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            Chapter
1

            Bagram Airfield

Afghanistan

         

         I’m going to murder him!” Kendra Michaels jumped out of the open jeep and stalked across the tarmac toward Jessie Mercado, who was standing in front of the waiting C-130 transport plane. Her eyes were glittering with rage as she hissed through bared teeth: “You’re not going to talk me out of it, Jessie. I’m going to kill Adam Lynch.”

         “I wouldn’t presume to interfere,” Jessie said soothingly. “I’m sure he deserves it. But might I point out that you’re the one under arrest and he seems to have all these military types at his beck and call? It might be a bit awkward.” She glanced at the name tag of the army private, who couldn’t have been more than twenty, scurrying desperately after Kendra. “Isn’t that right, Private Dalrymple? I’m sure your superior has told you that she’s not allowed to kill Adam Lynch.”

         The soldier was having to catch his breath as he reached them. “I don’t know anything about Adam Lynch, ma’am. I take my orders from the general.” He gazed reproachfully at Kendra. “You shouldn’t have tried to run away from me, Dr. Michaels. No one is trying to hurt you.”

         “Only trying to toss me out of this country,” Kendra said coldly. “And I didn’t try to run away, I succeeded.” She glared at Jessie. “If you’d had your motorcycle, I would have been able to get away from my jailer here and gotten back to those poppy fields where I might be able to do some good.”

         “After you kill Lynch,” Jessie murmured. “Sorry, the MPs made me leave my Yamaha at the hangar.”

         “I’m not your jailer, Dr. Michaels.” Private Dalrymple looked pained. “I’m your official escort. And I was ordered to show you every courtesy until I could turn you over to General Kotcheff here at the base.”

         “So that he could ‘courteously’ kick me out of Afghanistan?” She was still steaming as her gaze shifted back to Jessie. “This kid showed up at my hotel room an hour ago to tell me that my visa had been revoked and that I was being put on the next transport back to the U.S. Can you believe that?” Her eyes suddenly narrowed on Jessie’s face. “Oh, yes, you can believe it. I don’t see any signs that you had your very own jailer toss all your belongings into a suitcase to put on this transport. That means they’re not kicking you out, even though we came here on the same mission. That’s why you’re here. I knew that Lynch was responsible. He was pissed off at me. And he was the only one who had the kind of influence and contacts to get this done. Lynch sent you, didn’t he?”

         Jessie nodded. “He said that you were angry and you’d run out of his hotel room before he could look at that wound in your arm. He asked me to check it out.”

         “He was the one who was angry. I was trying to reason with him. He was yelling at me.” But she hadn’t dreamed he’d been this pissed off. “And it’s only a flesh wound.”

         “Then you won’t mind if I take a look?” Jessie was suddenly standing next to Kendra and pushing up the sleeve of her cotton shirt, carefully lifting the bandage to examine the small wound. “You’re right, this is practically a nonissue. He was worried for nothing.”

         “That’s what I told him. It hardly bled at all. You can see that.” She threw out a hand to indicate Private Dalrymple. “That’s all, so will you tell this…this…escort to take me back to my hotel.”

         “Not quite all. I’m afraid I can’t tell anyone to do anything.” Jessie made a face. “They wouldn’t even let me keep my motorcycle, remember? You’re stuck. You’re right, Lynch did do this, and I have no idea why. It probably had something to do with that wound. I’ll try to get it out of him later. I only came because you’re my friend and I didn’t want you to face this alone.” She added dryly, “Though Lynch also mentioned he needed someone to keep you from causing a major uproar that would draw more attention to you.”

         “And he thought you’d do it?” she asked silkily. “He was right not to come himself, I’m feeling lethal. But I’m not pleased that you decided to let him get away with this.”

         “‘Let him’?” she repeated ruefully. “You know better than that, Kendra. Adam Lynch is the black ops specialist everyone calls when they want to bring down a regime. He has more influence than half the governments and mega-corporations that hire him. What made you think I could stop him?”

         Kendra knew that was true, but it didn’t make her less irritated. “It would be nice if you’d made the attempt. The three of us came here to get a job done. I was so damn close last night, Jessie.”

         She soberly shook her head. “I didn’t have the right to make the call. Lynch doesn’t usually go off half-cocked, and when he phoned me this morning, he was close to exploding. He didn’t tell me what happened in that poppy field last night, but you scared the shit out of him.”

         “I only did what I was supposed to do, what I’m fully capable of doing. He had no right to step in and stop me.” Kendra was growing more angry. “Would he have stopped you? Hell no, he would have treated you with the respect you deserve. Because you had two tours here in Afghanistan and a background as a private investigator—I couldn’t agree more that you’re super qualified. But that doesn’t mean that it’s fair to ignore the fact that I might have my own capabilities.”

         “Bullshit.” Jessie grinned. “You know damn well Lynch respects your ‘capabilities.’ His problem is that he’s a good deal too involved with certain other qualifications you display that have absolutely nothing to do with what’s going on in your head.”

         She didn’t want to hear that right now. “Then he should concentrate on what’s important. The truth is that he never wanted me to come here anyway and he’s using this as an excuse. And you should never have agreed to carry his water for him. This has put me in an intolerable position, and I won’t—”

         “Intolerable?” A booming voice behind Kendra caused her to whirl to face a tall officer with iron-gray hair who was getting out of his jeep. Both his stripes and the fact that the young private was at full attention indicated that this was the Brigadier General Kotcheff for whom he’d been waiting. He was gazing sternly at Kendra. “That’s a very harsh word when we’re trying to make this departure as comfortable and easy for you as possible, Dr. Michaels.” He turned to Jessie. “You’re Ms. Mercado? When I spoke to Adam Lynch, he told me that you’d make our task easier. I don’t see any signs of that.”

         “Then you’ll have to take it up with him,” Jessie said. “I’m sure you won’t have any objection to doing that. He’s so easy to deal with.”

         Kotcheff’s stare became even cooler. “That’s not been my experience. But we’re always willing to work with him when he requests a favor. It usually pays dividends.”

         “Does it?” Kendra took a step toward him. “And interfering with my rights as an American citizen is worth that payoff? What the hell happened? Look, together with Adam Lynch and Jessie Mercado, I’ve been investigating Brock Limited, a government contractor that’s been sharing space on your base. That investigation has led us from San Diego to Kabul in search of evidence that would reveal the corruption Brock has been spreading throughout the world. You can’t do this. I’m not finished with my job here yet.”

         “You are as far as we’re concerned. I’m afraid you’ve been a disruptive influence.”

         She gazed at him, stunned. “I’ve only been here for three weeks. Even I couldn’t disrupt much in that time.”

         “You underestimate yourself,” Kotcheff said sourly. “It appears that you caused something of an upset last night in Nurestan Province. In a war-torn country like Afghanistan, that sort of behavior can’t be permitted. You’ll have to leave.”

         “What? Nurestan? There’s no way you could possibly know what happened there last night.” She paused. “Unless you were told.” She took a step even closer to him. “Perhaps by our friend Adam Lynch?” Her hands knotted into fists at her sides. “Dammit, you can’t do this to me.”

         “On the contrary, I can do anything I please on this base. You’re the one who has no business here.” His lips twisted. “From your dossier, it seems you’re only a music teacher without even the credentials that Ms. Mercado possesses.” He yanked his thumb at young Private Dalrymple standing beside him. “Even this private has far better skills and qualifications than you. I find it incredible that you were even given a visa in the first place.”

         Lord, he was arrogant. “Music therapist. I’m very proud of working with those children. But I do also have an affiliation with the FBI.” She was trying to hold on to her temper, but she was afraid it was a lost cause. “And I’m beginning to find it fairly incredible that someone actually thought you could command this base.”

         “Oops! Easy, Kendra.” Jessie turned toward the general and said quickly, “It’s true that Kendra works closely with the FBI and definitely has qualifications they find irreplaceable. I imagine even you might have found that out if you’d done more than just scan her paperwork. She deserves your respect. It would be smart of you to show it.”

         “You’re giving me orders?” A faint flush stained the general’s cheeks. “You’ll be lucky if I don’t send you out on this plane with her. I’m done with this discussion. The FBI has no jurisdiction outside the U.S. You and your colleagues were only here because someone in the Justice Department pulled strings for you.” He added, “And you’re going home for the same reason.”

         Kendra stared at him. “And isn’t it odd that Lynch has so many dealings with the Justice Department?”

         “I don’t find it at all unusual. I hear he has influence in a number of quarters.”

         “Give it up, Kendra,” Jessie murmured.

         “The hell I will.” She had to make one more try. “Give me time to figure this out, General. I just need another few days. There must be a mistake.”

         “Figure it out stateside. Our planes run back and forth every day, Dr. Michaels.”

         Kendra glanced up to the plane’s forward door, where a young soldier was looking expectantly at her. She shook her head and muttered a curse beneath her breath. “I can’t believe this is really happening.”

         “Believe it,” the general said. “And accept the United States Army’s wishes for a safe flight home.” His smile was both snide and dismissive.

         Kendra wanted to turn and run, but she knew that would only result in a pair of handcuffs and a trip to the stockade.

         Shit.

         General Kotcheff impatiently motioned toward the plane. “Dr. Michaels, you can get on this aircraft under your own power, or four MPs will pick you up and place you aboard.”

         Jessie instinctively took a protective step closer to Kendra. “They’re not fooling around. I know you’re pissed off, but try to hold it together.”

         “I am.” She watched as her duffel was loaded into the plane’s cargo hold. “Not easy.”

         Jessie shook her head. “I’m sorry, Kendra.”

         “It’s not your fault. It’s Lynch’s. Even if we’d come up with nothing, I wanted to see this through to the end. I hate it that I almost had them.” She added fiercely, “But don’t you give up on it, Jessie. I gave Lynch the key to finding those documents. You get it from him and go after those bastards.”

         “You know I will.”

         Yes, Kendra knew that Jessie was as dedicated and passionate as she was about arresting the crooks who had not only cheated soldiers who’d given their lives and service here in Afghanistan but had actually condoned murder. The knowledge didn’t help; Kendra still wanted to be here with Jessie when she brought them down. “Yeah, just do it soon. Tell Lynch that I didn’t go through what I did last night to have him take his own sweet time about doing a search.”

         “I’ll tell him. Do you have any other message for him?”

         “Flip him off for me. Both hands.”

         Jessie chuckled. “I can do that.”

         “On second thought, no. No message. Tell him to not try and get in touch with me.”

         Jessie’s smile faded. “Kendra…” She shook her head. “That’s not going to fly. We both know it.”

         “I’m serious. I’ll reach out when and if I’m ready. Until then, I don’t want to hear from him.”

         “Yeah, sure.”

         “Dr. Michaels.” General Kotcheff gestured to the plane, a self-satisfied smirk on his face.

         “I’m going, dammit.” Kendra threw her arms around Jessie. “Stay safe, okay?”

         “Absolutely.”

         Kendra pulled away, turned, and gave a curt nod to General Kotcheff. She started toward the plane. But he was still smirking. It was just too much to bear. She suddenly whirled back to face him. “What an asshole bully you are. I can tell you’re enjoying this. Do you know how much I hate bullies? I’ve known so many people like you.”

         “You know nothing about me, Dr. Michaels,” he said coldly.

         “Don’t I?” She slowly stepped back toward the general and looked him up and down. “I know you’ve been spending a lot of time at Kolula Pushta Road lately.”

         Kotcheff blinked. “Who told you that?”

         “No one. I’m only going by what I see despite the fact that I’m just a lowly music therapist. You don’t wear your uniform there, which is probably a good idea. I think it’s good you go there, relax, and blow off steam. What’s your average?”

         He was staring at her indignantly. “Excuse me?”

         “You enjoy bowling.” She let the words rattle out swiftly, accurately. “And fishing. I think you probably have your own boat back home, maybe on Lake Huron? You fish, but you also do some diving.”

         Kotcheff’s jaw dropped.

         “You grew up in the South but later moved to Michigan. Your family is still there. You saw them recently, in the past few weeks. They must miss you. It’s lucky they don’t realize what an asshole you are when it suits you. They’d be shocked and disappointed. But you’re also diabetic, so I hope you’re taking good care of yourself here.”

         Kotcheff was now glaring at her in horror, struggling to speak.

         Should Kendra go for it? Hell, yes. “Oh, and one more thing.” She was smiling recklessly as she took another step closer to him. “You’re a by-the-book kind of guy, so I’m surprised and impressed you’re rebellious in one aspect of your miserable, boring existence: You’re wearing bright red underwear.”

         Kotcheff immediately looked down at his crotch in alarm.

         “Don’t worry, General. Your fly isn’t open.”

         Kendra bounded up the stairs to the plane’s forward door, which immediately closed behind her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “What the hell?” The general was staring after her, stunned. “How could she know all that?” He turned indignantly to Jessie, who was bent double, tears of laughter running down her cheeks. “Stop laughing, damn you.”

         “I tried to tell you. I could see it coming.” Jessie was trying to stop laughing, but she couldn’t do it. “But you deserved it. Good for you, Kendra.” She caught another glimpse of the general’s baffled expression and broke down again. “Dear God, your face…” She took a deep breath. “How could she know it? Kendra was blind until she was twenty, and by then, like all blind people, she’d trained her other senses to be ultrasharp to compensate. When she underwent a stem cell operation that gave her sight, she became the complete package. She takes nothing she sees for granted. She notices everything. Do you wonder why the FBI considers her irreplaceable?” She started to laugh helplessly again. “And do you still think your Private Dalrymple here is more qualified than her? I really must get his input on that bright red underwear!”

         
            *  *  *

         

         She shouldn’t have mentioned the red underwear, Kendra thought as the C-130 took off. It had probably been the crowning blow as far as Kotcheff was concerned. She’d held on as long as she could, but he’d been so damn obnoxious. She’d be lucky if that pompous asshole didn’t scramble some F-18s to shoot down the plane. Yet she hadn’t been able to resist that last parting shot. She had been so angry and frustrated…and hurt.

         Face it: Not about the smirking general, about what Lynch had done to her.

         Yes, she had tried to smother it, but there had also been hurt mixed up in all those other emotions she had felt toward Adam Lynch today. How could there not be after these years when they had been friends and partners, solved cases, laughed, gone through terror, watched each other’s backs, while constantly growing closer and closer?

         Until only recently when that inevitable sexual explosion had almost torn her apart.

         Don’t think about it. She had been right to try to take an immediate step back after that mistake. She had a career, friends, and a mother, all of which filled and enriched her life. She had no need of Lynch and he clearly had no need of her if he could betray her as he’d done today.

         Her satellite phone was ringing. She glanced down at the ID.

         Adam Lynch.

         She let her voicemail pick it up.

         Four minutes later her phone rang again.

         Lynch.

         Screw him.

         She turned her phone off.

         She leaned back and closed her eyes. Concentrate. She couldn’t let Lynch do this to her. Try to think of a way to pull enough strings to get her visa reinstated so that she could go back to Kabul…

         “Dr. Michaels, you have a telephone call.” She opened her eyes fifteen minutes later to see a very irate copilot glaring down at her. He thrust his phone at her. “I have orders from General Kotcheff that you’re to take this call. I’d appreciate you doing it immediately so that I can have my phone back.” He added sarcastically, “There just might be an emergency.”

         He turned on his heel and strode back to the cockpit.

         Kotcheff? He must have been even more pissed off than Kendra had thought.

         She lifted the phone to her ear. “You’re not going to get an apology, Kotcheff.”

         “I don’t believe he expects one,” Adam Lynch said. “He’s too busy gathering the shards of his dignity around him at present. Bright red underwear, Kendra? Seriously? Now, I can wait for you to tell me how you knew the rest of it, but I really have to know about the red underwear.”

         She stiffened. “I’m hanging up, Lynch.”

         “I don’t think so. That copilot would only get another call from Kotcheff, and that would further indicate what a disruptive influence you can be. You might never get your visa reinstated. Wouldn’t it be simpler to just talk to me and get it over with?”

         “No.” But she had to consider her options. It wasn’t smart to let stubbornness get in the way of long-term goals. “Nothing is ever simple with you, Lynch. Particularly the outrage you’ve managed to concoct this time.” She paused. “You talk, I’ll listen. Then I get to hang up and forget about you. I only have one question I want you to answer: How the hell did you have the nerve to go to these extreme lengths just to get me thrown out of Afghanistan?”

         “With equally extreme trepidation. You can see how terrified I was if I had to send Jessie to keep you from blowing up the base.”

         “I noticed you decided to cower at a safe distance and let her take the flak. You didn’t even tell her what happened last night. Were you afraid she’d agree that I was right and not let you get away with this?”

         “There was always that possibility. Jessie is super sharp and she wants to bring down Brock Limited as much as you and I do. She might have thought that I was wrong.” He chuckled. “Ouch. That hurt. Naturally, she’d be wrong, but there’s still a sting to my ego.”

         “Gigantic ego,” she amplified. He was taking this too casually. She could almost see him sitting there, those movie-star good looks, the blue eyes dancing with mischief. “But you went too far this time, Lynch.”

         He was silent. “I don’t agree. I only hope I went far enough.” He paused. “And the reason I sent Jessie was that I was too busy trying to pull this situation out of the toilet to come myself. I had to work fast to get you safely out of the country.”

         “Which should never have happened.”

         “The hell it shouldn’t.” His voice was suddenly rough. “There was no way I was going to let you be a target for those sons of bitches. The Taliban were probably already sharpening up their scimitars by the time you left my apartment.”

         “You don’t know that. I got the first clue we’d found since we arrived here in Afghanistan that Brock Limited was actually making deals with the Taliban for weapons. All you had to do was follow up on it.” She added fiercely, “And I should have gone with you. I had the right.”

         “Yes, you did.” He didn’t speak for a moment. “You’ve done a great job since we got here, and under normal circumstances I’d have let you go for it.”

         “Let me?”

         “Wrong word. Just calm down and let me go over my side of what happened last night so that you might see why I did what I did.”

         “Not likely,” she said bitterly.

         He ignored the comment. “Look, from the moment we arrived in Kabul, you were on fire. You were doing everything you could to find evidence that Brock Limited had been involved in corruption since they opened their headquarters here. Not only that, but you were looking for documents that Brock’s main headquarters in the U.S. stashed away here.”

         “So were we all,” she said defensively. “Why are you acting as if I was the only one?”

         “Because you were the only one on fire,” he said quietly. “You couldn’t help it. That’s the way you operate. And you were smart, you were careful, but you had a skill that Jessie and I didn’t have. It was natural that you were driven to use it.” His voice hardened. “But why the hell couldn’t you wait for us before you went after them?”

         “Because I wasn’t sure I was right. I thought I smelled that same damn cinnamon scent at the Brock headquarters as I did in the Tangi Valley, where the Taliban has a strong presence. I had to check it out to make sure I wasn’t mistaken.”

         “And got yourself shot by a sentry.”

         “It was only a scratch. And I got away without anyone getting a glimpse of me. Anyway, I got the verification we needed. And we might be able to nail them.” She added hotly, “I was careful. I did everything right. So why the hell am I on this damn plane?”

         “You got shot. I’d hardly call that doing everything right. I’m not giving them another chance at you.”

         “I told you, they couldn’t have known it was me.”

         “They’ll know someone is investigating the conspiracy that they desperately want to keep secret. The first thing Brock and the Taliban will do is scatter and dissolve any sign of collusion. It’s probably being done already. The second thing they’ll do is start an investigation of their own. They’ll move very fast, Kendra.”

         “Then we should move faster. We can find the evidence we need.” She was frantically trying to salvage an opportunity that seemed to offer so much hope. “Bring me back there, and I’ll start to—”

         “It’s not going to happen, Kendra. No way on Earth I’m going to yank you back here and make you a target.” He paused. “We’re going to shut down the operation for the time being.”

         “What? No!”

         “Yes,” he stated firmly. “Right now there’s no actual proof we got that close to any cozy arrangement existing between Brock and the Taliban. As I said, they’ll probably scatter and be cautious for a while. We need them to feel safe enough that they’ll come back and let us get that proof. Temporarily, I’ll turn our mission over to the CIA to see what they can dig up. Jessie and I will stay here for a little while and continue to look as if we’re still searching for clues, before we supposedly throw in the towel in disgust. You will have already officially given up the search, and Kotcheff’s records will show that you left Kabul three days ago.”

         He was rattling off plans with his typical efficiency, but she wasn’t happy with any of it.

         “I don’t like it. It’s giving up. There has to be some other way to do it.”

         “And I don’t like the idea of anyone thinking that you know too much and they have to put you out of commission,” he said grimly. “That was a flesh wound, but you left blood at the scene. The Taliban might not be up to tracing your DNA through that blood, but the Brock medics would have no problem.” Lynch continued crisply, “Listen to me, here’s how it goes. You left Kabul three days ago and promptly forgot the place ever existed. In fact, you were immediately involved in an FBI case that had absolutely nothing to do with Brock Limited or Afghanistan.”

         She tensed. “Is that an order?”

         “I wish it could be,” he said wryly. “I’ll have to settle for calling Griffin with the FBI and begging him to find some way to cover for you.”

         “Ridiculous. You never beg Griffin for anything.”

         “Until now,” he said softly. “I’d beg him to keep you safe.”

         “Is that supposed to make me feel all warm and fuzzy?” she asked coldly. “It’s not working. I’ve no intention of forgiving you. Getting me thrown out of Afghanistan was completely unnecessary. You could have found a way to handle the situation that left me with dignity intact.”

         “I admit I wasn’t overly concerned with your dignity at the time. I was more worried about Brock or the Taliban finding out that it was you who’d made that connection and coming to look for you.” He paused. “And to be honest, I’d do it all again if it meant that it had the same result. Afghanistan can’t exist for you any longer. It’s not safe. Forget about it.” He suddenly chuckled. “Saying that, I’d judge it would be very wise to make my exit quickly before you verbally strike me down. I’ll be in touch. Have a good flight, Kendra.” He cut the connection.

         Always the last word, Kendra thought as she looked down at the phone with frustration. Even as furious and upset as she was with him, he’d still managed to do it.

         As well as disturbed her and turned her life upside down with his orders and this latest outrageous action. He always thought he knew best because all those corporations and governments believed he walked on water. Yes, he was brilliant and able to pull strings that no one else even knew were there, but he wasn’t always right. He was sending her home where she was presumably safe, but what about Jessie Mercado and him? They could still both be in danger. They had started this mission together, and they should finish it together. But now he was arbitrarily putting it on hold and sending her off to pretend she was working with Griffin and the FBI again?

         No way. He might have been able to ban her from Afghanistan, but he had no control of her once she was back on U.S. soil. She worked with the FBI only at her own discretion, not Lynch’s. She’d go back to teaching her students until she decided what she wanted to do next.

         The phone was ringing.

         A text.

         
            DON’T THINK I’VE FORGOTTEN ABOUT THE RED UNDERWEAR. IT’S STILL INTRIGUING ME. BUT I’LL LET YOU EXPLAIN THAT THE NEXT TIME I SEE YOU. CONTACTED GRIFFIN. HE’LL BE WAITING EAGERLY FOR YOU THE MINUTE THAT C-130 LANDS.

            LYNCH

         

         Damn him!

         
            *  *  *

         

         
            Naval Air Station

North Island

Coronado, California

         

         The first person Kendra saw when she climbed down the steps of the C-130 was FBI Special Agent in Charge Michael Griffin, who was standing beside a black SUV several yards from the aircraft.

         “Hello, Kendra. You don’t look too happy. I wonder why.” He smiled sourly as he took her elbow and nudged her toward the SUV. “Could it be that you’ve gotten your fill of Adam Lynch this time? Join the club. Now you know how I feel when I have to deal with him.”

         “But I notice that you still come when he calls you. You’re a busy man. There’s no way you have time to show up yourself to pick me up.” She looked at the troops being processed out of the transport plane. “Nor go through all the hassle of dealing with the military and the Justice Department to slip me out of here with no problem when my documents are, shall we say, questionable.”

         “Lynch has been pulling in favors since you left Afghanistan to make you fade into the landscape as soon as you hit the tarmac.” His lips twisted. “I’m just one of the primary pieces in the main puzzle. He had to offer me a mega-favor to get me to take you under my wing.”

         “Well, I won’t bother you for very long,” she said coolly as she stopped in front of the SUV. “You can drop me off at my condo and I’ll handle my own repatriation from here on. But by all means take advantage of whatever favor he offered you. Stick it to him. He deserves it.”

         Griffin looked at her in surprise and then chuckled. “He really did piss you off,” he said as he opened the car door for her. “Would you care to elaborate?”

         “Isn’t getting me thrown out of Afghanistan enough? He thinks he owns the world. Let him pay for it.” She climbed into the car. “Just get me off this base and let me go back to running my own life. Your work is officially done.”

         “Well, not exactly,” Griffin said. “Lynch always strikes a hard bargain. In order to get my particular payoff, I have to produce results that will make him content.” He gestured to the bustling military hubbub going on around them. “This was only the beginning.”

         She tensed. “What are you talking about?”

         “It appears that he’s apprehensive about your well-being and wants me to take the heat off you until he can do it himself. I believe you discussed it?”

         “He discussed it. I didn’t agree to anything.” She gazed directly into his eyes. “Drop me off at my condo.”

         “You’re being very difficult.” He sighed. “I can assign you surveillance but apparently that won’t be enough. Lynch wants to make sure that whatever you did in Afghanistan won’t be traced back to you.” His brows rose as he asked curiously, “What did you do?”

         “Nothing that should have put me in this position. I’m surprised Lynch didn’t share it with you since you seem to be such friends.”

         “You shouldn’t be. Lynch doesn’t share anything with anyone, except maybe you. He told me what he needed and that you probably wouldn’t want to give it to him. He told me to get it for him.” He grimaced. “He made me feel like a pimp. I reminded him that I was head of this office and I’d do what I damn well pleased.”

         “Yet here you are.”

         He shrugged. “He made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. So my team spent the last eighteen hours focused on getting him what he needed. He made it clear that this meant making it look like you’ve been working on an FBI case during the past week…a project you’ll continue for the foreseeable future. Now, what would make you want to do that?” He chuckled. “I guarantee you’ve never been this carefully researched before.” He started the car. “It became almost a game to my agents.”

         “Which I regard as the ultimate violation of my privacy.”

         “It was done very respectfully. You have an awesome reputation.”

         “Yeah, sure.”

         “Well, you’re not always polite, but they do respect you. And your friend Agent Metcalf likes and respects you.” He darted a glance at her face. “And he’s known you long enough that he’s able to see things other agents might ignore. He knew what would push your buttons. Yes, I think Metcalf might have won the grand prize.”

         “I like Metcalf. But I have no intention of joining your happy little group. I’ll go back to teaching my music students until I find a way to get back to Kabul. And there’s no way you can convince me to do anything. Give it up, Griffin.”

         “I haven’t begun to fight yet,” he murmured. “Let’s play our own game, Kendra. You want me to take you to your condo? No problem. There’s a manila folder on the floor at your feet. Pick it up and open it. It’s the case that Metcalf thought might tip you over the edge. Read it. Study it. Then tell me whether you want me to drive you home. Or whether you want me to take you to the regional office so that you can talk to Metcalf.”

         Kendra hesitated, then slowly picked up the folder. It was probably a mistake. She should probably just refuse to open it and ask to be taken home. Griffin was brilliant and had no compunction about manipulating people to suit himself. If he thought he had something that might intrigue her, then he probably did.

         But she was curious, dammit. She wanted to know why Metcalf had thought this case would interest her.

         She slowly opened the folder.

         She inhaled sharply as she looked down at the photo on the first page.

         “Kendra?” Griffin said softly.

         She couldn’t take her gaze from that photo.

         Griffin tilted his head, his eyes narrowed on her face. “Your condo or the regional office?”

         The bastard knew he had her.

         “Neither.”

         “You have someplace else in mind?”

         She held up the photo. “Take me here.”

         “It’s late. It’s already getting dark.”

         “I don’t care.”

         “Your time will be better spent at the office, getting brought up to speed. Tomorrow we can go out there, and—”

         “Now.” Kendra flipped the pages of the file. “Or you can drop me off at my condo and I’ll drive myself. But one way or another, I’m going there tonight.”

         Griffin sighed. “Okay. Fine. I’ll have Metcalf meet us there.”

         “That’ll work,” she said jerkily, her eyes already devouring the text. “I’ll read the report on the way.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
2

            Woodward Academy for the Physically Disabled

Oceanside, California

         

         Kendra looked up as Griffin negotiated the long driveway that rose to the Woodward Academy’s main entrance. Darkness had already fallen, but even at night the main building was astonishing. Situated on the top of a tall hill thirty-eight miles north of San Diego, the three-story structure looked like it belonged on a Northeastern Ivy League campus instead of the beach town where it had existed for over seventy years. The building had been constructed as the fourth home for one of California’s wealthiest oil families—the Woodwards, who had lived here in splendor before finally deeding the mansion and grounds to create Woodward Academy in the late 1940s. The extensive grounds upon which it was built were equally impressive. Rolling hills, meadows, and cliffs towered over the crashing Pacific Ocean, and the many outbuildings and lovely chapel in the garden were also magnificent. The school was world-renowned for its work with the physically challenged, and many of its alumni went on to great success in a variety of fields.

         “How long were you here?” Griffin asked.

         “I left after the eighth grade. I could have stayed through twelfth, but I wanted to go to a regular public high school.”

         “Did you regret leaving when you did?”

         She shook her head. “Never. I was ready. But I had some good times here. It felt like home to me. The teachers are the best anywhere.”

         “So I’ve heard. I once thought this was just a school for the blind, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

         “Much more. It’s for the hearing impaired, kids confined to wheelchairs…This school helps a lot of people. I still keep in touch with some of the teachers.”

         “So you’ve come back to visit?”

         “Occasionally.” Kendra looked at the file in her lap. She had to clear her throat. “But I never thought I’d come back under these circumstances.”

         She was staring at photos of Elaine Wessler and Ronald Kim, two staff members she’d known since she was five years old. Dear God, she had hundreds of memories of them from the years after her mother had brought her here as a nervous little girl. She remembered how tightly she’d held her mother’s hand as she’d been driven up this driveway to the front door. But more with excitement than fear, because her mother had prepared her for that first venture into the world outside the safety of the only home Kendra had ever known. She had been sure that she would be greeted with only kindness by everyone here at Oceanside.

         But neither of the people in these photos had been met with kindness. Kendra was looking at crime scene photos of their bloody corpses.

         They had been murdered.

         Their bodies had been found on opposite sides of the campus within a day of each other. Elaine Wessler, who specialized in real-world survival skills for the visually impaired, had been stabbed on the flat rocks of the school’s west side, a boulder-laden area that offered a spectacular view of the Pacific Ocean. Groundskeeper Ronald Kim, wearing the same blue overalls Kendra remembered from her campus visits, had been killed by a single gunshot behind his left ear. He’d been found on the far side of the great lawn adjacent to the campus’s main building.

         “Did you know them?” Griffin asked.

         Kendra nodded. “Almost for my entire life.” Her lips tightened. “They didn’t deserve this.”

         “No one does.”

         “Why are you even handling this investigation? Shouldn’t it be an SDPD case?”

         “The director asked us to offer our services. Several of the resident students are the children of very powerful foreign diplomats.” He grimaced. “And the fact that the entire student body is made up of special-needs kids has already started generating a lot of public pressure. We have to close this case very quickly.”

         “Yes, we do. And I didn’t see anything in the file about suspects.”

         “That’s because there aren’t any.”

         “None?”

         “Not yet. At least none we’ve been able to identify. Neither of the victims had enemies anyone knows about, and they didn’t have criminal associations. They weren’t drug users, had no criminal records.”

         “Robbery?”

         “No. Elaine Wessler was wearing a fairly expensive Movado watch, and it was still on her wrist when her body was found. Ronald Kim was found with a wallet full of cash, which was normal for him. He didn’t use credit cards. We’ve ruled out robbery as a motive.”

         Kendra looked out her window at the Latin phrase chiseled in stone over the main entrance: AD ASTRA PER ASPERA.

         Griffin squinted at it.

         “It means ‘To the stars in spite of difficulties,’” she said.

         Griffin nodded. “I know, Kendra. Despite what you may think, my education didn’t begin and end at Quantico. Good motto.”

         “Sorry for underestimating you.”

         He shrugged. “Non forsit.”

         “Now you’re just showing off.” She looked ahead at a Ford Explorer parked on the stone driveway. “Looks like Metcalf beat us here.”

         They pulled up behind the Explorer just in time to see FBI Special Agent Roland Metcalf climb out. He was a tall, handsome man with a fit, muscular body and floppy brown hair.

         “I had an amazing presentation prepared for you at the office, Kendra.” Metcalf shook his head. “A PowerPoint extravaganza. Photographs, crime scene video, pithy yet informative bullet points…”

         “Sorry, Metcalf. Tonight I needed to be here.” She held up the file folder. “This helped catch me up.”

         “A poor substitute.”

         “Maybe you’ll run your extravaganza for me later.”

         “Perhaps, if you’re extremely lucky.” He smiled. “Good to have you home. Sorry it’s under these circumstances.” He grimaced. “And I don’t mean Lynch getting you kicked out of Afghanistan. I know this case is going to be difficult for you.”

         “Obviously. Or you wouldn’t have been the one to win the office prize on how to draw me into the game Griffin set up.” She saw him flinch and felt a moment of regret. He was clearly sincere. Lynch, her best friend Olivia, and even her mother insisted that Metcalf had a crush on her, and she’d only recently admitted that it was probably true. “He’s right, you do know me well enough to know I’d want to be here and work this case. That’s all that’s important now.”

         Griffin glanced around. “Seen anybody here yet?”

         “I called on my way down,” Metcalf said. “I talked to a night supervisor, Dr. Madeline Turman, and told her we were coming. She didn’t seem thrilled about it.”

         “That’s because she’s responsible for a hundred and fifty resident students who are trying to sleep in that building over there.” Kendra motioned toward the dormitory, a four-story building with a sloping bonnet-style roof. “Maddie doesn’t like anything to come between her and her kids.”

         “Did you stay there when you were a student?” Metcalf asked.

         “No, I was a local. More than half of the students live in the San Diego area with their families. This school was the main reason my mom moved us here. It’s a special place.”

         “So I gather,” Griffin said. “But a great many parents have taken their students home in the past day or so, and more are coming tomorrow.”

         “Can’t say I blame them,” Kendra said. “Parents of special kids are very protective of them. It’s ingrained the instant they realize their child has a problem. This would set off more alarms than an EF-5 tornado warning. I’m surprised they haven’t closed the place down.”

         A woman’s sharp voice came from behind them. “It could still happen.”

         They turned to see a tall, slender woman in her late sixties. Kendra instinctively tensed. It was Dr. Allison Walker. The school’s head administrator had lost none of her power to cast an imposing figure. Her long, straight hair was now gray, but her slender physique appeared more toned than ever. Kendra had once assumed it was the result of some serious gym time, but a colleague told her Allison never exercised or even watched her calories. Lucky woman.

         “Good to see you, Kendra,” Allison said quietly. “I hoped you would come.”

         “You couldn’t keep me away.”

         Allison raised an electronic cigarette to her lips and took a puff. “Please excuse this. It’s not allowed here, but it’s been that kind of week.”

         Kendra nodded. “I understand. I take it you’ve met FBI Agents Griffin and Metcalf?”

         Allison nodded. “Yes. Yesterday morning, after Elaine Wessler’s death. Good evening, gentlemen. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”

         “Didn’t expect it, either,” Griffin said as he cast a sour glance at Kendra. “Plans change.”

         “I’m only just now getting brought up to speed,” Kendra said. “I’m sorry, Allison.” The name caught in Kendra’s throat. After all these years, it still felt strange not to call her Dr. Walker. “Elaine Wessler and Ron Kim were good people.”

         Allison nodded. “You’d realize that more than most. They were part of the heart and soul of this place. Each of them in their own way.”

         “I know.”

         Allison said fiercely, “It’s just…senseless.”

         Evidently Allison was feeling a bit raw. Kendra instinctively stepped closer to her. “Did they have any connection to each other?”

         “Elaine and Ronald? Not at all. Ronald was always around, tending to the lawns, his flowers and shrubs. The teachers might give him a smile or a quick hello as they walked past, but mostly he was just…there. We’ve all been racking our brains for a common thread between them, but we haven’t come up with anything.”

         “Enemies? Volatile personal relationships?”

         “No. Nothing like that. Ronald’s wife died of cancer a few years ago. Elaine’s divorced and she hasn’t been seeing anyone we know of.”

         “We’ve been digging into their friends and associates,” Metcalf said. “I’ll give you a rundown, but so far there isn’t anything promising.”

         “Okay.” Kendra glanced around them. “Allison, I’d appreciate it if you could walk with us. Would you mind?”

         “Where?”

         “I want to see where each body was found.”

         “It will be difficult to see at night, especially where we found Elaine.”

         “I know. I’ll come back tomorrow, but I need to see these places now.”

         Allison turned toward Griffin and Metcalf. “I take it you’ve already tried to talk her out of coming here tonight?”

         “We have,” Griffin said with a sigh.

         Allison took another puff from her electronic cigarette. “I sympathize. Even when Kendra was here as a little girl, it was difficult trying to talk her out of anything she’d set her mind on.”

         “Sorry,” Kendra said.

         “No, you’re not. I know you better than that, Kendra.” Allison motioned toward the great lawn that extended to the south of the main building. “I hope you brought flashlights, otherwise it’s entirely possible one of us will end our evening tumbling headfirst into the Pacific Ocean.”

         “We’ll try to avoid that.” Griffin and Metcalf fired up their flashlights and shone the way across the lawn as they walked.

         “Ronald Kim’s car was in the parking lot overnight Monday,” Allison said. “It was logged by the security officer on duty.”

         “Didn’t anyone think that was unusual?” Kendra said.

         Allison shrugged. “It was an older car. The officer thought it probably had engine trouble and Ronald just caught another ride home.”

         Kendra sniffed the air as they walked. Gardenias. Mr. Kim based his planting on scents as much as visual aesthetics, so the sightless students always knew where they were on campus. Even after all these years, Kendra knew she’d soon be smelling roses, followed by a wisp of honeysuckle.

         “The security officers’ shift change came at seven A.M.,” Allison said as they approached the rose garden. “That’s when Ronald’s body was discovered, when the daytime officer made his first patrol around campus.”

         Metcalf shone his flashlight toward a large stone wall at the far end of the lawn. “His body was found there, on the ground at the base of the trellis.”

         Kendra slowed as they approached the scene. The grass had been matted by the dress shoes of more than a dozen cops, FBI agents, and evidence teams, along with the thin wheel marks of the gurney used to cart away Ronald Kim’s body.

         Griffin directed his flashlight beam along the ground in front of them. “He was here, mostly covered by these trellis vines down to almost his knees. He was killed by a single nine-millimeter shot to the back of the head.”

         Kendra pulled out her phone, activated its flashlight, and studied the scene. “Were these drag marks here or did the M.E. make these removing the body?”

         “They were there already,” Metcalf said. “He was moved just a few feet, enough to hide the body. He appears to have been murdered here at close range. A silencer was used to muffle the sound.”

         “So no one heard the shot?”

         “No one,” Allison said. “And in the dormitory, we have dozens of children with highly developed senses of hearing, as I’m sure you can imagine. Stray cats a hundred yards away are known to cause a disturbance around here.”

         Holding her phone flashlight in front of her, Kendra walked down the length of the stone wall.

         “What are you looking for?” Griffin said. “We searched this entire area.”

         “I’m sure you did.” Kendra didn’t look up as she continued her scan of the area. She had no idea what she was looking for, but a lawn and garden this pristine would make it easier for her to spot something, anything, that could give them a lead.

         Or it could give them nothing.

         She’d definitely have to come back the next day when the sun would light up the area far better than her phone. In this respect, Allison and the agents had been right to question her wisdom in visiting the scene in the dead of—

         She stopped.

         She turned her head and took half a step back.

         “See something?” Metcalf called out.

         “No.”

         Metcalf, Griffin, and Allison joined her next to a clump of tall bushes. “What is it?”

         “Ronald Kim stood here.” She looked over the wall, which was about four feet tall at this point. “He was here for quite a while, probably looking at the access road leading to the Pacific Coast Highway.”

         Griffin squinted at the ground. “I don’t see how you can tell that.”

         “I couldn’t if I was only using my sight.” She grabbed a branch from the nearest bush, leaned in, and took a deep whiff. “Try it.”

         Only Metcalf moved closer and sniffed the bush.

         “Smell that?” she asked.

         “I’m…not sure.”

         “You’d probably be surer if you’d been paying attention to what the others smelled like.”

         “How is this one different?” Griffin said.

         “It’s been bathed in cigarette smoke. And not just a few puffs. Probably several entire cigarettes. The smell wouldn’t linger this long otherwise. Which means he was standing here for quite a while.”

         “How do you know it was Ronald Kim and not someone else?”

         “The scent of this tobacco is sharp, very distinctive. It’s a Korean-made cigarette brand, Raison. The odor was always on Mr. Kim’s clothes. A young woman in your office also smokes this brand, by the way.”

         “What woman?” Griffin asked.

         “The forensic accounting specialist two cubicles down from Metcalf. Special Agent Park.”

         “Huh.” Griffin’s forehead creased in surprise. “I didn’t even know she smoked.”

         “Me neither,” Metcalf said.

         Kendra turned back toward the wall. “Something here interested him. He stood here for a reason.”

         “Maybe he just came here for his smoke breaks.”

         “No,” Allison said. “No staff member is allowed to smoke anywhere a student may see them. There’s only one smoking area, and it’s near the garbage dumpsters behind the dining hall.”

         “He only would have smoked out here late at night, when no one could have seen him,” Kendra said.

         “Interesting,” Metcalf said. “You would have known this if you had attended my scintillating presentation, but crime scene techs found six cigarette butts in the left pocket of the coveralls.”

         Kendra nodded. “Of course. He wouldn’t have littered in his garden. So it was that night. He was waiting out here for a reason.”

         “Maybe to meet someone,” Metcalf offered.

         Kendra glanced around. “Kind of an out-of-the-way place. It seems more like a spot where he could look down to that area below without being seen.”

         Griffin stood between the tall bushes and looked down toward the access road. “Yes, it does.”

         Kendra turned and continued her scan of the area, but nothing else caught her attention. “Okay.” She braced herself. “Now I’d like to see where Elaine Wessler was found.”

         Allison motioned toward the far side of the campus. “It was on the hillside, on the other side of the athletic building.”

         “On the Slide?”

         Allison wore a pained expression. “I strongly discourage that name.”

         Kendra smiled. “Still?”

         “Yes.”

         Kendra turned toward Metcalf and Griffin. “For years, students have grabbed flattened boxes to slide down the hill over there.”

         “Even the blind kids?” Metcalf said.

         “Of course. Some of the best times I had here were over on the Slide.”

         “Dodging any teacher who might try to stop you,” Allison said sarcastically. “And you and your friend Olivia always led the pack. Fun times. Until someone inevitably gets hurt. The area should have been cleared and leveled to take away the temptation.”

         “But that would have broken our hearts.”

         “Better your hearts than your heads. You students had enough problems to worry about.”

         “But Elaine Wessler wasn’t sliding on boxes,” Griffin said grimly.

         Allison shook her head. “No. This way. I’ll show you the best way to get there without hurtling into the ocean.”

         They followed Allison past the main building and around the athletic complex and swimming pool. A paved stairway took them down a long slope that appeared to end at the ocean. Kendra knew, however, that it was merely an illusion, since a fence and service road separated the base of the hill from the water. The school did have a private beach on the coast, but it was closer to the cliffs.

         There were no lights on that part of campus, but the moon cast a blue glow over the hillside. Several boulders jutted from the earth, appearing smaller than how Kendra remembered them.

         Allison walked toward the largest boulder. “Elaine was found here less than twenty-four hours after Ronald Kim’s body was discovered.”

         “Who found her?”

         Metcalf shrugged. “San Diego’s News Copter 7, believe it or not.”

         “A news helicopter?”

         Allison extinguished her electronic cigarette and placed it into her pocket. “Yes. They were covering the morning rush hour and happened to see Elaine’s body here. They notified the police and we found out from them.”

         “She was stabbed twice,” Griffin said. “Once in the chest, once in the throat. Time of death probably before midnight.”

         “Did she have a reason to be here on campus at that time of night?” Kendra asked.

         “None,” Allison said. “She should have left about four the previous afternoon.”

         “But she didn’t,” Metcalf said. “At least not according to the entrance and exit camera feeds. It looks like she arrived for work that morning, but never left.”

         Kendra was gazing at the much-trampled area ahead that they were approaching. So many memories…Big Rock, the huge flat boulder where she and other generations of children sat, ate lunch, and listened to stories and waves crashing in the distance. They had all considered this place peculiarly their own. There were now hundreds of carvings on the rock, some etched there in the decades before her time, many in the years since. She remembered constantly tracing an odd design with her finger that only later, after she’d gained her sight, had she realized was a four-leaf clover. She recalled a star, a heart, and a pyramid with wavy lines…There were even hundreds of students’ initials carved through the decades on the underside of the rim of the rock. Kendra knew exactly the place where she and Olivia had carved their own initials to join them. They had crept out early one morning, and she could remember the excitement, the sound of the sea, and the scent of the earth as they’d knelt down there beside the rock. Sounds…scents…tastes…friends.

         “This is where Olivia and I first met.” Kendra cleared her throat and then turned toward Allison. “We’re still best friends. She has her own condo on the floor below mine in a building on Fifth Street.”

         “I know. She still visits here from time to time. Did she mention to you that she’s given motivational speeches to our classes at least two or three times a year since she left here?”

         Kendra nodded. “You couldn’t have chosen anyone better. She’s an exceptional person.”

         More than exceptional, she thought. Olivia was beautiful, brilliant, innovative, and had never let her blindness keep her from accomplishing any goal she set herself. She had developed a website, Outasite, which had recently become a major online destination for the blind, who browsed its pages with one of several screen-reading applications. The site featured product reviews, interviews, and news stories mostly written by Olivia herself. In just a few years, what had been a spare-time hobby now afforded her a comfortable living with a potential in the seven figures.

         “Oh, I realized that,” Allison said bluntly. “You’ve been very generous with your time when I’ve asked you to come and speak, but Olivia is really of far more value to us.” Then she sighed and ruefully shook her head. “I shouldn’t have said that, diplomacy isn’t my strong suit. It’s been a very bad day and I tend to just say what I’m thinking when I’m hurting.”

         “So do I,” Kendra said quietly. “Do you suppose I learned it from your example? I always admired you…when you didn’t intimidate me.”

         “Lord, I hope not. These kids have to learn to cope, not antagonize.” She paused. “Your visits here did have value. I’m not saying they didn’t. But you’re a superstar. You do it all. The kids hear about your work with the FBI on the Net. Very exciting. Crimefighter deluxe. And they know that you’re respected for your academic accomplishments with special kids in the classroom. They admire all that about you. But they can’t connect with you as they do with Olivia.” She added simply, “Because you received a miracle that might never happen to them.”

         “And Olivia is still blind, yet she’s making a success of her life at every opportunity that comes her way,” Kendra said. “She’s out there in the trenches and showing the kids what’s possible. Of course she’s a better motivational inspiration than I am. That’s why my speeches to the students weigh in heaviest on what I learned in the twenty years I was blind that I can apply to what I do now.”

         “I’ve noticed,” Allison said gruffly. “That’s really the only reason I invited you to speak.” She shrugged. “Though the kids do get excited when you show up. Everyone likes a superstar to shine down on them.” She added dryly, “Well, have I hurled enough insults at you for one evening?”

         “I actually feel complimented that you’d be this honest with me.” Kendra couldn’t help but be amused. “It makes me believe I might have at last reached your august level. Even though Olivia is far ahead of me.”

         “You might get there yet. As long as you make sure Olivia stays around to keep you balanced. I admit it didn’t surprise me about the condo. You never could let go of anyone you cared about.”

         “Can anyone? Friendship is very precious.”

         She nodded slowly. “To some more than others.”

         “I assure you that we never get in each other’s way. You taught us that we had to be totally independent.” She paused as a thought occurred to her. “Does she know about the murders?”

         “Maybe not.” She shrugged. “I asked your FBI friends to try to keep their identities confidential until I could talk to the parents of our students. They did a good job of stalling the media. I think she would have contacted us if she’d known.”

         “You’re probably right. Or called to tell me. She might have been out of town. Once a month she flies to Dallas to give seminars on computer technique for the blind at a VA hospital. I’ll phone her on my way home and tell her what happened.” She grimaced. “I’m not looking forward to it.” They had reached the rock, and Kendra lit up her phone and scanned the area. “The ground is soft. There should have been footprints here.”

         “There were,” Metcalf said. “Hers.”

         She turned to look at him. “No one else’s?”

         “Nothing I would call a print. More like…vague impressions. It looks like the killer wore padded booties of some kind.”

         “Do we at least have a shoe size?”

         “Forensics gave us a man’s shoe size estimate of between ten and twelve.”

         Kendra crouched next to the boulder. “Great. That narrows it to what, fifty percent of the population?”

         “Close,” Metcalf said. “Forty-four point five percent.”

         “Tell me you didn’t know that off the top of your head.”

         “Would it impress you if I did?”

         “Not sure. I’d have to decide if you were a genius or some kind of freak.”

         “Now you know how we feel about you when you help out on our cases.”

         “Point taken.”

         Metcalf smiled. “I looked up the stat after the Evidence Response Team gave me the shoe size range. Guess I’m not such a freak after all.”

         “I wouldn’t say that.” Kendra stood up. “I saw the crime scene pics of Elaine’s body…Her hands had wounds, didn’t they?”

         “Yes,” Griffin said. “They appeared to be defensive wounds, but the M.E. isn’t sure about that. The wounds weren’t from the same blade that killed her. And if they were truly defensive wounds, they most likely would also be on her lower arms, but those were untouched.”

         She turned to Metcalf. “Mind if I use your flashlight? My phone battery is almost dead.”

         “Sure.”

         She took his high-wattage xenon-bulb flashlight and walked around the area just as she had at Ronald Kim’s murder scene. The close-cropped grass yielded nothing, and the nearby boulders seemed undisturbed. She studied the railing that bordered the path down the hill. It consisted of a series of wooden posts connected by six-foot lengths of nylon mesh.

         Kendra turned back to the others. “Was this railing moved or in any way disturbed by investigators on the scene?”

         “I don’t believe so,” Metcalf said. “Why?”

         Kendra stepped back and looked at it from another angle. “So this is how it looked when Elaine’s body was found?”

         Allison moved closer to her. “This is how it’s always looked. At least since it was put up about ten years ago.”

         “I’m not so sure about that.”

         Griffin stared at the railing. “What are you seeing that we aren’t? Or is it smelling?”

         “Seeing.” Kendra moved the flashlight around the surrounding area. “The position of every garden stake, fence, and gatepost matches the others perfectly.”

         “Our grounds staff possesses an impressive attention to detail,” Allison said. “Nothing unusual there.”

         Kendra ran the beam of her flashlight across the railing posts. “Look at these. Each post is stuck into the ground up to a small globe at the bottom.” She used her flashlight to point out each one. “Globe, globe, globe, globe…”

         “No globe,” Griffin said as her flashlight came to rest at the base of a post just a few feet away from them.

         Kendra moved closer to it. “This post is slightly shorter than the others. Because it’s been jammed farther into the ground. If you look, you’ll see that the ground has been freshly disturbed around the base. It looks as if it was pulled from the ground, then thrust back in without the time or care of the other posts. See?” She moved the flashlight up the post. “And higher up, look at the rough patterned cuts in the wood. If you look closer, you’ll see they’re not completely clean. That could be dirt in the ridges, but I’m thinking it might be…”

         “Blood,” Metcalf finished for her. “That would explain the cuts we saw on the victim’s hands. You think she tried to use this as a weapon?”

         “Maybe. Give me a pair of evidence gloves. I want to see how hard it is for a person my size to pull this out of the ground.”

         Metcalf pulled a pair of nitrile evidence gloves from his jacket pocket and handed them to her. Kendra smiled as she handed him his flashlight and pulled the gloves on. “You brought them in my size. Thanks, Metcalf.”

         “Figured it was time. You’ve earned it.”

         “You’re spoiling me,” she said mockingly.

         Kendra gripped the post midway up and pulled. It rose easily from the soft ground, and with a slight twist it was free from the mesh that still joined the other posts. She held it in front of her, as if fending off an attacker. “It’s awkward, but this might have been the closest thing to a weapon Elaine could get her hands on.”

         Griffin looked doubtful. “But why would the perp bother planting it back into the ground after he killed her?”

         “We’ve all seen serial killers who tidy up their scenes.” Kendra lowered the post. “It could be that he…”

         She stopped and squinted, then slowly raised the post again. Could that be…?

         “Guys, aim your flashlights at the very bottom of this thing.”

         Griffin was the first to react, but after a moment both agents had trained their beams on the post’s pointed end.

         It was dirty from the soft earth, but there was something else there.

         “Blood,” Kendra said. “More blood. But this time I don’t think it’s Elaine’s.”

         Metcalf inspected it more closely. “If this belongs to the killer, then we have his DNA.” He looked back to Griffin. “We need to take this thing back to the lab.”

         Griffin was already entering a number into his phone. “I’m calling the Evidence Response Team now. I’ll have them come out here and take it themselves.”

         “Now?” Metcalf said.

         “Yes. It’ll serve them right for not catching this themselves.”

         Kendra carefully leaned the post against the boulder bottom-side up.

         Allison shook her head. “Impressive. I have to admit that I haven’t paid much attention to this sideline of yours, Kendra, but it’s amusing to finally see you in action.”

         “Don’t be too impressed,” Kendra said. “I have no idea if any of this will help find the killer.”

         Metcalf raised his phone and snapped several photos of the post. “We’re a hell of a lot closer than we were twenty minutes ago.” He turned to Griffin. “Don’t you think?”

         Griffin shrugged. “Possibly.”

         A dog howled in the distance.

         Kendra frowned, her gaze searching the campus.

         The howl came again. It appeared to be coming from somewhere in the vicinity of the main building.

         Kendra turned to Allison. “Hound of the Baskervilles?”

         “Hardly. Harley of Oceanside.”

         Kendra wrinkled her brow.

         “You may remember that Elaine fostered and trained Seeing Eye dogs,” Allison said. “She was seldom without one in her home. The day after her murder, we remembered she had one there. So we brought him here until other arrangements could be made. Our dorm supervisor, Maddie Turman, keeps him in her room overnight. Unfortunately, the dog isn’t exactly quiet.”

         “He’s probably just missing Elaine,” Kendra said. “His name is Harley?”

         Allison nodded. “That’s what Elaine told me. Though she didn’t name him. She got him from one of the local vets who knew she had a way with dogs. I’m not sure if Harley is going to cut it without her around.”

         “Why not?”

         “He’s…unusual.”

         Kendra cocked her head. “Unusual how?”

         Another howl wafted across the campus.

         “I’d better go tend to this,” Allison said. “He’s probably woken up everyone in the dorm by now. If you’ll excuse me…”

         “May I go with you?” Kendra asked.

         Allison nodded. “Certainly, but trust me, that dog isn’t going to help you solve this or any other case.”

         Kendra turned back to Griffin and Metcalf. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. You’ll be here?”

         “Metcalf will,” Griffin replied. “He’ll wait here for the Evidence Response Team. I’m heading home and going to bed.”

         Metcalf sighed. “Rank has its privileges.”

         The dog wailed again.

         “This way,” Allison said.

         Kendra followed her up the path and across the lawn to the dormitory. A single window was illuminated on the first floor. Allison swiped her key card across a reader at the main entrance, and she and Kendra made their way down a long hallway.

         The dog’s wail echoed eerily down the dim corridor. In there, it sounded less pathetic and more creepy, Kendra thought.

         They made their way toward the one door where a sliver of light cut underneath. Allison rapped sharply on the door and it was answered by Maddie Turman, who looked totally exhausted, with dark circles under her eyes.

         “Dr. Walker, I’m so sorry,” Maddie Turman said quickly. “I’ve been trying to keep him quiet.”

         “I know, Maddie,” Allison said. “But this can’t continue. The students are already upset and on edge.”

         “Tell me about it,” Maddie said wearily. “And the kids could take that wailing, it’s the other stuff that keeps scaring them. He’s definitely an acquired taste. Even Elaine was at her wit’s end trying to find a home for him. That’s why she still had him four months after he was rescued.”

         “Home?” Kendra repeated. “She wasn’t training him to be a Seeing Eye dog like the others?”

         “Not Harley,” Allison said dryly. “He’d already had his initial training but something happened and Dr. Napier, the local vet, asked Elaine if she could take him. You know Elaine, she’s always been a sucker for a lost cause.”

         “He flunked out as a Seeing Eye dog?” Kendra asked. “Not smart enough?”

         “Elaine said he’s the smartest dog she’d ever seen. He’s just…different.” She saw Kendra frown and then said impatiently, “Oh, see for yourself. I’ll wait for you here.” She dropped down on the couch. “Take her to see him, Maddie.”

         Maddie shrugged. “Why not? At least he’ll stop howling.” She led her down the hall to the bedroom from which the howling was issuing. “Don’t be scared, okay? He won’t hurt you. You shouldn’t be afraid.”

         “I’m not afraid. I like dogs. And Elaine would never accept a dog that would be a danger to anyone. He probably just needs some additional training.”

         The dog broke off in mid-howl as Maddie started to open the bedroom door. He whirled on Kendra and then bounded toward her. She had a lightning glance of a large, golden-tan dog, either a German shepherd or a retriever or…something, and braced herself for the leap. But before he reached her, he fell to the floor and made a sound deep in his throat.

         Chills ran down her back. He sounded like a hungry lion snarling. “He’s going to attack.” She instinctively backed away as the dog snarled at her again. “I’ve never heard anything like that.”

         “None of us have,” Maddie said. “But he’s not growling, Kendra. Elaine said that he’s barking. He’s not threatening you. She thought it was his attempt to make friends.”

         “He’s growling,” Kendra said positively. And it was the deepest, roughest, fiercest growl she’d ever heard. “And forget the bit where I told you I wasn’t afraid of dogs.” She tried to get a grip on herself. “You’re sure he’s not on the attack?”

         “I’m sure. You saw how he dropped and lay at attention before he reached you. That was part of his training as a service dog. Harley was probably the most affectionate dog you’ve ever met until he was injured. Elaine said she believed that’s part of his problem now. Just ignore that blasted sound he’s making and look at him. You’ll see it.”

         Kendra was already looking at him. His tail was wagging and his large, dark eyes were shining at her from that big, square retriever face. No, one dark eye, she realized. The other was a crystal light blue, but it was shining at her with just as much eagerness as its darker mate. It was as if he was trying to tell her something. His golden fur clung tightly to his lean, powerful shepherd body, and his ears were long and floppy. He looked unusual, funny, and maybe even almost huggable…as long as he didn’t open his mouth. “What breed is he?”

         “Mutt,” Maddie said flatly. “He was donated to the Seeing Eye program by a breeder of German shepherds. But evidently some other dog of dubious ancestry saw fit to pay his mother a clandestine visit. He appeared healthy and had a wonderful temperament so he was accepted in the program.”

         Kendra took a step forward and then she knelt, tentatively reaching out and gently stroking Harley’s ears. He lifted his head and gazed at her intently…and she was aware once more of that feeling that he was trying to tell her something…

         And then he growled.

         Kendra shuddered. “Oh, shit.” She glanced at Maddie. “That snarl sounds like a cross between a panther and a lion and totally deadly. No way would anyone see that ‘wonderful temperament’ if they heard that. It doesn’t make sense.”

         “And everything has to make sense to you, it all has to fit together. You haven’t changed.” Maddie shrugged. “I can see it. It was hard for me to understand what Elaine was talking about. I still have trouble. I don’t have her empathy for animals. But when Elaine first brought Harley home from the vet, she knew he was going to be a headache. He was very depressed and so quiet it was almost a relief when he’d give that lion roar.”

         “Difficult to imagine.” But now that Kendra was up close and personal with Harley, she could see what Maddie meant. In the dog’s silence, she could sense the intensity, the aloneness, even…desperation. “You said she brought him home from the vet? What was wrong with him?”

         “Elaine said he’d had a battle with a fire caused by an exploding gas pipe.” She shrugged. “And I don’t want to sound schmaltzy, but she really thought he had a broken heart. That’s a little harder to fix.”

         “If anyone could do it, Elaine could.” Kendra was looking into those strange eyes, trying to read what Elaine had seen. Did she heal you, boy? She healed a lot of us over the years. But no one can heal her now.

         “You’re right.” Maddie had to clear her throat. “But she didn’t have much time to do it, though I believe she was making progress. The dog was responding to Elaine, and she was even bringing him here to stay in her office during the day so that she could work with him on her breaks. And I wasn’t lying to you. Harley didn’t sound like that during the first year of his training. He couldn’t have been a more perfect service dog. In fact he was so extraordinary, he’d been assigned earlier than expected because an eight-year-old boy, Terry Calder, needed a dog and his trainer thought Harley could handle his needs. It worked out beautifully and they were both ecstatic at being together. But a gas main blew up in his neighborhood and Terry was killed.” She grimaced. “It’s likely he was killed instantly by the explosion itself, as his parents were, but Harley wouldn’t believe it. He dragged the boy through that burning house to the front door and stayed there barking until the firemen heard him and managed to break down the door to get to them. But it was definitely too late by then.” She reached down and patted Harley. “This one almost died, too. Severe smoke inhalation, they had to operate twice on him. But he’s well now except the damage done to his vocal cords. Needless to say, when the Guide Dog Foundation directors heard what he sounded like after he recovered, they no longer wanted him as a Seeing Eye dog. Service dogs have to be almost perfect in every way so that they can interact with the public.” She made a face. “Though they did give him a medal for his service at the fire. But he wouldn’t eat, he was almost catatonic, after he lost the boy. Dr. Napier did his best, but he was finally considering sending him to a shelter as a solution when he thought about Elaine. Naturally Elaine took him, but she really didn’t know what to do with him, either. She was just edging along trying to use Harley’s instinctive love of people, particularly kids, to bring him back. But they’re all afraid of him now.” She looked Kendra in the eye. “Admit it, even you were scared.”

         “I won’t deny it. How can I?” But she wasn’t afraid now. Elaine had tried to understand and save this dog. She had seen his pain and tried to soothe it. “So what are you planning on doing with him, Maddie? You volunteered to take him in after Elaine died. You must have some feeling for him.”

         “You want me to take him? I’m not that noble. He doesn’t really like me. He didn’t like anyone but Elaine after his Terry died. And I wouldn’t have volunteered to take care of him except I heard him howl.”

         “What?”

         “The day that Elaine died, I heard him howl. He’d never done that before. I’d heard that scary bark, but not that horrible, mournful howl. The vet told Elaine that he howled for Terry for weeks after he died and then just gave up and went into depression.” Her eyes were tearing. “Harley knew Elaine was dead. He knew he’d lost someone else. Just as we’d lost her. I couldn’t help her, so I thought I’d do what I could for him. I offered to keep him for at least a couple of weeks. After that, I’ll try to find him a home, but it probably won’t work out. He has a handicap that’s hard to take.” She swallowed hard. “So there you are. Another tragedy added to the one that happened to Elaine and Mr. Kim.”

         “Bullshit. There has to be something we can do. Saving this dog was one of the last things that Elaine tried to make happen before she was killed. We can’t cheat her of it.” Kendra rubbed Harley’s broad nose, velvet soft, so different from that harsh, fierce snarl that was meant to be a bark. She had been terribly touched by the story of the sacrifice that had caused his hideous hoarseness. What must it be like to reach out in love and have it be mistaken for violence? And she had an idea that beneath the intense, searching emotion she could see in the dog’s eyes, there might be pure love. “I’d take him, but I’m never at home. If he needs people contact as much as Elaine said, my neighbors would be calling the police at the first howl.”

         “Absolutely,” Maddie said. “I guarantee they’d be knocking on your door. But you’re working with the FBI these days as well as your music therapy groups. You can figure it out, Kendra. Because I don’t know how long I can fight off Allison. She has a good heart but this school is everything to her. She’s not going to let Harley get in the way of helping the kids.”

         “And she shouldn’t.” She was frowning. “That doesn’t mean we have to sacrifice one for the other. We just have to make the best choice and then go with it.”

         “Choice? Harley’s more like a challenge. I’m not much into challenges these days, Kendra.”

         “Challenge?” Kendra went still. Something had just occurred to her. “Yes, you’re right, he is a challenge. Let me think for a minute…”
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