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To black sheep





Prologue


“Pick up the beat on the intro, Tracey boy, you’re dragging it.”


Frank O’Hurley stood on his mark, stage right, and prepared to go through his opening routine again. The three-night run in Terre Haute might not be the highlight of his career, and it certainly wasn’t the apex of his dreams, but he was going to give the audience their money’s worth. Every two-bit gig was a dress rehearsal for the big break.


He counted off the beat, then swung into the routine with the enthusiasm of a man half his age. The calendar might put Frank’s age at forty, but his feet would always be sixteen.


He’d written the little novelty number himself, with the wide-eyed hope that it would become the O’Hurley trademark. At the piano, his oldest child and only son tried to put some life into a melody he’d played too many times to count—and dreamed of other things and other places.


On cue, his mother spun onstage with his father. Even after endless routines, endless theaters, Trace still felt a tug of affection for them. Just as, after endless routines, endless theaters, he felt what had become a familiar tug of frustration.


Would he always be here, beating out a second-rate tune on a second-rate piano, trying to fill his father’s big dreams that hadn’t a hope in hell of coming true?


As she’d been doing most of her life, Molly matched her steps to Frank’s. She could have done the number blindfold. As it was, while she dipped, spun and double stepped, her mind was more on her son than her timing.


The boy wasn’t happy, she thought. And he wasn’t a child any longer. He was on the brink of manhood and straining to go his own way. It was that single fact, she knew, that terrified Frank to the point that he refused to acknowledge it.


The arguments had become more frequent, more heated. Soon, she thought, all too soon, something was going to explode, and she might not be able to pick up all the pieces.


Kick, ball change, dip, and her three daughters tapped onto the stage. With her heart close to Frank’s, Molly could feel him swell with pride. She would hate for him to lose that pride or the hope that kept him the youthful dreamer she’d fallen in love with.


As Molly and Frank moved offstage, the routine eased smoothly into the opening song. The O’Hurley Triplets—Chantel, Abby and Maddy—launched into three-part harmony as if they’d been born singing.


They practically had, Molly thought. But, like Trace, they weren’t children any longer. Chantel was already using her wit and her wiles to fascinate the men in the audience. Abby, steady and quiet, was just marking time. And it wouldn’t be long before they lost Maddy. As a mother, Molly felt both pride and regret at the thought that her youngest had too much talent to remain part of a roving troupe for long.


Yet it was Trace who concerned her now. He sat at the scarred piano in the dingy little club, his mind a thousand miles away. She’d seen the brochures he collected. Pictures and stories on places like Zanzibar, New Guinea, Mazatlán. Sometimes, on the long train or bus rides from city to city, Trace would talk of the mosques and caverns and mountains he wanted to see.


And Frank would brush those dreams off like dust, desperately clinging to his own—and to his son.


“Not bad, darlings.” Frank bounced back to center stage to give each of his daughters a hug. “Trace, your mind’s not on the music. You need to pump some life into it.”


“There hasn’t been any life in that number since Des Moines.”


A few months before, Frank would have chuckled and rubbed a hand over his son’s hair. But now he felt the sting of criticism, man to man. His chin came up to a stubborn point. “Nothing wrong with the song and never has been. It’s your playing that’s lacking. You lost tempo twice. I’m tired of you sulking over the keys.”


Playing peacemaker, Abby stepped between her father and brother. The growing tension had been keeping the family on edge for weeks. “We’re all a little tired, I think.”


“I can speak for myself, Abby.” Trace pushed away from the piano. “No one’s sulking at the keys.”


“Hah!” Frank brushed Molly’s restraining hand away. Lord, the boy was tall, Frank thought. Tall and straight and almost a stranger. But Frank O’Hurley was still in charge, and it was time his son remembered it. “You’ve been in a black mood since I told you I wouldn’t have a son of mine harking off to Hong Kong or God knows where like some gypsy. Your place is here, with your family. Your responsibility is to the troupe.”


“It’s not my damn responsibility.”


Frank’s eyes narrowed. “Watch your tone, boy-o, you’re not so big I can’t take you down.”


“It’s time somebody took that tone with you,” Trace went on, spewing out everything he’d held back for too long. “Year after year we play second-rate songs in second-rate clubs.”


“Trace.” Maddy said it quietly, adding a pleading look. “Don’t.”


“Don’t what?” he demanded. “Don’t tell him the truth? God knows he won’t hear it anyway, but I’ll have my say. The three of you and Ma have protected him from it long enough.”


“Temper tantrums are so boring,” Chantel said lazily, though her nerves were strung tight. “Why don’t we all break to neutral corners?”


“No.” Quivering with indignation, Frank stepped away from his daughters. “Go on, then, have your say.”


“I’m tired of riding a bus to nowhere, of pretending the next stop’s the brass ring. You drag us from town to town, year after year.”


“Drag you?” Frank’s face flushed with fury. “Is that what I’m doing?”


“No.” Molly stepped forward, her eyes on her son. “No, it’s not. We’ve all of us gone willingly, because it was what we wanted. If one of us doesn’t want it, he has a right to say so, but not to be cruel.”


“He doesn’t listen!” Trace shouted. “He doesn’t care what I want or don’t want. I’ve told you. I’ve told you,” he rounded on his father. “Every time I try to talk to you, all I get is how we have to keep the family together, how the big break is right around the corner, when there’s nothing around the corner but another lousy one-night stand in another two-bit club.”


It was too close to the truth, too close to what would make him feel like a failure when all he’d wanted was to give his family the best and the brightest. Temper was the only weapon Frank had, and he used it.


“You’re ungrateful and selfish and stupid. All my life I’ve worked to pave the way for you. To open doors so you could step through. Now it’s not good enough.”


Trace felt tears of frustration burn his eyes but didn’t back down. “No, it’s not good enough, because I don’t want to walk through your doors. I want something else, I want something more, but you’re so wrapped up in your own hopeless dream you can’t see that I hate it. And that the more you push me to follow your dream instead of my own, the closer I come to hating you.”


Trace hadn’t meant to say that and shocked himself speechless with his own bitter words. Before his stunned eyes, his father paled, aged and seemed to shrivel. If Trace could have taken the words back, he might have tried. But it was too late.


“Take your dream, then,” Frank said in a voice rough with emotion. “Go where it takes you. But don’t come back, Trace O’Hurley. Don’t come back to me when it leaves you cold. There’ll be no killing of the fatted calf for you.”


He strode off, stage left.


“He didn’t mean it,” Abby said quickly, taking Trace’s arm. “You know he didn’t.”


“Neither of them did.” Her own eyes welling, Maddy looked helplessly at her mother.


“Everyone just needs to cool off.” Even with her flair for the dramatic, Chantel was shaken. “Come on, Trace, we’ll go for a walk.”


“No.” With a little sigh, Molly shook her head. “You girls go on now, let me talk to Trace.” She waited until they were alone, then, feeling old and tired, sat on the piano bench. “I know you’ve been unhappy,” she said quietly. “And that you’ve bottled things up. I should have done something about it.”


“None of it’s your fault.”


“Mine as much as his, Trace. The things you said cut deep in him, and that won’t heal for a while. I know some were said in temper, but others were true.” She looked up, studying the face of her firstborn and only son. “I think it was true what you said about coming to hate him if he didn’t let you go.”


“Ma—”


“No. It was a hard thing to say, but harder if it came true. You want to go.”


He opened his mouth, on the edge of caving in yet again. But the rage he had felt against his father was still too close, and it frightened him. “I have to go.”


“Then do it.” She stood again to put her hands on his shoulders. “And do it quick and clean, else he’ll charm or shame you into staying, and you’ll never forgive him. Take your own road. We’ll be here when you come back.”


“I love you.”


“I know. I want to keep it that way.” She kissed him, then hurried away, knowing she had to hold off her own tears until she had comforted her husband.


*   *   *


That night, Trace packed his belongings—clothes, a harmonica, and dozens of brochures. He left a note that said simply, “I’ll write.” He had $327.00 in his pocket when he walked out of the motel and stuck out his thumb.





Chapter 1


The whiskey was cheap and had the bite of an angry woman. Trace sucked air through his teeth and waited to die. When he didn’t, he poured a second shot from the bottle, tipped back in his chair and watched the open expanse of the Gulf of Mexico. Behind him, the little cantina was gearing up for the evening’s business. Frijoles and enchiladas were frying in the kitchen. The smell of onions was coming on strong, competing with the odors of liquor and stale tobacco. The conversations were in rapid-fire Spanish that Trace understood and ignored.


He didn’t want company. He wanted the whiskey and the water.


The sun was a red ball over the Gulf. There were low-lying clouds shimmering with pinks and golds. The fire of the whiskey was settling into a nice, comfortable heat in the pit of his stomach. Trace O’Hurley was on vacation, and by God he was going to enjoy it.


The States was only a short plane ride away. He’d stopped thinking of them as home years before—or at least he’d convinced himself he had. It had been twelve years since he’d sailed out of San Francisco, a young, idealistic man riddled with guilt, driven by dreams. He’d seen Hong Kong and Singapore. For a year he’d traveled the Orient, living by his wits and the talent he’d inherited from his parents. He’d played in hotel lounges and strip joints at night and soaked up the foreign sights and smells by day.


Then there had been Tokyo. He’d played American music in a seedy little club with the idea of making his way across Asia.


It had simply been a matter of being in the right place at the right time. Or, as Trace thought when he was feeling churlish, the wrong place at the wrong time. A barroom brawl was a common enough occurrence. Frank O’Hurley had taught his son more than how to keep the beat. Trace knew when to swing and when to retreat.


He hadn’t started out with the intention of saving Charlie Forrester’s life. And he certainly hadn’t known that Forrester was an American agent.


Fate, Trace thought now as he watched the red sun sinking closer to the horizon. It was fate that had caused him to deflect the knife meant for Charlie’s heart. And it was fate and its wily ways that had embroiled him in the grim game of espionage. Trace had indeed made his way across Asia, and beyond. But he’d been bankrolled by the International Security System.


Now Charlie was dead. Trace poured himself another shot and drank a toast to his friend and mentor. It wasn’t an assassin’s bullet or a knife in a dark alley that had gotten him, but a stroke. Charlie’s body had simply decided his time was up.


So Trace O’Hurley sat in a little dive on the Mexican coast and held his own wake.


The funeral was in fourteen hours in Chicago. Because he wasn’t ready to cross the Rio Grande, Trace would stay in Mexico, drink to his old friend and contemplate life. Charlie would understand, Trace decided as he stretched out his long legs clad in dingy khaki. Charlie had never been one for ceremony. Just do the job, have a drink and get on with the next one.


Trace pulled out a crushed pack of cigarettes and searched in the pocket of his dirt-streaked shirt for a match. His hands were long and wide palmed. At ten he’d dreamed of becoming a concert pianist. But he’d dreamed of becoming many things. A battered bush hat shadowed his face as he struck the match and touched it to the end of the cigarette.


He was very tan, because his last job had kept him outdoors. His hair was thick and, because he hadn’t bothered to have it trimmed, long enough to curl beyond the hat in dark blond disarray. His face was damp from the heat and lean. There was a scar, small and white, along the left side of his jaw—an encounter with a broken bottle. His nose had been slightly out of alignment ever since he was sixteen. A fight over a girl’s honor—or lack thereof.


His body was on the lanky side at the moment, due to a prolonged hospital stay. The last bullet he’d taken had nearly killed him. Even without the whiskey and the grief, he had a dangerous look. The bones were prominent, the eyes intense. Even now, when he was on his own time, they made occasional sweeps of the room.


He hadn’t shaved in three days, and his beard was rough enough to give his mouth a surly look. The waiter was happy to leave him with his bottle and his solitude.


As dusk fell, the sky became quieter and the cantina noisier. A radio played Mexican music interrupted by occasional bursts of static. Someone broke a glass. Two men started to argue about fishing, politics and women. Trace poured another shot.


He saw her the minute she walked in. Old habits had his eye on the door. Training had him taking in the details without seeming to look at all. A tourist who’d made a wrong turn, he thought as he took in the ivory skin dashed with freckles that went with her red hair. She’d burn to a crisp after an hour under the Yucatecán sun. A pity, he thought mildly, and went back to his drink.


He’d expected her to back out the moment she realized the type of place she’d wandered into. Instead, she went up to the bar. Trace crossed his ankles and whiled away the time by studying her.


Her white slacks were spotless despite the dusty heat of the day. She wore them with a purple shirt that was loose enough to be cool. Even so, he noted that she was slender, with enough curve to give the baggy slacks some style. Her hair, almost the color of the setting sun, was caught back in a braid, but her face was turned away, so he could see only her profile. Classic, he decided without much interest. Cameo style. The champagne-and-caviar type.


He tossed back the rest of the drink and decided to get very drunk—for Charlie’s sake.


He’d just lifted the bottle when the woman turned and looked directly at him. From the shadow of his hat, Trace met the look. Tense, he continued to pour as she crossed the room toward him.


“Mr. O’Hurley?”


His brow lifted only slightly at the accent. It had a trace of Ireland, the same trace his father’s had taken on in anger or in joy. He sipped his whiskey and said nothing.


“You are Trace O’Hurley?”


There was a hint of nerves in the voice, as well, he noted. And, close up, he could see smudges of shadows under what were extraordinary green eyes. Her lips pressed together. Her fingers twisted on the handle of the canvas bag slung over her shoulder. Trace set the whiskey down and realized he was just a bit too drunk to be annoyed.


“Might be. Why?”


“I was told you’d be in Mérida. I’ve been looking for you for two days.” And he was anything but what she’d expected. If she wasn’t so desperate, she’d already have fled. His clothes were dirty, he smelled of whiskey, and he looked like a man who could peel the skin off you without drawing blood. She pulled in a deep breath and decided to take her chances. “May I sit down?”


With a shrug, Trace kicked a chair back from the table. An agent—from either side—would have approached him differently. “Suit yourself.”


She wrapped her fingers around the back of the chair and wondered why her father believed this crude drunkard was the answer. But her legs weren’t as steady as they might be, so she sat down. “It’s very important that I speak with you. Privately.”


Trace looked beyond her to the cantina. It was crowded now, and getting noisier by the minute. “This’ll do. Now why don’t you tell me who you are, how you knew I’d be in Mérida and what the hell you want?”


She linked her fingers together because they were trembling. “I’m Dr. Fitzpatrick. Dr. Gillian Fitzpatrick. Charles Forrester told me where you were, and I want you to save my brother’s life.”


Trace kept his eyes on her as he lifted the bottle. His voice was quiet and flat. “Charlie’s dead.”


“I know.” She thought she’d glimpsed something, some flash of humanity, in his eyes. It was gone now, but Gillian still responded to it. “I’m sorry. I understand you were close.”


“I’d like to know how you understand anything or why you expect me to believe Charlie would have told you where to find me.”


Gillian wiped a damp palm over the thigh of her slacks before reaching into her bag. In silence, she handed a sealed envelope to him.


Something told Trace he’d be better off not taking it. He should get up, walk out and lose himself in the warm Mexican night. It was only because she’d mentioned Charlie that he broke the seal and read the note inside.


Charlie had used the code they’d communicated with during their last assignment. As always, he’d kept the message brief: “Listen to the lady. No involvement with the organization at this time. Contact me.”


Of course, there was no way to contact Charlie now, Trace thought as he folded the letter again. With the feeling that, even dead, Charlie was still guiding his moves, he looked at the woman again. “Explain.”


“Mr. Forrester was a friend of my father’s. I didn’t know him well myself. I was away a lot. About fifteen years ago they worked together on a project known as Horizon.”


Trace pushed the bottle aside. Vacation or not, he couldn’t afford to dull his senses any further. “What’s your father’s name?”


“Sean. Dr. Sean Brady Fitzpatrick.”


He knew the name. He knew the project. Fifteen years before, some of the top researchers and scientists in the world had been employed to develop a serum that would immunize man against the effects of ionizing radiation injury—one of the nastier side effects of nuclear war. The ISS had been in charge of security and had monitored and maintained the project. It had cost hundreds of millions, and it had been a whopping failure.


“You’d have been a kid.”


“I was twelve.” She jolted and turned around nervously when something crashed in the kitchen. “Of course, I didn’t know about the project then, but later …” The smell of onions and liquor was overpowering. She wanted to get up, wanted to walk along the beach, where the air would be warm and clear, but she forced herself to continue. “The project was dropped, but my father continued to work on it. He had other obligations, but whenever possible he resumed experimenting.”


“Why? He wouldn’t have been funded for it.”


“My father believed in Horizon. The concept fascinated him, not as a defense, but as an answer to the insanity we’re all aware exists. As to the money—well, my father has reached a point where he can afford to indulge his beliefs.”


Not only a scientist, but a rich scientist, Trace thought as he watched her from under the brim of his hat. And this one looked as if she’d gone to a tidy convent school in Switzerland. It was the posture that usually gave it away. No one taught proper posture like a nun.


“Go on.”


“In any case, my father turned all his notes and findings over to my brother five years ago, after my father suffered his first heart attack. For the past few years, he has been too ill to continue intense laboratory work. And now …”


For a moment, Gillian closed her eyes. The terror and the traveling were taking their toll. As a scientist, she knew she needed food and rest. As a daughter, a sister, she had to finish. “Mr. O’Hurley, might I have a drink?”


Trace shoved both bottle and glass across the table. He was nibbling, but he wasn’t ready to bite yet. She interested him, certainly, but he’d learned long ago that you could be interested and uninvolved.


She’d have preferred coffee or at the most, a snifter of warm brandy. She started to refuse the whiskey, but then caught the look in Trace’s eye. So he was testing her. She was used to being tested. Her chin came up automatically. Her shoulders straightened. Steady, she poured a double shot and downed it in one swallow.


She drew in breath through a throat that felt as if it had been blowtorched. Blinking the moisture from her eyes, she let it out again. “Thank you.”


The light of humor flashed in his eyes for the first time. “Don’t mention it.”


Hot and bitter though it was, the whiskey helped. “My father is very ill, Mr. O’Hurley. Too ill to travel. He contacted Mr. Forrester but was unable to fly to Chicago himself. I went to Mr. Forrester in his place, and Mr. Forrester sent me to you. I was told that you’re the best man for the job.”


Trace lit another cigarette. He figured he hadn’t been the best man for anything since he’d lain bleeding in the dirt, a bullet two inches from his heart. “Which is?”


“About a week ago, my brother was taken, kidnapped by an organization known as Hammer. You’ve heard of them?”


It was training that kept his face blank over a mix of fear and rage. His association with that particular organization had nearly killed him.


“I’ve heard of them.”


“All we know is that they took my brother from his home in Ireland, where he had continued, and nearly completed, his work on the Horizon project. They intend to hold him until he has perfected the serum. You understand what the repercussions could be if a group like that possesses the formula?”


Trace tapped the ash of his cigarette onto the wooden floor. “I’ve been told I have a reasonably developed intelligence.”


Driven, she grabbed his wrist. Because she was a woman in a man’s field, physical contact was usually reserved for family and loved ones. Now she held on to Trace, and the only hope she had. “Mr. O’Hurley, we can’t afford to joke about this.”


“Careful how you use ‘we.’” Trace waited until her fingers uncurled. “Let me ask you, Dr. Fitzpatrick, is your brother a smart man?”


“He’s a genius.”


“No, no, I mean does he have two grains of common sense to rub together?”


Her shoulders straightened again because she was all too ready to lay her head on the table and weep. “Flynn is a brilliant scientist, and a man who under normal circumstances can take care of himself quite nicely.”


“Fine, because only a fool would believe that if he came up with the formula for Hammer, he’d stay alive. They like to call themselves terrorists, liberators, rebels. What they are is a bunch of disorganized fanatics, headed by a rich madman. They kill more people by mistake than they do on purpose.” Frowning, he rubbed a hand over his chest. “They’ve got enough savvy to keep them going and pots of money, but basically, they’re idiots. And there’s nothing more dangerous than a bunch of dedicated idiots. My advice to your brother would be to spit in their eye.”


Her already pale skin was ghost white. “They have his child.” Gillian placed a hand on the table for support as she rose. “They took his six-year-old daughter.” With that, she fled the cantina.


Trace sat where he was. Not his business, he reminded himself as he reached for the bottle again. He was on vacation. He’d come back from the dead and intended to enjoy his life. Alone.


Swearing, he slammed the bottle down and went after her.


Her anger had her covering ground quickly. She heard him call her name but didn’t stop. She’d been an idiot to believe that a man like him could help. She’d be better off attempting to negotiate with the terrorists. At least with them she wouldn’t go in expecting any compassion.


When he grabbed her arm, she swung around. Temper gave her the energy that lack of sleep and food had depleted.


“I told you to wait a damn minute.”


“You’ve already given me your considered opinion, Mr. O’Hurley. There doesn’t seem to be any need for further discussion. I don’t know what Mr. Forrester saw in you. I don’t know why he sent me to look for a man who would rather sit in a seedy little dive swilling whiskey than help save lives. I came looking for a man of courage and compassion and found a tired, dirty drunk who cares about no one and nothing.”


It stung, more than he’d expected. His fingers stayed firm on her arm as he waved away a small boy with a cardboard box filled with Chiclets. “Have you finished? You’re making a scene.”


“My brother and niece are being held by a group of terrorists. Do you think I care whether I embarrass you or not?”


“It takes more than an Irish redhead on a roll to embarrass me,” he said easily. “But I have a policy against drawing attention to myself. Old habit. Let’s take a walk.”


She very nearly yanked her arm away. The part of her that was pride burned to do it. The part that was love triumphed, and she subsided. In silence she walked beside him, down the narrow planks that led to the water.


The sand was white here against a dark sea and a darker sky. A few boats were docked, waiting for tomorrow’s fishing or tomorrow’s tourists. The night was quiet enough that the music from the cantina carried to them. Trace noted that somebody was singing about love and a woman’s infidelity. Somebody always was.


“Look, Dr. Fitzpatrick, you caught me at a bad time. I don’t know why Charlie sent you to me.”


“Neither do I.”


He stopped long enough to cup his hands around a match and a cigarette. “What I mean is, this situation should be handled by the ISS.”


She was calm again. Gillian didn’t mind losing her temper. It felt good. But she also knew that more was accomplished with control. “The ISS wants the formula as badly as Hammer. Why should I trust my brother’s and my niece’s lives to them?”


“Because they’re the good guys.”


Gillian turned toward the sea, and the wind hit her dead on. Though it helped clear her head, she didn’t notice the first stars blinking to life. “They are an organization run by many men—some good, some bad, all ambitious, all with their own concept of what is necessary for peace and order. At the moment, my only concern is my family. Do you have family, Mr. O’Hurley?”


He drew hard on the cigarette. “Yeah.” Over the border, he thought. He hadn’t seen them in seven years, or was it eight? He’d lost track. But he knew Chantel was in L.A. filming a movie. Maddy was in New York starring in a new play. Abby was raising horses and kids in Virginia. His parents were finishing up a week’s gig in Buffalo.


He might have lost track of the time, but not of his family.


“Would you trust the lives of any of the members of your family to an organization? One that, if they considered it necessary for the common good, might sacrifice them?” She closed her eyes. The wind felt like heaven, warm, salty and strong. “Mr. Forrester understood and agreed that what was needed to save my brother and his child was a man who would care more about them than the formula. He thought you were that man.”


“He was off base.” Trace pitched his cigarette into the surf. “Charlie knew I was considering retiring. This was just his way of keeping me in the game.”


“Are you as good as he told me?”


With a laugh. Trace rubbed a hand over his chin. “Probably better. Charlie was never much for back patting.”


Gillian turned again, this time to face him. He didn’t look like a hero to her, with the rough beard and the grimy clothes. But there had been strength in his hand when he’d taken her arm, and she’d sensed an undercurrent of violence. He’d be passionate when it was something he wanted, she thought, whether it was a goal, a dream or a woman. Under usual circumstances, she preferred men with cool, analytical minds, who attacked a problem with logic and patience. But it wasn’t a scientist she needed now.


Trace dipped his hands into his pocket and fought the urge to squirm. She was looking at him as though he were a laboratory rat, and he didn’t like it. Maybe it was the hint of Ireland in her voice or the shadows under her eyes, but he couldn’t bring himself to walk away.


“Look, I’ll contact the ISS. The closest field office is in San Diego. You can feed them whatever information you have. Inside of twenty-four hours, some of the best agents in the world will be looking for your brother.”


“I can give you a hundred thousand dollars.” Her mind was made up. She had discarded logic for instinct. Forrester had said this man could do it. Her father had agreed. Gillian was throwing her vote with theirs. “The price isn’t negotiable, because it’s all I have. Find my brother and my niece, and with a hundred thousand dollars you can retire in style.”


He stared at her for a moment, and then, biting off an oath, he walked toward the sea. The woman was crazy. He was offering her the skill of the best intelligence organization in the world, and she was tossing money in his face. A tidy sum.


Trace watched the sea roll up and recede. He’d never been able to hang on to more than a few thousand at a time. It just wasn’t his nature. But a hundred thousand could mean the difference between retiring and just talking about retiring.


The spray flew over his face as he shook his head. He didn’t want to get involved, not with her, not with her family and not with some nebulous formula that might or might not save the world from the big blast.


What he wanted was to go back to his hotel, order up a five-star meal and go to bed on a full stomach. God, he wanted some peace. Time to figure out what to do with his life.


“If you’re determined to have a freelancer, I can give you a couple of names.”


“I don’t want a couple of names. I want you.”


Something about the way she said it made his stomach knot. The reaction made him all the more determined to get rid of her. “I just came off nine months of deep cover. I’m burned out, Doc. You need someone young, gung ho and greedy.” For the second time he ran his hands over his face. “I’m tired.”


“That’s a cop-out,” she said, and the sudden strength in her voice surprised him enough to have him turning around. She stood straight, loose tendrils of hair flying around her face, pale as marble in the light of the rising moon. It suddenly struck him that in fury and despair she was the most stunning woman he’d ever seen. Then he lost that thought as she advanced on him, her Irish leading the way.


“You don’t want to get involved. You don’t want to be responsible for the lives of an innocent man and a young child. You don’t want to be touched by that. Mr. Forrester saw you as some kind of a knight, a man of principle and compassion, but he was wrong. You’re a selfish shell of a man who couldn’t have deserved a friend like him. He was a man who cared, who tried to help for nothing more than the asking, and who died because of his own standards.”


Trace’s head snapped up. “What the hell are you talking about?” His eyes caught the light and glittered dangerously. In one swift, silent move he had Gillian by both arms. “What the hell do you mean? Charlie had a stroke.”


Her heart was beating hard in her throat. She’d never seen anyone look more capable of murder than Trace did at that moment. “He was trying to help. They’d followed me. Three men.”


“What three men?”


“I don’t know. Terrorists, agents, whatever you choose to call them. They broke into the house when I was with him.” She tried to even her breathing by concentrating on the pain his fingers were inflicting on her arms. “Mr. Forrester pushed me through some kind of hidden panel in his library. I heard them on the other side. They were looking for me.” She could remember even now how hot and airless it had been behind the panel. How dark. “He was putting them off, telling them I’d left. They threatened him, but he stuck by the story. It seemed that they believed him.”


Her voice was shaking. Trace watched her dig her teeth into her lower lip to steady herself. “It got very quiet. I was more frightened by the quiet and tried to get out to help him. I couldn’t find the mechanism.”


“Two inches down from the ceiling.”


“Yes. It took me almost an hour before I found it.” She didn’t add that she’d fought hysteria the entire time or that at one point she’d beaten against the panel and shouted, prepared to give herself up rather than stay in the suffocating dark. “When I got out, he was dead. If I’d been quicker, I might have been able to help him … I’ll never be sure.”


“The ISS said stroke.”


“It was diagnosed as one. Such things can be brought on by a simple injection. In any case, they caused the stroke, and they caused it while looking for me. I have to live with that.” Trace had dropped his grip, and she’d grabbed his shirtfront without realizing it, her fingers curled tight. “And so do you. If you won’t help me for compassion or for money, maybe you’ll do it for revenge.”


He turned away from her again. He’d accepted Charlie’s death once. A stroke, a little time bomb in the brain set to go off at a certain time. Fate had said: Charlie, you’ve got sixty-three years, five months, on Earth. Make the best of it. That he’d accepted.


Now he was being told it wasn’t fate; it was three men. Fate was something he was Irish enough to live with. But it was possible to hate men, to pay men back. It was something to think about. Trace decided to get a pot of black coffee and do just that.


“I’ll take you back to your hotel.”


“But—”


“We’ll get some coffee, and you can tell me everything Charlie said, everything you know. Then I’ll tell you if I’ll help you.”


If it was all he’d give, she’d take it. “I checked into the same hotel as you. It seemed practical.”


“Fine.” Trace took her arm and began to walk with her. She wasn’t steady, he noted. Whatever fire had pushed her this far was fading fast. She swayed once, and he tightened his grip. “When’s the last time you ate?”


“Yesterday.”


He gave a snort that might have been a laugh. “What kind of a doctor are you?”


“Physicist.”


“Even a physicist should know something about nutrition. It goes like this. You eat, you stay alive. You don’t eat, you fall down.” He released her arm and slipped his around her waist. She would have protested if she’d had the energy.


“You smell like a horse.”


“Thanks. I spent most of the day bumping around the jungle. Great entertainment. What part of Ireland?”


Fatigue was spreading from her legs to her brain. His arm felt so strong, so comforting. Without realizing it, she leaned against him. “What?”


“What part of Ireland are you from?”


“Cork.”


“Small world.” He steered her into the lobby. “So’s my father. What room?”


“Two twenty-one.”


“Right next door to mine.”


“I gave the desk clerk a thousand pesos.”


Because the elevators were small and heated like ovens, he took the stairs. “You’re an enterprising woman, Dr. Fitzpatrick.”


“Most women are. It’s still a man’s world.”


He had his doubts about that, but he didn’t argue the point. “Key?”


She dug into her pocket, fighting off the weakness. She wouldn’t faint. That she promised herself. Trace took the key from her palm and stuck it in the lock. When he opened the door, he shoved her against the wall in the hallway.


“What’s wrong with you?” she asked. She swallowed the rest when she saw him draw a hunting knife out of his pocket.


It was all he had. He hadn’t considered it necessary to strap on a gun while on vacation. His eyes were narrow as he stepped into the room and kicked aside some of the debris.


“Oh, God.” Gillian braced herself in the doorway and looked. They’d done a thorough job. Even someone inexperienced in such matters could see that nothing had been overlooked.


Her suitcase had been cut apart, and the clothes she hadn’t unpacked were strewn everywhere. The mattress and the cushions from the single chair had been slit, and hunks of white stuffing littered the floor. The drawers of the bureau had been pulled out and overturned.


Trace checked the bath and the access through the windows. They’d come in the front, he concluded, and a search of a room this size wouldn’t have taken more than twenty minutes.


“You’ve still got your tail, Doc.” He turned but didn’t sheath the knife. “Pick up what you need. We’ll talk next door.”


She didn’t want to touch the clothes, but she forced herself to be practical. She needed them, and it didn’t matter that other hands had touched them. Moving quickly, she gathered up slacks and skirts and blouses. “I have cosmetics and toiletries in the bath.”


“Not anymore you don’t. They dumped the lot.” Trace took her arm again. This time he checked the hall and moved quietly to the room next door. Again he braced Gillian against the wall and opened the door. His fingers relaxed on the handle of the knife, though only slightly. So they hadn’t made him. That was good. He signaled to her to come in behind him, double locked the door, then began a careful search.


It was an old habit to leave a few telltales, one he followed even off duty. The book on his nightstand was still a quarter inch over the edge. The single strand of hair he’d left on the bedspread hadn’t been disturbed. He pulled the drapes, then sat on the bed and picked up the phone.


In perfect Spanish that had Gillian’s brow lifting, he ordered dinner and two pots of coffee. “I got you a steak,” he said when he hung up the phone. “But this is Mexico, so I wouldn’t expect it for about an hour. Sit down.”


With her clothes still rolled in her arms, she obeyed. Trace pushed himself back on the bed and crossed his legs.


“What are they after?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“They’ve got your brother. Why do they want you?”


“I occasionally work with Flynn. About six months ago I spent some time with him in Ireland on Horizon. We had a breakthrough.” She let her head tilt back against the cushion. “We believed we’d found a way to immunize the individual cell. You see, in ionizing radiation injury the main structure affected is the single cell. Energy rays enter the tissue like bullets and cause localized injury in the cells. We were working on a formula that prevented molecular changes within the affected cells. In that way we could—”
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