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PROLOGUE



PALANDAN FOREST


FIVE YEARS AGO


Close.


Run!


Dear God, they were so close.


Maya could hear Aden Nadim’s men yelling, howling like wolves on the hunt, as they broke through the brush behind her. She could see the harsh glare of the flashlights bouncing off the lush green jungle growth. It would only be minutes before that light speared into the ditch where she was hiding. Then they would be all over her, on the attack, clawing to be first to please Nadim.


Time to go aerial.


She rolled out of the ditch into the creek and got to her feet, heading for the trees. She thought she’d seen a stand of spruce in this area. She could hear her boots splashing in the water, but those hyenas behind her would be yelling too loud for them to hear her until she reached the mature trees deeper in the forest.


She hoped.


Then she was there. There was a large spruce to the right of the creek.


Climb!


Fast.


Hurry. Get above the glare of the flashlights and into the dense leaves of the tree.


Nadim’s crew were at the ditch now. She could hear Nadim’s furious voice urging them on. Telling them to get the bitch or he’d have their dicks.


Then they were past the ditch and right below her.


And she heard Nadim screaming into the darkness: “I know you’re out there, you vicious bitch. Do you think you’re going to get away? We’ll rape you and then cut your heart out. Do you hear me?”


She held her breath. Go on, you bastards. She knew she wasn’t safe. She didn’t think they could see her this high in the foliage, but she couldn’t be sure. Or the tree bark could be wet from her body. Or there was always a chance that she’d left streaks of blood on the tree from Nadim’s wound. The son of a bitch had bled like a stuck pig.


They were going deeper into the forest!


She let her breath out. She gave them a minute more and then she started moving through the branches from tree to tree until she could no longer hear them. She was almost back to her camp now. She just might get out of this alive.


This time.


But with Nadim there was always going to be a next time…















CHAPTER 1



PALANDAN ISLAND


SOUTHEAST ASIA


PRESENT DAY


Maybe it wasn’t true, Maya thought. It could be just a rumor. The Neztart village didn’t really have any experience with that bastard Nadim. They’d always been terrified of the stories about him.


Well, so had Maya, because most of the stories weren’t rumors, and she had more experience with Nadim than she ever wanted to repeat. Her heart was beating hard at just the thought of him. But she mustn’t let Charles Bevan see that fear. She’d never really trusted him. He was too slick and self-serving. She could never tell if he would take advantage of any weakness.


“You’re sure it’s him?” She kept her tone cool and absolutely calm. “Where did you hear Nadim was anywhere near the island? You can’t trust any of the northern villages. He’s supposed to still be in India.”


“But we both knew he’d be back as soon as he had enough bribes floating out there to buy his way back into the local landowners’ good graces.” His voice was slightly mocking as he leaned back in her office chair. “You made Nadim very angry when you stuck that dagger into his hand. I’d only just arrived here on the island when I heard the story of how you just strode over to him and stabbed him. I couldn’t believe it. If you wanted to get rid of him, you should have gone for the jugular.”


“I was angry.” She shrugged. “And I’d already had one bad run-in with him. He’d just struck one of my foremen on the head with the butt of his gun. It was a delicate situation. I wanted to punish, not cause the incident to escalate.”


“And if you hadn’t been surrounded by another ten or twelve more of your men, I’m sure that he would have taken you back to his camp that night for fun, games, and painful interrogation. I guarantee he wouldn’t have been nearly as sparing with your blood.”


“He didn’t have the chance. Besides, I’d already decided I was going to throw him off the island.” Her mouth tightened. “And I did.”


“Yet bad things could still have happened. That’s why I’m here to tell you that you’re entirely too gentle for this kind of business. You need to take on a partner.” He smiled. “And I happen to be available. Don’t you think this is the time?”


“Where did you hear Nadim was on his way?” she repeated.


His smile faded. “I’ve no objection to bribery, either. And I don’t like the idea of Nadim stealing something that I’ve been wanting to acquire for myself. Nadim’s top man, Max Gunter, has been in my pay since the night you kicked Nadim off the island. You’ll probably be upset to know Nadim did very well in India. He’s got a full crew now and he’s ready to go after you and whatever treasure he believes you have tucked away on this island. Plus, he’s sure any poaching he does on Palandan will be immensely profitable since you don’t allow any hunting on the island or in those mountains that belong to it.” He shook his head. “I could be a good partner to you, Maya. We’ve done business here for the last two years, and you know I’ve never cheated you. Why not take the next step? I’ll protect you and keep Nadim from cutting your throat. In return, naturally, I’ll require you to be accommodating enough to consider making the arrangement even closer. I’ve always had a yen for you when you’re not being lethal. You might also furnish me with that prize Nadim thinks you’re keeping hidden from him.”


She gave him an incredulous look. Then she laughed scornfully. “You don’t want much, do you?”


“I want everything,” Bevan said. “And I’ll get it, either from you or from Nadim. It would help if I knew exactly what it was that he was trying to relieve you of, but even Gunter couldn’t tell me that. He only said that Nadim told him he’d drain you dry before he killed you. What is it? Jewels? Money? I’ve been waiting and watching, but you’re very clever and I haven’t found it for myself yet.” He lowered his voice to soft persuasiveness. “But it will come, Maya. You think that all these villagers you have surrounding you here on the island will keep Nadim away? He’ll crush them like ants in an anthill. I could do it myself. Make the deal with me and I’ll find a way to keep you alive.”


“I don’t think so.” Maya shook her head. “I’m not as gentle or tenderhearted as you think, Bevan. And I don’t appreciate that you’ve been waiting until you were sure you’d have Nadim as backup before you decided to make your move. Neither you nor Nadim had better threaten or attack any of these villagers, or I’ll find a way to punish you.” Her lips tightened. “It’s true I don’t like to kill or maim, but I believe I could make an exception in your case.” She opened her desk drawer, pulled out her Smith & Wesson, and pointed it at him. “I think you’d better leave now.”


His smile faded as he saw the weapon. “You’re making a mistake, Maya.”


“I’ve made them before, but I don’t think this is one. This feels entirely right. Get out, Bevan. Don’t come back.”


His face flushed. “Oh, I’ll be back. There’s no point in getting all upset over a disagreement. Let’s forget this little discussion. You’re an exceptional businesswoman, and my produce and construction companies have made you and your villagers a good deal of money in the past couple years. I only want the best for you. I’ll give you another chance later to reconsider… an expansion. And I guarantee you’ll welcome me. Perhaps on your knees, Maya.” He turned on his heels and strode out of the house.


Maya’s hand instinctively tightened on the gun. He’d tried to mend fences in those last few minutes, but that initial threat couldn’t have been more clear. Then she deliberately relaxed her grip and returned the weapon to the desk drawer. She’d been a little hasty. Think about it, acknowledge the threat, but don’t let it get in the way of keeping Palandan safe.


“He was angry.” Tashi, her housekeeper, came into the office and brought them both a cup of tea. In her full-length silk beige-gold sarong and chic upswept, gray-streaked hair, she was elegant, graceful, but definitely disapproving. “I eavesdropped, of course, and I think you should have shot him. He showed you no respect.”


“And I showed him the same lack of respect.” Maya sipped her tea. “It was that kind of conversation.” She chuckled. “And you always think I should shoot first, negotiate later.”


“It would be safer for you.” Tashi sat down in the brocade chair beside the desk. “Jann Lu would have done it. Sometimes the old ways are best.”


“Jann Lu is dead.”


“She would not be dead if she’d shot the last man who tried to kill her,” Tashi said. “She was not fast enough, but she never hesitated to go after any enemy. You should learn from her.” She gazed at Maya critically. “Bevan frightened you. You hid it from him, but I could tell. You were frightened for us. You should know that we are much better fighters than Bevan or Nadim.”


“But they have more lethal weapons.” Maya leaned wearily back in her chair. “We’re too vulnerable. We have to change and become stronger. We’ve always been able to take down the Nadims and Bevans of the world, but technology is making it harder. And what about India and China right on our doorstep? Who knows who will be next? It’s a different world, and there are too many Nadims ready to leap out and attack. Bevan could be right; it may be time to make a deal.”


“No!” Tashi shook her head. “You cannot do that. You won’t do that. We won’t let you.”


“You can’t stop me.” She reached out and affectionately covered Tashi’s hand. “And you know that I would never do anything that would bring pain or dishonor to the island, nor to the villagers who have given their lives to protect it. But maybe I can strike a balance. Bevan could be right about making a deal. This might be the time when I can reach out and change our world. Would you trust me?”


Tashi didn’t answer immediately. “Perhaps. You’re thinking of Riley Smith? I thought you’d given up on that possibility.” She didn’t wait for an answer. “We’d be willing to let you try. If you’re not foolish enough to get yourself killed rather than pull that trigger. That can’t happen.”


“It won’t.” Maya was frowning. “But the situation is going to be very sensitive, and I don’t know how much time I’ll have. Did someone follow Bevan when he left here?”


Tashi nodded. “Dawa. We knew you’d want to keep track of him after he treated you with such disrespect.”


“In case you wished to punish him?” Maya asked sarcastically. “At the moment, all I want is to know where he is and who he’s meeting with here on the island. It would help if I knew when and where he might also be meeting with Nadim. I believe that will be inevitable.”


Tashi nodded. “Then we will find out.” She rose to her feet. “Bevan was right: You should have slit Nadim’s throat when you had a chance. It would have been much more efficient.” She shrugged. “But you have problems making that move. I understand. You are still young. It is good that you at least have a certain intelligence.”


“I’m glad you believe I have something going for me,” Maya said wryly.


“You’ve been with us for many years. You have a good heart, and you fight for us. Therefore you belong to us, even if you could be wiser. But you must work on it, Maya.” She swept gracefully toward the door but stopped before she reached it. “I almost forgot, thanks to that foolish Bevan. You have to go see Bailey right away. She wants to see you before she goes to sleep. She is worried.”


“About what?” Maya sighed. “Or who?”


She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I didn’t think it would matter to you. You know she will not sleep until she sees you. She was working on her studies all evening and then decided she had to see you. She was going to come to you. I knew you wouldn’t want that tonight.”


“No.” Maya headed for the door. “And you’re right, it wouldn’t matter. But I already dropped in to see her this afternoon, and she wasn’t worried then. I need to know if I’m going to have a trip or just an update.”


“It is Bailey.” Tashi was following her out of the main house and down the walk to the arched bridge, past the armed guards. “Either way it will be fine.” She watched Maya cross the bridge and head toward the curved door. “And it will be good for you to not have to think about Bevan or Nadim for a little while. Do you want me to wait for you?”


Maya looked over her shoulder. “Why?”


“Because you belong to us, and you’re a little sad tonight.”


“I won’t be sad while I’m with Bailey,” she said gently. “But I thank you for the thought.”


“You’re very welcome,” Tashi said as she turned and headed back toward the main house. “If you can, I suggest you let Bailey take you far away for a little while.”


“I might do that.” Maya opened the door and peeked into Bailey’s room. It appeared Tashi had been wrong. Bailey was curled up on the couch with one of her textbooks, but she appeared to have dozed off. Maya could see her tousled mop of golden hair against the embroidered teal cushion. Maya just stood and gazed at her for a long moment. Curled up like this, she looked smaller and younger than her ten years, and yet Maya knew when she woke her blue eyes would be filled with spirit and intelligence and probably the worry Tashi had told her about. Maya suddenly wanted to touch her. She took a step closer…


And Bailey instantly opened her eyes, wide awake. “Hi, Mama.” She gave a quick yawn and sat up on the couch. “I’m glad you’re here. Though it took you a long time.”


“But here I am,” Maya said. “I came as fast as I could.” She sat down and put her arm around Bailey’s shoulders. “What are we supposed to be worried about?”


“The baby,” Bailey said. “I’m worried about Riva’s baby.”


“I didn’t even know Riva was going to have a baby.” She tried to remember exactly which deer Riva was. “Why should you worry about her?”


“Because she’s always alone. I didn’t know she was going to have a baby, either, but she always kept to herself and away from the rest of the others. Then today I was sitting here and thinking about her, and I suddenly knew why.”


“Knew? Are you sure?”


“Of course not,” Bailey said. “I don’t know much about babies. I’ve only read about them in some of my books, and I saw one being born on the mountain once. That was cool.” She added quickly, “And scary.”


“Well, do you think that we have to really worry about Riva? Does she look like that mother who gave birth on the mountain?”


She shook her head. “Skinnier.”


“Do you think you might know if Riva was close to that point?”


Bailey shrugged. “Maybe.” Then she asked, “You mean the same way I learned about the baby?” She thought about it. “Yeah, it was as if she told me. Maybe she didn’t want to be alone any longer.”


“So if I send the herdsman, Chima, up to the mountain to keep an eye on Riva, do you think that would be safe for her? You like Chima, don’t you?”


She nodded. “And he could tell me if she wasn’t feeling well and then I could go?”


“If you feel comfortable with it. I don’t want you worried. It’s up to you, Bailey.”


She was frowning seriously. “That’s scary, too. But I don’t think Riva would have been able to let me know about the baby if it wasn’t natural and right. In my books, it says that animals can know all kinds of things that people don’t. They smell better and hear better, and they know when earthquakes are going to happen. It’s like magic, isn’t it, Mama?”


“I don’t believe that’s what all your books would tell you.” She pressed her lips on the top of Bailey’s head. So silky soft, so beloved. “But maybe something a little like it. You can tell me after you read a few more books on the subject. Okay? Now, have you drawn any pictures of Riva? I can’t see you sitting here waiting for me and not keeping yourself busy.”


Bailey was already giggling and handing her a sheet from her art book. Maya studied the picture of Riva critically. “You have to be smarter than me. I can’t tell whether she’s going to have a baby or not.”


Bailey broke out into laughter. “She knows she is, Mama. And now I do, too. You don’t have to know anything. You’re just being silly. I’ll show you when we go to see her.”


“Whew, what a relief.” Maya grabbed Bailey and rocked her back and forth. “Good thing I have you around to fill in the blanks. Now just show me what else you’ve worked on today. After that we’ll cuddle a little and I’ll hold you until you go to sleep. Then I’ll go back to my office and call Chima’s dad and tell him to send his son up the mountain tomorrow. Does that work for you?”
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Maya took a moment to talk to Bailey’s nanny after she was sure her daughter was asleep and then left for the main house. Tashi had told her that she should let Bailey take her away for a little while, and that was exactly what had happened. It was amazing how innocence and love could change and balance a world that seemed to hold only darkness. But that time was over, and she had to return to reality and solutions. Tashi might remain optimistic, but Maya could see that the situation on the island had gotten considerably worse over the years. If she couldn’t find a way out, then Maya and these villagers might be caught between Nadim and his scum, and that up-and-coming vermin Charles Bevan. She couldn’t stand the thought of what that would mean for any of them.


So she mustn’t let it happen.


As soon as she entered her office, she slowly picked up her phone. Riley Smith was now at Cambry, Morgan Cade’s palatial estate outside London, where the Helen of Troy Museum had been established. She set up the phone for visual, then punched in the number.


Riley Smith answered on the third ring. There was a shocked silence when she saw Maya’s face on the screen. “Maya? Are you all right? Why are you calling?”


“I’m fine.” How should she start? “You’re surprised to hear from me? It’s only been five years. I told you that I might call you if I changed my mind about payback. I’m humiliated to admit that the time might have come.” She paused. “Do you still want to talk to me?”


“How can you ask?” Riley asked impatiently. “When my father and I would have both died that night on the island if you hadn’t saved us? I told you then that I pay my debts.”


“But life sometimes changes people. I’ve been keeping track of you, and you’ve become the famous archaeologist your father always thought you’d be.” She paused. “I heard that he died tragically recently. You know I always respected him, even though I couldn’t give him what he wanted.”


“He respected you, too,” Riley said. “And neither my father nor I really thought that we’d find Helen’s tomb on your island. It was too far to the southeast, but we had to explore every possibility. We’d heard the legends and my father followed them, as he had every clue for the past thirty years.”


“But according to the media, after his death you did find proof that Helen of Troy existed. That must have been exciting for you.” Maya was silent. “At least for a little while. How long did it last, Riley?”


“What are you trying to say? You don’t believe it was enough for me? I was as dedicated to the search as my father, Maya.”


“You were fascinated by Helen. You liked the adventure and taking the next step. But I always thought that there would be another step for you. That’s why I kept my eye on you after you left Palandan Island.” She smiled crookedly. “I was afraid I might someday need someone to take more than one step with me. If I can make it worth their while.”


“That sounds like an offer.” Riley’s eyes narrowed on Maya’s face. “And why now?”


“Perhaps because in the time since you left the island, you’ve become a kind of celebrity. You’re quite famous in academic circles these days. I might be able to use it.”


“Celebrity?” Riley made a rude sound. “Maybe I’ve accomplished what I set out to do in finding Helen and bringing her to everyone’s attention again. I’m proud of that.”


“You’ve also made contact with Eve Duncan, the foremost forensic sculptor in the world. That could be very valuable. She’s done extensive work in the past with historical restoration. She even did the sculpting on your Helen of Troy. You were lucky to get her. She’s quite wonderful.” She paused. “Don’t you think she might be intrigued by the stories that drew you to the island?”


“Perhaps,” Riley said slowly. “But she’s also a professional who has a career she cares about. Mere curiosity wouldn’t tempt her.”


“But friendship might, and the media has done a lot of talking about your relationship since you began setting up that London museum.”


She stiffened. “I wouldn’t impose.”


“Your choice. Then should we discuss Morgan Cade? Another very close friend who might prove useful. According to the media, he’s half Indiana Jones, half Robin Hood, and he has a special hatred of traffickers of both humans and animals. One of the richest men in the world, winner of a Congressional Medal of Honor, archaeologist, humanitarian, famous environmentalist and animal activist…” She paused. “That latter qualification alone might lure him to the island. And did I mention that almost every news story I’ve read lately can’t resist publishing a photo of you with Cade? Are you still living with him?”


“That’s none of your business, Maya. Are you trying to make me angry?”


“No, I’m trying to be honest.” She added wearily, “And I’m trying to point out that I might be ruthless enough to attempt getting any help available if I need it. I’m trying to warn you in case you want to tell me to go to hell. I don’t want you to do anything against your principles, but I also don’t want to put you in danger if I don’t have to.” She tried to smile. “I won’t deny I’m in trouble, but I believe I can still come out on top with a little help from my friends… and your friends. If it turns out to be just the two of us, we might still make it. After all, you found Helen. I think you might be able to find Silvana. I have my own guards on the island, but I don’t want them hurt. You’ll remember they helped keep you and your father alive. Now I’m going to hang up and let you think about whether you want to help me. If you’re smart, you’ll probably turn me down. Regardless, I want your promise not to discuss me or the island with anyone else. Okay?”


“Of course. But I don’t really know what’s happening with you, dammit.”


“Think about it. You’re very intelligent. You know I have enemies. You ran into a few of them. The situation with Aden Nadim has just gotten more complicated.” She added, “And less safe. I’ll call you back in a few days to get your answer. I’ll try to go into more details then if you want to hear them.” She hesitated before she continued, “But there’s one thing you should know. This is going to be the endgame for me, and I have to treat it the way Jann Lu would want it treated. That means that the stakes are sky-high, no holds barred. I’ll give you everything you want from me, but I’ll take whatever I need to keep the people and things I value safe. I can’t promise anything else. Do you understand?”


“Hell, no.” Riley was frowning. “How could I? It’s bullshit. I don’t even know what this Jann Lu has to do with it.”


“You will. You’ll know everything soon if you want to come back to the island. If you don’t, perhaps what you have now is worth forgetting. I won’t blame you whichever you decide. Goodbye, Riley.”
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Maya cut the connection. She leaned back in her chair and drew a deep breath. It was done.


Or at least it was started. She had never thought she would retrieve that promise from Riley, but never was a long time. Why else had she kept track of Riley’s doings all these years? It was true they had become close during the time Riley and her father had visited the island, but Maya had deliberately broken the contact after she had been able to get them safely away from here. Her own life was too full of threat to let young, enthusiastic Riley Smith with her big dreams and driving ambition remain anywhere near her. It had obviously been the right decision. After Riley left, life had been neither tame nor uneventful. She had suffered loss and danger, but success had also followed her like a bright comet.


And now Maya was going to tap that comet.


She leaned her head against the back of the chair and closed her eyes. She hoped she was doing the right thing. It felt good and moral and ethical, and it was the duty she’d been trained for since childhood. That alone should make it right, shouldn’t it?


As long as it didn’t cause the deaths of good people before it was over…
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CAMBRY HOUSE


OUTSIDE LONDON


“Shit!” Riley slammed down the lid of the computer and stood up from her desk. She went to the bathroom, got a glass of water, and drank it. Then she went out onto the balcony and looked at the grounds. From here she could hear the sounds of the Wildlife Harbor Sanctuary, the private zoo that adjoined Cade’s estate and the Helen of Troy Museum: the high scream of the monkeys and occasional bellow of the elephants. Usually she liked the sounds, but at the moment they were getting on her nerves. “Maya, what the hell are you doing to me?” she whispered. She was too on edge to settle so she went back into her bedroom, threw on her jacket, and went outside for a walk. Whatever Maya was doing, Riley could tell that her personality hadn’t really changed since she had last seen her on Palandan Island. No, that might not be true: There had been no hint of Maya’s usual humor on that call tonight. Only concern and a willingness to use whomever she had to in order to banish whatever problem was plaguing her. Not like Maya at all. Maya had told her before they left the island that neither her father nor Riley owed her anything. Yet tonight she had offered Riley whatever she wanted in return.


And Riley had instantly known what that meant. Both she and her father had researched the history of the area before they’d gone to investigate the possibility of Helen’s tomb being on Palandan Island. Neither of them had thought it likely, but they were intrigued by the stories told by the islanders while they were there. Maya had been amused by her fascination and dropped a few teasing remarks that they had both laughed about.


But Maya would also know that the only gift Riley would be interested in for services rendered would be on Palandan Island.


Riley could still feel the same ripple of excitement she had known five years ago at the thought of exploring the history of Palandan. But then it had been a mere tall tale that had amused and intrigued her. Now it had substance, because Maya always had substance. Everyone on the island took her seriously; indeed, she was regarded with respect that bordered on worship by the islanders. But how could she take anything else from Maya after what she’d already given them? It would be too—


Her phone was ringing. Maya? No, it was Cade calling from that meeting in Rome. He had promised to phone after he got back to the hotel. Ordinarily she would have been more than happy, but not now. Because Maya had mentioned using Cade, and there was no way Riley could permit that to happen. She had only lived with Cade for a few months, but she had seen how often he was targeted by the users of the world. She’d just get him off the phone and perhaps talk to him later. She picked up the call. “Hi, did everything go well? Any major breakthroughs on the human rights issues?”


“Perhaps with the Arabs. It’s hard to tell. But I’ll get through to them eventually.”


“I’m sure you will.” There was no one more persuasive than Cade, and he always managed to get what he wanted. “So when are you coming home?”


“Three days from now. I wish it was tonight.” He paused and added roughly, “What the hell are you doing wandering around the grounds?”


“Taking a walk. What the hell do you think I was doing? And who told you I was wandering? No, don’t tell me. It was Jon Kirby. And I’ll go for a walk wherever I please. Look, you’re the billionaire, not me. I’m getting tired of all this security crap. Did you just happen to tell him to keep an eye on me? That wasn’t cool, Cade.”


“Sorry, but you’ll learn to live with it. I really wasn’t that obvious.” He suddenly chuckled. “And I didn’t have to tell him anything. He knew he had to keep an eye on the entire property while I was traveling.” His voice softened. “And that the most precious item on the property is Riley Smith. The rest of the place isn’t worth a damn if you’re not there.”


She could feel herself start to melt. She could almost see him there before her. The blue eyes, the dark hair that felt so good as she ran her fingers through it, the intensity as he moved closer, the curve of his lips as he smiled… But she couldn’t let him get away that easily. “Not true. What about the elephants?”


“I stand corrected. But that’s only because your little brother is besotted with that baby elephant.” He added, “And I wouldn’t have even mentioned your blasted walk if Kirby hadn’t said you looked upset. Are you upset? Should I come home? Say the word.”


“And disturb the Arabs? I wouldn’t think of it.” She added, “I’m not upset. Maybe I’m a little restless since I finished the Helen Museum. Perhaps I’ll go visit Eve for a day or two.” Those words had appeared out of nowhere. Yet she followed up immediately. “Yes, that might be a good idea. I’ll call and see if I’ll be welcome.”


“You’re always welcome with her and Joe Quinn,” he said, “but let me call Kirby and arrange security for you.”


“You think Joe Quinn can’t take care of me? Ace detective? Ex-SEAL? Be for real, Cade.” She added, “I’ll call you tomorrow when I reach Atlanta.”


He sighed. “You’re being very difficult.”


“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” she said. “Good night, Cade.”


“I love you,” he said. “Always.”


“Me, too.” She added suddenly, “And I don’t like it, but I know why you do all that security crap. I’d want to protect you, too, if you didn’t have the whole world standing in line to do it. Take care of yourself.” She hung up the phone.


Then she stuffed her hands in her jacket pockets and headed back toward the mansion. As she passed the guest house, she gave Kirby a derisive wave before entering the mansion. No more midnight strolls. She had to go to bed and think about what might be coming. It could have been impulse or curiosity that was driving her, but it had been strong enough to make her want to talk to Eve about it. Though she knew there was every chance she wouldn’t involve her, it would still be good to have her to talk to after all the work they’d done together. She couldn’t imagine anyone who would be more excited or interested than Eve when she told her about what might be waiting for Riley if she decided to go to Palandan Island. The legends alone would intrigue someone with a forensic background like Eve’s. It seemed that she wasn’t going to be able to resist going to Atlanta and at least talking to Eve…


She was dialing Eve as she climbed the steps to her bedroom. “Hi, mind having company for a few days? I promise not to get in your way. If you’re too busy, just say the word.”


“I’m always busy, but I can use a break,” Eve said. “I’m missing Michael since he went back to school in Scotland, and I need a change of pace. I know I can count on you in that category.” She paused. “Everything okay with you? I know it can’t be the Helen of Troy Museum. I saw a news show on CNN last week, and the lines waiting to get in were out of sight.”


“They still are, and the staff here keeps things running like clockwork. Of course your sculpture of Helen is the star of the exhibit. I go visit it at least once a day and think of the night when you first showed it to me.”


“That’s very touching, but I can’t quite get my mind around the thought of you as a museum concierge. Much too tame, Riley. I was sure you’d have broken out of there by this time. Where’s Cade?”


“Here most of the time. But he’s at a human rights conference at the moment. He’s great, wonderful, stop looking for problems.” She chuckled. “Though I remember that before you left, you said something about wondering how long I’d last.”


“That wasn’t about Cade,” Eve said quietly. “I always realized he was unique. That was about you. You’d spent your entire life on one adventure after another and at last completed the greatest one of all. I had a right to wonder what was next for you.”


“Well, right now the only thing on my agenda is coming to see you tomorrow and maybe having a long talk and reminiscing a bit.” She added awkwardly, “And perhaps getting your advice about a few other things since you’re one of the wisest people I know. My mind seems to be a bit muddled right now, and you might help to clear my thinking.” Then she broke out with sudden explosive impatience, “And I just want to talk to you, dammit.”


Eve chuckled. “And I want to talk to you. You’ve made it too tempting to resist. What are you up to, Riley?”


“Nothing that will cause you any trouble. I’m the one who has an obligation. I’ve told you what I need. If you don’t want to be involved even that deeply, tell me. I’ll understand.”


“Let me know when you’ll be here,” Eve said. “Good night, Riley.”
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Cade called Kirby back fifteen minutes after he’d ended the call with Riley. “All secure for the night?”


“Absolutely,” Kirby said dryly. “Including a rather insulting salute from Riley before she went back into the mansion. I’ll probably hear from her tomorrow about my interference.”


“I doubt it. She’ll be too busy. She said she’s going to fly out to see Eve Duncan tomorrow.”


“Really? Any reason?”


“She’s restless. The Helen of Troy Museum is completed, and I think she’s bored. She’s used to being on her own since she was a kid trailing after her father in the jungle. She’s always been a wild child, and we’ll just have to find something to keep her interested.” He paused. “But I didn’t like it that you said she seemed upset. I’m glad you called me.”


“Well, I’m not,” he said flatly. “I like Riley and I respect her. I don’t want her to think I’m spying on her. I know that you worry about her when you’re not around, but I’ll learn to deal with it.”


“I’m making the attempt,” Cade said wryly. “We’ll come to terms. But I’ve never had to handle anyone as stubborn as Riley. I need a little more time to convince her that security isn’t all bad.”


“Bullshit,” Kirby said. “I’ve seen you browbeat dictators and lecture the pope. I realize she’s independent and you don’t want to interfere, but either one of your enemies is going to target her, or she’s going to end up walking away from you.”


“That won’t happen,” Cade said grimly. “I’ll work it out. This isn’t easy for her. I grew up with the knowledge that I could be kidnapped or murdered by anyone who hated my grandfather or father. She’s not used to being a target, and she’s not accustomed to having anyone trailing her. But I have a few candidates in mind she might approve of.”


“Yeah, you told me. Wild child. So what do you want to do about this trip?”


“See that she gets on the plane at Heathrow and ask Quinn to meet her at Atlanta Airport. No problem. She’s not unreasonable. I’ll be back in a few days, and we’ll have another talk.”


“As long as I don’t have to be caught in the middle,” Kirby said. “And I’ll see about a little temporary security while she’s at the Lake Cottage.”


“I knew you would,” Cade said. “And thanks for keeping an eye on her, Kirby.”


“I couldn’t do anything else,” he said grimly. “I know what you’d do if anything happened to her. It wouldn’t be pretty. Fix it, Cade.”


“Consider it done.” Cade cut the connection.















CHAPTER 2



ADEN NADIM’S CRUISER


OFF PALANDAN ISLAND


You’re sure you weren’t followed?” Nadim asked. “I don’t want to have to up anchor and move my ship because of your stupidity, Bevan.”


“I wasn’t followed,” Bevan said curtly. Then he pasted a smile on his face. Always keep the customers happy, even bastards like Nadim. “She tried to send someone after me, but I gave him the slip right away. And you’ll find I’m never stupid when money is involved. Ask Gunter, he’ll tell you how valuable I can be to you. Maya thinks I’m just trying to con her into signing a partnership. It wouldn’t be smart to let her know about our arrangement.”


“We don’t have an arrangement yet,” Nadim said coldly. “Gunter told me that you were promising him you could be useful, that you know all the villages, warehouses, and munition centers on the island. True?”


“Absolutely. When I first came to Palandan, I told Maya that I wanted to purchase some of the fruit grown on the island, and she had me taken to the groves. I’ve made several purchases in the last years and developed valuable contacts.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t allowed to go very far inland, but I’ll get there eventually. I can be patient.”


“I can’t,” Nadim said bluntly. “I’ve never learned. I regard it as weakness anyway.”


“Well, that puts me in my place,” Bevan said ruefully. “And since you’re much more successful than I am, I’d be foolish to argue. But we’ll see if you still feel I’m weak when I hand Maya over to you. I understand that you’re still a bit irate with the lady.” He deliberately gazed down at the ugly scar on Nadim’s right hand. “Gunter told me it sometimes bothers you even after all these years. Is it true you’ve put a price on her head with your men?”


Nadim started to swear, his hand slowly clenching. “You think it’s funny? I don’t find anything that bitch does amusing. I’m going to find a way to cut her heart out. That’s the only reason you’re here—to show me what you can do.”


“What do you want me to do?” Bevan asked. “Name it. But be prepared to pay the price. I’m not cheap, Nadim.”


“You’ve already started, if you’ve really been able to find a way to gain access to the interior of the island.” He leaned back in his chair. “I want to know everything about Palandan. Every possible weakness about the island and the people who live there.” He added, “Mainly Maya Fallon and the people who surround her. If you can get me the information I need, you’ll find me very generous.”


This was obviously the opportunity Bevan had been waiting for. “Then we definitely seem to be on the same page.” He reached in his jacket pocket. “I didn’t want to come to you with empty hands, so I brought you a gift.” He handed him a black remote. “It may be small, but I believe you’ll find it provides enormous benefits over time. Earlier this week I planted a bug in Maya’s office. You’ll be able to tap into every transaction she makes.” He smiled as he saw the eagerness with which Nadim was examining the remote. “Ah, I can see you’re beginning to appreciate me.”


“It’s a good start. See if you can follow up.”


“Oh, I will. Anything in particular you’re interested in?”


Nadim’s lips twisted. “Don’t play games. You’ve heard all the rumors about what might and might not be on that island or you wouldn’t be standing here. The only thing you should know is that whatever is there belongs to me. Understood?”


“Yes, I only asked so that I could be on the lookout for anything that might please you.”


Nadim laughed. “You want to know what would please me? I’ll tell you. Keep an eye out for the kid Maya keeps in that house in the village right across the bridge from the main house. She’s a pretty little girl about ten or eleven. There appear to be guards on duty at all times in front of the place. I’ve been wondering why. I’m very curious about her.”


Bevan frowned and shook his head. “I’ve never seen her around. But then I might not notice her. I don’t care much for kids.”


“You don’t? I’m quite fond of them. I have a girl only a little older than her down in my cabin right now. I had Gunter hunt her down in the fields when I realized I was going to need something to amuse me while I was waiting for my opportunity to go after Maya.” He smiled maliciously. “I might be willing to share.”


Bevan shook his head. Nadim was probably just bullshitting. He couldn’t imagine him being generous about anything. All Bevan would need was to have those villagers think he was the one who had snatched one of their children. He knew Maya always kept her villagers armed and ready to engage at the drop of a hat. That wasn’t the way he wanted to start out this deal with Nadim. “Like I said, I don’t care for kids. But I’ll see what I can find out about that girl you mentioned.”


“You do that,” Nadim said as he got to his feet. “Report back to me as soon as you can. I think Gunter said the kid’s name was Bailey…”
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ATLANTA AIRPORT


3:40 P.M.


NEXT DAY


“Eve!” Riley enveloped Eve in an enthusiastic hug when she saw her waiting at baggage claim. “What are you doing here? Kirby told me Joe was going to pick me up.”


“So I’m not good enough for you?” Eve laughed. “After all that drama and your elaborate explanations about all the reasons you wanted to come?”


“Be quiet.” Riley made a face. “These days my life seems to be so regimented that I question every change. I’m very happy to see you even when you’re yelling at me.” She reached down and grabbed her suitcase off the carousel. “Where’s Joe?”


“We did a switch.” She grinned as they walked toward the exit. “Kirby called Joe this morning and asked him to pick you up and he told him he would. But he didn’t mention that he’d have to cancel his reservations to Edinburgh and book a later flight because he’d told me he’d let me work the full day on my current sculpture up to the time he’d drop you off.” She made a face. “He said it didn’t matter to him, but when he told me, it mattered to me. There wasn’t any reason I couldn’t stop work early and pick you up so that he’d be able to reach my son’s school in time to take him out for dinner before the soccer game.”


“Sorry. It appears I’m already causing trouble,” Riley said. “You should have told Kirby that Joe was planning on going to Scotland. I could have taken an Uber to the cottage.”


She shook her head. “Joe and Cade became good friends while we were on the Helen hunt. He felt duty-bound to make certain you were welcomed properly. It was easier for me to handle it.” She was striding to her jeep on the parking deck. “And it was no trouble. Stop apologizing.”


Riley shrugged. “Regimentation strikes again.” Then she threw back her head and smiled as she got into the passenger seat. “But I’m not going to let it bother me. I’m glad to be here with you. I’ll find a way to make it up to you.”


“Excellent,” Eve said gravely. “I’ll have to think about what exorbitant fee I can charge you for the ride.”


“I’m being ridiculous?” Riley asked.


“Marginal, considering you’re my good friend and I’m usually willing to do much more for a friend.” She smiled. “I’m glad you’re here. Now lean back and relax and let me tell you how marvelous my son is doing at school and what an amazing boy he is. He’s on the soccer team and he’s going to try out for the rowing team. Actually, Joe’s trip was a little unexpected. But it seems the other students all have their fathers coming up to the school this week to talk to the coach. He wondered if Joe could come, too.” She shook her head. “Michael was very polite and said he would understand if it wasn’t possible. But he thought Joe might be able to help the coach since he’d been a SEAL. What could Joe say?”


Riley was grinning. “Nothing but yes.”


“Right, it’s almost impossible to say no to Michael,” Eve said. “Now, you just chill and pretend to be enthralled while I tell you why. And you can laugh and be admiring and know that we’re not going to discuss anything that will make you tense until we’re back at the Lake Cottage and have had dinner and a glass of wine.”


Riley moistened her lips. “I’m not exactly tense.”


“Close enough.” She darted her a glance. “Did I tell you how Michael traveled with Cara when she gave one of her concerts? She said he was a big help, and he could do it again next vacation if I’ll let him.” She laughed. “I never thought that he had an ambition to be a roadie but it seems to be the thing kids want to try these days…”
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“More wine?” Eve was already topping off Riley’s glass as she put the decanter on the coffee table in front of the porch swing. “I thought maybe we’d have dessert later. Wine is more what you need right now.” She leaned back on the swing and gazed at Riley. “Okay, are you comfortable?”


“Of course I’m comfortable.” Riley gazed at her with exasperation. “Why wouldn’t I be? A gorgeous lake, woods, and wonderful peace. This Lake Cottage of yours is perfect. I don’t know why you ever left it to help me find Helen.”


“Because you had a dream,” Eve said quietly. “And dreams are important.” She lifted her glass in a toast. “And your dreams happened to coincide with a dream of my own if you’ll remember. Though I do love this place. It’s been home for a long time for my family. Home can sometimes be as important as dreams.”


“I wouldn’t know about that,” Riley said. “Since I’ve spent practically all my life in jungles and deserts and following my father into tombs.” She shrugged. “And that wasn’t such a bad life. Every place has something going for it if you reach out and look for it.”


“I can see how you’d appreciate the nuances.” Eve chuckled. “But then didn’t you tell me you were taught medicine by an African witch doctor at one time? That was an extreme case of reaching out.” Her smile faded. “I do hope your present predicament doesn’t involve the witch doctor?”


“Not that I know about,” Riley said. “One can never tell with Maya, but that was Africa and I believe my problem may be moving from India to an island in the Himalayan Mountains near Tibet.”


“Tibet? That’s a surprise. I can see this may get complicated.”


“Not for you,” Riley said quickly. “I told you I’m the one who has an obligation. I owe Maya, and she wouldn’t have called me if there hadn’t been trouble. I told her that she can’t expect help from anyone but me.”


“Maya,” Eve repeated. “That seems a good place to begin. Who is Maya and why are you under obligation?”


“Wait a minute.” Riley jumped to her feet, ran to the guest room Eve had given her, pulled out her computer, and brought it back out to the porch. “I came prepared. I remember how detail-oriented you are. Her name is Maya Fallon.” She brought up the document. “She’s twenty-eight years old, speaks fifteen languages, has medical and agricultural training, and is probably the sharpest and best-informed woman I’ve ever met except you. She’s also wonderfully charismatic if she makes the effort and can charm the birds from the trees. That’s how she’s managed to keep the Chinese and Indian diplomatic wolves from attacking since she inherited Palandan Island from Jann Lu when she was only sixteen.”


Eve was studying the photos of the tall, graceful-looking woman wearing boots, jeans, and a loose white shirt. She had brown eyes and a thick, single tawny braid that fell down her back; she was smiling gently at a young, sarong-clad woman. “I can see the charisma,” she said absently. “Very warm.” She looked up at Riley. “Back up. I’m already a little lost. Island? Jann Lu?”


Riley pointed to a sketch of a large island. “Palandan Island. Southeast Asia. It’s enormous and supports several different villages. It’s absolutely beautiful with several fruit groves and wonderful flowers and abundant wildlife. It rather reminded me of what Eden must have looked like.”


“Wait,” Eve said, staring at a map. “This is in the middle of the Himalayas?”


“Yes, believe it or not. It’s in the center of a large lake, nestled in the middle of a treacherous cluster of mountains. It’s difficult to reach, which is what has kept it protected from invaders for centuries. Its altitude and topography create several weather systems, all within a hundred miles or so. To approach the heart of the island, you move through forty miles of blizzard conditions. Then you reach a temperate zone, where most of the residents live. There you’ll actually find jungles.”


Eve shook her head. “Amazing.”


“There’s no place quite like it. It also connects with a mountain range that extends a good distance into the Himalayas. Maya is in control of both the island and mountain range. Jann Lu was the woman who was in charge of the island before Maya. She ran everything for over sixty-two years before she had a fall in the mountains. It wasn’t easy for a teenager like Maya to take over, but Jann Lu had prepared her and in no time the villagers looked upon her as leader.”


“She was a relative of this Jann Lu?” Eve asked.


Riley shook her head. “Jann Lu was only about four feet tall and was of Eurasian descent. You see what Maya looks like. I guess she appears more Nordic than anything else.”


“You didn’t ask Maya any questions about that?”


“Not about her heritage. That was discouraged. The people who live on Palandan Island are pretty much multiracial. They’ve welcomed immigrants over the centuries from practically every country in Asia and Europe.” She hesitated. “Though while I was there, I sometimes heard the villagers refer to Maya as the chosen one.”


“Weird.”


“Yeah, I thought so. For heaven’s sake, it’s not as if she’s the Dalai Lama. But in those Himalayan Mountains, anything can seem spiritual. They’re that close to heaven. But then there were all kinds of stories floating around among the villagers on the island and mountains. My father and I just accepted it. When you’ve spent your life chasing down a fairy tale like Helen of Troy, you get used to giving every story a grain of salt, but you never totally discount them.”
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