her run.

Was she ready to dive into the rigors of a marathon training regime?

She’d done it before. If her job with Widmark ended up being history, she’d find something with less stress, less responsibility. Maybe even part time. Mentally, she ran through her budget. If she was careful, she could swing it.

A tall man wearing torn jeans, a stained denim jacket, and a cowboy hat swaggered over. “Place is full. Mind if I join you?”

Before she could refuse, he’d plunked a stand with the number twenty-one on it next to hers, then pulled out a chair and sat down. “Warm for March, wouldn’t you say?” His voice rasped like a two-pack-a-day smoker, and the odor of stale cigarette smoke clinging to him supported her assumption. So much for enjoying the cooking aromas.

Holly shrugged, wouldn’t meet the man’s eyes, but noted his gaunt face, dominated by a moustache that hung below his chin. She gave a quick glance around the café, spotting no other empty tables. She resigned herself to having unwanted company for her meal. Didn’t mean she had to talk to him. She pulled her phone from her purse and pretended to be busy. Creating a scene wasn’t part of her makeup.

“Hey, I’m asking for a little conversation, a little company,” the man said. “My name’s Tyrone.”

She didn’t look up, keeping the screen out of his line of vision so he couldn’t see she was checking the weather. Which, as he’d pointed out, was unseasonably warm. “Sorry. Have to deal with something.”

Where was her lunch? And his? At least eating would give them both something to do.

Holly noticed a server bringing plates of food to a nearby table, removing the number thirteen when he left. She settled in for an uncomfortable wait.

“You live around here?” Tyrone asked.

Holly scrolled through a few more weather forecasts—looked like it was hot in Beverly Hills, cold in Newark—before shrugging again. “Not too far.”

He reached across the table, jerked the phone from her hands and slapped it, facedown, on the table. “That’s the trouble with everyone today. They prefer electronics to real, live people. A civilized conversation.”

His hand, none too clean, resting on the table next to her phone, seemed to dare her to reach for it.

“I’m sorry.” She strove to keep her voice even. “You’re right. I was rude. I’ve had a lot on my mind. I lost my job, and I don’t know what I’m going to do next.”

“You were fired? Hey, that sucks. Where did you work?”

Was he fishing for information? Had Widmark sent him? That didn’t seem any more plausible than them finding an athlete at a moment’s notice, not to mention they couldn’t know where she’d be running this morning. The only person she’d told was Coach Galen.

Widmark wouldn’t know about him. She never talked about her running at work, except to Kaela, and Holly had never mentioned having a coach.

“I asked you a question,” Tyrone said, his moustache bouncing as he spoke. “Where did you work?”

Maybe he was sick. A mental problem. Best to play along, not get him angry.

“At the mall.” She searched her brain for someplace he wouldn’t frequent. Someplace he wouldn’t say I shop there all the time, never saw you. “Home furnishings at Dillard’s.”

He twisted one end of his moustache. “Furnishings. Like couches and tables?”

“No, more like sheets and towels. Anything for your house is lumped into the home furnishings department.” Holly couldn’t believe she was carrying on a conversation, bogus or not, with this stranger. Maybe she could ask a server to change her order to To Go. Of course, when you needed a server, they were elsewhere.

“Don’t have much call for those. I move around a lot,” Tyrone said. “Don’t like roots.”

“Um ... do you think I could have my phone back, please? I ... um ... have a lead on a new job, and I’m supposed to be calling to set up an interview.”

He stared into space before speaking. “Guess it wouldn’t be right to keep you from getting a job.” He pushed the phone her way.

She snatched it, tempted to wipe it down with her napkin, but afraid it would irritate Tyrone. She offered a smile and a thank you, then pretended to check for messages.

A text from Dagmar at Widmark popped onto the screen. Holly’s pulse jumped. Had they finished their investigation already? Decided it was all a mistake, and she was being reinstated? She swiped the message open.

Leave Café Sapphire now. Go home.

Her mouth dropped, and she searched the café. Was Dagmar here? She couldn’t be. The café wasn’t close enough to Widmark for it to be a coincidental meeting.

Holly’s brain swirled. If Dagmar had tried Holly’s home phone, she’d have gotten the machine, and assumed Holly wasn’t home, so calling her cell made sense. Calling, not texting. Did Dagmar know something Holly didn’t?

“You didn’t get the interview?” Tyrone asked. “You look kinda shook.”

“What?” She couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. “Oh, right. No. Yes. I’m sorry. I have to go now.”

She scrambled to gather her purse and coat, and carried her order number to the counter. Reaching in front of the woman placing an order, Holly plopped the stand down and said, “Emergency. Please cancel. Sorry.” Still staring at the phone, she left the café and didn’t notice a man walking along the sidewalk until she collided with him.
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Chapter 8
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BRETT STOOD HIS GROUND when Holly barreled toward him, making the collision inevitable. “I’m sorry,” he said, hating that he’d played even the smallest part in the distress etched on her face.

She hardly looked up as she tried to go around him. He matched her movements until they were doing a bad imitation of Dancing With the Stars. With a laugh, he said, “Sorry. I’ll stand still. You go around me.”

She paused, barely looking at him. Not enough to recognize him, he figured, since he’d taken the time to shave and was wearing street clothes, not running gear.

“No, I’m sorry. I should’ve watched where I was going,” she said.

“Hey, it happens. A consequence of the cell phone generation, I think.”

“No problem. Have a good day.” She darted toward her car.

Per Emi’s orders, Brett let her go. She’d be heading home, and if she went anywhere else, both he and Blackthorne would know it. He’d watched the man with the moustache enter the café, and it was indeed Tyrone Dowsett. Per Emi, the man was his current priority.

He strode inside, spied Tyrone occupied with a cell phone—like half the people in the café. At the counter, Brett ordered a burger—a man had to eat, right?—and carried his stand with its number to Tyrone’s table. “Hey, hope you don’t mind. Place is crowded. I’ll leave you alone, just want to eat my lunch.”

The man reeked of cigarettes. He raised his eyes for a fleeting glance at Brett. “Free country, I guess. Name’s Tyrone.” He set his phone on the table.

Brett sat.

Tyrone frowned. “Gave you my name. Proper to return in kind.”

“Sorry. I thought you were busy. I’m Oscar.” Might as well stick with today’s fake identity.

Tyrone’s moustache waggled. “Oscar. Like the movie award.”

Speaking of Oscars, time for more acting practice. “Yeah. Story goes my parents were watching the show when I decided to show up. Not sure my mom ever forgave me for making her miss who won for best whatever that year.”

According to Emi, Tyrone had served in the army, was a vocal activist, spouting the same rants as Kyle King, and been arrested three times for getting too physical. Brett didn’t see it, not talking to this guy in the flesh. Tyrone was either missing the fries from his Happy Meal, one damn good actor, or even more of a pawn than Brett was. Had Blackthorne’s as if by magic intel been wrong? He was about to text Emi he’d made contact when Tyrone reached across the table for Brett’s wrist. Brett jerked away before the man grabbed him.

“No phones while we’re conversing,” Tyrone said.

Brett’s gut said play along. “You’re right. Makes sense. Let me set mine to Do Not Disturb.” He punched Emi’s number into the phone, set it to silent, and slipped it into his shirt breast pocket. If the guy wanted to converse, might as well see if he could relay any information. Let Emi and the team know what was going on.

Brett smiled. “What do you do, Tyrone?”

“You mean now? Same as you. I’m waitin’ for my lunch.”

“No, I meant for a job.”

“On and off, this and that. Don’t get in a rut that way. What about you?”

“I’m here on vacation. When I’m home, I work in a hardware store. What are some of the this and thats you do?” Talk about pulling teeth.

To slow things further, Tyrone’s food showed up—a bowl of chili, aromatic enough to mask the man’s cigarette odor—and Brett regretted going with something as mundane as a burger. Tyrone picked up his spoon, glanced at Brett, then put the spoon down.

“Don’t wait for me,” Brett said. “No need for your lunch to get cold.”

With each bite Tyrone took of his chili, Brett’s appetite grew. But Tyrone’s number was four ahead of Brett’s, so he might as well try for more intel. He hoped his burger would arrive before Tyrone finished and left. Brett felt a surge of relief when Tyrone picked up his coffee mug and waved it to get a server’s attention.

“Be right with you,” she said.

Tyrone set his spoon on the plate beneath his chili bowl and wiped his mouth. Brett jumped into the opening.

“You haven’t answered my question. What was your most recent this or that? Or what’s up next? Maybe I can earn a few extra bucks—didn’t realize how expensive this vacation was going to be.”

The server returned with a coffee refill for Tyrone and Brett’s burger. Another interruption, another re-steering Tyrone into the conversation.

“Craziest thing I ever did,” Brett said around a mouthful of burger, “was take a summer job at a theme park. I worked a simulator where you’re on a space ship. Never failed, at least once a day, someone would puke and I’d have to clean it up.” Brett dunked a fry into a puddle of ketchup. “What about you?”

“Craziest thing I ever did was join the army. Maybe not crazy, maybe stupid. Bunch of people yellin’ at you all day, other people shootin’ at you. And didn’t do any good far as I can tell. People still yellin’ and shootin’.”

Maybe that’s what messed up Tyrone’s head.

“What they gotta do, is stop makin’ all the war stuff,” Tyrone said.

“You mean guns? You in favor of gun control?”

“Nah—can’t see that ever workin’. Too many guns out there already. Bad enough our government knows everything about you from your credit cards and online shopping, not to mention the Facebook Tweety nonsense. Me, I’m a cash kind of guy. Someday, I’m gonna find a place to live where no spy stuff can find me. For now, I move around. Here and there, in and out.”

Which explained why Emi’s team hadn’t been able to gather much recent intel on Tyrone.

Tyrone stirred his coffee, glanced around the café, and lowered his voice. “The government is trying to make us think they’re not making more and more war stuff. Calling them weather satellites, or space explorers, but what they’re doing is spying on us. And if that ain’t bad enough, pretty soon all the countries are going to have the gizmos, only they’ll be spying on other countries, not their own people. Bad enough our government knows what everyone’s doing, but no need for the Chinese or the Russians, or those ISIS folks to be able to watch us, too. You know?”

That sounded more like the Tyrone Emi had described.

“What can you do about it, though?” Brett asked.

Tyrone smoothed his moustache. “Dunno. I tried protesting couple of times. Got my ass tossed in jail. Hard to get work, so I’m doin’ this and that again.”

Brett ignored the temptation to pick Tyrone up and shake the information out of him. The man’s ability to hold onto a conversation thread rivaled that of a flea. “So, you doing any this or that after lunch?”

Tyrone seemed to be contemplating the question. He gave Brett a squinty-eyed stare. “You wouldn’t be wanting to steal my work, would you?”

Brett threw his hands up. “No, of course not. Just curious. Making conversation.”

Tyrone tapped his phone with a tobacco-stained forefinger. “Well, if you want to know, I’m supposed to be up in Monument at three, pick up a package and take it to Castle Rock. Nothing fancy, but it pays.”

What kind of package, and who’s paying?

Tyrone wiped his mouth and pushed his chair from the table. He tugged his cowboy hat lower on his head, pulled a pair of dirty leather gloves out of the pockets of his jacket, and worked his fingers into them. “Nice conversing with you, Oscar.”

“You, too, Tyrone. Good luck with your delivery.”

Brett watched him leave, then retrieved his phone. “You get anything from all that gibberish?” he asked Emi. “And what about Holly? She’s got to be spooked. Shouldn’t I get to her apartment?”

“She didn’t go home. You need to get to the sporting goods store at the mall.” Emi gave him the address. “Transport the principal to a safe location.”

~~~~~
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HOLLY TOSSED HER PURSE onto the passenger seat and sped out of the parking lot. She’d leave, but follow instructions based on a text? No way was she going home. Not until she got an explanation from Dagmar.

Where to go?

The mall. Easy to get lost in the crowds there. Keeping an eye on the rearview, taking a circuitous route, she pulled into the mall parking lot. She found an empty slot in a crowded section and sat there, engine still running, breathing as if she’d hit mile twenty in a marathon. With fumbling fingers, she checked her phone. No new messages. She’d left the café in a blind panic. Time to slow down, regroup, think things through.

Dagmar should be at work. Because a text said it came from Dagmar didn’t mean Dagmar had sent it. All it meant was someone had used Dagmar’s phone.

Don’t answer the text. Call directly.

Holly was about to punch in the main line for R and D at Widmark, but stopped before hitting the call button. If someone was looking for her, the last thing Holly needed was to have her name show up on caller ID.

Her home phone was no better. Were there pay phones inside the mall anymore? She took several deep breaths, visualized the layout. She’d shopped here countless times but couldn’t remember seeing a pay phone. Then again, she’d never looked for one.

Security. If someone was following her, she’d be safe at the security office. And their people would probably let her use their phone. Or she could buy a disposable phone. Those weren’t supposed to be traceable, right?

Look at you. One text—which might have been a practical joke for all you know—and you’re totally off the deep end.

Holly sat for a good five minutes, unable to latch onto a plan of action from all the possibilities circling like carousel horses through her brain.

Think. Go to security. Ask to use their phone. Call the main switchboard at Widmark, ask to be put through to Mrs. Pollard. Then ask her to transfer the call to Dagmar. That should put enough layers between her and Dagmar, shouldn’t it?

She switched off the engine, grabbed her purse, and clutching it to her chest, strode briskly across the parking lot. Eyes on the entrance, spine straight. Another shopper heading for the mall.

Holly kept her senses tuned in to her surroundings. Shoppers exiting the mall, a mom with a stroller about ten yards ahead of her. No cars arriving or leaving this section. Once inside, she made a beeline to the directory, located the security office on the map, then headed for the stairs to go down to the proper level.

Everyone she passed seemed normal.

What do you expect? Someone holding a sign with your name on it, or one that said I’m a bad guy.

The security office was tucked into a corner near the sporting goods store. Holly entered, and a beefy African American woman greeted her from behind a counter. Good. A woman might be more receptive to Holly’s fabricated plight.

Holly launched into the speech she’d prepared. “Would it be all right to use your phone, or have you place a call for me? I’m afraid my ex-husband is monitoring my cell phone, and I don’t want him to know where I am.”

The woman frowned. “That’s not what we’re here for.”

“I understand, but I need to get in touch with my office. If you’d prefer, I’ll give you the number, and you can place the call.” She gave a rueful smile. “You wouldn’t want to deal with my ex—he’s a firm believer in fists over words.”

The woman’s expression turned sympathetic. “I’ll buzz you in.”

“Thank you so much.” Holly stepped to the closed door at the end of the counter and waited for the tone. Inside, she went straight for the phone on the desk and continued with her plan.

Holly deflected Mrs. Pollard’s questions about how things were going and asked to be transferred to Dagmar.

“Dagmar, this is Holly Granger. Did you send me a text about twenty minutes ago?”

“Text you? No.”

“Could anyone have borrowed your cell phone?”

“Let me look.”

Holly paced as far as the phone cord allowed while she waited.

“Nope,” Dagmar said. “Still in my purse, and nobody’s been in my office in the past hour and a half. Had it with me at lunch, too. Why do you ask?”

“I got a text with your name on it. Didn’t make sense, but I thought I’d touch base in case it was important. Sorry to bother you.” Much as Holly wanted to know if any progress had been made on her administrative leave, this wasn’t the time or place.

She hung up and thanked the woman at the counter, then stepped into the mall walkway. The restroom sign caught her attention, and she ducked inside.

While she was there, she managed to narrow the possibilities down to two. Either the message was sent by someone who was looking out for her well-being, or by someone who was trying to lure her home.

She pulled up her phone contacts. Dagmar shouldn’t be there. Holly only needed to communicate with Dagmar at work, and while working, she had the Widmark phone system at her disposal. So why had the woman’s name, not a phone number, shown up?

When the message had arrived, all Holly had paid attention to was the name on the display. Dagmar. She didn’t know any other Dagmars, automatically assumed it had come from Widmark.

She scrolled through her contact list. Nope, no Dagmar. She searched for the original text to see what number it had come from.

All her text messages had disappeared.
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HOLLY WENT THROUGH her phone one more time, looking for her missing messages. If they were there, they were well hidden.

Telling herself she must have deleted them—it wouldn’t be the first time—she regrouped. As long as she was here, as long as she’d made the commitment to get into running shape, she could pick up new gear. Or should she grab something at the food court first, since she’d missed lunch?

Hungry or not, mall food didn’t appeal. Sporting goods it was, then.

She wandered through the store, mentally inventorying what she had at home, what condition it was in, what she could use now. And, more importantly, what was on sale. Most of the bargains were for cold-weather gear, but given the Colorado climate, she’d get a lot of use out of them before the days turned reliably warm.

She fingered a hat and matching gloves. Definite necessities. She ought to get new shoes, too.

“You need some help?”

“Just browsing for now,” Holly said without looking at the sales clerk. She didn’t need anyone pushing merchandise on her. She knew what she needed. That didn’t mean she couldn’t browse for wish list items, too.

“I suppose the classic line is ‘Fancy meeting you here,’ but given we’re both runners, it’s not such a coincidence. Is it, Holly?”

She spun at the sound of her name, at the voice she’d noted this morning. Not a sales clerk. Mr. Friendly. Had she given him her name? She didn’t think so, but then she didn’t remember erasing her phone messages, either.

“Hi,” she said, stalling while her brain caught up. “You work here?”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

Of course he didn’t. The employees wore black denims and polos with logos. Up close, she noticed his eyes below his thick, straight brows were a greenish-gray, their irises ringed in black. She’d been right about his dark brown hair, too. Clean-shaven this time, revealing a shallow cleft in his chin.

And why was she studying him? Sure, he was good-looking, and she admired a handsome man as much as the next woman, but she didn’t like pickups.

Then again, he hadn’t actually used a lame pickup line on her. He was looking through a rack of compression calf sleeves.

“Nice run this morning,” he said.

Okay. Lame pickup line number one coming up. One she didn’t want to be around to hear.

“Yes, it was.” She chose a hat and gloves, and searched the aisle markers for the shoe department. “Nice seeing you.” She allowed herself one quick inhale of his spicy scent.

As Holly perused the wall display of shoes, the same spicy scent layering over the rubbery smell of the shoes said he’d followed her.

She pulled a shoe off the display, glancing around for a clerk, neither acknowledging nor pointedly avoiding Mr. Friendly’s presence.

“Good quality shoe,” he said. “I ran Kona in them.”

“Kona?” Surprise and admiration bled through her attempts at remaining aloof. “You’re talking Ironman? World Championships?”

“Yep. And before you ask, yes, I finished. Ten sixteen forty-seven.” He unclipped his phone from his belt, scrolled through it, and showed her a picture of himself at the finish line, his time verified in bright red lights above his head.

“I’m impressed. I’m strictly a runner. I generally do halves, but I’ve done a couple of marathons. I can’t imagine running one after the swim and bike of a triathlon.”

“It’s all in the training,” he said. “Which is a bitch, but if you’ve run marathons, you know that.”

A sales clerk showed up, and Holly asked him to bring her a pair in her size. “Anything for you, sir?” the clerk asked.

Mr. Friendly shook his head. “Not today. Got what I came for.” He held up a pair of the compression sleeves he’d been browsing.

When the clerk disappeared, Holly strolled over to the row of chairs set up for trying on shoes, and didn’t object when Mr. Friendly sat beside her. Especially when he asked if she’d mind before he took a seat.

“Brett Cashman,” he said, turning in his seat to face her. “I’m here on vacation, but thought I’d get in a short training run. Still adjusting to the altitude.”

Holly smiled. “It can get to you. But on the positive side, if you live and train here, you’ve got an advantage racing in the low altitudes. My biggest race was the LA Marathon, and the difference in breathing was amazing.” She gave a quick grin. “Doesn’t help with the leg muscles, though.”

A quiet chime came from Brett’s pocket. “Excuse me.” He stood and walked a short distance away. His rear view didn’t look any worse in his jeans than it had in his running shorts. He half-turned, listening to his phone call, smiling at her. She couldn’t help but smile back. Kona. Wow. And his time said he was no slouch.

His expression shifted. Puzzled, then angry? Holly didn’t know him well enough to read him, but she’d bet money the call had upset him. He turned away. The hand not holding the phone clenched into a fist.

After a moment, he clipped the phone to his belt, approached her chair, hand outstretched. “Holly, I’m going to ask you to take a huge leap of faith and trust me. We need to get out of here. Right now. Please, come with me. I’ll explain, but you’re not safe here.”

The grim determination on his face overpowered Holly’s automatic questions and objections. He took her hand.

“We’re old friends, happy to see each other,” he said. “Smile. Keep it casual, but let’s move.”

Should she trust him? Or make a run for it when they were out of the store, head straight to the security office?

Two men, both over six feet tall with body-builder physiques, marched toward the shoe department. One white, one Latino. Dark sunglasses obscured their eyes. Jeans strained to contain tree-trunk quads, and their upper arms were as big around as Holly’s thighs. Her gut said they weren’t two cops coming to arrest Brett.

Hoping she wouldn’t regret it, she tugged Brett in the direction of the camping equipment. “I know the store. There’s a rear exit this way.”

Good Lord, what was she doing? Yet something about Brett projected his own fear, along with a sense of urgency, not belligerence. She led him past a display of tents, down an aisle filled with what passed as food, hung a left at the racks of sleeping bags, and through a glass door into a short mall corridor.

“Which way?” she asked. “Stay in the mall or go outside? My car’s not far.”

Brett gripped her wrist a little tighter. Not enough to hurt, but it definitely sent a You’re with me message.

“No, we’ll take my car.” He led her to a blue SUV, which he’d backed into a slot near the exit. The door locks chirped. “Hop in.”

She did, and buckled her seatbelt.

Brett started the engine.

“What happened to your sexy red one?” she asked.

“Mechanical issues. It was a rental, so I swapped it out.” He jerked his head in her direction. “Sexy? Really? It was an SUV, for God’s sake. A Honda.”

She shrugged. “Personal preference. I like red cars. Even SUVs.”

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind. You prefer Porsches or Ferraris? Now, those are sexy.”

“As long as it’s red.”

Brett backed out of the parking slot.

“Are you going to explain what’s going on?” she asked.

“Soon as we’re out of here.”

He merged into traffic on Academy, changing lanes several times, but not being aggressive, not pushing the speed limit—no more than everyone else did.

“Who were those men in the store?” she asked. “Big and Bigger.”

“I don’t know their names—yet—but your instincts were spot on. Not nice people.” He turned and smiled, one that sent a warm glow through her. A feeling she was safe.

Contact with the weirdos Vance and Vivian hung around with had honed her people-reading skills based on quick impressions by the time she was twelve. She could usually tell as soon as one walked through the door whether he was going to put the moves on her, and learned to make herself scarce. Brett hadn’t sent up any red flags.

He got onto the Interstate, drove up to Monument, got off, re-entered going the other direction, then exited again at Fillmore, taking the back route toward the pass up the mountain. He stopped at a combination rib joint and truck stop, parking the car behind the restaurant.

“We’re clear,” he said.

“Good, because I think it’s about time you told me what’s going on.”

He took his phone from the console where he’d laid it down, tapped the screen, and handed it to her. “You recognize him?”

~~~~~
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BRETT STUDIED HOLLY’S face for a reaction, and he got one. In spades. No denying she recognized the man. And not in a good way.

Her eyes locked onto the screen, and she asked, “Where did you get this?”

“My boss sent it,” he said. “How about we go inside where it’s more comfortable, and I’ll explain what I can.”

Her frown said she wanted him to explain here and now, but she sighed and reached for the door handle. “All right, but it better be good.”

Brett found them a booth in the corner where he had a clear view of the door, and ordered coffee for himself. “You want anything?” he asked Holly. “We’ll be here long enough for you to eat.”

After a quick perusal of the menu, she ordered a barbeque chicken sandwich. “With coleslaw and coffee.” She slipped out of her coat, setting it on the banquette beside her.

“A piece of apple cobbler for me,” Brett added.

The server returned with a coffee carafe and filled their mugs. As soon as she’d left, Holly shot Brett a glare that would have pierced steel. “You can start explaining now.”

Brett cupped his mug between his hands. “I work for a company called Blackthorne. They’re a private security firm, and I was sent to keep an eye on you.”

Her eyes went saucer-wide. “Me? Why?”

“Because someone hired Blackthorne, and they sent me.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Either you’re being flip with me or dodging the question.”

“You’re right. I’m trying to figure out where to start.”

“The beginning is a good place. Maybe with who hired your Blackthorne company.”

If Holly was expected to put her life in his hands, Brett figured she had a point. “In this case, the client wishes to remain anonymous, so that information wasn’t shared with me. Blackthorne policy.”

“So it’s not the man in the picture?” she asked. “Kyle King? The reason I got laid off?”

“No, he’s the one I’m supposed to be protecting you from.”

“Kyle? He might be a sleaze, but I can’t imagine why he’d want to hurt me—and I’m taking a leap here and assuming keeping an eye on me, when coming from a security firm, means protecting me, which means someone is out to do me harm.” After a guilty glance at the containers on the table, Holly dumped a bucket load of cream and a whopping portion of sugar into her coffee. “I’m not convinced it’s Kyle, but for the sake of argument, I’ll go along with it. Let’s move on to the next question. Why?”

“I’m not fully in the loop myself.” He sipped his coffee.

Their server returned with their food. Holly slipped the top bun off her sandwich and cut off a sliver of chicken. “So, give me what bits of the loop you’re in. If Kyle is trying to hurt me—which I still can’t imagine—I deserve to know why, and how it’s connected to my job. Kyle King was a drummer I knew. Stoned half the time. Tried to cop the occasional feel, but I took care of myself then, and I can take care of myself now.”

Of fending off unwanted advances, Brett had no doubt. It was when the stakes moved from copping a feel to more life-threatening situations he wasn’t so sure about.

“Tell me about your father,” Brett said.

Holly’s face closed. “He died. I’d rather not talk about it.”

Brett forked up a piece of his cobbler, chewed it slowly, studied Holly, who had become engrossed in her coleslaw.

“I mean, your real father,” he said quietly. “Not the Bill Granger who died over twenty years ago.”

Her fork fell from her hand, clattering against the plate. She snatched it up, looked around as if she was afraid the noise called attention to herself. A quick glance across the room said she had nothing to worry about. Nobody had paid her a bit of mind.

“How...? What...? You can’t ...”

“Your name—the one your biological parents gave you when you were born—is Rainbow Rose Varek.”

She cocked her head. “If someone named you Rainbow Rose, you’d have changed it, too.”

“But that’s not what happened, is it, Holly? You dropped out of high school your freshman year, hired an expensive private investigator and lawyer. Rainbow Rose Varek disappeared, and Holly Granger, only child of the deceased Bill and Susan Granger, appeared. Nobody dug deep enough, because if they had, they’d have learned the same accident that took the lives of Bill and Susan also killed their two-year-old daughter. If she’d lived, she’d be three years older than you. Made it convenient. You jumped from fifteen to eighteen overnight and didn’t have to deal with the whole emancipated minor rigmarole.”

Brett’s gut churned at the way Holly seemed to fade away, shrink into nothingness. But the single tear trickling down her cheek undid him. He reached across the table, took her hand, which was ice cold. “Let’s go. We can finish this elsewhere.”

He stood, extracted a twenty from his wallet and set it under his coffee mug. Holly hadn’t moved. He walked to the other side of the booth and held out his hand. “Come on, Holly. I’m one of the good guys. Your secret is safe with me.”

Holly wobbled on her feet, and Brett draped her coat over her shoulders. He wrapped an arm around her waist, half-supporting her as they made their way to the door. He paused, did a quick surveillance, and shielded her from view as they made their way across the parking lot to his car.

Once in the car, she seemed to find herself again, setting her purse at her feet, fastening her seatbelt. Color returned to her face, along with a hint of the strong and feisty woman he’d been talking to in the restaurant.

Before he started the car, he checked in with Emi. “She’s shook, but all right. Where to next?”
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HOLLY TRIED TO PUT the puzzle pieces together. She’d taken the leap of faith that Brett was on her side, but she didn’t have to accept everything he said or did without question. Faith was one thing, blind faith quite another. And if he—or his Blackthorne people—had ferreted out her past, how many others had?

“Where are we going?” she asked. “What about my car?”

“We’ll deal with that soon enough.”

She bristled. “Let’s get something straight. If you’re here to protect me, that means I’m in danger. If I’m in danger, I think I’m entitled to know what’s going on. Whenever I ask. Soon enough is not acceptable.”

Brett’s jaw muscles bounced. “See, here’s the deal. I’m taking my orders from the people I work for, and they have this thing about me going off script. But I promise, unless they give me specific orders not to say something, I’ll keep you up to speed. Is that fair?”

“I don’t suppose it would matter if I said no, would it?”

His lips twitched upward. “Afraid not.”

“So, since I’ll know where you’re taking me when we get there, will you divulge that piece of information. Please?”

Brett recited an address, one Holly couldn’t place. “It’s a safe place to regroup,” he said. “A house Blackthorne uses.”

“Your place? I mean, where you’ve been staying. You don’t even live in Colorado, do you?”

“Nope to all three. I’ve been staying at an apartment—arranged by Blackthorne—close to you. When we get to the safe house, you can ask all your questions, and I can fill you in on what intel I’m aware of.”

Safe house? Intel?

Was she in an alternate universe? Tempted to pinch herself to make sure she was awake, Holly dove into her own thoughts while Brett navigated to the safe house.

Which, as it turned out, was a duplex in a middle-class, multi-cultural neighborhood. Where anyone would fit in, she decided.

“Come with me, please,” Brett said.

Holly opened her door and followed Brett up a winding concrete walkway to the left-hand unit of the duplex. He gave her hand a squeeze she figured he meant to be comforting—and to her surprise, it was—then rang the bell.

A man in his early sixties, Holly estimated, opened the door and motioned them inside. Brett’s hand on the small of her back added another layer of comfort.

Inside a cozy living room, a woman sat in a rocking chair, knitting. She smiled, and all Holly could think of was a cliché grandmother. Gray hair in a knot atop her head, a baggy red sweater over a long red-and-black plaid skirt, and fuzzy red slippers. The man, bulldog-faced with a receding hairline, wasn’t quite a twinkly-eyed matching grandfather, but close enough.

“I’m Brett Cashman, this is Holly Granger.” Brett opened his wallet.

“No need,” the man said. “I’ve got pictures of both of you.” He strode to the fireplace, a slight limp to his stride, and took down a small wooden box. Upending it, he extracted an envelope and extended it to Brett. “Here’s the key and resident information. There are basic supplies in the pantry, minimal food in the freezer. We didn’t get the call in time to shop for more—didn’t know how long you’d be staying.”

“Won’t be a problem,” Brett said. “Shouldn’t be long, and we can shop for whatever we need. Thanks.”

“Don’t forget the garage remote,” the woman said.

“Right.” The man went to the kitchen and returned with the device. “If you’re leaving unexpectedly, or if nobody’s home here, leave the key and remote in the box on your mantle.”

“I’ve got your numbers,” Brett said. “I’ll give them to Holly, too.”

Envelope and remote in hand, Brett rested his hand on Holly’s back again as they strolled to the second unit. Brett didn’t seem to see a reason to rush, so Holly matched his leisurely pace, although her heart was sprinting.

Inside, Brett closed and locked the door behind them.

Holly stepped a few feet into the living room, which was a living-dining combination open to the kitchen, similar to her own apartment layout. Imitation wood floors with a large geometric print area rug under the coffee table in front of the sofa. Wood fireplace. Entertainment center with a flat-screen television and shelves filled with assorted books. She glanced at the titles. Something for every taste. What every good safe house should supply for its occupants to while away the hours.

“I’m going to move the car into the garage,” Brett said. “Feel free to explore, but stay inside.”

Brett had called this a safe house. Was she a prisoner? There weren’t any bars on the windows. Could they be made of bulletproof glass?

She’d ask Brett later.

Her explorations started in the kitchen. The harvest gold appliances seemed right out of the seventies. A small pantry held staples, as promised. Off the kitchen was a mud room with washer, dryer, and utility sink. A door with a deadbolt lock stood next to the sink. She turned the thumbscrew, opened the door and peered outside into a small yard. A round wooden picnic table sat dead-center. From the looks of things, once spring arrived in force, the grandmotherly woman would have a garden in bloom.

Holly closed the door and went through the house. A doorway off the living room should lead to the bedrooms and baths.

She took off her coat, draped it over the back of one of the dining room chairs, and moved into the bedroom. Only one. Likewise, a single bathroom. Twin beds in the bedroom. Slacks and shirts, skirts and blouses in a variety of sizes hung in the small walk-in closet, with plenty of room and lots of empty hangers. A three-drawer chest stood against one wall, a few tees and sweaters neatly folded inside. Left by the last tenant, or spares for whoever came next?

Bathroom was serviceable and clean. Everything worked. Two sets of towels. Plush, not the cheap motel variety. A vanity drawer held new toothbrushes, toothpaste, and even a package of dental floss. Shampoo, conditioner, and soap in the shower-tub combo. A medicine cabinet had painkillers, antibiotic creams. There was a much more well-equipped first aid kit under the sink.

Well-equipped because nobody had ever needed it, or it was used frequently and replenished? She preferred to think of the former rather than let her mind wander off into that land of potential danger, which, according to Brett, was her new homeland.

Brett returned with a rolling suitcase and a second case, black, about four feet long and two feet wide, also on wheels. Somehow, Holly didn’t think it held clothes.

Clothes. How long were they going to stay here? Would Brett let her go to her apartment and pack the basics? And he hadn’t answered her question about her car, which was still at the mall.

“The living room couch is a sleeper. I’ll take that,” Brett said, “but we’ll have to share the bathroom.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.” She flashed a weak smile. “As long as you remember to put the seat down.”

Brett grinned and threw her a mock salute. “Understood. I’ll even try to aim.”

If this was Brett’s personality, Holly couldn’t help but like the guy. If he was simply trying to lighten the mood—well, she liked him for that, too.

She opened the fridge. A lot of bottled water, a six-pack of beer, and a bottle of white wine. Mustard, ketchup, and mayo. Holly checked the expiration dates, all good.

The freezer had bread, rolls, and frozen meals ranging from Italian to Mexican to Indian cuisine. “How long are we likely to be here?” she asked. “Fresh fruit and vegetables would be nice. Or does a safe house mean I have to say inside all the time?”

“No. This is a place where you’ll be off the radar, where I can protect you. Hideaway might be a better term. Our neighbors have Blackthorne connections—I’m not sure who they are, but they’re willing to let people stay on this side of the duplex. As for how long we’ll be here? Overnight for sure. I’m waiting for an update.”

Holly plucked two bottles of water from the fridge and carried them to the living room. She offered one to Brett, who set it on the coffee table. “Thanks.”

She opened her bottle and let the cool water ease the tension. “Then fill me in while we’re waiting. Or can we do this waiting while we shop for food and—” she swept her hands in front of her body— “some clothes?”

As in clean underwear and something to sleep in.

Maybe she could send Brett after groceries while she took care of buying things she’d rather he didn’t see.

“One thing at a time.” Brett flipped on the television, surfed to a news channel. “I think we might want to watch this first.”

~~~~~
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BRETT TURNED UP THE volume on the television. Holly hovered behind him, one hand resting on the back of the couch. He wished she’d sit beside him, but better she kept her distance. Rule Number One at Blackthorne Security was No Getting Involved With the Principal. Not that he was looking to get involved, but after all those months training for covert ops, his female companionship balance was well into the red.

Holly’s scent wafted over him, a blend of coconut and another exotic fruit. Mango?

He shifted his attention to the television screen, waiting for what Emi had briefed him about while he’d moved the car to the garage. Since he couldn’t predict when—or if—the news would cover the story, he searched for the update on his phone. He should get his tablet out of his suitcase, but he was too comfortable to bother.

“What are we looking at?” Holly asked.

As if in answer to her question, the broadcaster said, “And breaking news on a local fire right after these messages.”

Brett muted the commercials. “You should watch the next segment.”

She crossed to the front of the couch, sat, and sipped at her water. “You’re holding back again.”

He didn’t deny it. Why be the bearer of bad news when the newscasters would do it for him?

Holly angled herself on the couch so she was looking at him more than the television set. “Spill. Where’s the fire?”

A pause, and Brett could almost hear the thoughts racing through Holly’s brain. He took another drink, screwed the cap back on, then crunched the bottle in his hands, preferring to study the plastic rather than meet Holly’s eyes. “Your apartment building.”

“What?” She jumped from the couch. “How bad is it?”

“I don’t know. I’m waiting to see what they report.”

“You think it’s about me?” Her voice was subdued, almost inaudible. She sank onto the sofa cushions next to him, and he longed to wrap his arms around her.

Rule Number One. Rule Number One.

Giving comfort wasn’t getting involved, but Brett wasn’t taking any chances on where a simple embrace might lead.

He settled for a quick squeeze to her knee and pointed to the television. “It’s coming on now.”

A perfectly-coiffed blonde woman, a clone of all female newscasters, appeared on the screen. According to the graphic at the bottom of the screen, her name was Elizabeth.

“Firefighters responded to a fire at the Briarwood apartment building in Colorado Springs late this afternoon. Neighbors reported seeing smoke and flames. The fire is contained to this one building, and no injuries have been reported. Our Channel Three reporter, Shannon Shane, is on scene. Shannon. What can you tell us?”

Shannon, who, other than being a brunette, was another clone of the anchorwoman, spoke. “Thank you, Elizabeth. I’m here with Colorado Springs firefighter Tom O’Connor. Tom, what can you tell our viewers about this fire? Do you know how it started? Is it arson? When can the residents return home?”

Tom turned a practiced look of intelligent concern toward the camera. “First, let me say we’re grateful nobody was hurt. Luckily, most of the residents in this building work during the day, and those who were home responded quickly to the alarms and left the building. While saving property is important, saving lives is our first priority.”

“He’s got the spin down,” Brett muttered.

Holly flapped a hand. “Shh.”

“Was it arson?” Shannon prompted.

“Until our investigators go through the scene, I can’t give you an accurate answer. The point of origin appears to be in an apartment on the sixth floor. The exact cause is yet to be determined. As for when the tenants can return, we hope to be finished within the next hour or two. The sixth floor sustained the majority of the damage, so those tenants, and those directly above and below, will not be able to return for at least another twenty-four hours, while we confirm the structural integrity of the building. The fire department will keep everyone informed.”

“Can you tell us anything about the tenant whose apartment was the point of origin?”

Tom gave Shannon an indulgent smile. “You know we don’t release that information without the tenant’s permission.”

Shannon’s mouth quirked in a can’t blame me for trying expression. “Back to you, Elizabeth.”

“Odds are one in six that’s my apartment,” Holly said. “Given what you say is going on, I’m thinking I hit the jackpot on this one.”

Brett muted the set. “Coincidences happen, but I’m with you.”

“Can I at least call the fire department? They’ll know who the tenant is, and can tell me whether or not I can retrieve any of my stuff.”

“I’m going to ask you to trust me again,” he said. “Emi, my contact at Blackthorne, will have better answers than I can give you. Let’s let her do her job.”

“My car?”

“Emi is going to send someone over to pick up the key. They’ll leave your car in long-term parking at the airport. You can claim it when this blows over.”

Again, Brett could almost see Holly’s thought train as she dealt with the possibilities. When everything had come together for her, Holly faced him, a look of resigned determination on her face. “So if someone’s watching me—or at least my car—maybe they’ll think I’ve left Colorado.”

“That’s a strong possibility,” Brett said.

“What about my laptop? I’ve got a training plan to keep up with.”

“Can you manage with your phone instead?”

Holly frowned. “Yeah, if I have to. Since you said you have to follow orders, can you touch base with your Blackthorne contact and see if you can get permission for me to get into my apartment? If it’s not dangerous, I don’t see why I can’t grab my things.”

“They’re probably all smoky,” Brett said.

“All the more reason to get them out of there. Let them air out. Wash them.”

“I’ll ask,” he said. “But don’t get your hopes up. Blackthorne’s big on staying under the radar. Assuming someone set the fire in your apartment, there’s a strong possibility they’ll be watching for you to return.”

Brett’s phone buzzed a text. From Olivia Fairbanks, the operative Emi had briefed him about.

ETA ten minutes for car swap.

Brett studied the photo Emi had sent, then relayed the message to Holly. “Once you turn over the keys, we can see about getting your clothes.”

Nine minutes later, the doorbell rang. Brett motioned Holly to stay seated. He moved his shirt aside and rested his hand on the Glock at his hip, another piece of business he’d taken care of while moving the car.

The woman on the other side of the peephole matched Olivia’s picture. Brett opened the door and invited her in. Similar in coloring and build to Holly, although a few inches shorter, Olivia rolled a small suitcase through the door. Peering around Brett’s shoulder, she waved at Holly.

“Hi, Holly. I’m Olivia Fairbanks. Brought you some clothes.”

Holly’s surprise was obvious. Olivia gave a quiet laugh. “Blackthorne takes care of the people it protects. These should last you a couple of days at least.”

Holly accepted the case, but didn’t move to open it.

“I’ll bet you want to know what’s going to happen next,” Olivia said.
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Chapter 11
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“IT SOUNDS LIKE YOUR Blackthorne people are in control of everything,” Holly said. “So, yes, I would like to be in the loop.”

Olivia smiled again. Holly toyed with the handle release on the suitcase. Wasn’t Olivia the perky little Blackthorne girl? Of course, it wasn’t her ass on the line.

Or was it? Holly realized that despite the suddenness with which everything had appeared, Brett—and Olivia, apparently—were putting their asses on the line to keep her safe. She’d noticed the gun under Brett’s shirt. Did Olivia have one, too? Most likely.

Get real. This is Colorado. You’re one of the few people who doesn’t carry a gun.

Still smiling, Olivia extended a palm. “I need to get going, so if you’ll hand over the keys, I’ll fill you in and be out of here.”

Holly retrieved her purse from the bedroom and fished out her key ring. “You want all of them?”

“No, just the car key.”

Holly wrestled it off the ring and handed it to Olivia. “I have a spare, but it’s in my apartment.”

“We’ll get it back to you,” Olivia said. “I’ll go to the strip mall, drive your car to the airport, and leave it in long-term parking. I’ll be making sure I’m not followed. I’ll drag a dummy suitcase to the terminal, hang around for a bit, and then catch a cab to the strip mall where I’ll pick up my car. Easy-peasy.”

Holly thought it was quite the opposite. A lot of shuttling back and forth. Her estimation of Blackthorne and the lengths they would go to rose a couple of notches.

“One more thing,” Olivia said. “In case anyone’s been watching, I’ll take your shirt and coat. You should have a decent wardrobe in here.” She thumped the suitcase.

Blackthorne moved another few notches up Holly’s I’m impressed scale.

Holly wheeled the case into the bedroom and lifted it onto the bed. Inside, she found a pair of jeans, sneakers—her size, as was everything else—as well as shirts and outerwear of various weights. Suitable for a variety of climates. Did they know where she’d be going? She imagined a huge warehouse full of clothing down in a Blackthorne basement somewhere. Or did they have piles of suitcases prepacked by gender and size? She could hear someone shouting Grab a two-eleven-B for this assignment.

Underwear, a pair of pajamas and a nightgown, a complement of toiletries. How had they put together a totally personalized package on such short notice?

Or was it short notice? How long had Blackthorne been planning this?

Holly grabbed a long-sleeved pullover from the suitcase, stepped into the bathroom and swapped it for the shirt she was wearing, which she handed to Olivia. Olivia slipped it over the shirt she had on. “Anything someone might have seen you in?”

“My coat’s in the dining room.” Holly began unpacking.

“No,” Olivia said. “You might need to leave in a hurry. Better if everything’s in the suitcase.”

“Do you have any idea how long we’ll be here?” Holly asked.

Olivia shook her head. “Places like this are short-term. No more than a week, tops, I’d say.”

A week? Sharing living quarters with Brett? Holly pushed the thought out of her head. She’d deal with it. From this point forward, she was living from one moment to the next. Small milestones. Like running a marathon. Twenty-six point two miles seemed unsurmountable, but running from one mile marker to the next, from one aid station to the next—that was doable.

“Is there anything else I should know?” Holly asked.

Olivia rested a hand on Holly’s forearm. “Don’t be conspicuous. Be patient. But mostly, trust Brett. Do what he says. I’ll get out of your hair.” Olivia strode into the dining room, draped Holly’s coat over her arm, and was gone as swiftly as she’d arrived.

After Olivia had left, Holly organized the suitcase. Brett stood in the doorway. “Got everything you think you’ll need?” he asked.

“I guess. Not what I’d have chosen, but they’re practical enough.”

“That’s the idea. You’re trying to stay under the radar, so you don’t want to look too much like Holly.”

Olivia had seemed so upbeat that the gravity of the situation hadn’t sunk in. But Brett’s words drove her plight into the depths of her being. Someone wanted to harm her. Enough to set fire to her apartment, maybe the entire building. Or had they?

“If someone wanted to hurt me, why set fire to my apartment when I wasn’t there?” Holly pressed her hands to her temples.

“Maybe they thought you were inside.”

“Normally, I’d have been at work. And if they knew I’d been put on leave, wouldn’t they have been spying on me? Or did they send me the text and thought I’d do as I was told, and I’d be home?”

“They didn’t send the text,” Brett said.

“How do you know?” Holly’s stomach was bouncing like a circus trampoline act.

“Why don’t we sit down, and I’ll lay out what I know.”

“And won’t that be refreshing,” Holly said under her breath.

Holly detoured through the kitchen. “Olivia made it sound like we might have to pull up and leave at a moment’s notice. You think we’ll be here long enough for dinner? There’s frozen lasagna. Or would you prefer enchiladas? Or Mongolian style chicken?”

“No preference,” Brett said. “You pick.”

Holly pulled the box of lasagna from the freezer. One of her comfort foods. “You think we’re safe here long enough for dinner? It will take an hour, minimum.”

“I’m counting on us being here until tomorrow afternoon at least. Anyone looking for you should be watching your car, and Olivia’s going to lead them on a wild goose chase.”

“Lasagna it is, then. And I’m going to be so bold as to risk having a glass of wine. You want a drink, or are there rules about drinking on duty?”

She turned on the oven, put the lasagna inside, and set the timer for a little extra to make up for not wanting to bother with preheating.

“One beer isn’t going to put me in violation.” He appeared at her side, opened the door to the fridge and pulled out a can. After looking at the label, he put it back. “On second thought, a glass of wine would be fine.”
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