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      ‘Boyd Morrison’s novel, The Noah’s Ark Quest, is a stunning thriller with a premise as ingenious as it is flawlessly executed. Lightning-paced, chillingly real, here is a novel that will have you holding your breath until the last page is turned. One of the best debuts I’ve read this year’ James Rollins

      ‘When it comes to thrillers, Boyd Morrison has the Midas touch’ Chris Kuzneski

      ‘A bang-a-minute blockbuster’ The Times

      ‘A roller coaster ride of gun-blazing action, fascinating historical references, and a nail-biting battle of wits… Move over Dan Brown, and give Boyd Morrison a try’ Lisa Gardner

      ‘A rip-roaring thriller which has the reader entranced from first page to last… Hold on tight as the pace is akin to that of a white water raft ride – furious bouts of life-threatening action then a spell of calm before the next onslaught on your senses!’ CrimeSquad.com

      ‘Heart-stopping action, biblical history, mysticism, a stunning archeological find and mind-boggling evil results in a breathcatching adventure… a pitch-perfect combination of plot, action and dialogue’ RT Book Reviews

      ‘Full of action, villainy, and close calls. Fans of James Rollins, Matthew Reilly, and Douglas Preston take note’ Booklist

      ‘The perfect blend of historical mysticism and clever, classical thriller plotting. Imagine the famed Ark rediscovered and reinvented to form the seeds of a modern day conspiracy. Boyd Morrison manages that flawlessly in this blisteringly paced tale’ Jon Land

      ‘A perfect thriller’ Crimespree Magazine
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      Kevin, the same men who killed Stein are after me. 

      Michael Ward’s fingers trembled as he lifted his hands from the keyboard. Because he didn’t have Kevin’s cell phone number, Ward had tried his home a dozen times, but he kept getting the damned answering machine. Leaving a message was out of the question. Even email could be intercepted, so he’d have to choose his words carefully.

      He needed a cigarette badly. His hand fumbled through his shirt pocket and removed the pack of Marlboros. Only one left. He’d have to get another pack on the way to the airport.

      He lit the cigarette despite the shaking and took a deep drag, trying to pull every milligram of precious nicotine into his system. He felt the smoke fill his lungs, and the trembling subsided. His attention returned to the words on the screen. He wanted to laugh at their absurdity, but he was afraid if he started he wouldn’t be able to stop.

      A wave of nausea hit him. Ward shook off the feeling. There wasn’t much left in his stomach anyway, just half a bottle of Pepto-Bismol he’d drained when he got home. He’d been spending the Friday in his South Texas University office, working and listening to the radio, when he’d heard the news of Herbert Stein’s death. The story had been short, but it was enough. An execution-style shooting, the body thrown in a Dumpster. He got sick twice, once in his office trash can and again before climbing into his Mercedes. He didn’t feel like a man who was about retire to the Bahamas with ten million dollars.

      He checked the progress of his download. The backup of his hard disk to the USB drive had another three minutes to go. With the cigarette stuck in his mouth, he continued typing.

      
        
           

          Caroline and I are leaving Houston. I think we’ll be safe where we’re going, but I need your help to be sure. NV117 wasn’t a failure. You know the equipment. The key to everything else you need is in your thesis. I made a deal with Clay

        

      

      ‘May we come in, Dr Ward?’

      Ward jerked at the sound of the voice. He recognized too well the distinct enunciation of each syllable and his heart started pounding. He turned his head to see two men standing in the doorway to his study. David Lobec and, behind him, Richard Bern, Clayton Tarnwell’s men here to finalize the deal. They were early. The meeting wasn’t supposed to be for another two hours.

      He silently cursed himself for not grabbing the passports and running as soon as he got home. He’d been careful not to call ahead in case the phones were tapped, but they’d found him anyway.

      Five minutes, he’d told Caroline when he burst through the front door. Pack whatever you can in five minutes, then we head straight to Intercontinental and get the first flight out. She’d begun to protest, asking if he’d lost his mind. I’ll explain everything in the car, but we need to get the hell out of here. When he’d practically shoved her up the stairs, she’d gotten the message. He was dead serious. Now they were out of time, and Ward’s mind raced for options.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the blinking cursor on the screen and realized that the words on the computer might be seen from in front of his desk. Without glancing back at the monitor, he pressed the F4 key as he turned the chair to face his visitors. The message disappeared from the screen.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mr Lobec,’ Ward said, rising from his seat. ‘I didn’t hear the doorbell.’ The waver in his voice betrayed his attempt to remain calm. He took another puff from the cigarette.

      Lobec smiled and strode in without waiting for the invitation he had asked for.

      ‘Disgusting habit,’ he said, plucking the cigarette from Ward’s lips. He stubbed it out in a heavily stained brass ashtray. ‘Much better. Now we can all breathe while we talk.’ He sat in one of the leather chairs. Bern remained standing behind him.

      ‘Please sit down,’ Lobec said.

      ‘You’re early,’ said Ward, lowering himself into his chair. ‘I wasn’t expecting you until six thirty.’ The clock on the study’s mantel said 4:23.

      ‘Of course you weren’t. You expected to be far away by the time we arrived. I’m happy to surprise you.’

      He wasn’t tall, no more than five foot ten, but Lobec carried a quiet confidence that made him more imposing than a man six inches taller. His thick ebony hair, a marked contrast to his fair complexion and slate-gray eyes, was combed straight back. His gray suit was tailored, perfectly fitting his athletic frame. Lobec was not a handsome man: his nose angled downward and crooked, his chin was weak but his eyes were always alert and focused. Despite being intimidated by Lobec, Ward couldn’t help but admire the man’s presence.

      Lobec’s younger associate was the same height as Lobec but about fifty pounds heavier, most of it muscle. Bern lacked Lobec’s sense of style, wearing an ill-fitting blue suit that looked a size too large. His brown hair was cut in a Marine-style crew, and boredom radiated from his perpetual frown and sleepy eyes. Beyond the visual, Ward knew hardly anything about the man. He’d never uttered more than a few unintelligible greetings.

      Ward forced a smile, knowing he’d never be able to overpower either one of them, let alone both. Despite his four-inch height advantage over the two men, his large paunch and fleshy jowls clearly marked him as a professor whose sole exercise was swinging a golf club. Since the fall semester didn’t begin until next week, he was dressed in the three-hundred-dollar sweatsuit he normally wore on weekends. Otherwise, Ward was the archetype of a distinguished professor, down to the thin, graying hair and wire-rimmed glasses. Judging by Lobec’s attitude, he didn’t appear to pose much of a threat.

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Ward said. ‘I was just finishing up some —’

      ‘You do know what I mean.’ Lobec seemed more amused than annoyed. ‘We’ve been searching for you for the last hour. You didn’t take your normal route from the office today. Maybe you can tell us why.’

      He had suspected they were watching him, and now Lobec’s statement confirmed it. After hearing the news about Herbert Stein’s murder, Ward had taken the precaution of leaving through the subbasement to another building, hoping to elude his observers for just the ten minutes he needed to hide his insurance. Apparently, he had been successful.

      ‘How do you know what route I take?’ Ward was stalling, trying to think.

      ‘The same way we know how you’ve been able to afford a half-million-dollar home and a Mercedes on a professor’s salary.’ Lobec scanned the tastefully decorated study, with its mahogany desk, black leather sofa, golf awards, and memorabilia, then looked out the window at the gated community’s eighteen-hole championship golf course in the final stages of construction before his eyes returned to Ward. ‘Although lately your situation has taken a turn for the worse, hasn’t it? Mr Tarnwell mentioned your reputation for successful ventures in the stock market. It’s a pity your appraisal of Chromosotics wasn’t as shrewd.’

      Ward’s jaw dropped. He had received a hot tip about a local company called Chromosotics that was about to go to market with a new drug. FDA approval was a sure thing, his source had told him. After the initial press release, the stock soared to four times its original price, and Ward leveraged himself to the hilt to buy more shares. But within a month, a report leaked test results detailing serious side effects of the new drug. With the probability of FDA approval virtually nil, the stock plummeted. Ward couldn’t have given shares away. Before the deal with Tarnwell came along, he was on the verge of bankruptcy. Not even Caroline knew.

      As Ward sat dumbfounded, Lobec continued. ‘I mention these facts merely to impress upon you that our resources for gathering information are quite formidable. Should you and your wife think of leaving Houston, we would find you.’

      Suddenly, Ward remembered Caroline packing upstairs. She should have come down by now. He saw a nasty gleam in Lobec’s eyes.

      Ward jumped from his seat. ‘Caroline!’ There was no response. He moved toward Lobec. ‘Where is she, dammit?’

      Bern tensed and took a step forward. Lobec, the smile never leaving his face, calmly reached into his jacket and pulled out an automatic pistol.

      ‘Mrs Ward is safe for the moment, but I wouldn’t want any rash behavior on your part to jeopardize that safety.’

      ‘You won’t shoot me. Somebody will hear.’

      ‘I know as well as you do that you and your wife are the first, and currently only, occupants on this block,’ Lobec said with a tone that could have frozen lava. ‘I have a silencer, but there really is no need for it. Now, please sit down or I’ll ask Mr Bern to assist you.’

      Seeing that he had no choice, Ward reluctantly sat. The fear that had gripped him moments before was now competing with the anger seething just below it. Despite their problems, Ward loved his wife, and the thought of these bastards manhandling her was repulsive to him.

      ‘What does Clay want?’ he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      ‘First of all, he would like the ten million dollars you’ve stolen from him.’

      ‘I didn’t steal it! He paid me that ten million. And he’s supposed to pay me another twenty million when he gets Adamas.’

      ‘Second,’ Lobec continued, ‘we want the names of every person you’ve told about Adamas.’

      Ward’s eyes narrowed. ‘If you don’t let us go, you’ll never see Adamas, and Clay will get nothing for his ten million.’

      ‘Spare us, Dr Ward. We already have the details of your process in our possession.’

      Ward sat back as if slapped in the face. That was impossible. There was only one copy of his notebook, and it was stored in a safe place. The meeting tonight was to go over the specifics of the final transaction. On Monday he was planning to retrieve the notebook, copy it, and give the copy to a lawyer before handing the original over to Tarnwell in return for the additional twenty million. The lawyer would turn the copy in to the authorities only if something happened to Ward. But something had happened to the lawyer first. The lawyer was Herbert Stein, and he had been murdered.

      Ward sputtered, ‘But you couldn’t —’

      ‘You’ve been observed for the past two weeks, Dr Ward. We’ve also had a chance to thoroughly itemize the contents of your office. We have everything we need.’

      Something was wrong. He had safely hidden his notebook a month ago and hadn’t returned to its secure location since then. He certainly didn’t keep it in his office, and he doubted even someone as powerful as Tarnwell could retrieve the notebook from its hiding place.

      Ward needed to know if Lobec was lying. ‘Then you have the videotape as well, I suppose.’

      Lobec’s irritating smile finally dissolved. ‘You’re bluffing. There is no videotape.’

      It was Ward smiling now. They had the false duplicate notebook he’d written and stashed in his office as a safeguard.

      ‘So Clay doesn’t have Adamas,’ he said. ‘That’s too bad. When my friends find the videotape and the notebook, Clay is going to see a billion dollars evaporate. That is, if you don’t let us go.’ This time he was bluffing. No one else knew of Adamas or the notebook’s location.

      Lobec’s smile returned. ‘Surely you learned what happened to your new attorney, Mr Stein, or you wouldn’t have led us on this merry chase. I must say, Mr Stein was quite forceful about his need to protect his clients’ interests. But when I removed his index finger, he told us about your attempt to retain his services – in great detail, in fact. No doubt your friends will be as obliging, with the proper incentive.’

      Despite his horror, Ward tried to feign confidence. ‘You can’t possibly know who they are.’

      ‘That’s correct,’ Lobec said, nodding. ‘But I think you’ll be willing to tell us. Especially if you don’t want to see your beautiful wife damaged by Mr Bern.’ Lobec glanced toward Bern and nodded in Ward’s direction.

      Ward’s stomach sank. He now realized they would never let him go. They’d torture the information about the notebook’s location out of him. Once they had that, there would be no reason to keep either of them alive. In fact, with him out of the way, there would be no one to dispute Tarnwell’s claim that he was the inventor of Adamas. With that realization, Ward knew he had to take whatever chance he saw.

      Bern, his bored expression unwavering, walked around the desk and bent over to grab Ward’s arm. As he did so, his jacket fell open and Ward saw a semiautomatic pistol holstered under his left armpit. When Bern wrapped his meaty hand around Ward’s arm, Ward sagged as if overcome with despair, his 250 pounds throwing Bern off balance in the process. He plunged his free hand into Bern’s jacket, found the pistol, and yanked it from the holster.

      Bern snapped back and grabbed Ward’s wrist, pointing the gun toward the ceiling. To the side, he could see Lobec aiming his pistol at them but not firing, probably not wanting to kill Ward until he got the information he needed. Bern’s other hand grabbed at the gun. He pried at Ward’s hand, but Ward gripped the gun with tenacity born of desperation.

      Ward tried forcing the gun into Bern’s face. Bern deflected it as Ward pulled the trigger, and a deafening blast rent the air. A chunk of the ceiling hit Ward as Bern whirled them around and into the wall. He pulled Ward’s arm down, trying to use leverage to wrest the gun away. With one hand still on Ward’s wrist, Bern slid the other up the gun’s barrel and jerked downward. Another shot rang out, and the gun dropped to the floor.

      Bern stepped back to retrieve the weapon. Ward ignored him, his face contorted with agony. A red stain grew on his right shoulder, but it was his left shoulder that throbbed. The excruciating pain spread to his chest. His eyes searched for the source of the agony, but the only obvious wound was from the gunshot. Then he understood. The heart attack Caroline had always predicted. The smoking, the greasy foods, the lack of exercise. She’d nagged him for years. Now it was going to keep Tarnwell from getting what he wanted. He tried to laugh, but the sound came out as only a weak gargle. He staggered forward a step and fell to his knees. Bern stood aside as Ward pitched over.

      Ward looked up, his vision tunneling. Through the tunnel, he could see Lobec’s eyes hovering only a foot from his face. Lobec shook Ward and spoke. Although his voice was only a muddy jumble, Ward felt himself responding, not really understanding what he was saying. He saw Lobec’s face turn and start searching, stopping when he came to the computer screen. He followed Lobec’s gaze there. The last thing Ward ever saw was the phrase Message sent to: N. Kevin Hamilton.
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      Slamming the apartment door behind him, Kevin Hamilton sprinted to his car. As he ran, he pulled a Rockets cap over his wet, tangled hair and shoved his wallet into the front pocket of his shorts. One of his shoes was still untied, and the laces slapped against his bare ankles. He didn’t dare stop to tie it. If he didn’t get to the South Texas University campus in twenty minutes, his life would be over.

      Kevin had just finished toweling off from a late-afternoon shower when he’d thought to check the emails in his South Texas University in-box. The first one had stopped him cold. He’d read the email twice to make sure he’d understood it correctly, then frantically called the number under the signature. Getting only voicemail, he had printed out the email message and scrambled into the first clothes he could find. The long-sleeved button-down shirt he’d ripped from a closet hanger was wildly incongruous with the workout shorts and tennis shoes, but he didn’t care. Besides, he’d seen a lot worse on other graduate students.

      He jumped into his Mustang and tossed the printout onto the front seat. As he inserted the ignition key, Kevin rested his other hand on the steering wheel, then immediately pulled it back with a gasp. Even this late in the day, the September sun was still strong enough to heat the leather to scorching temperatures. Gripping the cooler lower part of the wheel, he turned the key.

      The Mustang wheezed for a few seconds, then nothing. Kevin swore under his breath. He’d had the car for nine years – won it in a radio contest when he was still in high school. For the first two years he lived the teenage male’s dream of owning a flaming red V-8 hot rod. But since then, it had started to slowly fall apart. The rear hatch release, the gas gauge, the car alarm, and the right window switch were all broken. The latest frustration was its difficulty starting. He’d been meaning to get it fixed, but money had been tight.

      He tried again, mouthing a silent prayer. The car rumbled to life.

      ‘Yes!’ Kevin shouted. He tore out of the parking space and headed for the exit.

      The Mustang roared through the lot of the Sycamore apartment complex until Kevin had to brake for the closed security gate. The ten-foot-high gate slid sideways on a track and always seemed to move slower when he was in a hurry, but it actually took no more than eight seconds to open fully.

      He pounded on the steering wheel and glanced at the dashboard clock. 4:43. It was going to be close.

      As soon as the opening was wide enough, Kevin accelerated onto the street. The traffic didn’t leave much room for maneuvering, so he was stuck with its plodding pace, changing lanes over and over, looking for any opening he could exploit.

      When he finally reached the STU campus, the dashboard clock read 4:59.

      Kevin found an empty spot marked ‘RESERVED’ right in front of Braden Hall. He took the printout from the front seat and bounded up the steps into the granite administration building to the second floor, where he reached a glass door with ‘Office of Financial Aid and Student Affairs’ etched on the front. He had the door halfway open when a woman on the other side of the door reached out to stop him.

      ‘The office is closed,’ she said. He recognized the woman immediately. Her name was Teri Linley. She was an undergraduate with curly brown hair and makeup so thick it looked like it had been applied with crayons. Kevin knew her because he had graded a first-year chemistry course over a year ago, and she had been the biggest pain in the class, complaining about every little point he took off her exams.

      She didn’t give Kevin a second glance and tried closing the door. He held the handle firmly.

      ‘Teri, I have to see Dean Baker,’ he said.

      Teri examined her watch dramatically. ‘It’s after five. We’re closed.’ Her expression was annoyance mixed with impatience. She wanted to be out of there.

      ‘I know it’s late, but I have to talk to her.’

      She shook her head. ‘You’ll have to come back Monday.’

      ‘I can’t.’ Kevin waved the email at her. ‘This says I have to see her before the end of today.’

      ‘As far as this office is concerned,’ she said, ‘the day has ended.’

      Kevin pointed toward the office hallway. ‘I know Dean Baker’s still here. Her light’s on.’

      ‘I didn’t say she wasn’t here. I said we were closed.’ Teri pulled on the door again. Kevin wouldn’t let it budge.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she said. ‘Let go.’

      ‘I’m not letting go of this door until I get to see her.’

      Teri hesitated, turning her head to look down the hallway.

      ‘I promise you’ll get out of here a lot faster if you let me in.’

      She turned back and held his gaze for a couple of seconds with a look of disgusted resignation. She let go of the door and threw up her hands. ‘Fine. Come on.’

      Teri went back to the front desk, and Kevin walked down to the professor’s office.

      He rapped lightly on the open door. ‘Dr Baker?’

      Julia Baker, dean of STU Financial Aid and Student Affairs, looked up, her eyes peering over reading glasses with the unmistakable gaze of authority. Her straight red hair and angular face dusted with freckles complemented an expensive-looking gray dress accented by a turquoise scarf. He suddenly felt self-conscious about his own appearance but didn’t take off his cap, knowing his hair would look even worse.

      ‘Sorry to bother you so late —’ he began.

      ‘Not at all,’ Dean Baker said with a smile. ‘Please have a seat.’ She gestured to one of the chairs in front of the desk and Kevin sat. ‘I’ve been expecting you, Kevin.’

      ‘You know who I am?’ he said. She had been hired away from the University of Oklahoma during the summer. Kevin had never met her before.

      ‘Of course. I recognize you from your application photo.’ She turned to her computer, tapped a few keys, and then peered at the screen. ‘Your GPA is stellar. I want to make sure our best students get every chance to succeed, no matter what problems they’ve had.’

      ‘I came over as soon as I read your email.’

      ‘I sent the email out August twenty-second. That was almost three weeks ago.’

      ‘I don’t use my STU account very often. I didn’t take any classes this summer and I work off campus.’

      ‘I see.’ She tapped a few more keys. ‘It says here that last year you were offered a research assistantship by Michael Ward and that you accepted.’

      ‘I did have one with Dr Ward until eight months ago. He fired me.’

      ‘I know, but your file doesn’t say why.’

      ‘There was an accident in the lab. Some equipment got destroyed. Some expensive equipment. He thought it was my fault.’

      ‘Was it? You didn’t appeal the decision.’

      ‘I can’t say for sure. Both of us were in the lab at the time, but I was the one who set up the equipment, so I got the blame. He fired me right after the accident. I didn’t get a chance to inspect the equipment closely.’

      ‘Would you like me to speak to Dr Ward for you?’

      Kevin shook his head. Even if she could do it, he wouldn’t go back to work for the arrogant asshole. ‘No, thanks. After I was fired, none of the other chemistry professors had any open positions. I found a temporary job at Memorial Hermann in the diagnostic lab while waiting to hear about my application for research assistantships this coming school year.’

      ‘You like the job?’

      Kevin shrugged. ‘It pays the rent.’

      ‘But not your tuition.’

      ‘Without a research assistantship, STU won’t waive my tuition for the coming year. I can’t afford the cost, even with the school loans.’

      ‘And that’s why I was offering you a chance at this opportunity.’

      The reason for her email. The reason Kevin had raced over. He shifted uncomfortably in the chair.

      ‘I know. And I really appreciate it.’

      ‘I sent that email – and two follow-ups, I might add – to see if you were interested in an open position as a teaching assistant, which would also guarantee you a tuition waiver. I was very clear that I needed to hear from you so that we could set up an interview before the end of today, and that if you didn’t respond, I would let the chemistry department offer it to another student.’

      Kevin began to speak, but Dean Baker held up her hand. ‘Unfortunately, I have to finish preparing for a speech I’m to give at five thirty. We’ll have to discuss your options further on Monday.’

      ‘But without the waiver —’

      ‘Kevin, you’re an outstanding student. You have strong potential, but you could have been more proactive in pursuing assistantships. However, if you come in early on Monday, I think we can work out an arrangement. The office opens at eight. Now, please close my door on your way out.’ She went back to reading the papers on her desk.

      Kevin tried not to let her see him sigh with relief. ‘Thank you,’ he said, gently closing the door behind him.

      Teri was waiting by the door as he entered the main office. She was talking to a huge bodybuilder type, no doubt her boyfriend. When she saw Kevin, the disgusted look returned to her face, accompanied by a scowl from the bodybuilder. She nodded in his direction and whispered, ‘Finally.’

      Kevin pretended to ignore them. He smiled, pushed the door open, and strolled down the hall, feeling much better than when he had run through it ten minutes before.

      His life wasn’t over after all.
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      David Lobec closed the bedroom curtains in case someone happened to drive by on the otherwise deserted suburban street outside. Their car was on the opposite side of the house where it couldn’t be seen from the street.

      Richard Bern spoke from behind him. ‘So, did Ward say anything important?’

      He turned to see Bern carefully place Michael Ward on the bed next to his wife. Ward had already been stripped and put into his pajamas. Caroline Ward, dressed in a negligee, looked as if she were sleeping peacefully next to him, belying the fact that Lobec had smothered her with a pillow.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Lobec said.

      ‘When he was whispering right before he died, it looked like he was telling you something.’

      Lobec’s expression didn’t change. ‘No, he was babbling.’ He took an unopened switchblade out of his pocket and threw it to Bern, who caught it with ease.

      ‘I thought you were kidding about this,’ Bern said, his eyes wide.

      ‘It’s your bullet,’ Lobec said. ‘Therefore, you take it out. Would you like to explain to Mr Tarnwell why Ward’s death wasn’t ruled an accident?’

      Bern slowly shook his head, pondering the thought. Tarnwell was a bear of a man, a stout six foot six, and still every inch the football player he used to be. Everyone in his employ feared him. Everyone except Lobec. He had other reasons for obeying Tarnwell.

      Lobec handed Bern a pair of latex gloves and put a pair on himself.

      ‘I didn’t think so,’ he said. ‘When you’re through, wipe down everything in the room that we might have touched. Then come down and remove the slug from the office ceiling.’

      Lobec left the bedroom and stopped at the upstairs smoke detector. He took the battery out and slipped it into his pocket. He would do the same to the others. It wasn’t uncommon for firemen to find brand-new houses burned to the ground with the occupants still inside because they had forgotten to install batteries in their smoke detectors. The Wards, both smokers, would be another sad story the firemen would use to warn second graders and their parents.

      Once Lobec and Bern were through searching the house and Ward’s computer for anything associated with Adamas or the missing ten million dollars, flames would consume the building long before the fire department could arrive on the scene.

      Lobec smiled at his own ingenuity. With the gas fueling a raging inferno, it would be difficult to verify a definitive cause of death from the charred remains. Unless, of course, the coroner found a bullet in one of the corpses. And Bern was taking care of that.

      Several issues still troubled Lobec, and he stopped smiling at the thought. Who was N. Kevin Hamilton? And what did it mean that the key to Adamas was in his thesis? He’d noticed Ward finish typing on his keyboard just as they walked into his office, but Lobec had thought little of it at the time. Now it could be a significant problem.

      Lobec needed to know more. After emptying the other two smoke detectors, he headed for Ward’s office. The next item on the agenda was to look for anything regarding N. Kevin Hamilton. Unless they found him quickly, the message might find its way to the police. He couldn’t let that happen. In more ways than one, the authorities’ involvement would be disastrous for Lobec.

       

      Reggae blasted from the stereo of the stifling, overcrowded house as Kevin threaded his way to Nigel Hudson’s kitchen. Although it was only nine o’clock, Nigel’s traditional beginning-of-the-semester party was well under way. After returning to his apartment and changing into shorts and a T-shirt, Kevin had made a run to McDonald’s and watched TV until he got the text from Erica Jensen that she was heading to the party. As he walked through the bodies gyrating to the music, he scanned the crowd but couldn’t see her.

      In the kitchen Kevin spotted Nigel at the keg and tapped him on the shoulder. His friend turned and grasped his hand while giving him a quick man-hug.

      ‘You made it!’ Nigel said as he thrust a beer into Kevin’s hand.

      ‘Thanks. Wouldn’t miss it.’ Kevin glanced around again.

      ‘She’s in the bathroom.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘You know who. Are you going to ask her out?’

      ‘I can tell you’ve been drinking,’ Kevin said, taking a fortifying drink. ‘Your accent’s back.’

      Nigel, an immigrant from Jamaica who’d been a U.S. resident for fifteen years, was meticulously fashionable and the most gregarious person at South Texas. He was also one of the few friends from his undergraduate years at Texas A&M that Kevin kept in touch with.

      Nigel shot him a bemused look. ‘Don’t change the subject. You’ve been waiting for this ever since she broke up with that surgical resident.’

      Kevin shrugged and looked around at Nigel’s business school friends, most of whom he didn’t know. ‘It’s only been a month since she booted Luke’s ass out for cheating on her, and she’s still got two weeks left on her ER rotation. You know how busy med students are. It might not be the right time.’

      ‘“Might not be the right time”? You’re kidding, right? If you don’t ask her out, I will.’

      Kevin’s head snapped back to Nigel, who put up his hands.

      ‘Joking!’ Nigel’s eyes shifted to something over Kevin’s shoulder. ‘Well, look who we have here.’

      Kevin fought the impulse to whirl around. Though they both worked at the hospital, he had seen Erica only sporadically since her breakup, catching just a few lunches with her and her friends. He’d invited her to the party in the hopes that they’d have some time to chat one-on-one. They’d gotten to know each other through their jobs and then at parties and other get-togethers, but Luke or her friends had always been hovering around. This was finally his chance to see what more could happen.

      He turned slowly, but his heart sank when he saw that it wasn’t Erica.

      A voluptuous blonde, maybe five feet tall and shoehorned into a low-cut black dress, walked over to Nigel, hugged him tightly, and gave him a peck on the cheek.

      ‘How are you, Nigel?’ she said with exaggerated flair. ‘I haven’t seen you in hours.’ She turned to Kevin and smiled up at him. ‘And who is your friend here?’

      ‘Kevin,’ Nigel said, ‘this is Heather. She’s a classmate of mine.’

      They shook hands. She had a surprisingly firm grip for someone her size, but then Kevin realized that a limp handshake wouldn’t get a business school graduate very far.

      Nigel said he’d mix her a cocktail and walked away, leaving Kevin and Heather alone.

      Heather said something that Kevin couldn’t hear over the music. He said, ‘Excuse me?’ and bent down to put his ear closer to her mouth. Her spicy perfume and the tequila on her breath engulfed his nose. The cut of her dress wasn’t sleazy, but it left little to the imagination. He turned his head so he wouldn’t give the impression that he was staring into her cleavage.

      ‘I said you’re cute,’ she repeated, raising her voice. ‘You’re not in the business school, are you? I would have noticed you before.’

      Normally, Kevin’s stomach would be doing flips by now from the compliment, but tonight it was oddly silent.

      ‘I’m getting my Ph.D. in chemistry. Nigel was my roommate last year.’

      ‘Nigel’s great, isn’t he? I’m taking a class with him. He helps me a lot with my homework.’

      I’ll bet he does, thought Kevin.

      ‘Did you go to South Texas for your undergrad too?’ she asked, putting her hand on Kevin’s arm to balance herself.

      ‘A&M.’ He held up his class ring, the words Texas A&M encircling the border. South Texas and A&M were huge rivals. ‘Some people don’t speak to me when they find out.’

      She tilted her head and one end of her mouth turned up. ‘I won’t hold it against you.’

      ‘So, how long have you been here?’ he said.

      ‘I started last year. There’s no way to advance at the bank I work for unless you have an MBA, so I thought night school —’

      ‘Heather!’ A brunette ran up to Heather and began talking to her, looking at Kevin several times, but he couldn’t hear them over the stereo. He breathed a sigh of relief and was about to excuse himself when Heather spoke.

      ‘This is Darcy. We were going to a club and wondered if you wanted to join us. Do you like jazz?’

      Kevin loved jazz. ‘It’s not really my thing,’ he said, and looked down at his shorts. ‘Besides, I’m not dressed for it.’

      ‘Sure you are. I think you look great.’

      ‘Maybe some other time.’

      ‘Well, if you ever want to go, you can reach me at this number.’ She produced a card from her purse. ‘It was nice to meet you. Hope to see you again.’ She put the card in his hand. Her finger trailed down his arm as she moved away.

      Kevin slid the card into his pocket without reading it. He’d toss it in the trash later.

      He slowly turned and caught his breath when he saw Erica smiling at him from across the room. Her naturally curly hair was cut in a low-maintenance bob, and a few brown locks dangled over her left eye in a saucy way. She raised her eyebrows, and Kevin immediately realized she’d been watching his exchange with Heather.

      Dressed in a tank top, miniskirt, and heels, Erica made her way over and threw her arms wide, pulling him into a quick hug.

      ‘Glad you came,’ Kevin said. ‘You look really…’ He was trying to figure out how far to go with the compliment – pretty? beautiful? good? – but Erica interrupted him.

      ‘Different?’ she said, drawing out the vowels with her Texas twang. ‘Yeah, it’s nice to be out of scrubs for a change.’

      Now his compliment would seem lame, so Kevin just said, ‘I bet.’

      ‘Nice job, by the way,’ she said. ‘That girl looked like she was into you.’

      ‘Nah. I don’t think I was her type.’

      ‘Wasn’t her type? She was hanging all over you like drapes on a curtain rod. At least you got her number.’

      ‘Yeah, well, we’ll see.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘If it doesn’t work out, we can always find you someone else. There are a ton of girls at this party.’

      ‘You don’t have to do that.’ This was not the way Kevin had seen the conversation going.

      ‘Hey, what are friends for?’

      Kevin took another gulp of beer. ‘What about you?’

      Erica shook her head. ‘I’ve decided I don’t have time for relationships right now. Too exhausting. I need to focus on med school. Besides, now I’ll have more time to hang out with you.’ She patted him on the shoulder like he was her big brother.

      Kevin gave her a smile that he hoped was convincing enough, but inside he was dying. The dreaded ‘Let’s just be friends’ speech wasn’t even needed. He had skipped directly to it with no intervening steps. Brilliant, Hamilton. Really suave.

      He decided to move off the topic. ‘How come I didn’t see you at lunch today?’

      She wrinkled her nose as if she got a whiff of something disgusting. ‘Sorry about that. I was on the phone. Money problems. Family problems. It’s a long story.’

      ‘If it makes you feel any better, I’m right there with you on both. I had to meet with the dean of student affairs today. And you don’t even want to hear about my dad.’

      ‘Sure I do.’

      Before he could go on, he was shocked into silence when he saw a tall black-haired guy who wouldn’t have looked out of place on a Times Square billboard. He was the type who always had the perfect amount of stubble on his chiseled cheekbones. Hanging on to his arm was a curvaceous Asian beauty.

      Kevin couldn’t understand why Luke was at the party, but he couldn’t let Erica see her ex. He tried to usher her into another room, but she caught him staring and turned in time to see Luke plant a sloppy kiss on the girl before she left his side.

      Luke saw them, and instead of heading the other direction, he came straight toward them.

      ‘Well, this is awkward,’ Luke said casually as he poured himself a beer.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Erica said.

      ‘Sun was invited. Apparently, she knows the guy who rents the house.’ He straightened up and took a drink without the slightest trace of remorse on his face. ‘You are looking beautiful tonight, I must say.’ He simply nodded at Kevin.

      She and Luke saw each other at the hospital occasionally out of necessity, but Kevin was sure this was the first time they’d been together in a social setting since they broke up. Kevin wasn’t surprised to see Luke with another girl already.

      Kevin leaned over to him and said, ‘Dude, why don’t you just find another party?’

      ‘Don’t worry, Kev. We’ll leave in a few.’ Kevin hated when someone called him Kev.

      ‘Can’t you see this isn’t cool?’

      Luke took another drink and shrugged. ‘It’s gonna happen. Might as well get over it now.’

      ‘It’s okay, Kevin,’ Erica said. ‘I was just going anyway.’

      ‘See you, babe,’ Luke said as he smiled at them and walked out of the kitchen.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ Kevin said. ‘I didn’t know he was going to be here.’

      ‘Not your fault,’ she said. ‘But I’m not going to stay. It’s too… I just don’t want to deal with it right now.’

      ‘You sure? He’ll be gone soon.’

      Erica cast a quick glance toward the direction Luke had exited, then back to Kevin. ‘I’ll give you a call tomorrow. Maybe we can get some lunch.’

      He nodded to show he understood. ‘You want me to walk you out?’

      Erica shook her head. ‘You’re sweet,’ she said as she gave him a hug. ‘Thanks for sticking up for me.’ She left through the door Luke hadn’t used.

      Nigel returned to the keg.

      ‘Where’s Erica?’ he said.

      ‘She called it a night.’

      Nigel frowned. ‘Already? Did everything go the way you planned?’

      ‘Just about the exact opposite,’ Kevin said, then gulped his beer. He handed the empty cup to Nigel. ‘Now, shut up and pour me another one.’
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      ‘That son of a bitch!’ Clayton Tarnwell’s finger stabbed the limousine’s intercom button. ‘Get Senders on the phone now.’ His deep voice boomed, revealing just a hint of Texas drawl. David Lobec, who was sitting across from Tarnwell, didn’t flinch.

      Tarnwell’s personal secretary was in the front seat, hidden by the opaque glass partition. ‘Sir, Senders is still in Yosemite camping with his family. He’ll be out of pocket until tomorrow night.’

      Tarnwell looked outside in time to see a sign saying ‘Welcome to Houston’ whiz by. It was seven o’clock on a Saturday morning and traffic out of the airport was light. ‘Didn’t he take his satellite phone with him?’

      ‘It’s in his office.’

      Christ, he thought, I’ve got some morons working for me. First, the problem with Stein, now this. ‘When does ZurBank open?’

      ‘Two thirty Monday morning, Houston time.’

      ‘Then call that idiot’s house and leave a message that if he isn’t in my office by two thirty A.M. on Monday, he can kiss his ass good-bye.’

      ‘Yes, sir. Will you be needing the Gulfstream again on Tuesday as planned?’

      ‘No. Cancel the trip to Wyoming. Murphy can take care of that. But I’ve got to go back to D.C. on Thursday for the meeting with the National Mining Association. Tell them we fly out Wednesday night, eight o’clock. And get another pilot. I almost lost a filling on that landing.’

      As the CEO of Tarnwell Mining and Chemical, Clayton Tarnwell spent a substantial amount of his time in Washington. He had made most of his money taking advantage of loopholes in U.S. mining laws, buying land from the government at ridiculously low prices and then stripping every last precious mineral from it, leaving the residue to be disposed of at taxpayer expense.

      Lately he had diversified into the chemical industry, relying on his mining interests to provide the raw material. And the only way to make the most of his investments was to ensure that his presence was felt on Capitol Hill. Usually, he took Lobec with him to Washington for special operations with which he didn’t want to be directly associated, but this time Lobec had stayed behind to take care of Ward.

      Ward was a special case. Probably once in a lifetime.

      Tarnwell took a bottle of water from the limo’s fridge and looked back at Lobec. ‘That’s all Ward said? Nothing about the money?’

      Lobec shook his head. ‘He died before I could get anything further from him. It must have been a heart attack. The wound was in the shoulder, not nearly severe enough to cause immediate death.’

      ‘And you’re sure he didn’t have the account number hidden somewhere in the house?’

      ‘We took several hours to search it. There was a safe, but nothing was in it besides some insurance documents and jewelry. The computer also looked fruitless, but I copied all of the files and gave them to Mitch Hornung to see if anything is there.’

      Tarnwell nodded and took a swig of water. Hornung was his resident hacker. If anything was on the computer, Mitch would find it.

      ‘We were quite thorough,’ Lobec continued, ‘but it’s very possible that something as small as a piece of paper with a number on it could have been overlooked.’

      ‘What about his university office? On the computer there, maybe?’

      ‘I checked the campus office, the lab, and the office computer after we were finished with his house. I could see nothing about Adamas or the Swiss account. Of course, Hornung has those files as well, so we won’t be certain until later today. I believe, however, that Ward must have memorized the account information.’

      ‘Damn! I told Senders this was going to happen. That dumbshit is going to work twenty-four hours a day until he gets my money back.’

      ‘I was under the impression that the money could not be transferred without our knowledge.’

      Tarnwell threw his hands up. ‘That’s what I thought! That moron!’

      Milton Senders, Tarnwell’s chief financial officer, had been responsible for transferring the ten million dollars to an account he set up for Ward in Switzerland. Tarnwell had no intention of letting Ward keep the money, but Ward was no dummy, so Tarnwell needed to make the transaction look legitimate to get Ward to give him the notebook. Senders assured Tarnwell that the risk of losing the money was minimal. He had created an escrow account in which Ward could withdraw small amounts to maintain the illusion that he had control of the money, giving up maybe a few thousand for the sake of appearances. Large transactions had to be approved by Tarnwell, and Ward hadn’t made any. But last night they found that the account was virtually empty. Ward somehow slipped ten million dollars past the security measures.

      ‘We don’t even know how Ward did it,’ Tarnwell said. ‘It’s almost as if he had help.’ Then his huge frame suddenly went rigid and he narrowed his eyes at Lobec. ‘David, you have told me everything, haven’t you? I mean, I can trust you. I know I can. But I just want to hear it from you.’

      Lobec looked him in the eye. ‘Mr Tarnwell, I owe you my life. What more can I say?’

      ‘You’re damn right you owe me. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be rotting in La Mesa.’ Tarnwell smiled to himself when he saw Lobec’s mouth twitch at the mention of the Mexican prison that had been Lobec’s home for two years. The only reason Tarnwell had gotten him out was because he’d needed a good security man, one who wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty. Through some contacts he’d heard Lobec was one of the best mercenaries money could buy, imprisoned only because his previous employer had ratted him out to avoid a sentence.
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