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      Even a babysitting assignment could go horribly wrong. Especially when you were watching an engineer to be sure she didn’t illegally sell a government-backed system for detecting stealth missiles. In the wrong hands, well…World War III, anyone?

      Even so, there would be tiny moments to enjoy the perks of the situation. The biggest was staying at an actual castle, the Caynham Castle Hotel, for this assignment.

      Dana Gresham swung her rented sedan around a curve, and the town of Caynham-on-Ledwyche came into view. A few minutes later, she was driving through a charming mixture of half-timbered, medieval buildings interspersed with Tudor brick, Georgian stone and more modern styles. If she didn’t get to see more of it while on duty, she would stay a day or so after and explore.

      There was only one fly in the ointment, and she absolutely would not think about him until she had to. Which would be when she checked into the hotel in approximately ten minutes and informed him she was here. Until then, no harm in admiring the quaint little town. Or the castle looming above the trees and buildings ahead on her left.

      Her cell phone buzzed, the tone a signal that the call came from her employer, the multinational, covert agency known as Arachnid, or from another employee. The car’s dash display read Harris, and Dana grimaced. She’d jinxed herself by thinking about him.

      Pressing the button on the steering wheel, she took the call. “Gresham.”

      She turned left onto Caynham Castle Road. The castle drive lay a little way ahead, now on her right.

      “What’s your ETA?” Blaine Harris’s deep voice still sent ripples through her, and wasn’t that aggravating? Dana grimaced. She needed to get her hormones under better control.

      It wasn’t like him to be so abrupt, though. Frowning, she replied, “About ten minutes. I just drove through town. Why?”

      “Vidhur Mahajan is missing.”

      The ten-year-old son of their subject, Dr. Ishna Mahajan. Personal considerations dropped away, and Dana mentally summoned an area map. “How long ago?”

      “Nobody’s sure. Apparently, he wanders off every once in a while. The family was in the group touring the castle garden and beehives—lots of shifting positions to see things, a bunch of kids along, and everybody feeling safe on the Earl of Caynham’s private land. With his private bees.”

      That dry tone hinted that he found Caynham-on-Ledwyche’s bee products industry baffling. Dana swung into the car park for a church and stopped.

      “When they returned to the hotel,” he continued, “they realized Vidhur and this other kid had taken a powder. The family seems more exasperated than worried.”

      The family being Dr. Mahajan, her widowed sister, Bhavna Chaudry, and Vidhur’s fourteen-year-old sister, Aaliyah.

      “His mom feels safe here,” he added. “Even the kid wandering off doesn’t especially worry her because he likes to do that. She encourages it as fostering his independence.”

      “Yeah, well, there are limits.” As the eldest of five, having been responsible for the younger ones while her dad worked two jobs to keep food on the table, Dana wasn’t exactly lacking experience with kids.

      “Maybe they just wandered off, but how do we know?” she asked. “Could the black market buyers who want his mom’s missile detection system be looking for a little insurance? We know they want to buy, but nothing in our file makes me think she wants to sell.”

      “Wouldn’t you at least think about it in her shoes?”

      “Probably. Wouldn’t you?”

      Mahajan’s husband had been tortured and murdered by Pakistani intelligence. If she carried a grudge, nobody could blame her. Acting on it by selling India—or a mysterious Triangle syndicate—a weapons system underwritten by the British government, however, would take that too far.

      “But if she doesn’t want to sell,” Dana continued, “what better leverage than one of her kids?” If that was the case, this assignment had just become a clusterfuck.

      “Yeah. So we need to find that kid ASAP. If we can’t, well…”

      “I know. I’m at the church. Where should I go from here?”

      “Officers from MI5 masquerading as local detectives are questioning the family while the rest of their team fanned out to search,” Blaine said.

      The Security Service had point on this with Arachnid, meaning Dana and Blaine, serving as backup. The British government thought no one would suspect two Americans of working with them.

      “I’m on the path to the town of Saxon Hundred, northwest of Caynham-on-Ledwyche,” he informed her.

      “Because the file says Vidhur Mahajan’s into gaming and there’s a game store there.”

      “Got it in one. Meanwhile, you swing through Caynham and see if you spot the boys. I’m texting you a photo of the other kid from the hotel surveillance cams. One more set of eyes always helps.”

      “On it. Keep me posted.”

      “Back atcha.”

      Blaine wasn’t one for phone etiquette, so the sudden absence of sound was her only cue that they were done. Her phone chimed with the text. She took a long look at the image of a stocky, fair-skinned, tow-headed kid with ruddy cheeks before she put the car in gear again.

      Heading back onto Caynham Castle Road, Dana frowned at the picturesque buildings. What in this quaint town would draw a ten-year-old interested in robotics and gaming?

      Was searching in the town a waste of precious time?

      If someone had snatched the boys, any useful information lay back at the castle. Or in interviews with people who might have seen something along the road.

      Still, the team had to explore every possibility.

      Before taking the time to go into businesses, she should see if she could spot Vidhur. Or the two kids walking along, assuming the missing boys actually were together. Turning onto Ledwyche Walk Road set her up for a loop through the town. Caynham-on-Ledwyche was small. Not a lot of places for a kid to go. If this didn’t turn up anything, she would check the middle of town via Knight Road, then swing down the castle road again and check inside the Waitrose grocery. Maybe he’d gone there for a favorite snack the hotel didn’t stock.

      She passed the small, brick train station and slowed to scan the area by the tracks. A police vehicle, white with a blue-and-yellow checkerboard down the sides and a blue light bar on top, sat in the station car park. West Mercia Constabulary was printed in black on one of the yellow squares. Could the boys have come here? Some kids liked trains.

      Dana pulled into the lot. No harm in going in and asking about schedules. If Vidhur was there, she would see him and call the hotel. If he wasn’t, she would check the Waitrose. The MI5 officers probably wouldn’t want her asking around the town until they’d at least met her. She had her hand on the car door handle when the station door opened. A short, blonde woman police constable walked out with Vidhur Mahajan and Freddie Hayward.

      Dana let out a heavy sigh of relief.

      Vidhur’s sleek, black hair was longer now than in his file photos. His medium brown face had grown a little rounder. Although he was still reed-thin, the red T-shirt of Big Boom, a heavy metal band, fit snugly across his shoulders.

      Shaking her head, the constable put the two boys in the back of her unit and pulled out. The woman’s presence was a sign of Vidhur’s importance. For most wandering ten-year-olds, the station master wouldn’t have been put on alert, nor would the police have been looking so soon. Once this kid went missing, though, it would have been all hands on deck.

      The police car turned left, headed into the town on Knight Road. Dana followed. She kept back from the vehicle, slowing down and occasionally craning her neck like a tourist. While she drove, she told her phone to call Harris.

      He answered, and she filled him in.

      “Hell,” he muttered. “If the kid was train crazy, somebody likely would’ve taken him to the station.”

      “No doubt, but kids do things on the spur of the moment. If he and his pal heard the train whistle, they might’ve thought they’d like to see the train and headed over. The train would be gone by the time they got there, but it’s a station. There’ll be another.”

      A brief silence, then Harris said, “That’s a pretty elaborate scenario for a pair of ten-year-olds.”

      “It’s a guess.” She was not going to point out that she’d shepherded two brothers through age ten. No point in calling up old bones of contention. “Since I’ve followed the cop from the station, it’s probably not a good idea for me to follow her into the castle car park. Want me to come pick you up?”

      “Sure. Head west on Caynham Road⁠—”

      “I did study the map, and I have GPS. After I make sure Vidhur actually gets to the castle, I’ll meet you in the Saxon Hundred town square.”

      “Right. Thanks.”

      Then he was gone. Dana shook her head. No sense letting him irritate her. This would be a long few days if she did.

      She turned onto Caynham Castle Road again, still following the cop. Too bad she couldn’t do more than glance at the castle. The walls were a good thirty or forty feet high. To the right of the paved drive lay the car park, which was about half full. It would probably fill completely sometime tomorrow as guests arrived for the 1920s-themed charity benefit dance in the castle’s Great Hall. Her cover and Blaine’s as reps of a foundation considering using the castle for a fundraiser fit nicely with this weekend.

      The event meant more people milling around. More camouflage for the Indian government’s brokers. They might hire middle men who would blend with the mostly white crowd here better than those of Indian extraction could. All that required heightened vigilance.

      The police car sat by the arched gateway, which looked wide enough for a couple of big wagons to pass each other and tall enough for someone on horseback to have plenty of head clearance.

      A man in armor, even. Dana wasn’t naive enough to see knights, as a group, as particularly virtuous or romantic. At least not in real life. Fictional ones were another matter.

      Past the castle, she made a three-point turn to head north, then west, and braced herself for seeing Harris again. He was a solid agent, a good partner. A good man, even. Just not for her. He played as hard as he lived, traveling and partying a lot. He and she were oil and water that never should’ve tried to mix. She’d dubbed him Mr. Never Again for a reason, a reminder to be more careful where she got involved.

      Yet thinking about him made her heart beat just a smidgen faster and stirred a strange, warm sense of anticipation in her blood. Dana scowled. The brief affair that had grown out of their Arachnid training had been over for five years. She should be well and truly past that. Had believed she was.

      Regardless, now she was stuck with him. But only for a few days. She could do anything for a few days.

      Thoughts of relationships reminded her of Dr. Mahajan’s involvement with London-born, Indian businessman Jayesh Murtha. While he ran a legit tech corporation, he was known to broker deals that were less than legit, especially for the Indian government. Was he involved in Vidhur’s disappearance, or did the two boys wander off just because they got a sudden itch to see trains?

      When Saxon Hundred Road appeared on her right, she swung onto it. The road meandered along for a couple of hundred yards or so with a dense wood, also called Saxon Hundred, on her left before abruptly straightening. A moment later, she entered the outskirts of the town, a small, picturesque village dominated by half-timbered and stone buildings. As was common in the UK, there was no gradual buildup to the town. She went from open road and forest to close-set buildings lining the road between one minute and the next.

      Ahead lay a square of dead grass about thirty yards on each side. The Shropshire Gaming Hub lay across the square. Its red neon sign proclaimed it was open. In the square’s center, four wooden-slat benches with curving, wrought-iron arms and legs formed a rectangle around a weathered concrete obelisk, probably a war memorial. Beside it stood Blaine Harris.

      Dana’s heart skipped a beat. Why did he still have to be so ruggedly handsome? Just over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and fit, he could still turn heads in any group of women. The sunlight glinted on the thick brown hair he wore long enough in back to brush his collar. Aviator shades concealed his eyes, but he missed nothing. She would need to be on her guard. Having him realize he still affected her would be dreadful.

      He raised a hand in greeting.

      Dana pulled into the nearest space, facing the green, and returned the salute. Casually, she hoped.
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        * * *

      

      So much for any chance of a warm reunion. The cool, professionally bland expression on Dana’s face held no trace of welcome. Blaine had hoped she might’ve forgiven him by now, maybe even remembered some of the ways they’d meshed so well.

      Guess not.

      She looked good, though. She wore her light brown hair in a short, turned-under cut with bangs that framed her face and reminded him of doing the same thing with his hands. Her mouth was as full as ever but set in a firmer line. The biggest change, however, was in her eyes. The brown was no longer warm but cool and appraising.

      Damn it. But what else could he have expected?

      Watching her, he strolled toward her little gray sedan. Best to take his cue from her. Maybe a few days of working together would remind her of all the ways they’d been good together. If they didn’t, he had no shot at the second chance he’d come to realize he wanted.

      He folded his long legs into the car and buckled up. “How are you?”

      “Same old, same old. Anything new from the lead team while I was driving?”

      “Kid’s back at the castle. Mom’s idea of a reprimand will, the team believes, do nothing to discourage further wandering.”

      Dana backed out of the space and headed back toward Caynham-on-Ledwyche. “Too bad they can’t tell her they’re here and rein the kid in themselves.”

      “Yeah. They figure if she’s open to bribery, this is a good opportunity to find out. It means they can’t tip their hand, though.”

      “Was Murtha in the group touring the beehives and garden?”

      “No, he went into Ludlow on some kind of business.”

      “Anybody follow him?”

      Blaine shrugged. “If they did, I wasn’t informed.”

      “Typical of MI5.” Dana drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “There might be a way to keep a closer eye on Vidhur and his sister. Other than us being signed up for every activity they’re down for.”

      “Only Vidhur wanders.” But maybe Dana had the same concern he did.

      “Like I said,” she responded, “I don’t see any indicators Dr. Mahajan has any interest in this deal. If she balks, the would-be buyers might want some leverage. This boy Vidhur hared off with…I’d like to know which of them suggested that little jaunt.”

      “He’s supposedly from Devon, here with his parents for the big Halloween thing. Father reps a meat distributor in Exeter, but I agree we should look into him. I’ll raise it with the Security Service. Unless you want to.”

      Dana shrugged. “You’re lead. I’m happy to let you deal with them.”

      He technically was lead, as she’d said, but she’d dumped him for being pushy and ignoring her priorities. Mostly. Summoning a wry grin, he said, “Oh, sure. You sound cooperative, but you’re just avoiding the joy of liaising with those who dislike us.”

      Arachnid existed to go around the rules binding conventional law enforcement agencies, who naturally resented that freedom. In turn, Arachnid resented seeing those others claim credit for what they’d done. There was no help for it, though. The agency’s mandate required keeping its existence secret from the wider world.

      “Hey, you volunteered,” Dana reminded him.

      The cool tone was another bad sign. He’d always been able to tease her, to get her to jab back at him, always all in fun.

      An awkward silence fell.

      “How’s your family?” he asked. Maybe that would show he’d gotten past his resentment of their claims on her time.

      Dana raised an eyebrow but said only, “All doing well, thanks. Yours?”

      “Fine.” Great. Wonderful way to break the ice.

      Maybe a risk was in order. If he and Dana stayed in their metaphorical corners for this whole assignment, his personal goal was doomed.

      “You know,” he said, going for relaxed, “as we’ve gotten older and our lives have become more disjointed, I’ve come to envy the close-knit way your family does things.”

      Her face betrayed nothing, but his gut said he’d rocked her. Would she pick up the cue or shut him down?
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      Took you long enough popped into Dana’s mouth, not a good sign. She should be over the old hurt even if she wasn’t over him. Swallowing the sharp retort, she settled for “Different strokes, I guess.”

      Lame but better than snapping at him.

      She flicked a glance at him. He stared straight ahead, apparently unmoved, but she had the oddest feeling she’d disappointed him. It was probably nothing, though. She’d never been the most adept at reading his feelings. She had no reason to think he wanted to revisit their old disaster. Besides, wishful thinking—and even having a trace of that wish was appalling and scary, given that they were trapped together until the Mahajans departed the day after Halloween, several days from now—only ever led to trouble.

      They drove around Caynham-on-Ledwyche and crossed the brook. Dana slowed to turn into Castle Drive.

      She rolled down to the end of the car park and pulled into a vacant spot. That fancy red Porsche across the way had arrived since she’d driven past. As she cut her engine, a man stepped out of the Porsche, and Dana instinctively caught Blaine’s arm to stop him from climbing out.

      “I see him,” he said, and she released him.

      If his solid, muscular arm felt good underneath her palm, that was her secret.

      Vasily Dudayev, the number two guy in the Chechen branch of the multinational terrorist organization known as the Caspian Brotherhood, closed his car door and glanced around the lot. Dana and Blaine turned to each other, pretending to converse. His glance flicked past them and moved on.

      They exchanged a look of shared concern. The Indian government might not be the only player on the board.

      When Dudayev reached the end of the car park, Blaine said, “I don’t like coincidence.”

      “I remember.” Hastily, she added, “Neither do I.” At least he didn’t seem to notice her slip.

      Stay in the present, she reminded herself, popping the trunk.

      They climbed out of the car, and Blaine followed her to the back.

      “I’ll help you,” he said.

      She threw him a startled glance. “Thanks, but it’s only two bags. I can manage.”

      “I know, but appearances, remember?”

      He had a point. As her supposed colleague, he would naturally offer her a hand.

      She opened the trunk. Her blue Pullman, bigger than she ordinarily would have used because it held her costume for the 1920s thing, lay beside the nondescript, black gear bag that contained Arachnid-issue weaponry and gadgets. She couldn’t transport those items on a commercial flight, so an agent from the London office had met her at Heathrow and supplied them.

      Dana grabbed the gear bag.

      Hoisting the Pullman, Blaine grinned. “Trust you to pick the one with the stuff that goes boom.”

      “Always.” Dana grinned back at him.

      Their gazes locked, and the warmth in his surprised her. Worse, it brought back memories of tenderness and small, shared, precious moments. Dana swallowed hard. Blaine’s grin faded, but the warmth deepened. She curled her free hand into a fist to keep from reaching for him.

      “Dee,” he murmured, his hand rising.

      The nickname stung with reminders of all they’d lost. All he’d thrown away.

      Dana wrenched her gaze to the side. “We should go check me in.”

      If her voice sounded flat, maybe that was all to the good. Raising the ghost of shattered happiness would only disrupt their teamwork.

      “Right.” His voice sounded cooler.

      Apparently she wasn’t as over him as she’d believed. That couldn’t matter now. Until this assignment ended, it had to be her focus. At least his lapse appeared momentary. They could manage this.

      They walked down the row of parked cars, the suitcase wheels rumbling faintly on the tarmac. At the castle’s wide gateway—which was, indeed, high enough for someone mounted on a horse or sitting atop a carriage to ride through comfortably—a sturdy man with dark brown skin, dark eyes, and thick, tidy black hair stood behind a bell stand. His blue blazer with the castle crest and the name tag identifying him as Paul marked him as hotel staff.

      A chilly breeze rolled up from Ledwyche Brook behind the castle. It rustled the gold and red leaves on the trees and brushed Dana’s nape. She turned up the collar of her suede blazer to block it.

      “They found the missing lads, Mr. Willis,” Paul said, using Blaine’s alias. “They wandered over to the train station.” He shook his head. “At least they’re safe.”

      “Yes, and that’s what matters.” Blaine set his hand at the small of Dana’s back. The touch, one he’d used so often when they worked together, made her hyper aware of him. His fingers at her waist stiffened, as though he’d realized what he’d just done, but they had to brazen it out now.

      “This is my partner, Ms. Howard,” he said.

      “Welcome to Caynham Castle Hotel, madam. I’m delighted to meet you.” Paul beamed at her. “As I’ve told Mr. Willis, you’ll find a number of places in Shropshire visitors can enjoy.”

      Dana grinned at him. “For drawing in American tourists, a castle is always a plus. Once people travel all this way from the US, though, they want to stay awhile and explore. The opportunity to do so will make attending our client’s event more appealing.”

      “Indeed. Indeed.” With a nod at the luggage, Paul offered, “Shall I call a lad to help you? He can keep your bags in the golf cart to take to your room once you’ve checked in.”

      “We can manage, but thanks.” Dana and Blaine bade him farewell and stepped through the gate.

      At that moment, she got her first good look at the interior of Caynham Castle, a fantasy geek’s dream come true. A giant courtyard or bailey—though this castle map called them wards, so whatever—lay between the gate and the main room blocks. The inner ward, according to the map, lay within that room block. The big outer ward probably encompassed three or four acres and was shaped like a fan, with the inner ward block at the fan’s base. Guest rooms spread along the curtain, or outer, wall on both sides, with Reception, a tea room, and hotel offices also on the right.

      Dana nodded at the wall that on the other side of the dry moat between the inner and outer wards. “That’s the back side of the dower apartments on the right, the keep on the left?”

      “Yep.” Blaine jerked his head toward a gate set in the outer ward’s distant right-hand wall. “Vidhur likely went around the castle and north on Caynham Castle Road this time, but he might take it into his head to go out that gate at some point. The inner ward gates all stay locked and have alarms, and there’s an attendant at the main gate until it’s locked at midnight.”

      Dana frowned. “That gate’s not locked?”

      Down the hill from that gate, according to the castle map, lay a small, open-sided structure called a folly with Ledwyche Brook beyond it. Nearer the castle, behind its west curtain wall and towers, stood a cluster of the Caynham beehives and greenhouses surrounded by gardens.

      “Not before midnight. Even then, a hotel room key gets you into that one or the main gate. They keep that folly thing lit at night and want people to be able to come and go.”

      “So any buddy I had inside could open that gate for me. I don’t like it.” Frowning, she added, “I guess we should consider it lucky they didn’t fall in the brook.” Ledwyche Brook wasn’t navigable for anything with a much deeper draw than the flat-bottomed punts for rent in town, but a person could drown in very little water.

      “Or go the other way and wander into the woods. Saxon Hundred Wood is about 6,800 acres.” Blaine grimaced. “Let’s get you settled in, and I’ll brief you on the plans for today. Wouldn’t surprise me if the Security Service readjusts because of the kid’s little adventure.”
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        * * *

      

      Blaine pulled a large, iron key out of his pocket to unlock their door. So those keys weren’t just for show. Interesting.

      They had a two-bedroom suite, unexpectedly spacious for anything built in the Middle Ages, with a small parlor and a single en suite bath with shower. It also had a fireplace with a stone mantel that matched the walls. Arachnid had fiddled with the hotel computer system to be sure their agents had a room near—and overlooking—the outer ward’s side gate.

      Blaine set the Pullman down and locked the door. “I took the room on the right. If you’d rather⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She shot him a quizzical look. “When did it ever?”

      Same old Dana in that, at least. She’d never been one to fuss. Unfortunately, she wasn’t giving him any way past her professional barriers.

      “Just being polite,” he replied.

      Her gaze swept the pastel green carpet, darker green love seat, powder blue armchairs, and blue-and-green curtains at the mullioned windows.

      “Nice.” With a quick grin that made his breath catch, she added, “Loads better than some of the places we’ve shared.”

      Her eyes widened, as though she hadn’t meant to say that.

      “It really is.” Maybe he had a shot after all. If he took this slowly. “Complete with working plumbing.”

      “Excellent. I need you to excuse me while I check out that feature.”

      “No rush.”

      Blaine set up his laptop on the burnished walnut coffee table in front of the loveseat. With it there, he and Dana could check in with the team leader together. He grabbed a ginger beer from the mini bar for himself, minimal alcohol being the rule while on duty. He almost took out a ginger ale, which would have a more potent taste than the ones at home, for Dana but stopped with his fingers on the bottle. For all he knew, she’d given up ginger ale.

      If she did, please don’t let it be for that elderflower stuff.

      She emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later with her jacket over her arm and the sleeves of her bronze, V-necked shirt pushed up. Normal Dana work mode. If the sight gave him a pang of nostalgia, if he noticed how the snug, brown vest she wore over the shirt emphasized the curves of her slender, five-six frame and made the Glock 27 under her left arm that much sexier, if—even worse!—the sight and the memories it evoked made his hands itch to touch, well, that was his problem.

      Nodding to his laptop, she asked, “We checking in with the team that way?”

      “Yeah. Ginger ale in the minibar if you want it.”

      She grabbed one and perched beside him on the loveseat. Which was no reason for happy vibes because there was nowhere else she could sit and still see the screen easily. Yet awareness of her rippled along his nerve endings.

      Get a grip, dipshit.

      Best to move onto a business footing as quickly as possible. He pulled out his phone and texted Charles Petersham, the lead MI5 officer.

      The reply came back. Tied up with Mahajans and London. Give me 45.

      Blaine showed Dana the message. “Forty-five probably means sixty,” he told her.

      “Huh.” She wrinkled her nose. “How have they been—in terms of listening to you, I mean?”

      “About as usual for the sticks-up-their-butts squad.”

      Dana sighed, and he knew she’d gotten it. The Security Service played very well with other governmental law enforcement agencies, both foreign and UK. With Arachnid, however, they tended to give orders and expect compliance.

      “What’s the placement of their team?” she asked.

      “One officer overtly on Dr. Mahajan and her family. Two plus Petersham, the lead, in the ground-floor suite in their part of the hotel.”

      “That’s in the dower apartments, just inside the inner ward, right?”

      “Right. Then two more agents in the town on alert for problems.”

      “That’s it?”

      “So they say.” He grimaced.

      “You don’t believe them.” Her voice had gone flat. Hard.

      Surprising. As was the intense focus in her eyes.

      “Let’s just say I can’t believe they didn’t have any inkling that buyers other than the Indian government might be interested. Considering who we’ve seen so far and the London office’s belief that a couple of suspicious Azerbaijanis are in the area, not to mention no overt sign of Indian reps…I would have more agents.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      Her eyes took on a speculative gleam, and his pulse quickened.

      “What?” he demanded.

      “They don’t listen to us because they don’t like us. Even though we, meaning Arachnid, have been right when they were wrong on more than a few occasions.”

      “Are you saying you think we may need to work around them?”

      “Not yet. But having backup on standby—American touristy backup so the Brits don’t necessarily suspect they’re here with us—can’t hurt.” Her expression turned grim as she added, “If this op goes south, you and I are not the convenient fall guys. We screw up, we take the heat for that. But not for anyone else’s bad choices.”

      The sentiment was dead-on, but her voice was harder than it once had been.

      “You disagree?” Dana raised an eyebrow.

      “No, I completely agree. I’m just surprised that you’re moving on this so fast.”

      Her face closed over. “Time changes people. I’ll make the call.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The New York office put Dana through to the boss, known as Arachne New York, promptly. “Yes, Gresham?” he said, and the image of him popped into her head, his linebacker build in a tailored suit, graying brown hair military regulation length, and gray eyes sharp.

      As she explained, she felt as though Blaine was watching her. He was turned away, though, fiddling with his laptop, so maybe that was her imagination. But she’d always had a sense of when he was paying attention. That subtle warmth deep in her body was a sure—and disturbing—sign.

      “So you want me to put an agent on a plane just in case?” Arachne asked.

      “Yes, sir. The Brits won’t tip their hand to Dr. Mahajan because they want to see which way she’ll jump. Their desire to resolve any doubts about her loyalty are understandable. Yet we have a kid who wanders unpredictably, a buddy who at the least wanders with him and, for all we know, is the instigator, bad guys onsite, and, yes, Dr. Mahajan’s dislike of the Pakistanis. This particular kid has ample opportunities to wander into trouble. If that happens, we want to be positioned to act on our own if we need to.”

      “Did the British government tell you how many they have onsite?”

      “They admit to six.”

      “Huh. That probably isn’t all, but they like to play their cards close.”

      “If we had someone else, we could pursue independent paths of investigation. You know, coloring outside the lines.” As Arachnid had been created to do.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      The wry note was reassuring.

      He paused, maybe going through his mental personnel file. “I’ll send Kelsey Mitchell,” he said. “Do you know her?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I’ll send a photo to you both. She has only about eighteen months with us but is a former US Marine.”

      So much the better. If push came to shove with the British security forces, Mitchell wouldn’t be inclined, as rookies sometimes were, to placate unnecessarily. Dana thanked her boss and signed off.

      Perching on the arm of the loveseat, she briefed Blaine. “I vote we don’t tell the British she’s coming. They’ll either object or try to coopt her.”

      “You’re probably right.” Blaine shook his head. “I’ve worked with MI5 a couple of times and haven’t had a problem. Petersham, though…I don’t know whether he’s a control freak or just doesn’t trust independent covert agencies. Either way, he’s kept most of his plans close.”

      His phone chimed for a text, and he glanced down at it. “He’s still tied up.”

      “Then let’s go get the lay of the land. Unless you have an assignment you’re supposed to cover right now?”

      “No. They left me out of the rotation so I could connect with you. And introduce you to Petersham.”

      “Who clearly has other priorities. You know I like to walk the ground. Let’s go.”

      Dana shrugged into her jacket and adjusted it to cover her Glock. With ID, minimal cash, and credit cards in various pockets, she avoided the encumbrance of a purse.

      As Blaine followed her out of the suite, she caught him giving her an odd, assessing look. “What?” she asked.

      He locked the door with the big key and pocketed it. Walking to the lift with her, he replied, “Nothing. Like I said, you take a harder line than you used to. That’s not an objection, only an observation.”

      “That’s good ’cause you’re stuck with me.” She smiled to take the sting out of the words. “Let’s just say I grew into the job.”

      Dana pushed the call button for the lift.

      “We should stick close to the castle,” Blaine said, “so Petersham doesn’t have kittens when he gets around to us.”

      “Is he the type to?”

      “Not so far, but I would put down money the potential’s there.”

      “Got it.”

      Strolling past the office, Dana couldn’t resist a glance at the Lady Neville Tea Room. The tempting aroma of baking bread wafted out of it. She inhaled deeply. Later for that, though. Business first, then she could have a scone with clotted cream and jam and hot tea.

      “Hungry?” Blaine asked. “We could grab something to go. They have a pastry case.”

      “Tempting, but I’ll wait. Tea and scones will be doubly welcome after we walk around in this cool air.” Breakfast at Heathrow had been a long time ago, and the burger she’d wolfed down at a motorway services area wasn’t doing much to fill the gap.

      Dana took another deep breath.

      The corner of Blaine’s mouth quirked up. His eyes warmed, making her pulse jump. “You sure about waiting?”

      “Hey, deferred gratification is all the sweeter.”

      His smile faded, and Dana inwardly winced. In the explosive quarrel that ended their relationship, she’d accused him of wanting everything instantly. Particularly when it came to getting his way. When she’d cooled off, she’d regretted it, but he’d been no mood to listen. They’d agreed the rupture was irreparable.

      Past the tea room, they turned left for the main gate. The shop on their right had pictures of the castle in the window. Other things in there might make good gifts for her brothers and sisters. Nodding to Paul at the gate, she and Blaine strode down Castle Drive toward the road. Neither of them spoke.

      The easy rapport had withered. That was her mistake, so it was up to her to fix it.
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      Across the road lay a footpath that would take them to town. As they walked along it, Dana wracked her brain for something, anything, that wouldn’t be a lobbed grenade. Family was out, as he’d accused her of being far too devoted to hers. At their beck and call all the damn time, he’d said. There’d been some truth to that, as she’d been her siblings’ surrogate mother, but he’d made it sound unhealthy.

      They came even with two large, square brick pillars on the opposite side of the road. One had a rectangular brass sign on it that read Private Residence. It gleamed in the sunlight, so someone must clean it regularly. Matching black-framed lanterns topped the two pillars. Farther from the road, down a winding drive, stood a three-story, Georgian brick house with dark shutters. This had to be Mortimer Manor, home of the Earl of Caynham.

      Dana had long since moved past her envy of people who had such spacious homes. Her family had been a little cramped sometimes in their small, three-bedroom ranch, but they’d managed. And mostly had been happy.

      “Have you met the earl?” she asked.

      Blaine shook his head. “Petersham has. No one else. I got the impression the earl isn’t delighted to have this going on during his charity thing. Petersham said he muttered something about being a magnet for trouble. Because he wouldn’t explain, Petersham didn’t take that seriously. His lordship’s record is clean as a new dime.”

      “I heard some scuttlebutt about two of our agents nailing an assassin who was after one of them here last Christmas. Don’t know who they were, but maybe that’s what he meant.”

      “Yeah, that would qualify as trouble.”

      With no one else around, more shop talk should be safe, and it was comfortable ground for them both. “Do you think Vidhur Mahajan wandering off will lead to any changes in the family’s security setup?”

      “Doubtful.” Blaine grimaced. “His mom seems to think independent kids are a good thing, even when they’re home in Leeds, and MI5 can’t overrule her without tipping their hand about something big being up. Assuming she doesn’t already know.”

      “Have you seen her?”

      “At breakfast in the Great Hall this morning. And when I was on duty in the rooftop bar of the keep last night watching her and Aaliyah, the daughter. Aaliyah’s made friends with a local girl. They all had dessert and hung out for a while.”

      Dana raised her eyebrows. “Any sign of this local friend being trouble?”

      “Not so far.” With a wry, sidelong look that set her heart pit-a-patting, he said, “You never know, but one kid with a troublesome friend is enough.”

      “That’s too true.” Dana faced front and took a slow breath to steady her pulse. Really, these reactions were absurd. “How did Dr. Mahajan seem to you? Is she tense at all?”

      “Not so far.”

      “Huh. If she knew the Security Service suspected her lover of dabbling in the black market, wouldn’t she be?”

      “The Brits think she knows about Murtha’s side activities. I’m not so sure.” He shrugged. “Either way, we have to assume the worst until we know better.”

      “Agreed.” All too often, someone who didn’t seem likely to throw in with the bad guys surprised everyone by doing so. Those kinds of surprises could be fatal.

      They reached the brook and the stone bridge over it. A narrow walkway ran along the road bed by each of the stone parapets. Blaine gestured for Dana to go first.

      On the other side, she waited for him. They stood at the intersection of Ledwyche Walk Road and the road to the castle. Knight Road would be a little farther ahead.

      “Which way?” she asked. “Nothing in this town really looks like it would have much kid appeal. Maybe the boat rentals. Or the stable. The game store in Saxon Hundred was a good guess.”

      “Even though it involved a trek.” He shrugged. “Knight Road is the heart of things. Let’s start there.”

      “Works for me.”

      His phone buzzed. Frowning, he pulled it from his pocket. “Petersham. Wants us to meet him at the folly.”

      “That’s downhill from the near side of the castle, right?”

      Thumb-typing his reply, Blaine nodded. His jaw tightened briefly. “He’s not pleased we’re not waiting around the castle. He’ll have to just get over it.”

      Something about his tone seemed unusually grim. “Do you expect that to be a problem?”

      He shrugged. “Depends on his mood of the moment.”

      Great. Just great.
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        * * *

      

      A gravel path led down the hill by the castle. It crossed a winter-brown garden and the high, dying grass of a wild meadow. Walking with Blaine, Dana stared down at their destination, a domed marble building with two wings. The side facing the castle had broad, shallow steps leading up to open entries flanked by columns. To the left of the near side opening stood a statue of a man and a woman in Victorian garb gazing into each other’s eyes.

      Landscaped shrubs surrounded the folly. Beyond it, toward the river, stood a pair of tall weeping willows.

      “Pretty big gazebo,” Dana commented. “Maybe that’s why they call it a folly, ’cause building it was a folly.”

      The castle, she understood. It had been built for defense as much as to impress, and it had changed with the times. But this…romantic as it was, its only purpose was to show off its owner’s wealth, and that kind of thing always made her uncomfortable.

      Blaine grinned. “Yeah, well, it dates to a period when ostentation was the thing.”

      It certainly outclassed the gazebo she and her sisters and brothers had assembled together. That had been a treat, made from a kit bought with a bit of Dad’s bonus, and they had loved working on it together. Had been so proud when it was done. Christmas had brought a hammock to sit inside it.

      To each their own, but this big thing seemed like too much space for a casual gathering. It was also an odd place for a clandestine meeting.

      “Why do you think he wanted to meet here? There could be people here.”

      “Maybe so it seems like happenstance. If anyone else is in there, we’ll probably fall back to someplace in town.”

      Since no one else was anywhere in sight, Dana asked quietly, “Have you seen enough to have any impressions of anyone?”

      “Not in any depth. I’ve been mostly on the periphery. Murtha seems polished, friendly, doesn’t put on airs around other hotel guests. Dr. Mahajan and her sister spend their mornings together. The sister then goes off on some activity sponsored by the hotel while Dr. M. stays in her suite or nurses a glass of wine and reads in the keep’s rooftop bar—sometimes with Murtha and sometimes not.”

      “How do she and Murtha seem together?”

      “Body language says they’re close, and that seems likely if she included him in a weekend getaway with her, her sister, and her two kids.”

      “Or he’s faking it because he wants her to make this deal.”

      “Or that.” He rubbed his jaw. “If she wants to sell out the British, she doesn’t need to be here for that. She could do that from her home in Leeds.”

      “True, so why this weekend? Why here?”

      “Looser security, maybe? It isn’t what I would call loose, but I don’t know what the arrangements are in Leeds.”

      They reached the folly. A quick look inside revealed an opening on the opposite side of the empty structure similar to the one they’d entered. The two agents sat on the steps to wait.

      Beehives dotted the area across Ledwyche Brook. Dana frowned at them. “Was the group touring those beehives or the ones around the other side of the castle when Vidhur wandered off?”

      “The ones by the castle. At first, they thought the boys had wandered into one of the greenhouses near the hives.”

      “It’s a hike from there to town along a route without much cover. Seems odd no one spotted them.”

      “Not if the kids came along this side of the castle and the adults went the other way. By the time anyone thought to look, the boys could’ve been past the trees that divide the castle grounds from the earl’s manor. They wouldn’t have been visible from here.”

      “Maybe.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “What’re you thinking?”

      “That the kids left the group a good while before anyone noticed them missing. In that case, they would’ve had plenty of time to get across the bridge and into town before anyone thought to look along the road for them.”

      “Okay,” he said, drawing the word out, “but why are we worrying about this now?”

      “Vidhur likes to wander. He slipped away successfully once, so why not try to go the same way if he does it again?”

      “That’s a valid point.”

      “Of course, that only matters if he’s leaving from the area behind the castle.”

      “Never hurts to check it out.”

      Dana glanced toward the castle. “Petersham had a lot less distance to travel than we did. Where is he?”

      “Either he’s avoiding simultaneous arrivals or he’s making a point.” Blaine shook his head. “Easier not to care.”

      A moment later, the gate in the outer ward wall opened. A stocky Caucasian man with short, graying hair and a light tan closed it behind him and strolled down the path toward the folly. In brown trousers and a tweed jacket with an open-throated blue shirt, he looked like any other middle-aged man out for a stroll. As he doubtless intended. But his eyes scanned his surroundings, and he moved with balance and a coiled readiness that betrayed his training to anyone who knew what to look for.

      “Let’s go inside so we can meet unobserved,” Blaine suggested.

      Turning their backs on the MI5 officer, he and Dana walked into the folly. The building’s interior was all creamy marble. A rustic wooden table with four matching chairs sat in the center under the dome. Columns along the walls flanked each of the two entrances and the opening of each wing. The walls and the varnished benches around the walls gleamed in contrast to the rougher central table and chairs.

      Blaine hadn’t been kidding about ostentation. The money spent on this…but it wasn’t her money. Not her business.

      “Kind of over the top, isn’t it?” he commented.

      Had he somehow sensed the reaction she’d meant to hide? Or did he share her view of it? He came from an upper-class family, but he’d never been keen on flash and dash for their own sakes.

      “Bit much for me,” she admitted.

      As the MI5 man neared the folly, the phone in her pocket vibrated. She’d muted the ringtone because she was working, but she glanced at the screen. Martin, the younger of her two brothers. The baby of the family. Not a good sign. The US was five hours behind the UK, so Marty should be in class. Regardless, she couldn’t talk now. She declined the call quickly.

      Petersham stepped into the folly, and Blaine made introductions. Dana and Petersham nodded at each other instead of shaking hands. Guests who just ended up in the same place by accident wouldn’t do the formal bit.

      His face bland, Petersham said, “Going into town doesn’t qualify as sticking close.”

      “Due respect,” Dana said, “twiddling our thumbs in the hotel wastes time we could spend getting me oriented.”

      “Fair enough, but you’re going into town tonight anyway. Aaliyah Mahajan’s meeting her new friend’s family at the Boar and Knight pub for dinner. We booked you a table. One of our officers will trail her to the pub, and you’ll need to arrive by half-six to be there when she arrives. You’ll stay until she leaves. Our team will pick her up outside and follow her back. You’ll return shortly after. Questions?”

      “Are we looking for anything or anyone in particular?” Blaine asked. “Or is this general vigilance?”

      “At this point, it’s a precaution. You’ll advise me when you return to the hotel. Anything else?”

      Blaine looked at Dana, and she shrugged.

      “No,” he replied.

      “Good.” Petersham strode across the folly to the entrance by the river. Over his shoulder, he loudly said, “Pleased to have met you. Have a good evening.”

      “You too,” Blaine called.

      His face expressionless, he watched Petersham go. Yet the poised stillness in Blaine’s body and the minute tension of his shoulders proclaimed his annoyance to anyone who knew him well. Or used to. He’d never liked being out of the loop. On that, they agreed. Spotting a piece out of place was easier when you knew how the big picture should look.

      When he turned to her, though, he’d packed away any irritation. “You still want tea?”

      “Yeah. Sure.” Knowing how he would react but worried about Marty, she said, “Let’s walk slowly. I need to call Martin back.”

      His expression stiffened, kindling a tiny spark of disappointment inside her. She shrugged it off. Aside from the assignment, he had no right to an opinion on what she did.
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        * * *

      

      Dana was actually calling her kid brother while she was on assignment. Unbelievable! Blaine clamped his jaw shut to stop the comment on his lips. So much for the hope that she’d established a little independence in five years.

      Saying so, criticizing in any way, however, would doom his hopes. They were probably doomed anyway if she was still so tied to her siblings, but he wouldn’t give up until he had nothing else to try.

      He kept his gaze on the castle walls ahead while she talked the kid down from some kind of girlfriend trouble. Back in the day, he’d accused her of hanging her self-worth on her ability to take care of her siblings. The way she’d blown up at him, her eyes dark with hurt, had been a sign he’d hit a weak spot. At that moment, he’d been too angry and frustrated to care. Things had gone downhill from there, and the next thing he knew, they were walking away from each other.

      I could have handled it better. At thirty-two, he had more sense—not only about women but about life—than he’d had at twenty-seven.

      Dana signed off and slowly, carefully slid her phone into her pocket. Slow, careful Dana movements were a sign of trouble brewing.

      Maybe he could head it off. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      The impersonal tone was another bad sign. Inwardly, Blaine winced. “Just asking.”

      “I don’t think you were.” She stopped and faced him, her brown eyes as cool as her voice. “You never cared to hear about my family before. Why ask now?”

      “That’s not true,” he said. “I was your sounding board about the kids, if you recall.” He’d thought that, at least, counted for something, but she didn’t even remember it.

      “Yes. You were. A sounding board, not a supporter.” As his temper flared, her brows rose. “How often did you ask about any of them before I mentioned them or got a call? How often did you offer suggestions? Or go home for the weekend with me? I did ask you.”

      She had, but… “I thought I’d be in your way.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe you thought going home with me would force you to start seeing my family as people and not an imposition.”

      “That’s not fair.” Except it might be, a little. “I didn’t see them as an imposition, but you never did something just for yourself. You always put their needs first, never yours.”

      “My ‘needs’—meaning you?”

      Now her entire face was ice. Hell, blast, and damn.

      “Of course not,” he ground out, struggling to hang onto his temper. She was still as blind as she’d ever been. Maybe he’d been crazy to think they could try again.

      “So you were putting my needs first when you broke our agreement about taking assignments close to each other and to my family so we could live together and I could be near them to help Dad?”

      “I wanted you to have some space, and I knew you would never claim it on your own.”

      “You said that five years ago. Right before I said you had no right to try to force me into choosing what you wanted.”

      “I was trying to help you!”

      “Really? Wow. You sure went about it a bizarre way.”

      The air between them now crackled with tension. They walked up the hill in stiff silence.

      Halfway up, the anger faded from Dana’s face, and she sighed. “It’s over and done anyway. Let’s just get through this assignment.”

      Her unhappy tone deflated his anger. He ran a hand over his face. He couldn’t afford to be defensive. Not if he wanted that second chance. “For what it’s worth, I realize what I did was wrong. And, yes, selfish. Late as I am in doing it, I apologize.”

      “Uh…okay. Thanks.”

      The surprise on her face burned almost as much as her anger had.

      “So let’s go have some tea and forget this conversation.” If his voice sounded as harsh in her ears as it did in his, the offer wouldn’t go over as well as he’d meant it to, but he wouldn’t pretend indifference to the static between them. The same old damnable static.

      “Yeah, okay. Before we do, though…I need to apologize too. For saying you always had to have your way. I knew that wasn’t true when I said it, but my temper got the best of me. I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      Yet the tension between them remained, now laced with sadness. Hell. He’d blown it, raked up all the old hurts and pushed her away when he wanted to bring her closer.
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        * * *

      

      The tea room was busy. They had to wait for the staff to clear a table. Dana looked up at him. “You don’t have to wait with me. I kind of have my heart set on tea and scones, but I don’t know if you even like that.”

      “I do like that combo, as it happens, but if you want to get rid of me⁠—”

      “No!” Bright pink washed over her cheeks. Before she averted her eyes, he could’ve sworn their depths held chagrin. “No, it’s not that. But we’re glued together for this assignment, so I understand if you want some time on your own.”

      He’d never wanted time on his own less. He had to think of some way, unlikely as it seemed, to convince her he’d changed. Though why he still wanted another shot with her, after their tense exchange, was a mystery. Yet he did want that chance.

      Yeah. Good luck with that. While he was at it, maybe he could buy an offshore island for his personal vacation paradise.

      Dana cocked her head. “Blaine? You in there?”

      “I don’t like being at odds with you. I hope we can have tea and a civil conversation, like we did earlier.”

      Dana studied the menu by the door. “That would be nice.”

      The color in her cheeks hadn’t faded. The sight gave his heart a small, irrational lift.

      A young woman in dark slacks and a blue shirt with the hotel logo on the left chest hurried up to them. “I’m so sorry you had to wait. If you’ll please come with me?”

      She led them to a small table by the window overlooking the outer ward. Blaine stifled the urge to pull out Dana’s chair. They were work colleagues here, both in fact and in fiction, and he needed to remember that.

      A waitress bustled over with menus, but Blaine and Dana already knew what they wanted. They ordered, and the waitress hurried away.

      “This is awkward,” Dana said. “I’m sorry you got stuck with me.”

      “I didn’t. I asked for you.” He paused, studying her surprised face, and quietly added, “But I apologize for it if you feel stuck with me.”
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